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Dedication



To TSC, my first reader and favorite cute nerd.




Content Notes



This book contains strong language, violence, and sexual themes, as well as dark content in a variety of forms, including depictions of abuse and bullying. It is intended for older teen readers and up.
The heroine eventually ends up with multiple boyfriends, some of whom also end up with each other.




Chapter 1


“You know what, I don’t want to do this after all,” Cly whined as the car turned off the highway. “We can still turn back. It’s not too late. Just make a U-turn and we’ll be back home in time for dinner—”
“You will be attending Wraithwood Academy, Cly,” said her bodyguard Aegis, quietly but firmly.
“Because my mother said so?”
“She did, in fact, say so—”
“Come on, Aegis, we’ve known each other since we were kids!” Cly’s tone turned wheedling as the car made its sedate, winding way down residential streets. “You saved me from that griffin! You didn’t tell on me when I broke Father’s auguring glass! Save me just this one more time, pleeeease?”
“I know you don’t like the idea of school,” said Aegis. “And I know you don’t want to leave home. But with your father gone and the fate of the house on the line, you have to do your part for the family.”
Cly scoffed. “Don’t be melodramatic like Mother. We’re House Redbriar. If anyone messes with us, they get crushed. Mother will keep everything running along just like she has forever. Why do I have to go out there?”
“Think about it this way,” said Aegis with infinite patience, slowing to make a turn. “If another mage house tries to attack us, your mother has plenty of stockpiled strength and resources, of course. But it would be… messy. Unpleasant. Wouldn’t it be better if no one dares? Because they’ve seen the strength and aggressiveness of our House’s new head in person?”
“Sure, when you put it that way,” Cly admitted. “But the school’s going to be filled with people jealous of my family. People who’ve heard the rumors about me. Total no-name trash who think they’re better than me.”
“That’s the whole point,” Aegis said as gently as he could. “Many people in mage society wonder if your House is still worth fearing with you as the new family head.”
“Oh, so it’s all my fault,” Cly snarled. “I’m the reason it’s going to be a filthy swamp of horrible people.”
“You’re here to prove them wrong, Cly,” Aegis reminded her. “Do you want people to continue believing the rumors? Do you want them to look at you and see a weakling?”
“But I—”
“Or do you want to go in there and blow their minds? Because you will. With the magic you’ll have, you’ll make them respect and fear you for the rest of your life.”
Cly’s breathing went ragged. The dashboard thumped as she punched it. “God, I’ll show them. I’m the only trueborn child of Priam fucking Redbriar.”
“Yes,” said Aegis softly. “You are.”
“I’m powerful now. I can do what I want. If they look at me wrong, I’ll rip their faces off.”
“They won’t. Besides, don’t you think that’s worth a bit of unpleasantness? To create a place where you’re in charge and everyone knows it?”
Cly’s sigh rattled the windows. “Fine. I’ll give it a chance.”
“That’s all I ask for,” said Aegis, warm as sunlight. The car was picking up speed again. “I honestly think you’ll like it more than you expect. Don’t the stories about Wraithwood tempt you at least a little?”
“The yards and yards of homework? The potion accidents?” But there was anticipation in her voice now, as if she were thinking about how it would all become hers. “The demon chained underneath the Great Hall—”
The air briefly crackled as the car passed through the magical wards that hid the campus to outside eyes.
Cly said, “Ooh.”
And at that moment, I would’ve happily ripped out her eyes and shoved them into my own sockets, if it would let me see what she was seeing. Wraithwood Academy. My dream. My stolen future.
I wanted to see Wraithwood with my own eyes, everything I’d only ever read about. For so many years, trapped in the gilded cage of Redbriar Manor, I’d longed to escape to its ancient halls and night-blooming gardens, libraries and bell towers.
I wanted to see.
But I couldn’t.
Because I was lying bound and gagged in the enchanted trunk in the back seat, stacked under the suitcases.
“Ooh, wow, look at that!” said Cly, her voice only a little muffled through the wood. And I gritted my jaw, tasting the foul, bitter metal of the gag clamped between my teeth, and told myself I’d sooner die than cry.




Chapter 2


The thing was, Priam Redbriar was a piece of shit too. Like their namesake, the entire Redbriar family grew strong in a deep, nourishing, fertile bed of shit. But with him, to my shame, I’d never have realized it if my mother hadn’t told me the full story.
So Priam Redbriar had gone slumming it in a human bar one night, eighteen years ago, while his wife was pregnant, and ended the night in a back alley with a college student half his age. And then he’d wiped her memory of the night, so that by the time the evidence that she was pregnant against all odds became undeniable, she was already months and months along.
And Priam hadn’t bothered to take responsibility for the college student single mother whose life he’d upended. At least, not until his daughter by his wife turned seven, old enough to make it clear that her magical ability was far weaker than it should be. He and his wife Leda tried everything—artifacts, potions, tutors—but nothing worked. Clytemnestra Redbriar struggled to cast even the simplest and smallest of spells.
To Priam Redbriar, tyrant of the magical world, one of the strongest mages in generations, that was utterly unacceptable in an heir. So unacceptable, in fact, that he remembered he might have a child elsewhere, hidden in the world of ordinary humans.
This wasn’t him swooping in like an incredibly belated Prince Charming to rescue Cinderella from the ashes. My mother had moved on in the years since then. She’d had to drop out of college, and her religious parents had disowned her for having a child out of wedlock, but she’d worked hard to make a life for us. We clipped coupons and shopped thrift stores, but we had enough to live on. We were happy. My mother was starting to find success as a freelance translator.
Then Priam Redbriar came in and ruined her life again.
In a way, it was my fault, because he’d found me just in time to witness magic that impressed even him. In my second grade classroom, the sunlight kept getting into my eyes where I sat during the afternoon, and the teacher wouldn’t let me switch seats. So I’d subconsciously rotated the entire school about twenty degrees on its foundation so the sun would stop bothering me.
There was no letting us go after that.
I sometimes wondered if Priam had other half-human bastards as well, besides me, because a man like him wouldn’t stop at one college student. I’d read that the vast majority of half-bloods didn’t manifest any magical abilities at all; they needed to have some dormant magical ancestry on their human side, from an earlier half-blood who’d passed for human, to get the right combination of genes for magic. Maybe I had other half-siblings out there, passed over because they were useless to him, and therefore beneath his generosity.
They said many things about Priam Redbriar at his funeral, as my mother and I watched from a distant window, forbidden to mingle with the guests and dignitaries. He was brilliant, and talented, and ambitious, and charismatic. For twenty years, he’d held the fate of mage society in his hands. But no one ever claimed he was kind.
And yet, our lives were better back when he was still alive. He liked me. He thought I was useful. And he’d never left me tied me up in a trunk for seven hours.
#
The car rolled to a stop. I heard the thump of doors, footsteps crunching on asphalt, and the metallic rattle of a moving cart. More thumps, as the suitcases on top of me were lifted away and dropped onto the cart. I was savagely pleased to hear Aegis grunt when he picked up the trunk with me inside; at least I was making him pay in this petty way for the amount of hardware they’d put on me.
“We’re supposed to be in… Rowan Building, Room 205-1 and 205-2,” said Cly, with a rustle of parchment. The cart began to move, jostling me painfully against the hard, lumpy equipment strapped to the inside lid of the trunk.
The enchantments on the trunk got rid of my bodily needs, such as food, water, proper circulation, or trips to the bathroom, which made my imprisonment slightly less terrible than it could have been. Still, the trip to Rowan House made me curse the very existence of cobblestones. By the time we stopped and I heard the scrape of a key into a lock, I knew my back was going to be covered in bruises tomorrow.
After that, I spent another half hour or so lying there, staring into darkness, as Cly and Aegis explored the room, set up wards, and unpacked the other suitcases. It might have been longer; I was starting to lose track of time. I kept seeing Mom with the dagger held to her neck. Don’t listen to her, she’d yelled at me. Don’t worry about me. Run! She’d tried to smile at me—even then, she’d tried to smile at me, give me courage.
But she couldn’t hide the fear in the gray eyes that matched my own.
I’d never seen her afraid before.
The dagger had drawn a trickle of red, red blood, smoking against the black metal of the blade.
In the claustrophobic darkness, I swallowed down my fear, praying that she was all right, back at Redbriar Manor. Were they treating her okay? Most of the servants liked her, but Cly’s mother, Leda, had hated us from the start. I wouldn’t put anything past her. The only reason she hadn’t killed Mom already was that she needed her to control me.
And I felt a bitter surge of hatred for Cly, chattering outside about where to hang up her dresses, as if that were her only concern in the world.
At last, silence fell outside. “I guess it’s time to deal with that,” said Cly. She gave the trunk a bone-rattling kick.
Latches clicked. The lid swung away, leaving me blinking in the sudden brightness.
“Do you have to?” Cly whined, as Aegis lifted me out of the trunk and removed my gag. “Can’t we just… keep her in there?”
“Sustenance trunks run out of charge,” said Aegis. “We have to let her out sometime.” His hands were gentle, but the gag had already scraped raw patches into the inside of my mouth. I prodded at them with my tongue, tasting the blood.
I got to my feet, looking around at the room. Cly had received a nice little suite all to herself, as befitting a Redbriar, with a smaller adjoining room for Aegis. The place had come pre-furnished, with bed, mirror, desk, lamp, chair, sofa, and wardrobe, all in a dark, expensive-looking antique style. A tall, narrow window was set into one wall. I could only see blue sky through it from this angle, but I automatically tried to take a step toward it anyway—and failed. Shackles still bound my arms and legs, engraved deeply with magic-suppressing runes.
“Don’t try to shout or escape, mongrel,” said Cly, her blue eyes bulging with nervousness. She had her mother’s eyes, and her limp blonde hair, garnishing her aristocratic Redbriar features. “If you get me into trouble, my mother’s going to end your mother.”
“I’m not stupid,” I rasped, staring at her. The hope of keeping Mom safe bound me more tightly than the shackles. “Get on with it.”
“Well, stop glaring at me, then!” Cly snapped, shrinking behind Aegis. “Why do you always look at me like that?”
I laughed incredulously. She was keeping me prisoner, and she complained that I looked at her wrong. “Let go of my mom and me, and I promise I’ll never give you a second glance.”
Cly scowled. “Just do the transfer, Aegis. Hurry up so I can get out of here.”
Aegis nodded and slid a few thin metal tools out of the trunk. I obediently bared my throat, allowing him access to the rune-engraved silver chain around my neck. His calloused fingers were warm and steady as, bit by bit, he worked a coin-sized ruby out of its setting at the front of the necklace.
I stared at his clean-cut face, framed by short brown hair. His brows were furrowed in that familiar way as he made delicate adjustments, his dark blue eyes narrowed in focus. Hints of tattoos peeked from the collar and cuffs of his shirt. I hated everything the tattoos stood for.
When I’d come to Redbriar Manor eleven years ago, he’d been my first and closest friend. He came from a vassal family, sworn to House Redbriar. His parents had died in Priam’s service when he was a baby, and in return the Redbriars had taken him in, raising him alongside their own family.
He’d taught me my way around the manor, showed me which servants were kindly to children and which were mean. He’d taught me, a city girl who’d never seen a real frog, how to climb trees and fish. I’d thought he was handsome when he was a gangly, awkward tween with scabs on his knees; at twenty, he was stunning, tall and strong and broad-shouldered.
But in between, the Redbriars had given him Spellbreaker tattoos. Things had never been the same since then.
He was still loyal, dependable, competent. But he wasn’t loyal to me. He wasn’t dependable for me. And he’d put that competence to use destroying my and my mother’s lives.
I’d liked him, once. Maybe more than liked. But now, the touch of his hands stirred a deep, painful rage.
At last, Aegis lifted the gemstone free of the necklace. Cly was putting on her own silver necklace, covered in a different pattern of runes, but with a matching empty socket at the front. “Be gentle with me,” she said, pouting at Aegis.
“It’ll only take a moment,” Aegis said. With the same tools, he inserted the ruby into her necklace.
Cly gasped pleasurably as the ruby flared with an unearthly light.
The Redbriar family owned thousands of years’ worth of magical heirlooms, and this pair of necklaces was one of them. The ruby served as a battery, temporarily draining magic from the wearer of the source necklace to charge up the wearer of the destination necklace.
There were strict limitations on their use, of course. The necklaces could only be used by a pair of blood relatives. Moreover, given that magic was said to come from the soul, mages considered it a violation of the worst kind to transfer it directly to another mage—worse than giving somebody your arm or leg. That was why Leda couldn’t get one of Cly’s other full-blood relatives to share power with Cly, even when Priam was starting to look toward a half-blood bastard for an heir.
But Priam was dead. And guess who was half Redbriar and willing to do anything to save her mother?
My stomach twisted as I watched Cly send the pages of her orientation packet swirling around the room with a wave of her hand. “Whoo!” She was laughing, eyes aglow with hunger, like a thief with her hands overflowing with stolen gold. She waved her hand again, and an illusion came over her face, adjusting the angles and proportions until they were as perfect as a doll’s. Another wave, and her hair grew glossy and voluminous. She was giving herself a makeover with a piece of my soul.
Cly summoned dresses from her wardrobe, picking a red, high-collared minidress that hid the necklace. Great House students were allowed more leeway with clothing than the no-names, who were required to wear business casual, and she wanted to stand out. “Okay, I’m feeling great!” Cly said, admiring herself in the mirror. The pages drifted to the floor around the room.
“Ready to start introducing yourself?” Aegis smiled at her encouragingly.
“Well, I’ve come all this way, so it had better be worthwhile,” said Cly. “You know, I’m starting to think it might be fun, even.” She stuck her chest out, striking a laughable pose. “Showing the world what the latest Redbriar can do.”
“Should I go with you?” asked Aegis.
“I'll be fine,” said Cly, rolling her eyes. “For once, I’ll get to do all the intimidation. I’ll do it outside so you can watch from the window, but let me have my fun.” She flounced out of the room impatiently.
Aegis started toward the window, but hesitated, turning to me.
“Hello,” I said. “I’m glad you remember I exist even when you don’t need to use me as a living battery.”
Aegis sighed. He hesitated, then, to my surprise, bent down and unlocked the shackles around my ankles. “I know you won’t try to escape without your mother, Cassandra,” he said, shifting to unlock my wrists as well. “Just… be understanding with Cly, okay?”
I flexed life back into my hands, feeling a faint trickle of magic return as I followed him to the window. “Why should I? Cly’s never returned the favor in her life.”
Below, Cly put her plan into action. The Redbriars had kept me and Cly hidden away at home for most of our lives, with only relatives and vassal families for company, to conceal my existence and her lack of magic. Nonetheless, rumors about the Redbriar heir had swirled around mage society for years. Wraithwood Academy, aside from being an institution for education, was also a gathering place for young mages from all over, and it provided the perfect opportunity to Cly to publicly lay those rumors to rest—with her stolen powers.
Outside the building was a grassy green, criss-crossed with paved paths lined with trees and benches. Will-of-the-wisps drifted across the lawn, dyed gold from the afternoon sunlight. Chatting students walked in twos and threes, reconnecting at the start of another school year.
There was one student walking alone.
The boy was dark-skinned and lanky, probably another first year, with his nose so deep into a book his glasses were bumping into the pages. He was doing a good job of navigating the winding path despite it—long experience, probably. I was surprised to feel a ghost of a smile on my face, at the sight of a kindred spirit.
Cly marched forth, running purposefully into him.
“Hey!” she yelled, as he stumbled back. “Watch where you’re going!”
“But you ran into m—”
Cly rounded on him. “Do you know who I am? I don’t think you know who I am.”
“Actually, I don’t—”
Cly clenched her hand around empty air. The front of the student’s shirt scrunched up, as if being grabbed. And Cly lifted her arm.
But she wasn’t me. She didn’t have the experience necessary to control that amount of magic. The student merely stumbled backward as his shirt slipped right out of her invisible fist.
“Look, can we just talk this out?”
Cly’s face was reddening from her own failure. She wasn’t pretending anymore; her shame and anxiety had transmuted into genuine rage.
She tried again. This time, it worked. She lifted the student kicking and flailing ten feet into the air.
A crowd was gathering around them. “My name is Clytemnestra Redbriar,” she shouted incoherently. “You may have heard of me. Probably lies! Maybe some of you think you can get away with crossing me. I want all of you to know! Fat! Chance!”
She punctuated each word with a shake of her fist. The student jerked around like a rag doll. His glasses fell, shattering into pieces against the paving stones.
“What the hell?” I hissed at Aegis. “This is what you wanted? Bullying some random nerd? I’m stepping in—”
“She needs to uphold the family name,” Aegis insisted, grabbing my hand before I could point it at the scene below. The rune tattoos glowed along his arm, making my hand go numb. “She might not be going about it the best way, but it’s necessary—”
“You! Do! Not! Cross! Me!” To my horror, the student’s shirt was starting to slip again from her grasp. And this time, the drop was going to hurt.
“Let go of me!” I fought against Aegis's grasp.
His grip was iron. “Someone’s going to notice if you do magic!”
The student fell.
But slowed, just before he hit the ground. An invisible hand lowered him into the grass.
The crowd parted like the Red Sea in front of two handsome, cold-eyed boys.
“I heard the name Redbriar,” said the older and taller of the two.
“I see a dumbass,” said the shorter.
Cly wheeled on them. “Do you two need me to teach you a lesson too?”
The shorter one grinned viciously. “You can try. But let’s introduce ourselves first.” He gave a mocking bow. “Hello. My name is Acubens Nightfeld. This is my brother Arcturus.”
Even from this distance, I saw Cly go pale.




Chapter 3


The black-haired, silver-eyed Nightfelds were the only mage family that could rival the Redbriars for might and influence. Well, it was more complicated than that. Once, the Nightfelds had been more powerful, but Priam had wrecked them in his day, due to a weak head of the family whom he’d suckered at every opportunity. Priam used to love to tell those stories around the dinner table, the rare times he was home; the one about the cave full of giant spiders ruined my appetite every time.
But it was a year since his death, and from the bits and scraps I’d heard, House Nightfeld was well along its way to recovery. Deneb Nightfeld’s sons, Arcturus and Acubens, were the new terrors of mage society.
“The arrogance of Redbriars never ceases to astound,” said Arcturus.
“Oh, this is going to be fun,” said Acubens, cracking his knuckles. Where his brother’s face was as still and cold as ice, his smile promised hellfire.
Aegis swore. He turned and ran out of the room, footsteps thundering down the stairs.
Cly was muttering frantically under her breath, spinning up a more complex spell. Suddenly, there were three Clys, all identical. One held her ground, hands upraised and ready for casting, while the other two ran away in opposite directions.
I narrowed my eyes, recognizing her escape plan from our shared childhood. Her illusions were crude, but often worked in the moment. She was always good at weaseling her way out of trouble.
But Acubens wouldn’t be as easy to fool as a manor servant. He strolled forward, still smiling. The first Cly tried to dodge, but he was faster. “Boop,” he said, flicking her on the nose, sending her head spinning on her neck like a globe. A few nervous giggles rose from the growing audience.
He pointed toward the next Cly, the one running away to his left. “Boing,” he said miming the motion with his finger. The next step that she took, she bounced, arcing off the ground, kicking and flailing, and landing head-first into the canopy of one of the nice ancient oak trees.
Acubens wiggled his fingers at the third Cly. “I actually don’t know what sound effect to use for this one,” he admitted. Her limbs wobbled, like rubber, then tied themselves into pretzel knots.
And as his unnervingly pale gaze continued past the Clys, toward a faint, shimmering patch in the air, I knew he’d been toying with her, like a cat with a mouse.
And now he was ready to pounce.
“All three were decoys, huh,” Acubens drawled. “I never would’ve guessed. I should let the real Redbriar know just how clever I think she is!”
He crooked a finger, yanking the shimmer toward him. Cly gasped and stumbled to her knees, all her illusions puffing away like smoke. He crooked his finger again. Cly skidded several feet closer, bare knees scraping on the paving stones.
Acubens smirked. “Hello,” he said, stepping toward her.
“Aegis!” Cly screamed, all swagger gone. “Aegis!”
Acubens was raising his hand again when Aegis grabbed his wrist. Like always, charging in like a knight in shining armor to save Cly from the consequences of her actions.
The intricate tattoos on Aegis's arms were glowing, siphoning Acubens's magic away from his hand. Aegis was a Spellbreaker; the tattoos made him immune to magic other than his own, and capable of actively absorbing magic from other mages. Naturally, mages didn’t hand over the keys to their weakness to just anybody; Aegis had been specially honored with the procedure due to his family’s history of service and his personal loyalty.
I looked away from him in disgust. He’d swoop in to save Cly from getting a taste of her own medicine, but he hadn’t lifted a finger to save me from captivity and exploitation. I remembered his hands, gentle but inexorable, as he locked the shackles around my arms and legs on Leda’s order. If one day Leda decided I’d outlived my usefulness, would Aegis kill me, just as gently, just as inexorably?
My drifting gaze chanced across Arcturus, still standing a ways behind his brother. I blinked in surprise. Another boy was leaning against Arcturus, arm slung casually across his shoulder. He wore a neat enough combination of button-up shirt and slacks, typical of the student crowd around him, but he was definitely the only one with hair long enough to brush the grass. It flowed down his shoulders and back, dark and very faintly iridescent, like an oil spill.
He tipped his head up, eyes meeting mine.
I tensed. How the hell had he noticed me, with all the drama going on below?
For a moment, he regarded me. His eyes were like his hair, dark yet gleaming. His face had an eerie beauty to it, a little too perfect, a little too symmetrical, yet impossible to look away from. I couldn’t read his expression.
Then he smiled and turned away.
Arcturus was shrugging off his arm, stepping toward Acubens and Aegis, who were still locked in their stalemate. Acubens wore a pained grimace as he tried, unsuccessfully, to yank his hand free of Aegis's grasp.
Aegis looked up as Arcturus approached. “Tell your brother that the Redbriars can still defend their dignity if provoked. The Nightfelds shouldn’t get cocky just yet.”
Arcturus merely placed a single gloved finger against Aegis's hand. “You’re the one who should remember your place, Spellbreaker. This school is ours for a reason.”
Aegis's tattoos began to flare as Arcturus poured magic into him—arms, shoulders, back, chest, so brightly I could see them right through his shirt. Aegis's eyes widened; he himself was still immune to magic, but Arcturus was overwhelming his ability to drain magic through sheer raw power. Even I wasn’t sure if I could do that.
And that massive overload meant Acubens was no longer getting drained dry. He growled and yanked his hand free with a burst of magic-enhanced strength.
“We’ll be going now,” said Arcturus, removing his finger. “Behave yourselves at our school.” He turned and walked away without a second glance, as if it was all in a Sunday’s work for him. Acubens shot a final dark glare at Aegis, before following.
The gathered students dispersed, chattering among themselves about the show they’d just witnessed. Judging by the bits and pieces that drifted past my window, Cly hadn’t made the impression she’d been hoping for. I wished I could be down there, one student among the others, taking bets on how long the Redbriar would last.
The student Cly had picked on still sat on the ground, staring dumbly in the direction of his unexpected rescuers. Then he picked himself up and began to grope for his glasses. The other student, the strange one, had disappeared already. I hoped he hadn’t recognized me. While I had my mother’s grey eyes, the rest of my face was distinctly Redbriar, which made me look more like Cly than I’d like. It might bring up awkward questions.
Behind me, I heard Aegis and Cly coming up the stairs. “That asshole!” Cly wailed. “He just came up and attacked me for no reason! He was having fun! Carry me, he scraped my knees!”
“We’ll be better prepared next time,” Aegis promised. “Besides, you’ve already dispelled the worst of the rumors. After that, no one can claim you don’t have plenty of magic of your own.” I rolled my eyes.
A different sort of trouble started the moment they came in, Cly sitting in Aegis's arms.
“You took her shackles off?” Cly demanded incredulously, rounding on Aegis. “Are you crazy? She could’ve just run off! She could’ve done anything!”
“Your family took my mom as hostage,” I snapped. “You may have forgotten, but I can’t.”
Cly ignored me. “Put her back in the shackles, right now!”
“I suppose it’s the safe thing to do,” Aegis said, eyes downcast. I didn’t look at him, hissing as what little magic I’d regained drained away into the shackles.
“Now come on,” she said, when he was done. “We’re getting dinner together. Not for you,” she told me.
I watched them leave, talking of the roasted venison and rare greens available today in the dining rooms.
My stomach grumbled; I hadn’t eaten all day, and the stasis trunk had worn off. But at least I could get a drink. I hobbled to the bathroom and turned the tap, sucking up the stream of water with my face half in the sink.
I straightened, awkwardly wiping the water from my face with my shackled hands. I stared into the bathroom mirror at myself. My light brown hair was a tangled mess, my wrists were chafed from the shackles, and I was covered in bruises from being jolted around in the suitcase. But my eyes were the same. Grey as a storm.
My name was Cassandra Turner. Not Redbriar. I was a Turner, like my mother, my only true family. And like her, I would survive whatever these selfish, self-important mages threw at me. I was going to get through this, find a way to free her, and escape, whatever it took.
And I might not even have to do it alone.
I didn’t trust the Nightfeld brothers. They were smug, rich bullies, no better, and probably worse, than the scions of any other powerful mage family.
But they had every reason to hate the Redbriars, and they practically ruled the school. The enemies of my enemy might turn out to be my friends.
Or they might just steamroll me without a second thought.
I closed my eyes. What a world I lived in.
The bodyguard who’d once been my childhood friend had put me in chains.
And I wanted the biggest bullies of Wraithwood Academy to help me break them.




Chapter 4


I woke to hands on me.
Heart pounding, I tried to fight, to bring my hands up, only to come up short as shackles bit painfully into my wrists.
I’d been chained to the sofa. Right.
I stilled, forcing myself to breathe and gain my bearings. Aegis loomed above me, removing the ruby from my necklace. He’d replaced it the previous evening so it could charge overnight. Behind him, Cly was hopping around crashing into furniture as she tried to pull on her second sock. “Shit! Where does it say I have to get there early for the headmaster’s speech? If you’re wrong about this I’m gonna end you!”
Aegis patiently pointed out the bolded, underlined paragraph in her orientation packet before reattaching the ruby to Cly’s necklace. She reached out for a skirt, and Aegis handed it to her.
I gritted my teeth. I was unnaturally exhausted, from my stint in the sustenance trunk, as well as multiple artifacts draining my magic. My head hurt, and my bruised back didn’t feel great from sleeping on a sofa that was designed more for aesthetics than for comfort, either. And—shit, that was blood smeared on my wrists. I’d broken skin in my unthinking panic. That was really going to hurt if I had to keep wearing these shackles.
I sighed. “Aegis, can you unlock me for just a sec? I need to heal my wrists. And also pee, because that’s something you don’t want me to do while I’m chained to a sofa.”
Aegis complied, frowning at the blood. “You’ll have to hurry. Cly and I will be leaving soon, and I’m afraid you’ll have to remain in those shackles while we’re gone.”
“It’ll only take a moment,” I said, running into the bathroom while I waited for my magic to recover, hating that I had to run.
When I came back out, Cly was in front of the mirror, fluffing her hair with my magic. Unfortunately, her hair wasn’t the only thing she saw in the mirror.
She whirled. “You! Aegis, what’s she doing out of the chains?”
I raised my bloody wrists. “Look, I’m a person, not a wall charger. You can’t just keep me in a box all day until you need me. I have needs, such as not bleeding and going to the bathroom!”
“She’ll be shackled when we leave,” Aegis reassured her.
“Fuck you! I turn my back for one second and you do this!”
“Cly—”
She stormed to the door. “If you like her so much, then stay here! I don’t want you with me! Make sure she doesn’t escape and ruin everything!” She shot me a dirty look before stomping out and slamming the door.
I had to admit, Cly didn’t usually go for the yelling-and-screaming tantrums over the teary poor-me tantrums. School must have rattled her badly.
Not that I had much sympathy for her. She had more of a choice about being here than I did.
For a while, Aegis stared at the door. Then he sighed and turned away. It seemed like he’d do as she’d said.
That was unfortunate for me, because I’d been hoping I’d get the day to myself. It would be harder to work on an escape plan while having to make sure I didn’t look suspicious to Aegis.
I grimaced and touched my wrists. Enough of my magic had recovered for minor healing, at least. The lacerations scabbed over.
“Am I allowed to shower, at least?” I said. “Or are you going to stand guard inside the bathtub?”
Aegis rubbed his face, looking tired. “Go ahead. I’m not going to creep on you or anything.”
“I see. Because Cly wouldn’t like it.” I shut the door behind me.
The hot water felt amazing after the day and night I’d had. I closed my eyes, sighing with relief, some of the tension draining from my shoulders with the water. But not all.
I wasn’t going to be able to fully relax until I had my mom back.
And how are you going to do that? I thought, a chill running through me despite the heat of the water. At any given point, I was either chained up or in the company of Aegis, or, if Cly had her way, both. Just escaping this room would be a challenge. Then I’d have to make it all the way back to Redbriar Manor, a distance of seven hours’ drive, without detection. Then I’d need to break into Redbriar Manor itself, cracking countless layers of magical defenses that had stood for centuries.
And at any point, if I were noticed missing, they would bring out my mother and do unspeakable things to her.
I shut off the water, having lost all sense of enjoyment.
I moved to get dressed, and discovered yet another minor indignity. Of course they hadn’t thought to bring clothing for me. I was a wall charger. Wall chargers didn’t need to change.
I cast a laundry spell on the clothes I’d taken off. There went some of the magic I’d been hoping to spend on healing my minor injuries.
They were all small things taken individually. The bruises. The scrapes. The hunger. The constant surveillance. The lack of clothing. But each one gnawed away a scrap of my sanity. How long could I spend trapped like this, getting ground down bit by bit? How long before I broke?
Aegis was waiting outside the door with a bundle of his clothes when I came out. “I thought I’d do laundry right now,” he said. “You don’t have to, but…”
I gave a humorless laugh. The Redbriars had screwed him over in a different way by giving him Spellbreaker tattoos. The tattoos blocked external magic off from affecting him, but also prevented him from doing magic with external effects. He could enhance his own speed and strength and so on, but he didn’t get fireballs. Or inscription-based light switches. Or laundry spells. Mage buildings didn’t have washing machines, because everyone used laundry spells, so he was planning to hand-wash his clothes in the sink. A sad fate for a perfectly engineered bodyguard.
“I guess you can’t ask Cly for help with your boxers,” I said. I waved my hand and cast the spell for him.
“Thank you,” Aegis said. He struggled to meet my eyes. I tried to take advantage of that.
“If you feel like repaying me, can I go out and see the campus? I just want to see it. You know I’ve wanted to come here since I was a kid.”
I didn’t like saying that. I didn’t like begging a favor of Aegis, or twisting my now-painful dreams of this school into a tool of persuasion, into the means to an end. But I had to at least try.
Aegis frowned at me, though the guilt deepened in his eyes. “That’s too risky. You know that, Cassandra.” He trusted me, but not that much.
“If you want, you can go with me. I’ll cast an illusion over myself, so no one can tell that I’m a Redbriar.”
“But you can’t cast an illusion over me,” Aegis pointed out. “And the other students have already seen me as Cly’s bodyguard. It’ll draw too much suspicion.”
I opened my mouth to argue further, but Aegis had already turned away, staring pointedly out the window. He’d made up his mind, and I wasn’t going to reach him.
Sighing, I sat down at the desk. I could hear the headmaster’s speech beginning in the distance, and magically sharpened my senses to listen.
“At Wraithwood Academy, we nurture the best and brightest of each magical generation. In these four years of school, you’ll learn the latest in magecraft alongside your peers who will form the backbone of future mage society…
Nothing but platitudes, but I listened anyway, because at least it was a small part of the school experience that I wouldn’t miss out on. I hated the situation I found myself in—I was technically at Wraithwood, but not a part of it. I was a glorified wall charger trapped inside a dorm room, watching everything from afar.
After the speech ended, I even started flipping through Cly’s textbooks, the ones she hadn’t had to take to class today. There was one on higher magic, and another on artifact analysis. I knew a decent percentage of the information already, but I didn’t mind reading more.
I’d always been kind of a nerd. My mom had encouraged it; she’d told me she’d gone to school to become a doctor, and even the way she’d spoken of pre-med drama and all-nighters before the exams had sounded faintly wistful. But then Priam Redbriar had barged into her life, destroying any chance of ever finishing the necessary schooling. I think she hoped that I could do what she couldn’t and get through school in one piece. She took vicarious pleasure in how good I was at academics.
At that thought, I had to look away from the book, blinking a little. Then I continued, because there was a tiny chance that something I learned might be useful in the future, while crying wouldn’t help me at all.
I was working my way through an introductory chapter on ward design when Aegis suddenly jumped upright.
Aegis seemed to have some sort of instinct for when Cly got into trouble, whether through his Spellbreaker tattoos, or simply through dealing with her since childhood. In this case, it was clearly bad, because he ran out of the room without a word.




Chapter 5


For a moment, I just sat there, unable to believe my own luck. Then I got up and followed Aegis, from a safe distance behind, whispering spells to disguise myself and muffle my footsteps. It was a risk, but one I had to take.
I had to keep my eyes on the goal, I told myself, but one straying glance, and I was lost to gawking like a tourist around me. Everything was red brick and white stone, built in elegant archaic styles, even more beautiful and imposing than they’d been in pictures. Over there was First Hall, its windows aglow with the strange experimental magic performed inside it. And there was the library, with its domed roof. How often had I dreamed of studying in that library as a child, making my mother proud with my groundbreaking work on some advanced topic of magecraft? Will-’o-the-wisps floated in the soft autumn breeze, and perched like birds along the decorative brickwork.
But while I couldn’t control my eyes, I still managed to control my feet. I followed quite a few other drama-hungry students toward the commotion near the Divination Hall.
I didn’t even have to get that close to the action to see what was happening, because Cly was dangling ten feet above the heads of the crowd, getting jerked up and down like a puppet. By her skirt. Flashing her red, lacy underwear.
“You! Do! Not! Cross! Me!” I heard Acubens's mocking voice, timed to each jerking motion, imitating Cly from yesterday. “Ooh, everyone look at me, I’m a big bad Redbriar!”
Mom would’ve wanted me to empathize with Cly. Cly had developed deep insecurities growing up with such weak magic in a family that prided itself on power, and expressed it by lashing out at those even weaker than her. She’d behaved badly, but two wrongs didn’t make a right.
My mother was always like that, generous to a fault, even to those who’d wronged her. Leda had been deeply hurt by Priam’s cheating and callousness, and took it out on us because she couldn’t take it out on her terrifying husband, Mom had tried to explain to me. Aegis was so blindly devoted because the Redbriars had spared no effort in manipulating him, ever since he was a child, to turn him into the perfect bodyguard for their use. I should try to understand them, she always told me, and then I wouldn’t be so angry at them.
But Mom wasn’t here, because while Mom extended her generosity, the Redbriars never, ever returned the favor. For all she insisted on humanizing Leda and Cly, they’d only seen her first as the filthier of two filthy lesser beings intruding in their lives, then as a tool, a lever to use on me so I’d be their good little wall charger. For that matter, they’d sneer at the word humanize—in their mind, there were humans, and then there were mages, as if they were two completely separate species. Theirs was superior, of course.
So I looked at Cly, screaming and flailing up there at Acubens's mercy, and felt mostly concerned about Acubens. This was admittedly satisfying, in a way, but you’d have to be an immature asshole to stand up there and do something like that at the age of eighteen, and immature assholes weren’t good teammate material. But where else was I going to find someone powerful and Redbriar-hating?
“Things will be interesting this year,” said a voice like smoke and silk.
I tensed and turned. Beside me stood the strange, beautiful boy from yesterday. I hadn’t even heard him walk up.
“What do you mean?” I asked. “And who are you?”
“Who are you?” He smiled at me, and I had a sinking suspicion that he recognized me through my illusions. “You may call me Wraith.”
“That totally doesn’t sound like a point-at-nearest-object fake name,” I said, eyes narrowed. At least no one else seemed to be looking at us. Everyone else was either crowded around the commotion or trudging back to the dorms.
Wraith shrugged, his long hair rippling with shadowy colors at the motion. He drew closer, taking my arm in his own. The guy clearly had no concept of personal space.
I would’ve pushed him away, but I had to know more.  This was the first student I’d spoken to here, and I wanted to know what his deal was. Whether he was an enemy or a friend.
“You are a girl with many secrets,” Wraith murmured into my ear. Up close, he smelled like ozone and old stone. “In all my time here, I’ve only ever met one other with more, and he will leave me in a year. Perhaps you can fill my hunger in his place.”
“What are you talking about?” I narrowed my eyes. Was he high or drunk?
“Tell me a secret. I cannot tell it to anyone else without your say-so, or else it would not be a secret. Let me hold it inside me, and I will be ever grateful to you.”
“You tell me a secret,” I snapped.
It was the wrong thing to say, I realized. A slow smile spread across Wraith’s perfectly-formed lips. “Thank you for your permission. Here’s one for you, then, one that I find quite compelling within your collection. You sometimes wish you’d never been born. At least then your mother would have then had the life she wanted, instead of the life she was forced into.”
I rounded on him. “What the hell—”
But he was no longer there. He was already gone, nowhere to be seen.
How do you know me? How did you know that? The questions died in my throat, unspoken.
But I didn’t have the time to look for him. I didn’t see Cly bobbing above Divination Hall like a balloon anymore, which meant that Aegis had already successfully come to her rescue. They’d likely be heading back to the dorm room, and if they found me missing, I was going to be in serious trouble.
Screw Wraith, or whatever his real name was. I gritted my teeth and started running.
By the time I reached Rowan House, I saw Cly and Aegis from the back, already disappearing through the main entrance. I cursed Wraith again, knowing I couldn’t beat them up the stairs.
The solution was to not take the stairs. I hurried around the building, finding the window to Cly’s room—at least, it had better be Cly’s room. I threw an invisibility illusion over myself, shoved the window open from the ground with a thrusting hand gesture, then took a running, magic-enhanced leap.
My fingers just managed to close around the windowsill. Panting, I pulled myself up and flopped through the window. My magic was already running on fumes, thanks to all the artifacts that had been draining and suppressing it of late.
I could hear Cly’s yelling coming down the hallway outside. Time for last-minute touches.
Window—shut.
Illusions—dispelled.
I hoped no one had seen me turn invisible outside the building; no one would be able to connect it directly to me, but Cly and Aegis might get suspicious if they heard. Fortunately, Cly had seemingly become the school pariah in less than a day, and I doubted anyone would be swapping friendly what-I-saw-today stories with her anytime soon.
Speaking of the devil, the door slammed open, and Cly stomped into the room, her clothes rumpled, her face red and blotchy. “Fuck them!” she screamed, barely coherent. “My father should’ve killed their father before…  before those fucking assholes were ever born!”
Aegis's expression was dark. He had scrapes on his knuckles and a tear on one of his shirt cuffs. “The Nightfeld brothers earned their reputation,” he conceded. “The elder might be stronger than your father was. No wonder power is shifting so quickly back to the Nightfelds.”
“You should’ve done more!” Cly accused Aegis. “You’re a Spellbreaker. But all you did was grab me and run!”
Aegis bowed his head. “My priority was getting you out safely.”
Cly stomped her foot. “You should’ve beaten them up! You should’ve rubbed their faces in the dirt. What else did we give you those tattoos for? Now they’ll think we’re prey for the picking.”
“I didn’t think I could outfight them both,” Aegis said. His mouth twisted; I could see it pained him to admit that. “But that’s something I hope to fix.” His gaze went to a wooden box on the desk in his room.
“I knew school was going to be horrible!” Cly continued, hurling herself onto the bed. “I never wanted to come here! Nothing has gone the way Mother said it would go!” In other words, I thought sourly, she thought she’d get to be the big bad bully instead of the one getting bullied.
“That’s something I hope to fix,” Aegis said again, his eyes grim. He took the wooden box and unlocked it, lifting out a slender, needle-tipped stylus and a small vial filled with dark, shimmering fluid. A Spellbreaker’s tattoos were done in an ink made from demon’s blood, the user’s own blood, and a closely guarded formula of various magical herbs and substances. “I can add to my tattoos to make them stronger.”
“Why didn’t you do that in the first place, before I got humiliated?” Cly demanded.
“Because he’s going to be inking over his exceptions,” I nearly yelled. I couldn’t stay silent anymore, as much as I wanted to stay out of Cly’s attention. Not at this time. No goddamn way. “Right now, his tattoos leave exceptions so that certain spells can still work on him, like healing magic if he’s seriously injured. Which, because he’s your bodyguard, is sooner or later. Without the exceptions he’ll be much stronger, but he’ll have no way of turning his Spellbreaker abilities off, even if it’s an emergency and he’s about to die. This is going to follow him for the rest of his life. Aegis, don’t do this, this is incredibly dangerous—”
Even Cly was turning pale, looking at Aegis uncertainly. My hopes rose. But Aegis cut me off. “I’m not afraid of death in the service of House Redbriar,” he said calmly. “If we can’t even fend off schoolyard bullying from the new generation of Nightfelds, the reputation of the family will be ruined.”
I clenched my fists, desperate to grab him by the collar and shake him. “Are you even listening to yourself? You’re going to risk your life over the reputation of a family that isn’t even yours! It’s Cly’s job to defend the family name. It’s Leda’s job. It’s not yours!”
But I’d said the wrong thing, I realized, even as Aegis's expression darkened further. I’d accidentally hit upon our long-unresolved disagreement.
“It is mine,” Aegis said, sharply. “I am a vassal of House Redbriar, born and bred. It’s my fate to serve it. You may not respect the blood you were gifted, but I do.” Before I could say anything else, he unscrewed the vial, dipped the stylus into the ink, and began to push its tip into his skin.
Behind me, Cly laughed, shrill with smugness and… relief? Relief that Aegis had saved her from either having to stop him, which she was too much of a self-interested coward to do, or agreeing with him, which would put the weight of the consequences on her conscience.
Mom was wrong. Understanding Cly didn’t lessen the disgust that welled up in me one bit.
I turned on her, and she scowled back. “Didn’t you hear Aegis? This is what he wants.”
“You can still stop him,” I said. “If you had the decency.”
“Piss off,” Cly snarled back, her face reddening again. “This is none of your business. If you need something better to do than sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, then here!” She hurled a folder at me, hitting me full in the chest.
I caught the folder. It was filled with Cly’s homework from her classes today: Lower Magic, Alchemy, Divination.
“That should keep you busy,” Cly sneered.
I wanted to laugh. It was the first day of school, and she was already trying to weasel out of homework.
But I didn’t laugh, because an idea was starting to come together in my mind. I flipped through the homework, my head lowered to hide my grimly thoughtful expression.
Mom was wrong in that understanding didn’t bring sympathy. But she was also right, in a way. Knowing my enemy gave me an advantage.
I looked at Cly, turning to her laptop to watch some show. She was pretending not to notice Aegis across the room as he pricked new runes onto his forearms, brow furrowed and teeth clenched, his skin beading with blood and ink.
Cly was a lazy, selfish, bullying coward who cared only about her own pleasure and pain. She claimed the power and luxury that the Redbriar name brought, but wanted none of the responsibility and consequences. She craved for others to fear her, but screamed for Aegis to protect her the moment the tables turned.
She was nasty in ways that no decent, responsible person would be. But that also meant she was stupid in ways that no decent, responsible person would be.
And I was going to exploit that to take my first step toward freedom.




Chapter 6


I woke blearily the next day. Not because the homework had kept me up—this was introductory, first-day-of-class material—but because I’d pretended the homework had kept me up. I’d made sure to sit at the desk and look busy until Cly finally stopped binging episodes and went to sleep, shooting one last smug look in my direction.
Cly didn’t look much better than I did, at least. She groaned in her bed like a zombie, hiding her face under her pillow, a luxury I didn’t have. “Five more minutes, Aegis!”
Aegis worked around the pillow and her up-flung arms, inserting the ruby into her necklace. Bandages covered his forearms, extending from his wrists to under his half-rolled shirtsleeves. He looked terrible, his face haggard, his movements stiff. Spellbreaker tattoos went more than skin-deep; they reworked the whole body to change the way it interacted with magic.
Aegis was going to be feeling the aftershocks of those changes today. I was impressed that he could still manage being upright, alert, and in full nursemaid mode.
“Your Introduction to Higher Magic course starts in half an hour,” Aegis said, brow furrowing. “We need to hurry.”
“I don’t want to!” Cly wailed like a toddler. “School is stupid! And—and your arms aren’t even healed! How are you supposed to fight the Nightfeld brothers if they come after me again? Are you just going to let me get beaten up?”
“I’ll do everything in my power,” said Aegis, but he couldn’t hide a flash of concern.
Cly seized on it. “But what if you can’t protect me? What good are you if you can’t protect me?”
“I’ll be by your side, and they don’t know about my weakness. They’ll think twice before engaging you after yesterday,” Aegis assured her. “We need to publicly brush off yesterday’s… lapse like it was nothing. Show everyone the Redbriars can’t be thrown off balance so easily.”
“Easy for you to say,” Cly sulked. But she sat up in bed, and her voice no longer blared with the same outrage. Aegis was starting to talk her down from her initial panic.
That meant I had to strike now.
“Listen to Aegis,” I goaded. “A Redbriar, scared of school? Scared of getting beaten up? I thought Redbriars were supposed to do all the beating up.”
“Shut up!” Cly turned on me, reddening. I’d gotten her attention, and her hatred. “You have no idea how hard it is, you half-blood bastard! You don’t know what I’ve been through! You don’t know what I’ve had to sacrifice for the sake of my family!”
More than what I’ve had to sacrifice for the sake of your family? I thought silently. More than what Aegis is sacrificing? “I don’t think it’s that hard at all. I should know—I did your homework.”
Cly’s face was screwing up, which made her look like a squashed tomato. But she wasn’t yelling. She was thinking.
Remembering last night.
Remembering foisting all her nasty schoolwork on me.
Remembering making me work and suffer with it.
And I hoped, furiously hoped, that it was giving her petty, weaseling self ideas.
“If you don’t think it’s that hard,” Cly said at last, eyes gleaming with vicious triumph, “then how about you do it.”
My heart sang with triumph of my own, but I feigned confusion. “What do you mean?”
“Go to class in my place! You already look enough like me that you barely need illusions.” That was true; I had grey eyes instead of blue, and light brown hair instead of blonde, but both our faces were distinctly, obviously Redbriar. And no one outside of Redbriar Manor knew about my existence, aside from maybe a few rumors, which weren’t even the most interesting rumors about Priam Redbriar floating around. No one would suspect that Cly had a body double around.
“If you think I have it so easy, then you’ll get to see for yourself,” Cly continued smugly. “Sit all day in boring classes while I stay home!” God, did she think it was a luxury to be shut inside a dorm room with only my prison guard for company? “And even better, you get to deal with the Nightfeld brothers. If you’re so good, then you’ll beat them up and they’ll stop bothering me in the future! That works for me! And if you aren’t… well, too bad, better you than me.”
“Cly,” interjected Aegis, brow furrowed in concern. “You can’t do this. It’s far too risky—”
“I’m doing this,” said Cly, eyes glittering, drunk off the brilliance of her own plan. “You’ll go with her, Aegis, to make sure she doesn’t try anything. Redbriar Manor is only a text away, and she knows it. But if the Nightfeld brothers show up, don’t step in. You won’t have to do anything. Just let her see what she’s in for.”
Energized, she sprang out of bed, hissing illusion spells into my face. I grimaced as a tingle passed over my face and scalp.
“Not bad,” she sneered, examining her handiwork. “It’s a big improvement!”
“I thought you said I already looked like you,” I said blandly.
“The illusions get rid of the human taint,” Cly says, scowling. “Now go pick something not embarrassing to me from my closet.”
I strolled over and looked through a clothing collection that managed to fill even the considerable closet. Cly had clearly gone on a shopping binge of sleek, expensive black clothing before this whole venture, probably in the hopes of projecting that Redfern intimidation, and that suited me just fine. Plenty of pieces were still new and unworn.
I picked out jeans, a top, and a sharp-looking leather jacket to go over it all. Clothes to get down to business in.
Once I’d changed in the bathroom, I allowed myself a flash of a smile in the mirror. I’d gotten my chance.
Sure, Aegis was going to be watching me like a hawk the whole time, but I could at least go out on campus. Meet potential allies. Learn useful advanced magic.
A whole new world of possibilities had opened up in front of me, and I was going to seize every opportunity I could find.




Chapter 7


One perk of pretending to be an actual student at Wraithwood was breakfast.
We were running late, so I only had time to grab coffee and a pastry from the ridiculously nice food hall, dashing past cafeteria tables carved with dragons instead of graffiti, rainbow light showering down from stained glass windows set high overhead. The pastry was still warm from the oven, its buttery, flaky crust perfectly balancing out the tart-sweetness of the jam inside. I didn’t recognize the exotic orange-colored berry it was made of, but whatever it was, it tasted face-meltingly delicious after days of cold, squashed leftovers.
I wished I could take the time to savor the food, and the route through campus, but our headlong rush didn’t give us time for either. Just once, I thought ruefully as I wolfed down breakfast with one hand and tried not to spill coffee with the other as I ran. Just once, I’d like to have a nice leisurely stroll through the school gardens or something. Someday.
I skidded through the doors of the lecture hall just as distant bells tolled out nine o’clock. Here was my first class: Introduction to Higher Magic.
I slipped into an aisle seat; Aegis remained standing to my side. “You can find a seat too, you know,” I said quietly, turning in my seat. “Stop blocking the aisle. Even the Nightfelds wouldn’t try to jump me in the middle of class.”
But Aegis remained unmoving, staring ahead stubbornly. I sighed and turned my attention to the front of the classroom, trying to ignore the weirdness of having him in my peripheral vision.
I’d picked up a lot of cool tricks with magic, between reading random books and living in Redbriar Manor, but I’d never really studied the theory to string all those bits together. I knew a lot of whats and hows, but not the whys. This class looked like it aimed to fill in that gap.
I was probably one of the few students who looked forward to the class. The other students’ conversations faded from chattering to whispers when the professor showed up, but they didn’t stop. Beside me, my neighbor yawned into her hand, clearly wishing she were still in bed. Theoretical stuff just wasn’t as appealing as punching holes in walls with your bare hands.
To be honest, given my sleep deprivation, I’d probably be less than attentive too, if this weren’t the first time I’d been inside a classroom in more than a decade. As one of the skeletons in House Redbriar’s closet, I hadn’t had much opportunity to interact with people outside the manor grounds. Sitting in a lecture hall with nearly a hundred students was fresh and exciting. And the professor was very exciting.
She was a small, plump woman with a beehive hairdo nearly as tall as she was, which swayed mesmerizingly atop her head as she strolled across the front of the classroom. She wore a fuzzy blue bathrobe over a darker blue ball gown, both of which rippled oddly as she walked, as if she were underwater.
“Welcome, welcome!” she called out to us, her audience, throwing her arms wide. “I am Professor Bayes, and this is the most important introductory course you’ll take here at Wraithwood Academy. Here, you will be learning the fundamentals that you’ll rely on for the rest of your years here.”
“So what is higher magic, you may ask?” Professor Bayes continued grandly. “To explain, it’s easier to first demonstrate what lower magic is.”
Mages didn’t need projectors or screens; they tossed up illusions. Professor Bayes showed us an ancient-looking wall carving, worn and pitted, that nearly spanned the classroom. On it, crude but recognizable humanoid figures leapt over trees, wrestled giant beasts, and seized birds in mid-flight.
“Lower magic is our birthright. Any untrained mage child knows how to make themselves stronger if they’re angry, or faster if they’re being chased. It’s automatic. Instinctive. Just like we’re all born knowing how to move our arm, we’re all born knowing how to use magic as an extension of our arm. For millennia, our ancestors made themselves great through lower magic.”
“Lower magic is more flexible than this carving makes it appear, of course. It’s not just giving yourself superhuman physical abilities; you can use it to augment anything your body already does. Your body already knows how to see, so magic can make you see better, across great distances or through the dark of night. Your body already knows how to grab what’s in front of you, so you can reach out and have the magic grab something that’s ten feet away—” Professor Bayes demonstrated by snatching the phone from a student sitting a few rows down from me. “No electronics in class, please. Anyway, to continue, your body already knows how to repair itself, so magic can make you heal faster, without scars. I’m not going to demonstrate that one, unless you do it again.” That drew a few laughs from the students. They were starting to go quiet for real, caught up in Professor Bayes’ presentation.
“An important note—just because lower magic comes naturally to mages doesn’t mean training and skill aren’t important. To use an analogy, running comes naturally, but winning the race can take years of practice. Don’t neglect your Lower Magic courses, folks. The more physical techniques are heavily dependent on the mage’s raw power, but using them efficiently and precisely still requires training. How many of you have hurt yourself because you misjudged your strength, or tried to grab something at a distance and missed?” Many sheepish hands went up.
“Other techniques generally take at least as much skill as power, especially interfering with biological processes that are harder to instinctively conceptualize. An untrained healer can make their injury worse. Most forms of mind and emotion manipulation have never succeeded outside of theory.
“With that warning given,” Professor Bayes said, clapping her hands together, “we can move on to, what is higher magic? The short answer is, everything that isn’t lower magic. The long answer requires the semester-long class you’ve all signed up for.”
“As you’ve no doubt realized, lower magic is powerful and relatively straightforward, but it doesn’t even cover most of the magic you students are using in your everyday lives. Where do illusions fit in? Runes? Laundry spells? Can you use lower magic to go, ‘laundry is a thing my body does, and therefore magic is augmenting my laundry-doing ability’? Actually, you can, if you’re an overpowered masochist who doesn’t mind migraines for days, but the point is, even that mildly complex and abstract task becomes brain-frying if you rely on just lower magic. There are much better ways!”
“Think of it like math,” she said, pacing across the front of the classroom. “Even small children have a concept of one, two, and many. Plenty of primitive human tribes have thrived for thousands of years with just that. Higher magic is what happens when you stop being content with that.”
“You can count in your head. You can even do simple math problems in your head.” Professor Bayes demonstrated the analogy, cupping her hands together. She didn’t need words or gestures to form a tiny ball of crackling, sparking lightning.
“Counting aloud or on your fingers makes things easier. Zelogyv!” she declared, and the lightning flared in her hands, bright enough to leave us students blinking glowing afterimages from our vision.
“But, of course, nothing beats pen and paper. Here’s just one form of inscription magic…” Professor Bayes turned, pulling a piece of chalk from her giant hairdo. She began drawing on the floor with the speed of long practice, chalk dust puffing with each confident stroke: a circle, surrounded by intricate lines and symbols. Even with her speed, it took her several minutes to finish. Chatter began again among the students, but immediately went silent when she set down the chalk.
“Watch,” she said, straightening. She set her fluffy-slippered foot down at the outer edge of the circle, feeding it magic through that point of contact.
And the circle erupted. Bolts of lightning roared in a column upward from within the chalk lines, then wove together, crackling and twisting, until they coalesced into a single form. A geometrically perfect dodecahedron made of blinding light floated three feet off the ground, turning slowly.
The professor rummaged through her bathrobe pockets, muttering, “Now, for the next part… curses, where did I put it.” Finally, she shrugged, stripped off the bathrobe itself, and tossed it at the dodecahedron.
It vaporized. Nothing hit the ground but a few flakes of ash.
“So, that’s higher magic!” Professor Bayes said brightly to the clapping audience. “Believe me, it can do a lot more than the charms you use in day-to-day life, and we’re going to be exploring quite a lot of them in the weeks to come. No mage can survive in today’s world without it.” She took her foot away from the magic circle, allowing the dodecahedron to flicker and fade. “And on that note, let’s end our first class early. Please read chapters two and three of your textbook before your next class.”
#
I packed up my unused notebook with excitement bubbling in my chest. This was the flashiest magic I’d seen since Priam Redbriar, and he’d always been more interested in impressing me than explaining the boring mechanics. I slipped into the aisle, dodging between the flood of leaving students. I wanted to talk with Professor Bayes, see if she could place the spells I’d seen from Priam before into the theoretical framework she was teaching us. I could learn so much from her—
A hand closed around my shoulder. Aegis.
“Where are you going?” he said.
“To talk with the professor. You can wait outside for me, if you want.”
Aegis's hand tightened. “I would advise you not to,” he said in a low voice.
“Or else what? What’s wrong with that?” Practically all the other students were gone now, leaving us in an empty, echoing hall.
“Up close, she might be able to detect the magic drainage you’ve been through. She might grow suspicious.”
I gritted my teeth. Aegis was still keeping me on a tight leash, it seemed. And I couldn’t risk trying to slip the collar just yet.
Even as we spoke, Professor Bayes had finished cleaning up the chalk lines and scorch marks at the front of the room with waves of her hand. She strolled out, whistling. There went my chance.
But there was still one other person left in the lecture hall.
He sat in the distant back row, hunched far enough over his desk for his dark hair to hide his face, but he was fresh enough in my memory that I recognized him on sight. The student that Cly had singled out for bullying two days ago.
“Am I allowed to talk to my fellow student, at least?” I growled at Aegis.
“I admit that’s an inevitable part of attending classes,” said Aegis, lips thinning. “But I’ll be listening in.”
Good enough. I marched past Aegis up the steps.
I was nearly on top of the student before he looked up, startled, his attention at last torn from whatever he’d been working on. His glasses were in one piece, I was relieved to see, probably fixed through a repair spell. From the other side of the lenses, his dark eyes looked me up and down warily. “So it’s you again.”
I held up my hands, carefully. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
He gave a disbelieving laugh. “What else would you be here for?”
“I wanted to apologize for what I did that evening,” I said. “I was awful to you and you didn’t deserve any of it. I could have seriously hurt you. I’m sorry.”
If Cly was never going to do the decent thing, I would. At least one of the Redbriars’ victims would get an apology this way.
Aegis tensed behind me; he clearly hadn’t recognized this student earlier. The student, for his part, just stared at me, like I was a riddle he was trying to solve. “You humiliated me in front of half the school just two days ago. And now you’re apologizing? Is this some kind of trick?”
I sighed. I hadn’t been the one doing the humiliating, but I couldn’t exactly tell him that. “It’s not a trick. It’s just… complicated. Ugh, I can’t even promise that ‘I’ won’t do something crappy again in the future. I’m sorry. What’s your name again?”
The student looked even more confused now. “Darshan,” he said slowly. “Darshan Jain. I’d say nice to meet you, but we’ve already met and it wasn’t nice.”
I winced. “I deserved that. And I guess you know my name already.”
“Yes. So there’s no reason for me to keep you,” Darshan said brusquely, grabbing his backpack and standing. He was about to put away the notebook on his desk when I caught a glimpse of what he’d been working on.
“Oh, is that a magic circle?” I said, unable to keep the excitement out of my voice. Darshan’s hands stilled, allowing me to get a closer look at what he’d drawn in blue ballpoint pen on the lined paper. “I see you’ve got two protective three-point clauses linked by channeling runes… although what are those two extras lines here and here?”
Darshan blinked at me, before turning to look where I’d pointed. “The first line is supposed to regulate outflow. Normally the friction cost would outweigh the benefits, but the linkage is a bit shaky on this design, so I’ll need it to get things to work. The second… shit, you’re right, that’s not supposed to be there.” He raked a hand through his thick black hair and scribbled a note in the margins. “That’s what I get for drawing in pen.”
“Hey, that’s still really impressive! I can recognize a lot of runes and design units from all the random books I’ve read, but putting them together is definitely way harder than it looks. Did you design the whole thing yourself?”
“I based it off of Greene’s Wheel,” Darshan said, eyes lighting up. “I can’t take all the credit.”
Behind me, Aegis was shifting uncomfortably, no doubt displeased by my apology and baffled by our arcane discussion, but I couldn’t care less. It felt like I’d been waiting for a conversation like this all my life, a conversation with a magical equal who was just as fascinated by the possibilities of the art as I was. And Darshan, I thought, was the same. “Oh, I see, you kept this part from the original but added in the changes here with the linkages. Still, I never would’ve thought to use an extended clause on this spoke! That linkage must have terrible friction, though. What if you…” I took out my own notebook and a pen and started drawing up an alternate linkage.
“Oh, that’s interesting,” Darshan breathed. He sat down, took out his own pen, and then we were off to the races.
It took the school bell to return our attention to the real world, clutching sheets of torn-out drawings in ink-smeared hands. “So that fixes the linkage, but you’d still need this here… okay, okay, we need to go to our next class,” I sighed unwillingly. “I have Artifact Analysis next period, what about you?”
“Alchemy,” Darshan said, looking equally regretful, and also surprised at his regret. “I guess we’ll have to leave off now, but I’ll make a neater drawing with our changes tonight.”
“I’d like to see that.” I wished I could give him my phone number, so he could send me a photo when he was done. But my captors had taken away my own phone, and Cly hadn’t given me hers. Not to mention things could go really, really badly if Darshan tried to strike up a text conversation with the real Cly. “I’ll keep an eye out for you in my other classes,” I said, as we tossed our things into our backpacks and rushed out.
Aegis kept pace with me as I strode rapidly toward my next classroom. “You shouldn’t have done that. It’s unseemly for a Redbriar to apologize.”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s more unseemly for a Redbriar to bully a nerd and get publicly knocked on her ass for it. I could’ve doubled down, or I could’ve done damage control, and won House Redbriar the friendship of an incredibly talented mage. He’s ludicrously good with magic circle design. Did you see the three-point clauses he was incorporating?”
“I don’t know what that is,” said Aegis, but he backed off. Aegis was born to a vassal mage family, but his Spellbreaker tattoos meant he couldn’t do any higher magic, so naturally he knew very little about it. Still, it didn’t take a scholar to tell that Darshan’s intricate drawings took an impressive amount of skill. “He could make a good ally,” Aegis conceded at last.
“I can hope,” I said, as I walked in the door to Artifact Analysis.




Chapter 8


Artifact Analysis was the biggest let-down of my day.
Artifacts were a form of applied inscription magic: instead of being on a flat surface, the inscriptions were applied to a three-dimensional object, which caused a whole bunch of incredibly tricky interactions with the object itself. Artifacts could do things that no inscription could, but the process of making them, even with today’s advances in magecraft, resembled buying a thousand lottery tickets and hoping one hit the jackpot. It was hugely expensive and risky, to the point where even Great Houses couldn’t control the process reliably; that was why having a giant collection of heirlooms collected through the ages was so valuable.
But I didn’t need the class to teach how to make artifacts, just how to break them. I’d hoped that the class would give me the sort of knowledge that I could use to disable the necklace or the shackles. Cly and Aegis were never going to leave me alone without at least one of the two on me, which would put a serious damper on my ability to escape. If I wanted to get anywhere, I needed my magic undrained.
Sadly, the professor dashed my hopes as he shuffled onto the podium. With his thinning white hair and red-rimmed eyes, he reminded me of an elderly rabbit. He didn’t even bother to magnify his voice with magic before, in a barely audible monotone, he launched into a lecture on the copper-to-tin ratios of early 3rd century BC bronze enchanted effigies in the eastern Mediterranean.
I inwardly groaned, head in hands. Maybe I could’ve learned something if I’d been in a better mood, but the last thing I needed right now was a glorified history lesson. Other students were bringing out their phones or napping on their desks; I took out my share of the drawings I’d made with Darshan.
Meeting Darshan properly had made me even angrier at Cly. I liked him, damn it. He had ideas, and passion, and graceful long-fingered hands that drew beautiful things. Talking to him had felt like a ray of light after a long imprisonment in the darkness. It pissed me off that Cly had taken one look at him and seen a loner, a nerd without a fancy last name to back him up, and decided he was easy prey. It pissed me off that I had to meet him wearing Cly’s face.
The tip of my pen dug hard into the paper as I drew new runes. Even if Darshan couldn’t do a thing to help me, I wanted to see him again.
But that was the problem with being a prisoner. I only got to be a student, wandering the campus and attending classes, for as long as Cly felt like it. Once she got bored of staying in her room all day, I’d be put back into the box again. I’d lose everything.
And my morning of freedom had reminded me just how much there was to lose.
#
After a lunch of grilled chicken on absurdly fancy salad, Aegis and I headed to the final class of the day.
Well, Practical Education could barely be called a class. Its initials summed it up nicely—it was basically gym class with a pragmatic twist.
Mage society hadn’t dragged itself out of the medieval age on a lot of areas. See: the obsession with bloodlines, bastardy, and honor. Dueling was another sticking point. Mages still thought it perfectly acceptable to settle disagreements by punching each other really hard in front of a roaring audience, and a mage could expect to end up in a duel at least a couple times across the course of their lifetime. Practical Education was meant to teach students how to protect their honor—in mage society, a highly practical thing to know. The Nightfelds’ decline as a family had begun after Priam Redbriar’s brutal and highly publicized duel victory over Deneb Nightfeld twenty years ago.
Wraithwood University had a huge gym for the purpose, brightly lit with sunlight through the soaring glass ceiling. The hardwood floor was marked with white lines, but not ones for any mundane sport; they divided the space into dozens of rectangles arranged in a neat grid.
The professors were twins, two muscular women dressed like goth yoga instructors. “Gather ‘round, students. I’m Professor Sarva, and she’s also Professor Sarva,” said the one to the left, completely deadpan.
“We don’t expect you to be able to tell the difference,” said the one to the right. She made a series of complicated gestures, and then abruptly there were a few dozen Professor Sarvas, lined up neatly at one end of the gym, one copy of the professors for every two students.
“Pair up with a fellow student and find a dueling ring. We’ll come by and help you get started in person.”
I looked around, but didn’t see Darshan anywhere. There were fewer students here than had been at the lecture-based classes, so the odds were probably against us sharing a time slot. Who else to pair up with, then? It might be educational to practice fighting against Aegis under the guise of dueling, but I supposed he wasn’t technically a student. I was pondering which classmate to approach when I heard footsteps.
I turned, and caught Acubens Nightfeld sneaking up behind me.
Disappointment flashed Acubens's eyes; he’d clearly been hoping to make me jump. But he covered it up with an exaggerated bow. “Fancy meeting you here, Redbriar.”
I crossed my arms. “I didn’t expect you were a freshman too. I’d have thought upperclassman, given the way you act like you own this place, or preschooler, given your sense of humor.”
Acubens narrowed his eyes. Very pretty eyes, I had to admit. His irises were the color of quicksilver, contrasting vividly against the black of his full lashes. Up close, he was even better-looking—and more insufferable—than I’d expected. “Oh, I’ve been here a full four years, just like Arcturus. I stayed with him as his bodyguard until I was old enough to actually attend. Students are allowed up to one bodyguard, as you know.” He eyed Aegis with open hostility. “But not in the dueling ring. You won’t get to hide behind him this time.”
“Is that what you came here for? To fight?”
“What, are you scared?” Acubens smirked in challenge. “Even if you are, look around. Everyone else has already paired up. You’re stuck with me today.”
He was right. Everyone else was standing in pairs in the various dueling rings, waiting for the instructors.
Suspicion prickled at me. This was the second day of school, for a class of first-years, yet everyone had been found partners almost immediately. Did people make friends that quickly at a new place? Moreover, the only dueling ring left open was the one smack at the center of the gym, surrounded by eyes on every side.
It was all a little too convenient. And it spoke worryingly of the Nightfeld brothers’ influence at this school.
Still, Acubens Nightfeld had me backed into a corner, and he knew it. Demanding a different partner would be a blatant, public act of cowardice.
My thoughts raced. Maybe, just maybe, this cloud still had a silver lining. If I played my cards right.
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “If you like me so much, I guess I’ll indulge you.”
We stepped into the last remaining dueling ring, leaving Aegis grim-faced outside the lines. Soon, one of the Professor Sarvas came over to inform us of the rules.
“This is a twenty feet by twenty feet dueling ring for one-on-one encounters. After the start of the duel, no combatant may leave the ring until the duel is over. In a darker era, the duel was only considered over when one side was dead. Today, duels are over after one hour, or when one combatant’s back remains in contact with the floor, ceiling, or walls for a count of ten seconds.”
“What walls?” I asked.
Transparent walls of magic sprang up from the white lines on the floor, meeting the ceiling to enclose us in a neat rectangular space. On closer inspection, the lines weren’t painted on; they were strips of matte-finish, rune-inscribed metal set into the floorboards.
“Ah,” I said. I walked over and touched one fingertip to the faintly glowing wall. It felt solid and slightly warm.
Even though the dueling ring was bigger than most rooms I’d been in, the walls still gave me a touch of claustrophobia. I’d noticed that the modern dueling regulations didn’t rule out the prospect of one combatant dying; they just made it no longer a requirement. After all, a combatant lying dead on the ground fulfilled the end condition. I didn’t think the professor would let it get that far in a training match, but being in the ring still reminded me of the horror stories I’d heard as a child.
The walls flickered off again to let Professor Sarva finish the rules. “A duel is a competition of magic, our noble and inviolate birthright. Neither weapons nor body armor are permitted within the ring. All forms of magic are permitted, including lower magic, higher magic, inscribing equipment, and Class E to C artifacts. Are there any questions?”
“Nope,” said Acubens, grinning sharply. He rolled up the sleeves of his perfectly tailored silk shirt. “Let’s get started. I want to see what color your panties are this time.”
Professor Sarva didn’t even bat an eye. She was also in the Nightfelds’ pockets, no doubt. So much for impartial referee.
“Let’s get this over with,” I sighed.
“Stand in the places marked by circles on the floor,” said Professor Sarva. “I will raise the walls in three… two… one…”
Acubens lunged. I dodged back with magic-enhanced speed, shouting a shielding spell. His next punch slammed to a stop inches from my face, a spiderweb of shimmering cracks radiating from his fist through seemingly empty air.
He withdrew his fist, staring at the bloodied scrapes on his knuckles. He hadn’t expected that from Cly Redbriar. But in a few seconds, the scrapes faded and closed without a mark, and he was turning back toward me with a vengeance.
Acubens feinted; I didn’t fall for it, simply maintaining my shielding spell with a steady flow of magic. We circled each other in silence, shoes whispering against polished hardwood. He was still smiling, but I saw a glint of something darker in his eyes now. The girl he’d been bullying effortlessly up until now had drawn first blood, and he didn’t like that at all. Maybe he’d have been content with a quick, easy victory before, but now he had something to prove. He wanted to watch me bleed.
I could tell the moment he lost patience, telegraphed in the shift in his posture, the glint of his eyes. He slammed a fist into my shield, backed up by all the magical strength and speed he could summon.
I let it absorb just enough of the impact, no more than I had to, then silently dropped the spell.
Acubens's fist continued forward, slamming into my face.
My head snapped back. Stunning pain exploded through my senses.
Fuck. I’d known it would hurt. But. Fuck.
I couldn’t think. My eyes were watering, but it was blood dripping over my lips and chin, hot and wet. For a moment, even Acubens's eyes widened.
But that moment passed. He grabbed me and threw me back against the wall.
Acubens leaned in, pinning me in place; distantly, I heard Professor Sarva begin the count to ten. His face was right up against mine, his handsome features drawn into a vicious smirk. “Well, that was easy.” His body was hot and hard against mine, his grip bruising. “For a moment I thought you were more than you’d let on. Guess not. You’re just trash, Cly Redbriar.”
I struggled for breath through the blood streaming from my nose, the taste of copper thick in my mouth.
Focus.
I flexed my wrist, breaking his grasp. Before he could react, I put my hand under his chin and forced it up toward me.
Acubens's eyes widened. He tried to jerk away, but I pushed all my remaining magic into my iron grip.
“Oh, you have no idea, Acubens Nightfeld,” I rasped, staring him straight in the eye. “You have no idea what level of game I’m playing.”
And then the walls flickered off.
I pitched backward, a moment of breathless fall—before Aegis caught me in his arms.
“Count of ten reached. Victory to Acubens Nightfeld,” said Professor Sarva.
The adrenaline was fading; pain and exhaustion came down on me like a ton of bricks. Other students’ whispers rose and fell around us as I slumped heavily against Aegis's broad chest. My nose was still bleeding and I couldn’t muster up the energy to heal it. The neckline of my top was wet with blood, sticking horribly to my skin.
“We’re leaving now,” Aegis said, low and deadly. There were no protests. He picked me up and turned on his heel, carrying me out of the gym.
I tipped my head back to slow the flow of blood. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Acubens, still staring at me as we left.
Let him remember our encounter. Let him wonder if he’d truly won, or if he’d lost without even understanding how. Let questions and frustration haunt him.
He’d be back.
Aegis stared straight ahead as we made our way through campus, drawing curious glances and whispers from around us. “You shouldn’t have been hurt like that.”
I would’ve laughed, if my face didn’t hurt so much. I gingerly felt the area around my nose, then dredged up the last dregs of my magic to stanch my nosebleed. The damage wasn’t too serious—nothing broken, nothing too internal—but I was going to be bruised and aching for a while.
Wearily, I turned toward Aegis. “I’m flattered,” I rasped. “I’d like to think I’m very badass normally. But thanks to you and my charming relatives, I’ve been getting my magic drained and suppressed constantly these last few days. How much magic do you think I have left?”
Aegis thinned his lips, looking uncomfortable. “But at the end of the match, you said…”
I rolled my eyes, and regretted it; somehow even my eyeballs hurt. “That it was all part of the plan? I have some pride, you know. I did what I could under the circumstances to keep myself from losing too much face, with the added bonus that Cly now gets to look like a mysterious schemer instead of a weakling punching bag. You should be grateful.”
“I suppose, but—”
“But what?” I challenged. “You’re implying that I somehow planned to get punched in the face for some bizarre reason? Therefore it’s all my fault? So you don’t have to feel bad about getting me into this situation in the first place, then standing by and doing nothing?”
Aegis flushed. I’d managed to sting his conscience. “You’re right,” he said, struggling to meet my eyes. “I’m sorry. I never wanted to see you hurt. You were never supposed to be in any danger.”
Of course he still didn’t see anything wrong with keeping me a nice, safe prisoner in the name of House Redbriar. He just didn’t want my literal blood on his hands. “Too late now,” I said.
“It won’t happen again,” Aegis insisted. “You’ll be safe in the dorms while we bring in whatever resources needed to protect Cly.”
I didn’t have the energy to reply. Easier to lean my forehead against Aegis's shoulder and close my eyes. Aegis might be Cly’s bodyguard, but I knew her better than he did.
#
We heard laughter through the door of Cly’s room as we approached.  Inside, Cly looked up from whatever she was watching on the bed—and laughed harder at the sight of me, with the glee of a bully, not even bothering to throw a fit at the sight of Aegis carrying me through the door. “Oh, thank god that wasn’t me!” she sneered. “You thought you were so strong, Cassandra. You thought you were so much better than me! But even I didn’t come back looking like I’d fallen face-first into pasta sauce.”
“Cly,” said Aegis, sounding pained. “Can we talk about this? This is going beyond what we’d planned for.”
Cly barked an incredulous laugh. “Are you kidding me? This is the first good thing to happen since we got here! Finally, I’m not the one getting shoved around anymore.”
“I’ll ask your mother to bring in the Threefold Stone if we have to. We won’t spare any resource to keep you safe—”
“No!” Cly interrupted. “Don’t bring in a thing. I like today’s arrangement just fine. I finally get some freedom, like I deserve. Cassandra here gets beaten up at school, which serves her right. It’s perfect! I’m going to do this every day!”
“Cly—”
She narrowed her eyes, face reddening. “Don’t try to argue. And if you try to intervene, or tattle to Mother, I’ll never forgive you.”
Cly leaned back in bed. “Now, my necklace is running out of power. Better recharge it.”
For a moment, Aegis just looked at her dumbly. But he was her bodyguard, sworn to her service, which meant he’d had a lot of practice at working around his own conscience. Moving heavily, he set me down on the sofa, got out his tools, and went over to transfer the ruby to me.
It was a petty piece of cruelty on Cly’s part, draining my magic with the necklace so I couldn’t recover enough to heal myself fully. But that too played into my hands. Every time she saw my injuries in the days to come, her combination of cowardice and viciousness would reinforce her decision to stay home and leave me to face the dangers of Wraithwood Academy.
I shut my eyes, willing myself to focus through the pain. I was going to win my freedom and save Mom, no matter what it cost in blood.




Chapter 9


The next day, I got to see what the rest of my courses were like.
Alchemy and Divination were easy electives; they gave you a good grade for minimal effort, while you put your main attention into courses that actually mattered. For alchemy, I spent most of the class pouring various substances into each other and writing down lab notes on the results. The experiments were simple enough that I had plenty of time at the end of class to organize my notes into a short report. It would’ve taken effort to leave the labs with anything left to do as homework, like Cly did.
Divination was even less work. We went outside and watched a flock of birds, then had to write an essay on what their movements told us about the future. Bullshitting was not only accepted, but encouraged. The girls sitting next to me talked among themselves the whole time, mentioning that one of their upperclassman friends, who’d taken the class last year, had turned in a blank sheet of paper for every single assignment, arguing that it symbolized how mages’ futile efforts to know the future revealed only the great void of the unknown, vast and overwhelming beyond comprehension. She’d passed with a B for her philosophical consistency.
The one thing of value I learned from the class came when I tried to join in on those girls’ conversation. For a moment, they’d given me a wide-eyed, deer-in-the-headlights look. Then they’d ducked away, carrying on their previous conversation with a somewhat strained quality to their voices, pretending they hadn’t heard anything.
That really drove home how far House Redbriar had fallen. The decline had begun even while Priam Redbriar was still alive; in his last years, he’d grown secretive and erratic, disappearing from both mage society and Redbriar Manor for months at a time. Only his fearsome reputation as the most powerful mage alive had kept his enemies from taking advantage of his absences.
Now, with him dead, even House Redbriar’s old allies were turning away like rats fleeing a sinking ship. It didn’t help that Cly’s first impression here at Wraithwood Academy had been the opposite of what she’d intended. Everyone had clearly concluded that the Nightfelds were going to end up the unopposed future leaders of mage society, and that it wouldn’t do to be seen cozying up to their mortal enemy.
A few had even decided that the best way to win favor with the Nightfelds was to join in on harassing me. Aegis caught a few crumpled wads of paper being thrown at me as we made our way to my Lower Magic class.
That was being held in the gym too. “Darshan!” I called out, spotting him sitting on the bleachers with all the other students.
He turned, revealing a bruise on his cheek. I winced in sympathy. “Ouch, you had Practical Education too?”
“Yeah,” he sighed. “Honestly, I got off lightly. My opponent was a Stonehaven.” They were another Great House family, a tier below the Redbriars and Nightfelds. “I’m surprised at you, though,” he said, glancing at my bruising, which I hadn’t bothered to hide through illusions. “Wouldn’t have thought a Redbriar could take it in the face.”
I gave a tired smile. “Sometimes you’ve gotta pay to play.”
He looked at me dubiously. “I have no idea what that means. Are you Great Houses up to something again?”
“You could say that.” I decided it was safer to change the subject, especially with Aegis listening in. I took out my drawings. “Anyway, do you have the composite draft you mentioned yesterday?”
Darshan brightened, reaching for his own backpack. We exchanged whispers and notebook pages even as class began.
Like I’d expected from a class located in the gym, Lower Magic was heavily practical in nature. The gym had been turned into a series of obstacle courses, and after a quick introductory spiel by the professor, we were turned loose on them.
Darshan and I put away our things and started out on the ropes course. The ropes were spaced way further apart than any human could swing or clamber between; we were supposed to use lower magic to bridge the gap, honing our precision and agility.
The physical skills were trickier than they seemed. Unpracticed mages moved as clumsily as teenagers after a growth spurt, trying to coordinate a reach that was several feet longer than it looked, or strength that rapidly fluctuated due to unsteady magic input. There were countless ways to hurt yourself, from crashing into things due to super-speed—to using magic-enhanced strength to pick something up easily, then forgetting you were holding it when the magic ran out.
Hence, supervised practice.
The tricky part today was having to do things with less magic than I usually had at my disposal. Curse all the draining from the necklace.
I jumped with just enough magic to grab onto the first rope, its end dangling ten feet off the ground. I kicked out, swinging toward the next rope, spending more time on building up momentum than I’d otherwise need. Enhancing my reflexes was less costly than enhancing my reach, so I did that as I looked ahead. The next rope was far enough away that I had to launch myself into empty air, just barely snatching it up in my hands across a distance that was meant to be traversed with a few feet of extra reach. The next rope was easier, and the next.
Then I scrambled up a length of swaying netting to an obstacle that had to be crossed with extra reach. A series of uneven ropes hung from the ceiling, high above, separated from me by a magical barrier that prevented anything physical from passing through. To get past, I had to use my magic to grab those ropes from a distance, swinging myself across.
And I had to do it quickly, to conserve magic. I took a moment to observe, planning my movements out in my head. Then I leapt forward.
This had been one of the best parts of magic to my seven-year-old self, wide-eyed and wondering at the new world I’d found myself in. I used to be short for my age, and being able to reach stuff on top of cabinets had seemed like a miracle. For weeks I’d tried to do everything with magical reach, from tying my shoelaces to brushing my teeth, until it stopped feeling like trying to grab things with stilts and started feeling like an extension of my body.
I twisted and swung in a mid-air dance, strands of hair whipping past my face, trusting my magic like my own hands. For a moment, in the exhilaration of movement, I forgot even my troubles.
Up next was a tightrope. I let go of the ropes above and hit the tightrope running, charging down it with magic-enhanced speed, letting my momentum keep me upright. I reached the end and leapt, grabbing onto the final rope, sliding down a dizzying distance until my feet touched the mat once more.
I was grinning as I caught my breath. Good to know I still had it, despite my imprisonment.
I looked back on the obstacle course, seeking out Darshan. He was still on the ropes-behind-barrier portion, arms shaking with strain as he reached out for the next rope. He grabbed it, began to swing—and then he was falling—
I acted without thinking. I extended my arm and used my magic to grab hold of him, all the way across the thirty feet of distance that separated us.
Darshan turned toward me, startled. I gave him a thumbs up with my other hand, holding him up there until he turned back to the ropes, ready to continue onward with his own magic.
I wouldn’t have the strength left to do much further magic today, but it was worth it to see Darshan climbing down at the end of the obstacle course, wobbly but triumphant.
He turned to me, an odd look in his eyes. “Thank you,” he said. “I wouldn’t have expected that from you.”
And he would’ve been right, if I were actually Cly. “Least I can do, given previous crap pulled,” I sighed. “I didn’t see how you fell, though. It surprised me, given your aim seemed quite good.”
Darshan grimaced. “I briefly ran out of magic. We mages from no-name bloodlines aren’t like you, capable of throwing around magic like candy.” He jerked his head toward the obstacle course, and the considerable number of students who’d fallen into the safety netting below it. Most hadn’t gotten as far as Darshan had.
“Oh,” I said, lamely. Growing up surrounded by Redbriars and the best mages from vassal families, I supposed I’d gotten a skewed impression of what the average mage could do. I hadn’t realized that, even this badly drained, I was still stronger than many mages would ever be.
“The difference is less stark in higher magic, where skill counts for more than raw power,” said Darshan. “But contests of lower magic? We come off very, very badly. It’s basically impossible to win a duel with an opponent with more raw magical strength, for one.”
“I can see that,” I said, remembering my practice duel with Acubens. “In a close-range fight, everything happens too fast. You need the speed and survivability that lower magic provides just to have the breathing room to do higher magic.”
Darshan stared heavenward. “Artifacts are useful, but the best artifacts are passed down as heirlooms in the families that are already powerful. You can make simple vocal and gestural magic work, but those also rely heavily on raw power—a shield is only as strong as the amount of magic you pump into it. And of course, as much as I love magic circles, there’s no way you can draw one in the middle of a fight.” A hint of bitterness crept into his voice. “Thus, I’m resigned to getting punched every other day for the rest of the semester. With more punching to come in the future outside of school, if I cross anyone from a more powerful family.”
He abruptly snapped his mouth shut, as if realizing he’d said more than he should to a Redbriar, but I only sighed. “Mage society is ruled by bullies. People so powerful they think they can punch and not get punched back.”
Darshan turned to look at me. The odd look was back in his eyes. “I honestly don’t know what to make of you, Cly Redbriar. I want to know what game you’re playing, but I don’t think you’d tell me.”
“Sorry,” I said, because I couldn’t say Part of me wishes I could give Cly’s necklace to you. Aegis was walking our way, after seeing us standing there talking for so long instead of moving onward to the next obstacle course. “If it makes you feel better, I expect to get punched a whole lot this semester too.”
Darshan grimaced. “It doesn’t. It really, really doesn’t.”




Chapter 10


“You’re screwing with me,” Acubens said, right before aiming a punch at me. I deflected it off my forearm, wincing. That was going to leave a bruise.
We were back in the dueling ring. Acubens had singled me out for Practical Education training every time since the first, and every time it had gone pretty similarly. I stayed on the defensive and tried to keep my injuries minor and cosmetic. Acubens, well—I hated to admit it, but I agreed with Cly on this one. By this point, I desperately wanted to grind his face into the dirt.
My forearm throbbed, along with my various half-healed scrapes and bruises. Acubens was powerful—and nasty.
“I can tell, you know,” said Acubens. “You’re toying with me, and I’m pretty sick of it.”
“Am I?” I said blandly, sneaking a glance at Aegis outside the dueling ring. As always, he watched the fight unblinkingly, with a grim sort of determination, as if it was a rightful punishment that he was honor-bound to undergo. Which was annoying, because his constant supervision meant that I couldn’t talk to Acubens properly. It wasn’t like I wanted to drag out our game. Every day gone by was another day my mom spent in danger.
“You’re up to something,” said Acubens, sounding offended. “And I’m going to crack you open like a crab and dig the secrets out of your innards.”
That was even more messed-up than his usual taunting. I tensed, ready to meet whatever new attack he had in mind. But nothing came, at least, not yet. He instead called out a defensive spell, forming a simple magical wall between us.
That was strange. Acubens usually wasn’t much for defense. I carefully pushed at the barrier, but it resisted me; Cly had continued my magic-draining regime, keeping me weakened.
Meanwhile, Acubens closed his eyes and began to chant a spell that made the hairs stand up on my arms.
Light was starting to… bend strangely around Acubens. Inky shadows coalesced around him, swelling like storm clouds. His voice went on and on, winding up his power, the air crackling dangerously with more magical energy than I’d ever seen from him.
Acubens hadn’t been joking. This was serious magic. He was putting everything he had into cracking me open, and I wasn’t sure if he cared whether I survived the process.
Eyes wide, I cursed under my breath. There was no way I could block that level of magic in my current state. And I couldn’t attack him and break his chant mid-spell—he’d made sure of that with the barrier.
I glanced outside, through the walls of the dueling ring. Aegis looked concerned, but when had his concern ever saved me? Professor Sarva looked perfectly expressionless. Most of the other students weren’t even pretending to practice anymore, watching on with gleeful voyeurism. There would be zero forthcoming help from outside.
My mind raced.
The only way to win was not to play.
I threw myself to the ground, back against the floorboards.
“One,” said Professor Sarva, watching me. “Two. Three.”
With his eyes closed and the magic crackling around him, it took a moment for Acubens to notice the count. His eyes snapped open, blazing with unearthly light.
“Four.”
I couldn’t resist. I gave him the middle finger.
“Five. Six.”
Acubens's eyes narrowed in indignation. He sped his chanting, shadows roiling around him.
“Seven. Eight.”
With a sweep of his hand, he dissolved the magical wall, leaving nothing between him and me.
“Nine.”
He stepped forward—
“Count of ten reached,” said Professor Sarva. The walls around us flickered off, and I immediately scrambled away, heart pounding. “Victory to Acubens Nightfeld.”
It clearly didn’t feel like a victory to Acubens. If anything, he looked even more pissed. The shadows still surrounded him like a billowing cloak, and they rippled and seethed in agitation.
He snapped out one final word. The shadows roared toward me like a crashing tide.
I swore. I should’ve known there was no such thing as honor amid the Great Houses. I braced myself, pulling up every bit of magic I had left into a shield, even as I knew it wouldn’t be enough. Instinctively, I shut my eyes.
But nothing hit me.
I opened my eyes, and stared. In front of me stood Arcturus Nightfeld, backlit by a magical shield of blinding light, against which the shadows hissed and crumpled to nothing.
Arcturus dismissed the shield. “Control yourself, Acubens,” he said. “Leave the underhanded tactics to the Redbriars.”
Acubens scowled, like a child caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Piss off, Arcturus. I can handle myself.”
Up close, despite the Nightfeld family resemblance, the contrast between the two brothers was striking. From what Acubens had mentioned, Arcturus was only three years older than him, but the gap seemed a lot bigger seeing them interacting. Arcturus radiated grown-ass adult, the ice to Acubens's fire. His face was like something carved from stone, handsome and impassive, framed by crisp business casual attire and immaculate jet-black hair. While Acubens slouched, Arcturus stood with perfect posture, making him appear even taller than he was. He didn’t look like he belonged in a school gym. Hell, he didn’t look like he belonged in this decade.
Why was Arcturus here in a freshman class, anyway? Didn’t he have his own upper division classes to attend? He didn’t strike me as the sort to suffer from senioritis.
But my speculations evaporated as Arcturus turned his gaze toward me. My heart gave a thump as I met his pale eyes, sensing the cold intensity that lay behind them. Even without that previous display of strength, I could tell I was dealing with the most dangerous mage alive.
“Clytemnestra Redbriar,” said Arcturus. “It seems like I underestimated you the last time we met. It seems like that was your intention.”
He was off the mark, but to be fair, no one sane would look at someone’s inconsistent behavior and jump to the conclusion that there were two of them. “I have no idea what you mean,” I said, with a blandness that I knew was more suspicious than not saying anything.
Arcturus stepped closer. God, he was absurdly tall—I wasn’t short myself, but I had to crane my neck to meet his eyes. “You harass a student, then befriend him. You play the weakling, but find ways to win even as you lose. I don’t know what you’re plotting, but I know for certain that you’re more than you pretend to be.”
“Thanks?” I said carefully, risking a sideways glance at Aegis. I really wished he wasn’t listening in right now.
But looking away earned me Arcturus's fingertips gripping hard against the soft underside of my jaw. He would be cupping my face, except he was clearly trying to minimize physical contact, even through the black leather gloves he wore.
He turned my face until I was meeting his eyes again, the leather digging against my skin. Suddenly he no longer seemed a cold marble statue. There was volcanic heat beneath Arcturus's icy exterior, I saw now, and his eyes were blazing as if he wanted to cleanse me off this earth with their fire.
“Your family destroyed my family,” he said softly. “I have never forgotten what it was like to pick up the pieces. Whatever game you’re playing this time, whatever treachery you’re planning, I will discover it. Consider this your warning, Redbriar.”
Abruptly he let go of me, turning to his brother. “Leave her alone from now on, Acubens; I don’t want you anywhere near her influence. I’ll personally take care of things from here.”
“I’m not a kid anymore, you know,” Acubens snapped. “Mind your own business.”
Arcturus shot one last cold glance at me. “My concern is not with your maturity, but a Redbriar’s perfidy. Come with me, Acubens, I have more things to discuss with you.”
He turned on his heel and left the gym. Acubens stormed out after him.
I stared at the Nightfeld brothers’ receding backs, heart pounding irrationally, still feeling the ghost of Arcturus's grip on my face. What the hell had that been?
Also, who the hell used perfidy in everyday speech?
As our audience of classmates and Professor Sarvas turned to whatever they’d been doing before, Aegis came up to me, brow furrowed. “They were suspicious of you,” he said in a low voice.
I rolled my eyes, trying to hide my turmoil. “I’ve purposefully been suspicious this whole time. It’s better to seem suspicious than weak. Besides, they’re way off the mark. Arcturus seems to think I want to ruin his family.”
“That’s true,” Aegis said, but he was still frowning. I knew he hadn’t gotten over his unhappiness with the identity switch for a variety of reasons. Good thing that the real Cly was luxuriating too much in her current lifestyle to care.
“Don’t worry about it,” I told Aegis. “Given he basically runs House Nightfeld, he’s got better things to do than creep on me.” I wasn’t sure if I should hope that was true.
On the one hand, I completely shared Arcturus's opinion of the Redbriars. I’d love it if he could smite them into oblivion for me, which he clearly wanted to do.
On the other, he just might smite me alongside them as collateral damage. That had definitely been a threat.




Chapter 11


“You look terrible,” was the first thing Darshan said to me when we found his table in the library.
I rolled my eyes as I sat down beside him. “You too.”
“Seriously, though.” Darshan’s grimace crinkled the band-aid he bore on one cheek, no doubt from the latest round of Practical Education. “You look terrible.”
I supposed I did look especially bad today. Arcturus's magic-enhanced strength had left an arc of prominent, bruising fingerprints across the side of my face, and they were progressing through the particularly unpleasant purple-black stage of healing.
Still, I was more concerned about what would happen when they faded.
Acubens really hadn’t sought me out for dueling practice last time. The training pairs at Practical Education had mysteriously re-sorted themselves, leaving me to face a timid, battered-looking no-name girl whom I’d tried to defeat as gently as possible, while Acubens spent the class whaling on some other Great House kid who’d had too much bloodline pride to stay down. There’d been blood smeared all over the magical walls by the time they were done. I supposed the other kid could heal back, being a Great House mage, but still, Acubens had clearly demonstrated his dislike of Arcturus's decision.
But if Acubens was going to abide by it anyway, and stop going after me, that removed one of Cly’s main reasons for letting me take her place at school. The depressing fact was that not getting beaten up on a regular basis could end up worse for me than the alternative.
I’d given a lot of thought over the past few days on where I was supposed to go from here.
Darshan sighed at my obvious distraction. “I know, I know, this is all for some Great House scheme of yours, and it’s not the place of a no-name to hear about any of it or offer his opinion. Just… from one nerd to another, I really hope you know what you’re doing. Worrying about your ass is taking important time away from worrying about my own ass.”
I blinked. Was Darshan worried for me? I wasn’t used to that coming from anyone besides my mom, and I had no idea how to respond.
“Thanks,” I said at last, awkwardly, and changed the subject. “Anyway, what are you thinking for the project?” The pair research project from Higher Magic class was worth fifty percent of our overall grade, and we were meeting up outside of class to decide what topic to do it on.
“Well, you know me,” said Darshan, shrugging. “I’d be up for anything to do with inscriptions or magic circles. But that’s a pretty broad field of study. To keep things within the scope of the project, we’d have to pick a smaller subfield. Summoning, maybe. Shaping.”
“Abjuration?” I kept my tone of voice casual for Aegis's sake. “We touched on that briefly in class.”
Darshan nodded. “Sure, we can do abjuration. I have a couple designs on the backburner that would benefit from doing more research.”
That was a small win for me. Abjuration was the magic of negating other magic, a topic that covered shields, barriers, and suppression. I hoped to learn more about how the suppression shackles being used on me worked—and, just maybe, learn how to negate them. It was a long shot, but at least it was something.
The library looked even bigger and more imposing on the inside than on the outside. A forest of towering shelves stretched out in every direction, illuminated by natural light from windows set into the domed roof. Sprawling murals covered the ceiling, depicting various scenes of demon-slaying and divine inspiration from mage history.
The place was so huge that the front desk provided navigational devices. They were about the size of my palm, and looked like compasses, with a brass casing covered in small dials. The inside of the flip top was engraved with a reference table, matching book subjects with a numeric code representing their location.
“Mage society needs to learn about modern ergonomics,” I muttered, squinting at the tiny reference table for the entry corresponding to Abjuration, then fiddling with the finicky little dials. “An app would be so much easier.”
“Hey, it works just fine,” said Darshan, shrugging. “I’ll enter the code if you want.”
“Nah, I’ve got it.” The compass needle wobbled a few times, then settled on a direction in front of us.
We delved into the stacks, Aegis following diligently behind us.
“Loyal guy,” said Darshan, eyeing him.
“You have no idea,” I said, trying to keep the bitterness out of my voice.
We picked out a fat stack of books on Abjuration in short order, ranging from the theoretical to the practical. Fortunately, the library provided little floating carts for putting books in, which made it a lot more convenient to read while carrying books back.
“Oh, this is an interesting trick,” I said, skimming a volume on creative applications of shielding. I raised an arm and tried to replicate the hand gestures it described, which was supposed to create a shield that wrapped around my body like a suit of armor. The technique had fallen out of favor due to its higher cost in magic, but it seemed like it would have useful niche applications…
Distracted, I nearly ran face-first into Arcturus Nightfeld.
“Oh shi—” I backed up even as Arcturus twitched away from me like I had the Redbriar cooties. He was standing next to our table, as if he’d been waiting for us. “What are you doing here?”
“I was informed you’d be here,” Arcturus said coolly. “I’m glad you won’t be wasting more of my time.”
“You could’ve called ahead.” Or not, given that I didn’t actually have a phone. “What do you want? If Acubens wants to fight me again, tell him I’ll consider it.”
Arcturus regarded me coldly. “I’m here to personally deliver an invitation.” He took out an expensive-looking envelope and offered it to me. I noted that he held it by the corner, pinched between gloved thumb and forefinger. He wasn’t shy about minimizing Redbriar contamination.
I took it; my sense of self-preservation made me resist the temptation to ‘accidentally’ caress his hand in the process. The gold-embossed card inside the envelope cordially invited me to a party at the Night Gardens on Friday evening.
I looked up at Arcturus. “You don’t even like me.”
“I’m aware of that,” said Arcturus, looking down at me. “This party is traditionally held at the end of September for all students from the Great Houses. I will do my duty as the host despite my personal feelings. And I expect you to behave suitably as a guest.”
His words were a warning. Arcturus was the acknowledged first among equals of the Great Houses on campus, and I was attending on his sufferance.
Arcturus swept one last unimpressed glance over us, vassal, no-name, and Redbriar alike. Then he left, leaving us staring at his back.
“Well,” said Darshan, looking slightly dazed.
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “This is going to be an awkward and potentially hazardous party,” I said, turning to Aegis. “And I suppose I can’t decline without losing face for the family?”
Aegis nodded, lips thinning. “If the other Great Houses are going, we have to go too.”
I looked at the invitation in my hands. There was opportunity here. At a party, I could probably escape Aegis's watch long enough to talk to somebody in private, or at least pass a note. This might be my last chance to ally with the Nightfelds, if I could manage a conversation with them that didn’t involve them threatening me.
If. There was danger here, too. I had a sinking feeling that I was headed straight into the lion’s den.




Chapter 12


I gripped the edge of the bathroom sink as a memory flooded back, unbidden. Another time I’d looked in the mirror. Sparkly hair clips and Mom’s lipstick. The smell of Mom’s hair as she hugged me. You look so pretty, Cassie!
“Ready?” Aegis asked from outside the door.
“Almost!” I blinked away the memory and finished coloring my lips red. I had to do it with illusions, because I knew Cly wouldn’t let me borrow her actual makeup.
At least she’d been forced to lend me a dress. It was a nice one, black and slinky, showing off my curves without being too impractical. If I had my way, I’d go to the party in a suit of armor, but this was the next best thing. I threw the leather jacket over my shoulders for reassurance.
Aegis stared when I came out of the bathroom, which would be flattering if I weren’t wearing Cly’s face. Cly, for her part, just glared. “Took you long enough. Try not to humiliate me at the party.”
“You can always go yourself, if you wanted,” I said sweetly.
Cly scowled and turned away, like I knew she would. She was terrified of running into the Nightfeld brothers.
To be fair, she had reason to be. There was a tension in my stomach that wouldn’t go away, and I was technically on the same side as them. If you put together Acubens and Arcturus, you’d maybe get one sane normal person. But taken separately, they were a creep with an obsession with my fake identity, and an asshole with a grudge against my fake identity. There were so many ways this could go wrong.
Still, there was no turning back. Aegis offered me his arm, I took it, and the door swung shut behind us.
#
The Night Gardens were located on the north end of campus, close enough to the dorms for a convenient walk, far enough to give it an air of seclusion. A pair of lion statues guarded the wrought iron gates, turning their rune-etched heads toward me and Aegis as we approached. I showed them the invitation, and they stepped aside, allowing us in.
The party was just getting started inside. I counted a dozen or so people in the open area in the front, standing and chatting amid platters of drinks and hors d'oeuvres. Floating lanterns drifted overhead, powered by the will-o’-the-wisps trapped inside the glass, casting wandering shadows. Live music thrummed through the air, mingling with the heady perfume of the night-blooming flowers that gave the Night Gardens their name. This early in the evening, the flowers were just beginning to bloom, pale petals shimmering like moons and stars amid vines and dark, glossy leaves.
Sure, the alcohol was flowing freely—mages didn’t care about puny mortal things like drinking ages—but it still seemed a lot more sedate than what I’d heard of college parties. I supposed that was a good thing. Being the Redbriar family’s dirty secret for most of my life meant that I’d never gone to a real party before; it was better not to start off with something too wild, especially since I had work to accomplish here.
I grabbed a tiny sandwich and a glass of champagne as I looked around for the Nightfeld brothers. Acubens was nowhere to be seen. Arcturus was standing at the center of it all, already deep in conversation with several other attendees. He was frowning, looking very severe and serious for somebody at a party.
I rolled my eyes. There was no way to get to him without drawing too much attention from everybody else. I might as well talk to other people while I waited for my chance.
“It would look suspicious if I didn’t go around and socialize, right?” I muttered to Aegis.
Reluctantly, he nodded. Permission granted from my goddamn chaperone.
To my annoyance, the first boy I approached cringed away, pretending not to see me. Between nervous gulps of his drink, he snuck glances in Arcturus's direction; clearly, he didn’t want to get caught talking to the enemy right under Arcturus's nose. Even the other Great Houses feared him the way they’d once feared Priam Redbriar.
Well, I wasn’t going to force someone to talk to me. I strolled deeper into the gardens, munching on my sandwich.
The next party-goer I ran across froze mid-step upon seeing me, and immediately turned onto a different path into the garden. I found the next three party-goers after that making out in an alcove, their noises only somewhat muffled by the greenery. While Great Houses practiced one-on-one arranged marriage, they didn’t have many rules about casual relationships. Maybe this party wasn’t that tame after all.
I was entering a clearing with a fountain when I heard someone call out my name. Well, Cly’s name. I turned, surprised. A girl I didn’t recognize waved and ran up to me.
“Don’t you remember me?” she said, beaming a little too widely. “I’m Lenora Hastings. It’s been years!”
“Oh,” I said, taking a sip of champagne to give me time to think. Hastings was the maiden name of Leda, Cly’s mother, and the girl’s blonde hair was the same shade as hers and Cly’s. Probably a cousin or something? Cly would know her better than I did. “It’s been a while, yeah. How have things been?”
“Oh, just wonderful!” Lenora smiled aggressively. “I’m a third year now, so I’m really getting into the swing of things this time around! I’d heard you were attending this year, but I’ve had so many things on my plate that I didn’t have a chance to say hi! You must let me make up for it in the future! Maybe we can go shopping together sometime!”
My sip of champagne turned into a swig. My bullshit radar was pinging. More likely, Lenora had avoided me while I was the school joke, and only decided to seek me out now that rumors swirled that I was playing some kind of long con. Most of the Great Houses were sticking with the Nightfelds, due to Arcturus's intimidating strength—that, and the sheer number of people Priam Redbriar had wronged at one time or another. But the Hastings were already irrevocably associated with the Redbriars, due to marriage ties; they weren’t likely to be popular with Arcturus, no matter what they did. It made sense that Lenora Hastings would instead choose to double down on me and hope her gamble paid off.
Unfortunately for her, I wasn’t Cly, and I hoped she lost her shirt on her bet. “I’d love to,” I said with a tight smile as insincere as hers. “But I’m afraid I just don’t have the time—”
“It’s always good to meet family in a new place, my lady, if you don’t mind me saying so,” said Aegis. Oh hell, did they know each other? I needed another drink.
Lenora beamed at his assist. “Aegis! I hardly recognized you! Yes, I’m so glad our paths can finally cross tonight. I haven’t seen you in ten years!”
That was about when Cly’s lack of magic became apparent, and about when Priam Redbriar picked me up from the human world. Redbriar Manor had closed to all outsiders after that. No wonder I didn’t recognize her.
Lenora turned back toward me. “See, we all need to get reacquainted with each other. All I’ve heard from you these last ten years were those awful rumors!”
Okay, that could be fun. “Awful rumors? About me? Tell me more.”
Aegis shot me a disapproving look, while Lenora’s smile wavered. “Oh, no one could possibly still believe them after your time here at Wraithwood!” She gave me a conspiratorial wink. “I suspect now that they served as a smokescreen. But now the gears are in motion, aren’t they!”
“Sure.” I grabbed another champagne.
“Anyway,” Lenora persisted, “I know this great shoe store about twenty minutes from here. It’s run by the most adorable little humans I’ve ever seen, you’d love it—”
I pretended to sway. “I’m sorry. I think I’ve had a bit too much to drink. Do you mind if I get some air?”
I walked off unsteadily before they could stop me. Aegis made as if to follow me, but Lenora clung to his arm determinedly. Apparently, if Cly Redbriar wasn’t available for networking purposes, Cly Redbriar’s hot bodyguard was the second best target.
I wandered through a trellis arch, deeper into the gardens. I wasn’t as drunk as I pretended to be, but I was definitely feeling a little lightheaded. This was my first time with alcohol, and the champagne had more kick to it than I expected. I could use a place to sit down.
A roar of raucous laughter arose from somewhere in the gardens. It sounded like the alcohol was turning this to more of an archetypal college party. Suddenly I wondered what Arcturus would look like drunk. It was hard to imagine him ever letting go. Maybe he’d have one hair out of place. Two, even.
I grinned to myself ruefully. That was definitely a thought I wouldn’t have had while sober. I found a bench in a secluded alcove and plopped down, resting my buzzing head against its wrought iron backrest. Distantly, another roar of laughter gusted above the rustle of leaves in wind.
“Well,” slurred a voice much, much closer to me. “What have we here?”
My heart thudded, the world snapping back into focus. Here, at last, was Acubens Nightfeld.
And whatever he’d been drinking made the champagne look like grape juice. The reek of alcohol coming off him crashed into the sweetness of the night-blooming flowers, becoming something at once sickly and intoxicating. The floating lanterns cast wandering, dreamlike light over his fallen angel’s face.
Curse his face. It was his only redeeming quality. It drew closer, as Acubens half-leaned in, half-fell over me, bracing his hands on the backrest, just close enough to brush against my shoulders.
“Ah, I see you, Cly,” he murmured. “I’ve missed you.”
I willed my heart to calm. “I… have not. Is this a good time to talk?”
He laughed, star-pale eyes glittering feverishly. “I have a few things to say. Cly. Clytemnestra. In the myths, your namesake got a sword stuck in her.” The relish in his voice made the innuendo clear.
“She murdered a few people first,” I said evenly. “What’s your point?”
“I wish it was that simple. With you. Stick a hole in you and the secrets fall out.” Acubens made a sound that was half frustration and half sexual frustration. “But it doesn’t work like that, does it? You just won’t take me seriously.”
I stared up at him. “If you wanted, I can tell you everything right now. I mean it.”
He didn’t even hear. His eyes were fixed too hungrily on mine, his body taut like a predator aching to pounce. “Do you know what edging is? You’re edging me. You offer just enough to keep me wanting more. I don’t even know what that more is. But I want it. Give it to me, Cly.”
Acubens drunkenly slid one knee forward, against the outside of my thigh—then lost his balance. His weight spilled onto my lap; his face was close enough to mine that I felt the pant of his breath. His cheeks were flushed, his lips parted. He was awful and vicious and gorgeous, and every thought evaporated from my mind at the heat of his body.
“Give it to me,” he hissed, and collapsed on top of me.
It took me a moment to get my brain vaguely functioning again. He’d passed out, from all the drinking he’d been doing. Up close, the smell of alcohol was overwhelming.
I wasn’t going to get any use out of him this evening, but it could’ve been worse. God, I’d been about to do something incredibly stupid. He was pretty, but he wielded sex like violence, and not for sex’s sake, I reminded myself. I should count myself lucky.
Now I needed to set his dead weight down somewhere else. Gingerly, I put an arm around Acuben’s waist, preparing to lift him off me.
Arcturus found us in that compromising position.
“Acubens,” he called out as he walked through the arch, trailed by chatting party-goers from the other Great Houses. “I expect you to meet—”
He stilled when he saw us. It was the stillness of the calm before the storm.
The guests fell silent, watching Arcturus approach me, each step measured, deliberate.
Chilled, I wrestled Acubens’ limp weight off me. “Arcturus—”
He stripped off his glove and slapped me full in the face with it, hard enough that I tasted blood.
“Clytemnestra Redbriar,” he said, his voice cold with fury. “I see you taking sexual advantage of my incapacitated brother. I challenge you to a duel.”
What. The hell.
I opened my mouth to explain, to tell him that he’d gotten it all wrong, but on second thought snapped my mouth shut.
Not because I was cowed.
No, it was the opposite. I was completely fucking over them.
What had I ever done to the Nightfelds? At most, I’d made fun of them, screwed with their expectations, all for the chance of making my case to them and winning them over as allies. I’d hid my true identity only because I had to.
Meanwhile, Acubens had beaten me up on a regular basis, while Arcturus jumped to defend that psycho against me in a situation he knew nothing about. Did I want either of them as my allies? Was it even worthwhile to run at their heels begging for a scrap of opportunity?
I was done playing nice for the sake of a futile hope. I stood, leaving Acubens flopping limp on the bench, and spat blood at Arcturus’s feet. “I accept.”
Arcturus nodded briskly. “As the challenged party, you may choose the date, time, location, and format of the duel. Inform me of your decision by tomorrow.” And abruptly, the fury was back in his voice. “I assure you that I will make you pay.”




Chapter 13


About halfway into the walk home, the enormity of what I’d done hit me.
“Oh, fuck,” I said, crouching on the cobblestones with my head between my knees. “I agreed to a duel with Arcturus Nightfeld.”
In the cool night air, the rush of alcohol had faded from my veins, replaced by dread. Incredibly, the party had gone even worse than I’d thought possible. Arcturus. The most powerful mage alive. Riding high on his righteous rage at everything Redbriar.
I rubbed my face; illusion-based makeup had advantages in situations like this. “I’m fucked, aren’t I?”
“He’s very strong,” admitted Aegis, who’d found me too late to salvage the situation.
I looked up at him. “Would you be able to beat him in a fight?”
Aegis shifted uncomfortably. “The duel is between you and him. I couldn’t fight for you as your champion unless he were willing to fight through a champion too, but he has no reason to agree to that. I suppose there’s group duels too, but—”
I narrowed my eyes. “You’re avoiding my question.”
Aegis sighed. “I haven’t had a chance to test out my new Spellbreaker tattoos. But as far as I can tell, I admit my odds of winning are… questionable.”
I looked askance at him. “So when you told Cly you’d have everything under control way back when… ”
“I may have overstated my case.” Right now, Aegis looked an awful lot like how he used to look whenever he got caught in an untruth. “I was hoping to reassure her enough to keep her going to classes. I can handle Acubens Nightfeld, and we weren’t likely to run into a fourth-year like Arcturus during the ordinary course of classes. Nor was he likely to attack us outright like Acubens.”
“So you gambled your well-being just to make Cly feel better. Christ, that’s worse.”
“It was for the good of the House,” Aegis insisted. “We couldn’t afford to look like we were running away after two days. We’d have lost whatever respect we still had from other mages.”
I stood, frustrated. “Always for the good of the House. You know, you didn’t use to be a lying schemer. You’re still not very good at being one. But you’ve insisted on learning.”
We walked in silence for a while. The path was deserted at this hour, the breeze chilly with autumn.
“So,” I said, “there’s no way I can back out of the duel now?”
“None with a price you’d be willing to pay,” said Aegis.
#
“What?” Cly screeched, turning on Aegis. “Why didn’t you stop her?”
Aegis stared at the ground, shoulders set, ready to take any amount of punishment. I couldn’t take it.
“It’s not Aegis’s fault,” I cut in. “It was Acubens Nightfeld’s fault for being a creep, and Arcturus’s fault for somehow thinking his brother’s a helpless little angel despite having lived with him since childhood. And yeah, maybe I could’ve found a way to explain things and back down gracefully, so it’s my fault I didn’t try. But stop blaming Aegis. I mean, he isn’t even my bodyguard.”
I got a mug thrown at me for that, but it was empty, and that last bit seemed to reach her. “Well, you’ve mucked things up, haven’t you,” Cly sneered.
I set down the mug unbroken. “Yes,” I said simply.
“So fix it! Win the duel! We’ll be absolutely disgraced if we don’t. Otherwise,” Cly added, eyes glittering cruelly, “I’ll send your mother to you in pieces.”
#
I didn’t sleep much after Cly’s ultimatum, my mind churning with plans and all the ways they could go wrong. But by the time the sun rose, I knew what I had to do.
In the morning, Aegis and I paid our visit to the Nightfeld brothers. They lived in Yew Building, which looked the same on the outside as all the other dorms, deep red brick trimmed with white stone. The layout inside was the same, too, except for a few pictures and pieces of decor in the hallways. I got a sense of deja vu as we went up and found their rooms: Yew 205-1 and 205-2, the suite designed for a student and their bodyguard, occupying the same space in this building as our rooms did in ours.
“I can’t believe you,” Acubens yelled, loudly enough that I heard it right through the door. “I can’t fucking believe you.”
The door to 205-1 swung open with magical smoothness at a knock. “Come in,” came Arcturus’s cool voice from inside.
All of the school-provided furniture inside was instantly recognizable, but somehow the room still managed to look more like an office than a dorm. Arcturus sat at a desk piled high with organizers for paper and parchment, with a few added filing cabinets of his own around his chair. His bed was so austere and neatly made—the covers lay so flat against the top surface that I half-suspected a block of wood underneath, instead of a mattress—that it seemed like it could be used as a desk too. The only break in the air of seriousness was Acubens, stretched out on the sofa, covering his face at the sight of us.
The first thought that went through my head at the sight of him was that fucker, and for that I was deeply relieved. My lapse in sanity had only been temporary. “Has Acubens told you what really happened last night?” I said.
Acubens growled behind his hands, and I felt a pleasant swell of schadenfreude at his embarrassment. “He’s informed me, yes,” said Arcturus, pushing his chair back. “And I’ve run him through all the magical tests I know of and found no trace of memory manipulation, magical compulsion, alchemical drugging, love charms, or mental drainage, so I must accept him at his word.”
He really didn’t think much of me. Sure, his grudge was technically aimed at Cly Redbriar, not me. But I was the one who got pinned under his freaky drunk brother and got in trouble for it, not her. So it rankled all the same.
“Now,” Arcturus continued, “it’s time to work out the terms of the duel.”
“You’re not going to call it off.” I said flatly. “Despite knowing that it was all a misunderstanding.”
Arcturus leaned back in his chair, face impassive, eyes cold. “Why would I?”
I smiled thinly; I’d expected as much. Arcturus would lose face if he retracted his challenge after delivering it in front of members of half the Great Houses. So why would he, when he was the most powerful mage alive, confident of winning the duel? His victory would avenge the humiliation of his father twenty years ago, and serve as the ultimate sign of the ascension of House Nightfeld above House Redbriar.
The Nightfeld brothers were bullies. Handsome bullies, and ones I shared a mutual enemy with, but bullies nonetheless. To them, strength was more important than justice, and advantage was more important than fairness. Let this serve as a reminder to me.
When dealing with bullies, I had to project confidence. “Well, then, let’s begin. Do you mind if I pull up a chair?”
“There are no other chairs,” said Arcturus.
I knew the suite furnishings from my own room. There was another chair in the bodyguard’s room, whose connecting door was currently shut. He’d left it there despite knowing I’d come by today, intending to keep me standing, keep me snubbed and off-balance. The game had already begun.
Well, two could play at petty breaches of etiquette. It wasn’t like my mom and I hadn’t dealt with worse at Redbriar Manor. I walked over, pushed the papers on Arcturus’s desk aside, and perched myself in their place. “I’ll permit you to keep your chair,” I said, smiling innocently as the muscles around Arcturus’s eye gave a tiny twitch. “Now, for location, I’m fine with the dueling grounds in the gymnasium.”
“I have no objection to that,” said Arcturus with a nod.
“As for date and time… how about a month from now?” I tried to keep my tone casual.
But Arcturus’s eyes narrowed immediately. “A suspiciously long gap between duel and challenge. Are you hoping I’ll lose interest in the meantime? Or are you counting on outside intervention to prevent the duel? I will not accept a date after midterms of this semester.”
I scowled. That was not ideal. “The weekend before midterms, then. Sunday, at noon.”
Arcturus nodded slowly. “Very well. And the format of the duel?”
He was probably expecting me to try asking for a duel by champion. Instead I said, “Group duel, three on three.”
Arcturus raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised. Do the Redbriars have three willing combatants at this school, even including yourself?”
I rolled my eyes at that jab at our family’s current fortunes. “We will, as long as you’re willing to count Aegis.”
“Your Spellbreaker bodyguard? I’ll permit it.”
Arcturus said it surprisingly readily, given that Spellbreakers were powerful in a duel. That showed how confident he was in his own abilities. “Deal,” I said, desperately hoping I hadn’t miscalculated. “Well, that was easy.”
“Now, if you’ll permit me to write out the terms of the duel,” said Arcturus, with a meaningful look at where I was sitting.
I sighed and got off the desk, letting Arcturus take out pen and parchment. Even duels involved paperwork nowadays.
“Clytemnestra of House Redbriar and Arcturus of House Nightfeld hereby consent to duel over a matter of the honor of their respective houses…” I read over his shoulder. “A matter of honor. Very euphemistic. Your handwriting is amazing, though.” Arcturus ignored me.
As Arcturus continued to write, in calligraphy so neat it looked like it came out of a printer, my gaze wandered over his desk. He’d taken care not to leave any important paperwork out for me to see, just a few pages of incomprehensible legalese fine print that I couldn’t hope to understand at a quick glance. More interesting was the framed photo tucked behind them. It stood at an odd, crooked angle, as if it had been turned toward the wall, only to have gotten turned partway back around when I went clearing the desk in order to sit on it. Had Arcturus not wanted me to see it?
The photo looked recent. I instantly recognized Acubens in it, grinning lazily. The other person in the picture, a girl around thirteen or fourteen sticking her tongue out at the camera, was probably his little sister.
Thinking back to the family photos I’d seen in Redbriar Manor, as well as the ones my mom had managed to keep from before, I realized what was odd about this photo. I’d seen people putting up pictures of their whole family, and I’d seen people putting up pictures of just their kids. But I’d never seen anyone put up a picture of just their siblings.
I remembered Arcturus’s terrifying protectiveness of Acubens. I remembered that it was said that Arcturus was the true head of House Nightfeld, even while his parents both lived. And I wondered just what was going on with his family.
I turned my gaze back to the paperwork just as Arcturus crossed the last t’s. He took his signet ring from his pocket and pressed it to the bottom, no wax involved. A sizzling sound arose from where the ring touched parchment. Delicate black lines embossed themselves into the surface, forming his house crest, the constellation Ursa Major on a field of black.
Aegis handed me the small box containing Cly’s signet ring; of course I hadn’t been allowed to hang onto it myself. I pressed it into the parchment next to Arcturus’s mark, drawing the Redbriar house crest in red: a blooming rose, surrounded by an intricate Celtic knot of vines jutting with thorns.
“It is done,” said Arcturus.
“It is done,” I echoed. My fate had literally been sealed.




Chapter 14


This time, Darshan arrived in our reserved private study room at the library after Aegis and I did. He stopped when he saw our expressions. “Somehow I think you have more on your mind than the study session we planned.”
I sighed. “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors by now.”
Darshan looked somewhere between fascinated and horrified. “So they really are true, then. The Nightfeld versus Redbriar showdown of the century. I heard from my roommates, but I didn’t think…”
“That I’d be dumb enough to wind up in the Nightfeld versus Redbriar showdown of the century?”
“I mean…” He sketched a hand vaguely. “You had all those big secret plans. This might be the next step. Somehow.”
“I wish,” I sighed. “Right now, I’m just trying to figure out how to move forward from here. And…” I took a breath. No point in beating about the bush. “Honestly? I desperately need you.”
Darshan stared. “What do you mean?”
“Darshan,” I said, “I signed up for a three on three duel. Aegis, me, you. I want you to be the third person on our team.”
He gave a startled laugh. “Me? You’re joking, right? I have less magic than a Great House three-year-old. Anyone would be better than me. Find a Hastings or something.”
“The thing is, no one can beat Arcturus Nightfeld in a straight-up fight. Aegis can’t. I can’t,” I admitted, remembering the way his fingers had dug into my flesh. “Our only chance is to change what’s considered possible in dueling.”
Darshan’s brown eyes widened. “You mean—”
“I need to find a way to use magic circles in a duel.”
“But that’s impossible! Sure, there are designs like the Heptacle of Devouring that would work even against Arcturus. But those take hours, if not days, to draw. One line in the wrong place breaks the whole thing. There’s absolutely no way to use them in a duel.”
“What if you drew it beforehand?”
“Like, on a mat or something? But a person needs to be standing in the magic circle for it to work on them. How are you supposed to get the mat spread out right under someone’s feet while they’re trying to beat you to a pulp?”
“You don’t,” I said. “Would it be possible to break a magical circle down into segments that you put down around a person, in a ring?”
Darshan frowned. “Sure, but how would you keep them in place? Whoever’s inside could just… kick them away. Seriously, if there was a way to use magic circles in duels, don’t you think somebody would’ve discovered it by now? There are thousands of vassal and no-name families whose lives would change if magic circles let them even the playing field against the sheer raw power of Great House families. How many of them have tried?”
“But what if I had an advantage that they didn’t?” I said slowly. I was treading into dangerous territory, but I’d rather risk suspicion than give up before I’d even started. “All you mages think of human technology as fun toys. You’ll watch their shows and drive their cars, but they’re all frivolous little conveniences to you. You don’t take them seriously. If someone told you that humans can solve a problem that mages have failed to solve for centuries, you’d laugh at them.”
I saw the skepticism in even Darshan’s eyes. “I don’t get you. You’re trying to say humans have a solution to a problem they don’t even know exists?”
I zipped open my backpack, taking out the shopping bag of supplies that Aegis had gotten for me earlier. “It’s called printable sticker paper.”
#
“Holy crap,” said Darshan, trying to pick our initial sample off the table with his fingernails. “This stuff is a pain to get off. I’m not even sure what spell to use for it. The easiest way would be some obscure glue-removal spell, maybe?”
“If you don’t know that spell, there’s a good chance no one we’re facing will either,” I said. I’d devoted some thought to Arcturus’s team composition. I guessed that Acubens would be on there, but there were too many possibilities for the third slot. The Nightfelds had any number of vassal mages they could call on.
“In an actual duel, you could burn it,” said Darshan, thoughtfully. “Scrape it away.”
“Yeah, but first you’d have to notice it in between fighting somebody, realize what it is, think about what to do, then devote some of your precious focus to performing higher magic.” I gave a smirk. “I chose the gym with its smooth floors for the duel for a reason. The paper will stick beautifully.”
I saw the slow-dawning light in Darshan’s brown eyes. “This could really work. If I apply Wey’s Formula to segment the magic circle into disjoint pieces… and draw each segment on a separate sheet of sticker paper…”
“With printing, you can make perfect copies of anything you draw,” I added. “We can practice sticking the segments in place as much as we need. We can refine this to an art.”
“Damn,” said Darshan in awe. “If we get this to work, we can change everything.”
“Does that mean you’re in?” My heart rose. “I know it puts you in a tough spot, coming out against the Nightfelds in an important duel, so I understand if you don’t want to. But you know more about magic circles than anyone I know—”
“I’m in,” said Darshan, eyes alight. “For the advancement of magic. For the shot at taking down the Nightfelds. And,” he gave a small grin, “for an excellent group project partner.”
“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me lately,” I said, matching his grin. “Well, we have two weeks, so we’d better get working.”
We raided the library shelves for books, piling them high in our reserved room. While Darshan read through them with astounding speed, scribbling notes as he went, I worked out some of the more practical issues with Aegis.
“Pretend these are magic circle segments,” I said, handing Aegis a sheaf of sticker paper. “How quickly can you slap these down while running in a circle?”
We pushed the table and chairs to one corner of the room to give us room for practice. “Let’s do about ten feet diameter to start,” I said. “Ready, set, go!”
Aegis immediately grabbed a sheet and tried to peel it, only to run into our first problem. “It won’t come apart from the bottom sheet,” he objected, picking at a corner. “This is going to take too long.”
“That’s because your fingernails are too short! You always cut them too close. But, hmm.” I thought for a moment, then grabbed a scrap of regular paper off the table. I took the sticker paper from Aegis, peeled up a corner, and stuck the scrap under it. “Now try,” I said, handing it back to Aegis. The paper scrap formed a sort of pull tab that he could grab onto, letting him peel off the top sheet much more quickly.
“There we go,” I said, satisfied. “Problem solved.”
“Thank you,” said Aegis. There was a hint of warmth in his eyes that I hadn’t seen for a long time.
I gave him a little shove. “Now, go run in circles.”
We tried different shapes and positions of paper tabs to see which was the easiest to use. We experimented with different running patterns to see which was fastest: clockwise, counterclockwise, zigzag jumping between points on the circle. I took a turn running so Aegis could go find some more books for Darshan, did my best to beat his time, and swore at every papercut I got in the process. When he came back, I handed off the running back to him, preferring to cheer from the sidelines.
“Go, go, go!” I chanted.
Darshan threw a wadded up ball of paper at me. I caught it and threw it back at him.
When I looked back at Aegis, I caught him turning to hide a smile.
There was something about working on a big, exciting, and slightly scary project together that created a sense of connection. In this moment, we were no longer a vassal, a no-name, and a bastard pretending to be a Redbriar. We were partners in crime.
It tugged at my heart to feel that way around Aegis again. This was how we used to be all the time, running around the Redbriar Manor grounds as children. I’d dragged him into trouble with me a hundred exciting ways, then gotten us back out a hundred more ways. We’d been inseparable.
Then we’d grown up, and everything fell apart.
I closed my eyes, wishing this moment could last a little longer.




Chapter 15


I blinked slowly awake.
My biological clock told me that it was late—or perhaps early the next day. I sat at the table, sketches and books scattered in front of me. I’d been adding revisions to Darshan’s preliminary drawings.
My neck twinged as I straightened it, and I winced; the backs of these library chairs were not designed for sleeping on.
A warm weight rested against my shoulder. Carefully, I turned my head. Darshan had fallen asleep too, slumping against me, a pencil still caught between his slack fingers.
Darshan. I took in the soft waves of his black hair, the dark sweeps of his brows and eyelashes, the sharpness of his cheekbones seen from an angle that was new to me. As a no-name, he was risking the attention of the Nightfelds to help me, when plenty of Great Houses hadn’t even dared to talk to me. This self-proclaimed nerd had more honor than the lot of them combined.
I sighed, softly, so as not to wake him. I didn’t deserve him.
Maybe, the next time Aegis left us alone, I could tell him who I was.
The thought scared me a little, the vulnerability of giving away a secret that could destroy me. Would he be angry at me? My stomach twisted. By becoming his friend, even as I deceived him, had I taken advantage of him just like Cly had?
I shut my eyes. He had become my friend despite who I was. He deserved better. I wanted, so badly, an end to the lies.
My eyes snapped open again at an exhale of breath from the other side of the room. Aegis had been watching me. His eyes widened, startled, as they met my gaze, blue and vulnerable.
We looked at each other. When he spoke, it burst out a rush, as if confessing a shameful secret. “I wish you were the real Cly Redbriar.”
His eyes turned pleading. “If you were the heir, and Cly were the bastard… it wouldn’t have ended up like this. Cly in danger. You in chains. I wish…”
I looked at him, feeling a bone-deep weariness. Maybe he thought he was building a bridge, but it had only called attention to the chasm between us. “I am the daughter of Kathleen Turner. And if I weren’t, I wouldn’t be me.”
Aegis looked pained. “Cassandra, I—”
I stared back, across a distance that threatened to overwhelm me. “There’s no point in wishful thinking, Aegis. I am, as I’ve been told many times, a half-blood bastard. It’s up to you to decide what you’re going to do about it.”
It hurt to see his expression, but I’d given him the hard facts. He was about to say something else when he stiffened. Against my shoulder, Darshan was stirring.
“Mmph,” Darshan said, and yawned. He jumped a little when he realized he was resting against me, hurriedly scooting his chair a decorous distance away. “Sorry about that! What did I miss?”
I forced a smile, my heart pounding. “Nothing much. Aegis and I were just going to go down to the gym for some combat experiments. I want to see how easy it is to steer someone into a ten-foot circle without getting trapped in it myself.”
He blinked. “Oh, okay. That would be really useful, actually. But at this hour?”
“Might as well work out the details as early as possible,” I said lightly. “We’ll probably head back to the dorms after that, and honestly you should too. We’ve spoken with the front desk and booked this study room solid until the duel, so feel free to leave your things in here—key’s on the table.”
Darshan raised his brows. “I didn’t even know you could book a room at the library for that long. Great House privileges?”
It was getting really hard to smile. “Something like that. Anyway, don’t stay up too late, we have class tomorrow.”
“Heh. You too.”
Aegis followed me out into the dim hallway. I was glad I walked ahead of him, so I didn’t have to worry about him seeing my face.
When he’d noticed Darshan waking up, Aegis’s hand had instinctively twitched toward his back. Toward the concealed knife holster strapped there.
I didn’t know if he would’ve really done it, if it had turned out that Darshan had overheard our conversation and learned that I wasn’t really Cly. I didn’t know if the boy I’d grown up with could kill someone in cold blood. But until that moment, I hadn’t realized that I didn’t know.
I wasn’t willing to bet Darshan’s life on the answer.
My earlier hopes had turned to ashes in my mouth. I couldn’t tell Darshan the truth. I couldn’t involve him in a game he couldn’t afford to play.
By the time we reached the gymnasium, I’d managed to force my thoughts back toward business. The place seemed a lot different at night, deserted and cavernous, with darkness on the other side of the glass. Our footsteps echoed against the hardwood floor.
“The dueling area for three on three should be bigger than for one on one,” I said, looking at the lines on the ground and counting off a few squares. “From… there to here, right?”
“Yes,” said Aegis. He seemed more withdrawn than usual.
We stepped into the dueling area. “Let’s begin,” I said.
The first thing I did was snap out a wind spell, buffeting Aegis backward.
There were better ways to control an opponent’s movement and positioning in a normal duel. But I wasn’t using Aegis to practice for the duel. I was using the duel as an excuse to practice for Aegis.
I needed distance when fighting a Spellbreaker who could drain magic with a touch. I’d modified the wind spell so that none of the magic in it got anywhere near Aegis; instead, it pushed air at him from a distance, so that only the physical wind hit him. It was far less efficient and precise this way, but that was the price I paid fighting against a Spellbreaker.
Aegis recovered quickly, bracing himself with enhanced strength from his lower magic. We began a careful dance, with him trying to close the distance, me trying to shove him back.
Even as my aim improved, I began to feel the cost in magic. Sweat trickled down my back as I knocked Aegis off balance with the smallest gust possible. Aegis rocked back, but righted himself quickly with magic-enhanced agility. How could I keep him down without direct magic?
I dug around in my jacket pockets. My hand closed around two pens.
I tried to throw the first, like a dart. Aegis dodged easily. He might not have as much raw magic as I did, but I’d been running on low battery for weeks, and his combat reflexes had been honed since he could walk. He closed in—too close range for more wind magic.
I gritted my teeth. This time, I let Aegis lunge toward me with an open-palmed strike. I boosted my agility as hard as I could, then twisted aside at the last moment, jabbing the second pen against a pressure point in his wrist.
Aegis grunted, faltering.
But his hand had touched mine. The barest brush of contact. That was all it took.
The magic poured out of me, harder than ever before. I couldn’t stop it, any more than I could stop water from running downhill. My limbs went deadened and weak. I could barely stand.
Aegis swept my legs out from under me and pinned me to the ground.
His grip was gentle but firm, unbreakable without enhanced strength of my own. I shut my eyes and waited for him to finish the count.
“In an actual duel, the judges would probably disqualify you for the pens,” Aegis said. “Since you used them as weapons, which are prohibited.”
“I’ll remember that,” I said dully.
The weight of Aegis’s body left me. Only my thoughts weighed me down now.
Had he noticed my ulterior motives? If he had, he didn’t show it.
I kept my eyes closed, feeling a bizarre stinging in them. Physically, I was fine. I’d probably hurt Aegis worse than he’d hurt me; I doubted I’d see a single bruise on me tomorrow morning. Acubens had beaten me up far worse on a regular basis. And yet my heart ached in a way I couldn’t put into words.
“I’ll carry you back,” said Aegis softly. “Try to sleep.” His strong arms closed around me, lifting me off the ground. Taking me back to captivity.
Limp against him, I felt the rise and fall of his chest, the steady beat of his heart.
We were so close, and yet so far apart.




Chapter 16


“Here,” said Darshan, a few days before the duel, triumphantly slapping down a stack of magic circle stickers in front of me and Aegis. “I went into town last night and got these printed.”
“Whoa, they look great!” I examined a sticker in detail, admiring the crispness of the line details. “How long did it take you?”
Darshan pulled a face. “Longer than I’d have liked. I think I weirded out the staff at the print shop. I let slip that I thought printers worked by carving the original image onto something and then stamping it on paper, and they explained why I was wrong. In detail.”
I tried to hide a smile. “Some artists still use that method, but I’m pretty sure it hasn’t been mainstream for a hundred years.”
Darshan rolled his eyes. “Well, I know now. Not everyone knows as much about human technology as you do. Which is surprising, given I don’t think you’ve ever gone slumming while I’ve known you.”
My smile died. Gone slumming was how mages thought of spending time in the human world. “I just read a lot of books,” I said, even as I thought of my mom eagerly showing me the glossy magazines and packets of junk food she cajoled the manor servants into bringing back. They’d never actually interested her while she was still a college student, she’d admitted to me once, touching her fingers to the dates printed in the corners. Only now did they serve as precious reminders that she’d once had a life outside the confines of Redbriar Manor, that the world of humans still went on unseen in her absence.
“Well, you should’ve gone in my place,” said Darshan. “You would’ve wrapped things up in half the time. It took me so long to get back that I didn’t finish my Artifact Analysis homework in time.”
I winced. “Sorry to hear that.” Thanks to Cly and Aegis, I couldn’t have gone in his place. I’d gotten a bit of leniency so I could prepare for the duel; Cly no longer tried to have my magic suppressed or drained, to let me regain my strength. But the Redbriars had always been wary about letting my mother or me come back in contact with humans. Like letting rats disappear down their holes. “I know you’ve spent a lot of time and effort preparing for the duel.”
“Hey, so have you.” He clapped his hand on my shoulder, a little hesitantly, as if unsure how I would take it. I smiled to reassure him, and he grinned back, warmth shining in his deep brown eyes. “We’re in this together. Though obviously I’m the better looking one.”
“Sure, sure,” I said, giving his hand a light punch. “Now show me your masterpiece in action.”
Darshan leapt to action, grabbing five identical stickers off the stack. “Okay, through some very complicated math, I’ve managed to break down the Circle of Reversal into five chunks that each fit onto a sticker. They don’t have to be touching each other or anything—all you need is to place them in a ring, equidistant from each other, and they’ll activate.”
“There are a bunch of simple geometer’s spells to show you distances and angles so you can place them accurately, but I know Aegis can’t perform higher magic, so I’ve made a minor magical item to help him out.” Darshan handed Aegis a hideous mess of twigs and string.
“How does it work?” I said in fascinated horror, as Aegis took it very gingerly. “How does it not fall apart?”
“Hey, if artifacts were easy to make, heirlooms wouldn’t be so important,” said Darshan defensively. “The twigs dangling off the bottom will turn to indicate direction and distance. But I admit it would ideally be either you or me placing the stickers.”
“Agreed,” I muttered. There were better uses for Aegis, with his Spellbreaker powers.
“Anyway,” continued Darshan, rubbing his hands together in enthusiasm, “let me give you a demonstration.” He knelt down and began to place the segments, chanting spells for angle calculation under his breath. His eyes were alight, intent on his work. It made me strangely happy to see him like this, in his element, proud and excited about what he’d made.
Darshan made sure to stand on the outside of the circle as he placed the final segment. “Sorry, you’ll have to do the honors,” he said, gesturing for me to step inside.
I doubted what awaited me would be pleasant, but I understood his reasoning. Out of the three of us, my magical strength was the closest to Arcturus’s, which made me the best test subject. Bracing myself, I stepped within the ring.
I immediately doubled over. It was nausea, and numbness, and vertigo, and something more than any of those. It felt like the blood in my body had reversed direction.
“It works,” I croaked, hanging onto a corner of the table to stop myself from toppling. Thank goodness Darshan had made the circle small enough to leave easily. With effort, I dragged myself back out of the circle, closing my eyes until the feeling could recede. Darshan handed me my water bottle, and I clutched it gratefully.
“Circle of Reversal, huh,” I said, once my systems returned mostly to normal.
“Yeah, it ended up being the only suitable magic circle with a broken-down form that could fit on stickers. You should’ve seen my attempt at the Heptagram of Devouring,” Darshan said, pulling a face. “I gave up somewhere around the ninth page. I’m relieved this one works just fine for incapacitating someone inside it.”
“It definitely works,” I said, grimacing.
“I never got more than bad motion sickness from it,” Darshan confessed. “The Circle of Reversal powers itself by sucking up magic from whoever’s inside. The more powerful you are, the worse the effect gets.”
“Arcturus is gonna be screwed, then.” The thought soothed my roiling stomach.
But Darshan looked away. “I hope so.”
“What’s wrong? Are there still kinks you haven’t worked out?”
Darshan looked almost offended at the suggestion. “Of course not! I’ve triple-checked everything. It’s just…”
“What? Come on, tell me.”
Darshan sighed. “It is incredibly awkward talking about this with you, but you do realize I’m a no-name going up against the Nightfelds in a duel, right? You might not feel it since you’re a Redbriar, but no-names don’t win against Great Houses. They just don’t. They either surrender or get broken. And no matter how clever I think I am, how carefully I’ve worked on this, I still feel that fear. How arrogant do I have to be to think I’ll be the exception? To think my magic can beat theirs?”
He raked a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I’m getting stage fright, I think.”
Hesitantly, I took his other hand. “No, don’t apologize. I didn’t realize that was how you felt. I mean, you’ve never seemed intimidated by me.”
Darshan gave a hollow laugh. “I’ve surprised myself, too. I’ve always thought myself a forward-thinking mage. Someone who judges others based on the person and not the surname. Someone who doesn’t believe the Great Houses deserve reverence just because they can beat me up. And yet I feel this superstitious fear…” He stared at his hands. “I think it just feels different when I have people I’m afraid of letting down.”
I’d opened my mouth to say something when an insistent pounding came from the door. “Cly Redbriar!” came Acubens’s voice from outside. “I know you’re in there!”
I groaned. “What does he want now?”
“Redbriar! Stop hiding!”
At this rate, he was going to break down the door if I didn’t respond. I sighed in aggravation. “I’m studying! I don’t know if you’ve heard of the concept!” I yelled back, while grabbing papers from my backpack to spread over the printed stickers. Darshan caught my drift and quietly chanted the glue removal spell we’d been forced to master in the last week, cleaning up the floor. We needed the ace up our sleeve to remain a secret until the duel.
“Redbriar! If you don’t open up, you won’t have a door—”
I’d tried to open the door all at once, but Acubens stepped back too quickly to let it slam into his face. A pity.
“What do you want?” I asked tersely.
I didn’t like the innocent, wide-eyed expression he aimed at me. “I just wanted to give you a gift before the competition. I’ve missed you, you know.”
“And what is this gift?”
Acubens handed me a gift box, matte black, embossed with the name of a brand I didn’t recognize in elegant script. “Open it,” he said, and this time he couldn’t quite hide the smirk at the corner of his perfect lips.
I carefully removed the lid, ready to chant a defensive spell at a moment’s notice.
Inside, nestled artfully amid sheets of tissue paper, were six pairs of expensive panties.
“You can choose your favorite to wear on the day of the duel,” said Acubens sweetly. “I wanted you to have something nice to show, for when I beat the pants off you.”
I stared down at the box, then smiled.
“Thank you,” I said, with a sincerity that clearly unnerved him. “These look really nice. I’ll get a lot of use out of them.”
He hadn’t expected that response. “Let me know if they chafe,” he said, determinedly going back on the offensive.
“I will, but I’m sure they won’t. It looks like you took a lot of care picking these out.” I held my smile, enjoying Acubens’s scowl. “See you at the duel.”
“See you at the duel,” Acubens gritted out, his expression promising violence.
#
“That fucker,” I said happily, once I shut the door. Acubens might be awful, but I hadn’t realized how great it would feel to own multiple pairs of underwear again. Such a small thing, and yet it eased the sting of captivity in its own way.
This was incredibly nice underwear, too. I felt the silky material between my fingers, appreciating its softness and lightness. And Acubens had surprisingly good taste in panties. Sure, everything he’d gotten was pointedly skimpy, from sheer lace to one pair that seemed more a collection of zigzagging black ribbons than actual underwear. But all of it came off as genuinely pretty rather than gaudy or trashy.
“I actually can’t wait to try these on,” I admitted.
Darshan and Aegis stared at me.
“Anyway,” I sighed, turning back to Darshan. “Back to what I was going to say. In my experience, the Great Houses aren’t nearly as smart as they consider themselves to be. They don’t know everything. They don’t know a lot of things,” I continued, ignoring Aegis’s faintly scandalized look. “They’ll never see us coming.”




Chapter 17


All too soon, it was the day of the duel.
Despite my words to Darshan, part of me still wished we had more time to prepare, to run through our practice drills another time, to plan for every possible contingency. The fate of my family hinged on the outcome, just not in the way he thought.
At the same time, another part of me could hardly wait. I wanted to fight, instead of lurking in the library all day. I wanted to see the result of all our hard work in action. Most of all, I wanted to kick the Nightfeld brothers’ asses.
“That’s a lot of people,” said Darshan, staring at the entrances to the gym. He reached under his jacket, touching the stickers pinned there for reassurance.
We’d arrived early for the duel, and a good thing too, because it would’ve been a nightmare getting through the crowds squeezing their way in now. Bleachers had been brought out along the walls; they’d seemed excessive when we first came in, row upon empty row, but now I wondered if everyone would fit. It seemed like half the school had turned out to watch the duel.
“Whatever happens here, all of mage society will know about it before the day is out,” said Aegis grimly. Even he looked tense.
I looked at the opposite end of the gym, where our opponents sat. Arcturus Nightfeld was reading a book, the picture of calm, while Acubens was nearly bouncing out of his seat. There was no sign of the third duelist on their side. I wondered again if they even had a third duelist, or if Arcturus was so sure of victory that he was willing to fight two against three.
I sighed, looking at the clock on the wall. 11:45. An eternity had passed, with an eternity left to go.
The noise of the crowd buzzed in my ears. Dimly, I sensed my own fear circling me like sharks, waiting for the smallest moment of weakness to close in. “I’m going to get some water,” I said, standing up. I needed something to occupy myself with. It would be a bitter irony if I fell apart now.
I decided to go to the locker room area rather than the visitor area, hoping to avoid running into members of the audience. It was deserted, and blessedly quiet compared to the main gym, the sound of the crowd dimmed to a low murmur. I found the water fountain and bent down for a drink.
“Hello, Cassandra.”
I sputtered. “Oh god damn it, it’s you again, isn’t it,” I muttered, wiping water from my face. I turned to face Wraith, he of the obviously fake name.
He looked about the same as I remembered, an eerily handsome student with flowing dark hair, this time tied back neatly in a ponytail. “I haven’t seen you in a while,” I said.
“You wouldn’t have wanted to see me,” he replied.
“True,” I said. “For obvious reasons. How the hell do you know my name, anyway?”
He smiled. “I promise not to use it elsewhere. I’m too fond of my secrets to give one up easily.”
I rolled my eyes. “So why are you here now, or is that another one of your secrets—” I broke off as I put two and two together. The impending duel. Seeing him with Arcturus that first time. His vaguely practical hairstyle. “Oh. You’re the third person on the Nightfelds’ team.”
Wraith nodded approvingly at my guess. “Not bad. Yes, I am. There aren’t many others whom Arcturus would trust to fight alongside him.”
“I bet,” I said, even as I sized him up warily. What were his capabilities? I’d never seen him do obvious magic, unless you counted being creepy and knowing too much. Could he upend our careful plans?
Wraith only smiled. “Don’t worry, I consider myself merely a spectator to the main attraction of this duel. Redbriar versus Nightfeld. Cunning versus might. I’m terribly curious how it’ll turn out. I would never spoil things by interfering in any unfair way.”
“How reassuring,” I growled. My mind simmered with dark fears. Too much depended on this duel, and too much about this duel depended on a cryptic weirdo who wouldn’t even give me his real name. I hated this. I hated everything about this.
Pull yourself together, Cass, I told myself.
I took a deep breath. “Last time you asked for a secret,” I said. “Well, here’s one for you.”
I drew strength from the words as they left my lips, truths I’d never dared to say aloud. “I… adored Priam Redbriar as a kid, before I grew old enough to understand all the terrible things he’d done. It was like something from a storybook, an ordinary girl spirited into a world of magic by her mysterious guardian. I devoured it all. I mastered everything he tried to teach me and begged for more. I wanted to be him when I grew up.”
I looked at my hands. “I hate him for what he did to my mother, but I owe him my magic, which is to say, my life. Without my magic, I wouldn’t be me. Maybe it would’ve been better for everyone involved, but someone else would be living that better life in my place.”
“So this is what I’m going to do,” I said, finally. “This is going to be my attempt at justice. I’m going to take Priam Redbriar’s magic and defend my mom with it.”
The fear had left me, replaced by iron-hard determination. I looked at Wraith, and saw that the smile had left his face.
“I will witness you,” he said, his strange eyes bright.
The clock was ticking toward noon. “Then let’s go,” I said.




Chapter 18


By the time Wraith and I got back, the bleachers were packed. I even thought I saw eyes peering out from behind the pairs of seated legs, from additional spectators clinging to the underside of the bleacher rows themselves. I was pretty sure that was a fire code violation.
“I never thought I could get claustrophobia in a gym this big,” Darshan muttered to me under his breath, looking ill.
I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “The sooner we kick Nightfeld ass, the sooner we can get out.”
Darshan gave me a weak grin. “At least you’re feeling good about this.”
“Hey, shouldn’t I?” I scanned my gaze across the dueling ground. Arcturus, Acubens, and Wraith were moving into place in their half of the field. Professor Sarva and a few other mages I didn’t recognize walked among them, inspecting them for contraband artifacts or weapons. They would be overseeing the duel.
Soon, the judges came over to our side. Aegis hadn’t worn his knife to the duel, but the longest of Darshan’s pencils got confiscated as a weapon, and he was warned to only use the others for their intended purpose. Professor Sarva looked me over, frowning at the stickers pinned to the insides of our jackets.
“Is there a problem?” I said. “They’re just paper. They don’t even count as artifacts.”
“I suppose there’s nothing in the rules,” said Professor Sarva. She moved on, administering the magical version of a breathalyzer test to check for banned alchemical substances.
The crowd hushed as Professor Sarva and the others returned to the sidelines.
“Everyone,” she announced, magnifying her voice with magic. “We come here today to witness the resolution of the challenge made by Arcturus of House Nightfeld to Clytemnestra of House Redbriar under the following terms…”
Nothing I didn’t already know. Her voice receded into the background noise as I examined my opponents.
Wraith, who smiled at me. What thoughts were going through his mind?
Acubens, who made a rude hand gesture at me. I was, in fact, wearing the most practical pair of the underwear he’d given me, deep burgundy silk boyshorts with scandalously placed lace cutouts. They were surprisingly comfortable. I’d play his games, and win more than he did.
Arcturus, who graced me with only an icy stare. The most powerful mage alive. Either we took him down, or he’d destroy all of us.
“... The additional rules for three on three duels are as follows. Combatants are out of the duel when their back remains in contact with the walls, floor, or ceiling for a count of ten seconds. After their name is called, they may then move to a designated corner of the dueling grounds or remain in place, but anything deemed by the judges as an attempt to interfere with the continued progression of the duel will result in their side’s disqualification. The side with the last remaining combatant standing wins.”
“Are there any questions? Very well, then.”
The walls around us flickered to life. Professor Sarva’s voice came through them, high and commanding.
“Begin.”
I shouted out a shielding spell even as Arcturus’s magic crashed forward in a tidal wave. He hadn’t waited a moment to strike.
I poured more magic out of me than I’d had the strength to do since I came to Wraithwood, slamming it against Arcturus’s offense in as wide and strong a shield I could manage. I needed to protect not only myself, but Darshan, whose silhouette blurred and shimmered next to me, pressed close to the ground. Like we’d planned, he was cloaked in illusion spells, wasting no time in placing the first magic circle segments.
At least I didn’t have to worry about Aegis, who was pushing through the assault, teeth clenched, his Spellbreaker tattoos flaring. While I kept Arcturus busy, he was supposed to strike deep into the Nightfeld’s side of the field, taking down Acubens and Wraith.
Squinting through the clash of our magic, I saw Arcturus’s silhouette standing tall, directing his magic with efficient jerks of his black-clad hands. He pressed harder, seeking weaknesses in my shield. A spike of magic threatened to drive through, forcing me to redirect my defenses to close around it. That thinned my shield elsewhere, and he took advantage with ruthless speed. More spikes. More near-breakthroughs, cracks spiderwebbing through my shield as fast as I could stop them.
Sweat trickled down my back as I strained to match Arcturus’s speed and might, meet every attack with defense. I was spread too thin, needing to cover both Darshan and myself. I wanted to hit back, but his barrage left me no room for breath, let alone magic. How had he not run out of magic yet? How the hell was he that strong? I gritted my teeth, enduring, hoping I was giving my teammates room to do their parts.
The assault stopped as suddenly as it had started.
Suspicious, I kept my shield up as I followed Arcturus’s gaze. He was looking toward his side of the field. At Aegis, and Wraith.
Wraith sat atop Aegis’s stomach, gazing back toward us, forearms propped on knees as if he’d casually sat down to watch a sporting event.
“Eight. Nine,” he said to us, as unmoved by Aegis’s struggles underneath him as if he were stone. How was that even possible? No mage would have any lower magic left to strengthen themselves with while in contact with Aegis. And yet he was pinning Aegis down effortlessly.
“Ten,” Wraith sighed.
“Combatant Aegis Daye is out of the duel,” said Professor Sarva, from the other side of the walls.
Wraith gave us a wink, then went to lie on the floor too, stretched out beside Aegis. “I told you I would keep things fair,” he said, watching us with a dreamy expression, as the crowd murmured outside.
I didn’t get to shoot him an outraged look, because Acubens ambushed me before the count had even finished.
“Shouldn’t have looked away,” he taunted, twisting my arms behind me with magic-enhanced strength.
If he hadn’t gotten cocky from all our mock duels, that might have worked.
If I were still playing nice, that might have worked.
Instead, I flared my own magical strength, broke his grip, and slammed a disorientation spell at him. In the background, I heard, “Combatant Wraith Woods is out of the duel.”
Acubens staggered away, giving me a moment to breathe. Thank goodness he’d been too focused on me to go after Darshan, who’d completed the three closest points of the pentagon and was venturing behind Arcturus to place the fourth and fifth. At this distance, I couldn’t protect him easily against attack.
Attack. I frantically pumped magic back into my shield as a new burst of higher magic slammed against it. Arcturus was turning to face me, back on the offensive.
“You’ve been hiding your strength, Redbriar.” He sent spears of light arcing my way with a sweep of his hand.
I was too busy chanting a defense to reply. Now that I didn’t need to defend Darshan too, I could tighten up my shield, add to it. This time, I reflected Arcturus’s assault, sending the spears back toward him—
But they dissolved into nothing the moment they got close. I’d barely seen him move his hands.
He stepped toward me. That was bad. I couldn’t let him get out of the magic circle. I shoved a barrier spell toward him, but he spoke a word and flung it aside. He was getting closer. I had to risk an offensive.
I dropped my shield, pulled together my strength, and shouted a new spell, hurling a bright flare of magic at Arcturus. This time, he was forced to take a step back as he deflected it off a shield spell.
But in the same motion, he counterattacked, a new flood of blazing light pouring toward me.
I threw up a new shield, barely in time. He didn’t care. He just kept going, pushing at my shield with his raw, endless power. I felt the heat and pressure of his magic come perilously close to my face, as vast and bottomless as magma. My skin and eyes stung with it, threatening tears.
My shield creaked under the assault, held together with willpower and my fast-draining strength. I was spending too much magic, more magic than I could afford. I ached from it to my bones. How much longer could I last?
Arcturus stared at me through the roil of light, his eyes pale as lightning. “I can keep going for as long as I need,” he said softly. “You’re better than I expected, but I’ve been preparing my entire life to face Priam Redbriar. And you’re not Priam Redbriar. You’re just the inferior replacement I’m forced to content myself with. Even your destruction feels like… a necessary formality.”
I said nothing, staring doggedly back.
“Enough games,” said Arcturus, finally. “It’s time to end this.” His magic crushed down like a vice.
I stared, almost mesmerized, as the magic closed in, burning away my faltering defenses. The surface where Arcturus’s magic boiled against my own crept closer to my outstretched fingertips. Closer. Dimly, I felt its heat.
I’d managed to distract Arcturus for this long. I’d kept myself from looking for Darshan, from giving him away with my eyes.
“Cly!” he cried out, from behind Arcturus.
The heat disappeared. Arcturus whirled, flinging a whip-crack of magic that snapped Darshan’s chin back, dropping him to the ground.
But it was too late. Darshan had put down the last segment of the magic circle.
Arcturus made a ragged sound. I remembered how gut-wrenching the Circle of Reversal had been on me; how much worse was it for Arcturus? The fire faded from his eyes. He swayed, crumpled to his knees, curled in on himself.
But he refused to lie down. His gaze shot around, finding the unobtrusive little stickers that had been beneath his notice. His hands clawed at the floorboards, seeking purchase, shaking with the strain.
He began to haul himself forward, painfully, toward the edge of the circle.
I couldn’t go in the circle myself without getting affected badly too. I raised my hands instead, aiming a blast of magic toward him, hoping to knock him down.
My shot went wide as Acubens slammed into me.
Shadows wreathed him now, the same shadows I’d seen that time in the nearly disastrous practice duel. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said, his eyes glittering. “I was putting on my party clothes.”
Acubens had  underestimated me earlier; I wasn’t about to make the same mistake and turn my back on him while I dealt with Arcturus. But I’d be more screwed if Arcturus made it out of the circle. There was no way we could pull the same trick twice.
“Took you a while,” I said, while my thoughts raced. My eyes darted toward the magic circle—then widened. Darshan had gotten up, and was staggering into the magic circle himself.
He was nearly green with nausea and pain, but his gaze was determined as it met mine. I’ve got this, he mouthed.
Acubens was beginning to follow my gaze, toward Darshan. I immediately slammed a bolt of higher magic at him. He grunted, turning back toward me. I fired off another bolt; this time, tendrils of shadow rose and ensnared it, snuffing it out.
With sweeps of his hands, Acubens flung more whips of shadow toward me. One grazed my cheek, and I hissed as numbness spread from where it made contact. But his attack couldn’t overwhelm me. I heightened my agility and charged toward him, dodging shadows, chanting a new spell to armor my hands in magic. Lunging, I caught hold of him, caught my fingers in his shadow magic, seeking weak spots. Shouting an abjuration spell, I dug my fingers in and tore.
Acubens spun, hissing in outrage. His shadows surged back toward him, forcing me to let go and jump back. But I’d opened a rift in the weave of his shadow magic now. Acubens pressed a hand to it, trying to stanch the black mist pouring out.
I took advantage of the brief respite to shoot a glance at the magic circle. Darshan looked terrible, fallen to his hands and knees, and I had to fight the urge to run to him. But he’d made his way across the circle, even if he’d had to crawl. With what magic-enhanced strength he could muster, he grabbed Arcturus and shoved him over on his back.
Arcturus lashed out weakly, the Circle of Reversal dulling both his magic and his body. Darshan grunted as he took Arcturus’s punches, but dragged himself on top of Arcturus before he collapsed, pinning him in place with his own weight.
Their limbs tangled as Arcturus fought to free himself. At last, Arcturus threw Darshan off and flung himself over, but it was too late. “Combatant Arcturus Nightfeld is out of the duel.”
Even through the walls around the dueling grounds, I heard the crowd in an uproar.
Darshan lay limply on the floor, battered and exhausted beyond endurance. He grinned dazedly at me.
“Combatant Darshan Jain is out of the duel.”
I turned to face Acubens, gathering magic into my hands. “It’s just us two,” I said.
His eyes shone with battle-lust. “The moment of reckoning,” he said, cracking his knuckles.
We met in a clash of light and shadow. Tendrils of darkness sliced at me as I deflected and dodged. Acubens used them in cleverer ways now, learning from our last round not to let me get close. He lashed out at tricky angles, forced me to dodge away from him, to waste as much of my dwindling reserve of magic as possible in an attempt to get closer. I’d had to burn through an enormous amount of magic just to hold Arcturus back, while Acubens was still fresh as a daisy.
I needed to finish this quickly. “Scared to fight me up close?” I taunted.
But that didn’t prick Acubens’s pride like I’d hoped. Instead, he laughed, hungry and exultant in a way that made my heart twist. “Why would I make it easy on you?” The shadows roiled around him like a storm. “I want to see how far you can go. I want to drive you to the edge and then over it. You’ve been hiding from me all this time, Cly Redbriar, but you’re finally showing me your secrets. So show me more. Show me what you can really do.”
He threw out his final words like a challenge of his own, even as a new wave of shadows shot toward me. “Break me if you can.”
I moved to dodge, then stopped. No. Enough of this.
He wanted me to break him? I had an idea how.
No shields this time, either. It was all or nothing. I flared my lower magic. Strength. Reach. Speed.
I aimed my hands at Acubens and closed them into fists, grabbing him bodily from afar. His eyes widened, but he didn’t have time to react.
My magic was the lever. I was the fulcrum. With all my strength, I swung him in a perfect, huge rainbow arc, momentum gathering the whole way, up, down, floor.
I’d let his earlier volley of shadows hit me. He’d expected me to be dodging and had aimed accordingly; the shadows missed anything too important. I gritted my teeth against the cold numbness in my side and shoulder, spreading right through my jacket, and went for Acubens.
The shadows had cushioned Acubens’s impact, but not even he could take getting body-slammed a distance of twenty feet. Dazed, he was struggling to get back up, his shadows flickering and sluggish.
But I hit him first, shouting spells of shielding and abjuration. My glowing fingers dug into his shadows and ripped out chunks, exposing the workings and weaknesses of his magic. I called out more spells of abjuration and drove them into the seams.
The shadows misted to nothing. Leaving Acubens, exposed, staggering to his feet.
I slammed my shoulder into him ruthlessly, toppling him once more.
All my self-restraint went out the window. We grappled on the ground, spending lower magic like water. I got in a punch to his face, and he made the sweetest sound I’d ever heard. “I’ve wanted to do that for so long,” I hissed, twisting to avoid a knee to the stomach. Acubens snarled, landing more blows I barely felt, until I grabbed his arms and wrenched them above his head. He fought, but I climbed over him, pinning down his legs with my weight.
“Got you.” I said.
A drop of blood fell from my hairline, from some cut I didn’t even remember getting. It splashed onto Acubens’s face, mingling with the smear of blood from his nose, trickling along the elegant contour of his face.
He wasn’t fighting anymore. He was panting, looking at me with wide, shocked eyes.
“What’s wrong—” I shifted atop him, and froze. He was rock hard, his erection pressing against my knee.
His body was hot and alive underneath mine, every tremor echoed by my skin. His lips were half-parted, but no words came out. His eyes were lost.
“Don’t make this weird,” I said, over the hammering of my own heart.
“Hng,” he said, with the expression of someone witnessing divine revelation.
“Combatant Acubens Nightfeld is out of the duel,” came the desperately welcome interruption. “The side of Clytemnestra Redbriar wins.”
The walls to the dueling arena came down, and our moment was swallowed by the ground-shaking roar of the crowds.




Chapter 19


“We should’ve gotten a prize for that,” complained Darshan. “Such as, oh, I don’t know, not having to take our midterms the week immediately after.”
“That’s not really the school’s fault,” I admitted. My cheek stuck a little to the pages of my opened textbook. “I wanted more time to prepare for the duel, Arcturus wanted less, and we wound up with this compromise. I’d reasoned that, if we lost, midterms would be the least of our problems.”
“I’m blaming you, then,” Darshan grumbled. “Consider yourself blamed.”
Our victory in the duel had stunned everyone. Overnight, the fortunes of the Redbriars had seemed to reverse. I couldn’t walk three steps without someone trying to schmooze. Professor Bayes went up to me to gush about my application of magic circles, and we could’ve talked for an hour if Aegis hadn’t stepped in and escorted me discreetly away. Even Cly seemed in high spirits; I caught her bragging over the phone to her mother about the duel, making it out to be all her brilliant idea.
But the duel and its preparations had taken its toll on me and Darshan. We’d been skipping classes and neglecting assignments for the last two weeks, and we hadn’t even begun to study for midterms. And while magic could heal our impressive collection of injuries, it couldn’t quite take away the bone-deep exhaustion of having been pushed to our limits. The moment I’d left the dueling grounds, I’d passed out on a bench.
I stared at the page I was supposed to be reading, the text wobbling in and out of focus in front of me. I wanted to sleep for a year, but instead it was Monday afternoon, and we were back in our room at the library, because the Artifact Analysis exam was tomorrow. Knowing the professor, it would involve hideous essay questions.
In this situation, I almost wished Cly would take over. But like hell was she going to take tests she could possibly avoid.
“I still think the duel was part of your secret plan,” said Darshan, giving up any semblance of studying with a sigh. “It worked out awfully conveniently. The Nightfelds are humbled. The Redbriars have another shot.”
I internally winced. I actually did have a secret plan, but it was to find a way to save my mother while masquerading as my worst enemy. It galled me that in the process I’d managed to improve House Redbriar’s reputation more than the real Cly had ever done. But of course I couldn’t tell Darshan any of that, especially not with Aegis standing over my shoulder as always.
Darshan seemed to take my silence the wrong way. “Can’t tell the no-name, huh.” His smile was crooked. “I should’ve expected that. A part of me had hoped that after everything…”
“Darshan,” I began, a pang in my chest.
“It’s fine,” he said with a sigh. “Don’t mind me, I’m a scholar by nature. I’m used to asking questions without easy answers. You’ve made my calling a less lonely place, and that’s enough. Besides,” he added, forcing humor into his voice, “the duel was probably the closest I’ll ever come to getting hot and heavy with Arcturus Nightfeld. Even if I was too busy getting kneed in the gut by Arcturus Nightfeld to enjoy it.”
I nearly choked. “He’s an asshole!”
“Yeah,” said Darshan, “but he’s hot. He oozes Great House arrogance. I know perfectly well I’d hate him if I got to know him. But you’ve got to admit he’s hot.”
“That is very fair,” I said, flinging an arm over my heating face, which heated further as I remembered what had gone down between me and Acubens. “I’m constantly amazed by how simultaneously attractive and awful they manage to be.”
A banging came on the door to our study room. “Cly! Open up!” came Acubens’s cheerful voice.
“Oh no, I’ve summoned him,” I muttered under my breath, pinching the bridge of my nose.
I walked over and yanked the door open. Both the Nightfeld brothers stood outside, alongside one of the library’s little floating carts, piled high with textbooks.
Acubens smirked at me. Arcturus glared at me. I couldn’t decide which of them filled me with more foreboding.
“We thought we’d join you in your studying,” said Acubens. “It’s midterms for all of us, after all.”
“This is our private room,” I said.
“Actually, it’s our private room now,” said Acubens smugly. “You only had it booked until the day of the duel, technically. It’s just that you forgot to give the key back to the front desk. We’ve booked it for the rest of the semester now, but we’ll graciously let you use it too.”
I gritted my teeth. I’d completely forgotten that our booking had run out, with everything else that had been going on. “We’ll find a different room, then. So sorry to trespass, I’ll give you your key.”
“It’s midterms week. There are no other rooms. The whole place is packed, in case you didn’t notice when you were coming in.”
I debated my options. I could pack up and leave, but to where? Back to Cly’s room, with Cly also there? And I didn’t want to uproot Darshan, when none of this was his fault.
“I guess we’d all better study together, then,” I gritted out. “I sure love studying!”
My only consolation was that Arcturus looked equally grim as he filed in after Acubens, like he hated the idea of being here as much as I did. I imagined it couldn’t be pleasant to sit in the same room with the people who’d just beaten him in a duel he was sure he’d win. He found a chair in the corner of the room, instead of around the table like the rest of us.
Acubens slid into the seat next to mine, delivering his textbooks from the floating cart to the table with a thump. All the textbooks were his, I noticed, with none covering upper division course material for Arcturus. “Isn’t your brother going to study too?” I asked him.
Acubens rolled his eyes. “My brother does his studying ahead of time.”
“Then… why is he here, in this room for studying?”
Acubens actually looked a little embarrassed and defensive. “Isn’t it obvious? He’s my chaperone.”
I struggled not to laugh as I looked at Arcturus, watching us hawkishly with his arms folded across his chest. He was definitely giving me girlfriend’s-dad-with-shotgun vibes. I thought I could begin to understand why Acubens acted out so much, when he was smothered with that level of overprotective big brother. “I’d feel bad for you, if you didn’t kind of need a chaperone,” I said, enjoying Acubens’s scowl.
Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as I thought. It was easier to have fun with Acubens’s outrageousness the day after I’d beaten him up. We were even, more or less. In a weird way, the blood we’d shed had bound us closer.
“I brought snacks,” said Acubens, producing an assortment of tiny chocolate-covered pastries. The cuffs of his shirt rode up as he set down the box, revealing purpling bruises on the fair skin of his forearms—the bruises I’d left yesterday while pinning him down. All his other visible injuries were gone, so he must have specifically left these ones untouched by magical healing.
That fucker, I thought, even as a rush of heat went through me. I took a pastry to distract myself, deciding not to wonder whether eating was allowed in the library. But I made a point of waiting for Acubens to take a bite of his pastry before I tried mine—just in case.
Aegis, I noted, didn’t even take one. Arcturus wasn’t the only paranoid chaperone in this room.
“These are really good,” said Darshan, raising his eyebrows, once he’d chewed and swallowed. I had to agree. The balance of sweet and salty, crunchy and smooth, was perfect.
Acubens looked smug. “I take care of everything that requires good taste in the family.”
“Oh,” I said blandly. “I assumed that Arcturus still picked out your clothes.”
Acubens practically swelled with indignation. “I pick out his clothes! I’ve been picking out his clothing since I was ten! His taste is trash and his only saving grace is that he usually knows it!” He shot a glare at Arcturus, who stared back in obvious displeasure. I hid a snicker as I wondered what unresolved wardrobe disputes they were dredging up.
But it did make me like Acubens more, to see that he had skills and interests beyond being awful. It impressed me further when he huffily cracked open his textbook and actually started to study, even if he fidgeted the whole time. Before today, I’d never seen him in a context other than violent, provocatively sexual, or both, and it was almost weird to see him acting like a normal student.
Frankly, I was having a harder time focusing on my textbook than he was.
Acubens’s talk of clothes had made me notice his. His dark silk shirt was perfectly fitted, clinging to his movements just a little too intimately, hinting at the muscles underneath. He’d left the top two buttons undone, revealing the pale, sculpted line of his throat.
I was staring. I was staring, and Arcturus had noticed, shooting me a look of pure murder that I determinedly ignored.
Then Acubens himself turned my way, about to ask me a question, when he caught me looking.
He looked delighted. “Oh, that was quick! I thought it would take some gratuitous stretching exercises. Maybe spilling something on my shirt. Cly Redbriar, will you grab dinner with me Friday after midterms?”
Darshan nearly choked on a pastry. Aegis stared at a fixed point in space. Arcturus’s glare somehow managed to intensify.
“I think I have whiplash right now,” I muttered, pinching the bridge of my nose. “But, actually? Yes.”
Partly because he might not be completely irredeemable.
Partly because he was absurdly good-looking.
And partly to see the expression on Arcturus’s face.




Chapter 20


I spotted Acubens and Arcturus waiting for me outside the lecture hall as I walked out of my Lower Magic midterm on Friday.
“So that’s… really happening, huh,” said Darshan.
“Yep,” I said, surprised to find myself smiling. “I’ll fill you in on all the gory details tomorrow morning.”
Darshan pulled a face. “I can’t believe we’re working on that Higher Magic project. Right after midterms. On a Saturday. I’ve never felt like this much of a nerd in my life.”
“Hey, given we just won a duel against the Nightfelds using material related to our project topic, we might as well recycle the research while it’s fresh in our minds.” I grinned. “Besides, that way, I’ll suffer less if Arcturus challenges me to another duel for his brother’s honor before finals.”
“Oh god, don’t put me through that again,” groaned Darshan. “Unlike Acubens, I’m not into getting pummeled in front of a large audience.”
“I’ll make sure he keeps his pants on,” I promised, before making my way toward Acubens.
“About time!” said Acubens, hooking his arm into mine the moment I got within range. “Come on, I’m starving!” He wore a deep red waistcoat over his shirt this time, and pulled it off really, really well. I wondered if the color was a nod to my supposed family; if it was, I wondered what Arcturus thought of it.
Arcturus definitely didn’t look pleased to be here. “He almost never lets me step foot off the campus without him,” Acubens told me as we headed to a popular human eatery a few blocks away. “It’s insufferable. He wanted me to have this dinner date in the cafeteria!” He shot Arcturus a glare, which was received frigidly. “I convinced him that a date in the cafeteria is beneath the dignity of a Nightfeld.”
“What dignity?” I said, and smiled as Acubens turned his glare toward me. “I haven’t really gone off of campus either, so it’ll all be new to me too.”
Behind me, Aegis’s silence had a disapproving quality to it. I’d had to sell him on the date as a diplomatic opportunity—Arcturus would always hate House Redbriar with a burning passion, but I might be able to win over Acubens. Wouldn’t the family benefit from an ally within House Nightfeld? He’d relented, but he didn’t seem very happy about it.
Still, my heart was light as we crossed through the wards surrounding campus and entered a bustling human neighborhood lined with shops. Neon lights and halogen street lamps glowed in the descending dusk. Fallen leaves crunched underfoot. The smell of the air brought back half-buried memories. My mom had taken me down streets like this, a long, long time ago.
The eatery had a chalkboard sign with doodles of cats and window boxes overflowing with flowers. A waiter escorted us to the window table for two that Acubens had reserved—it had to have been Acubens, because I couldn’t imagine Arcturus picking this place out.
“Sorry, no space for you,” said Acubens sweetly to Arcturus. The table only had two chairs. “I guess you’ll have to go somewhere else—”
Arcturus merely requested another chair from the waiter, with the air of someone who expected immediate action, never mind that it was entering peak dinner hour. In no time, he’d seated himself next to a scowling Acubens.
Aegis, on the other hand, remained standing, grim-faced.
“You can sit down too,” I told him.
“I’m on duty as your bodyguard,” he said.
I sighed. Feeling bad for him, I pushed the bowl of breadsticks toward him. He didn’t take any.
“I’ve never actually been here, thanks to a certain relative of mine,” Acubens admitted, angling a glare at Arcturus. “I just picked this one based on what I’ve overheard from other students. And because of the cat doodles in the pictures in the app. But from a glance and sniff at the other tables, you can’t go wrong with any of the pastas.”
Even with magically enhanced senses, that was impressive. “I’ll trust you,” I said, as we placed our orders. I’d never actually ordered at a restaurant in my life, thanks to spending the last decade of it at Redbriar Manor. Any input was helpful.
We settled in to wait. “How were midterms?” I asked idly, as if we had a normal college classmate relationship instead of whatever this was.
“Higher Magic was good. Lower Magic was boring. Artifact Analysis was an exercise in bullshit.”
I snorted. “You’re not wrong.” Fortunately, being at Wraithwood Academy was giving me lots of practice at bullshitting in and of itself. “Did you get the Macedonian phalanx question on your version of the test too?”
“No, which sucked, because Arcturus got that question on his test three years ago, and I still remember the answer because it was just that stupid.”
“Good,” said Arcturus severely. “You should rely on your own learning at school, instead of memorizing old answers.”
Acubens rolled his eyes. “You’re just bitter because you lost points on that question.”
“Acubens.”
“Eat a dick, Kit.”
“Wait,” I said. “Kit?”
“Yeah, it’s short for Arcturus,” said Acubens gleefully.
“How? I mean, Art, I can see. Artie.” I ignored the way the temperature dropped around us. “But Kit?”
“I was a little kid then,” said Acubens, shrugging.
I tried to mangle Arcturus’s name the way a little kid might. “Aw-kit-owus. Wow.”
A thought seized me. “Do you have an embarrassing nickname?” Acubens froze like a deer in the headlights, to my delight. “Ben? Benny? It’s something really ridiculous too, isn’t it.”
Acubens shot a frantic look toward Arcturus, who took a sip of his iced water and said, coolly, “I don’t go around giving other people strange names.”
For some reason, I didn’t think that was the full truth, but just then the waiter arrived with our food. I set that riddle aside in favor of testing out Acubens’s expertise.
“Okay, this is good,” I said, covering my mouth while I chewed. The cream sauce was rich and smooth, with subtle hints of flavors I couldn’t place. “I have no idea how you did it, but this is good.”
Acubens preened. “Let me try some,” he said, leaning over the table. I offered him a bite off my fork. He nibbled it up, smirking at me, his eyes heavy-lidded.
I hoped I could keep my promise to Darshan. Acubens was offering his, ahem, honor to me with both hands. And at this rate I just might take it.
I hadn’t expected to enjoy this dinner so much, I admitted to myself as I ate. Even with our respective chaperones looming over us, I felt myself unwinding after so long under pressure. Lowering my defenses.
But there was always that one last burden, heavy on my shoulders. A burden that would weigh me down until the day I saved my mother.
I looked at Acubens, and he grinned back at me. Maybe I’d been too quick to judge him. Maybe I could still find an ally in him, someone I could trust. Someone who wouldn’t be endangered by the truth, at least.
“Have some of mine, too,” said Acubens, picking up his last square of ravioli between his teeth. He leaned forward, eyes bright.
Arcturus’s gaze was doing its best to stab holes into me. “For god’s sake, she’s a Redbriar,” he snapped.
Acubens scowled, dropping the ravioli back onto his plate. “So? Priam Redbriar’s the one you hate.  He did all the bad stuff, and now he’s dead. The demons ate him. What does she have to do with anything?”
“For what it’s worth, hating Priam Redbriar is extremely valid,” I said. “I hate Priam Redbriar too.”
“You?” said Arcturus, his voice cold with contempt. “The new head of his House? You and your family have only profited from his sins.”
Anger surged in me. “Do you have any idea what he put my mother through?” I demanded. “He ruined her life because he couldn’t keep his dick to himself. I’d burn down Redbriar Manor if I could.”
I’d said too much, I realized with a sinking feeling. I’d said things that the real Cly Redbriar would never have. I’d kept my anger bottled up for so long that it had burst out of me.
Behind me, Aegis stiffened. Arcturus’s expression went strangely blank. But it was Acubens who made the bottom drop out of my stomach.
“Oh, gross,” he laughed, horrified. “You mean the rumors were true? Priam Redbriar went around fucking humans?”
The way he laughed, like it wasn’t just adultery Priam Redbriar had committed, but something that even a teenage boy found shockingly depraved.
The way he said that, humans. Like you’d say sheep, or horses, or dogs.
What did that make my mother?
What did that make me?
I was shaking. I’d opened a hole into my rage and it was pouring out. “You say that,” I said quietly, “while you eat food made by humans at the table of humans.”
Acubens just looked at me, confused. “What does that have to do with anything? I’m fine with humans. Humans are nice, and they make some nice things. But, I mean, dogs are nice, but I wouldn’t—”
I slapped him in the face.
I hadn’t realized I’d put magic behind it until I saw he was bleeding, but I didn’t care. I walked out of the restaurant, leaving him there.
My veins burned with anger and betrayal. I should’ve known. I should’ve remembered what mages were like. To think I’d considered trusting him with my mother’s life, when he thought it was worth as much as an animal’s.
Aegis caught up to me, matching his strides to mine. He had followed me out.
“Go back,” he said.
“No.”
“You were there to make allies of the Nightfelds. Go back and apologize. You can still fix things.”
“No.”
“Cassandra,” he said, and there was an odd note in his voice. “Is this really worth it? Carrying so much anger for the sake of a human? Wanting to burn everything down just because of her? It’s… not good for you.”
“She’s my mother,” I said. “And if you have to ask, then you really don’t know me at all.”
He fell silent. A long time passed before he said, softly, “I see.”
We went through the wards, past the school buildings, cutting through green lawns dappled with will-o’-the-wisps. We went through the doors of Rowan Building, up the stairs, down the hallway.
At the door to the dorm room, I felt a brief, sharp prick at the back of my neck.




Chapter 21


I woke up with a pounding headache, shackled to the sofa.
My eyes felt gritty, my mouth rasping dry. My joints ached as I tried to turn my head. Aegis. Aegis stood stiffly in front of me, and he wouldn’t meet my eyes.
A spike of dread jolted through me. I tried to twist myself upright, but a foot drove into my solar plexus, knocking the air out of my lungs. My magic was gone, suppressed by the shackles.
“About time you’re awake,” said Cly, keeping her foot planted on my stomach as I hissed for breath. The ruby glittered around her neck. “I was ready to do it the hard way.”
Beyond the open window, the barest sliver of sunlight glowed white on the sill. How was it midday already? I forced my sluggish, syrupy thoughts to the previous night.
The dinner.
The fight.
The strange, desperate note in Aegis’s voice afterward.
A sharp pinprick of pain. “Aegis drugged me,” I rasped.
“He told me everything,” Cly sneered. “You were getting uppity out there, weren’t you? You spent so long pretending to be someone who matters that you forgot your place. He warned me about you. He told me you might turn and bite your masters like the rabid mongrel bitch you are.”
Aegis stared at the ground. After so many betrayals from him, I’d thought that I’d grow numb to them, that one more couldn’t hurt so much. I was wrong. It hurt anyway. My heart had its own muscle memory, and nothing could teach it that my childhood friend was now my most faithful enemy.
Cly leaned in, putting painful weight on my stomach, forcing me to turn my attention back toward her. She gloated down at me, satisfaction twisting the face that looked so much like mine. “You thought you were queen of the hill. So cool! So strong! But here’s the thing,” she hissed. “I don’t need you anymore.”
“You’ve beaten up the Nightfelds for me. You’ve made the rabble respect House Redbriar again. You even took my midterms for me! Only the fun parts are left from here on—although I might take you out again for finals week. And until then, you’re going back in the kennel.”
I forced a laugh, even though it hurt, even though the bottom was dropping out of my world. I’d risen too high, and there was so far to fall. “How long do you think you can coast? You survived one day of school at the beginning of the year. How long until something else comes up and knocks you on your ass?”
But Cly’s sneer only grew more vicious. “God, you’re still so full of yourself. But that’s okay. I talked with Mother, and we decided on a little present for you. Extra special overnight delivery.” She stepped off of me, went to take out a small rosewood box, and set it on top of me.
Hungry anticipation glittered in her eyes. “Open it.”
I was falling. “I can’t reach it with both hands shackled,” I said.
Cly turned to Aegis. “Unchain one of her hands.”
I slowly massaged my freed hand with the other. Sensation returned in pins and prickles.
I was falling, but it wasn’t the fall that killed you.
I took the box. I thumbed open the latch.
The inside was cushioned in white silk, stained brown at one end from my mother’s severed finger.
Cly’s shriek of laughter rang in my ears.
“Oh, I know I’ll have to use you for something or other again,” she said. “But next time, you’ll jump when I tell you to. You’ll keep your fucking mouth shut. Because you’ll remember just what we can do to you.”




Chapter 22


They left me shackled to the sofa, alone in the room with the small rosewood box. Every time I looked at it, I wanted to rip someone apart with my bare hands. Maybe myself.
I lay there, sick and hurting, as I heard their footsteps retreat down the hallway.
I stared at the window. It was late October now, two months since I’d arrived. The trees were growing faded and bare, abandoned by their birds. Meanwhile, I was still a prisoner, wearing the same chains I’d worn two months ago.
Despair crept into my bones, cold as the wind. Would I be any worse off than I was now if I’d done nothing these two months? If I’d simply allowed myself to be caged and exploited as a living battery? Would my captors have hurt Mom then?
My head buzzed. My throat burned. I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything for the better part of a day, which was better than the alternative, given Cly and Aegis hadn’t even thought to leave me a bucket. Cly had been too eager to go find the Nightfelds and smooth things over with them. Her about-face had been impressive. Of course she’d love the idea of them once they weren’t actively bullying her; Cly looked up to bullies, because she wanted to be one. Aegis had left hurriedly alongside her, unwilling to even look at me. He had done something too terrible for even his skills at rationalization.
It was Cly’s, now, the life I’d made with my blood and sweat and scheming. Was that was power was, to steal what no one should be able to steal?
My vision blurred. The window became a dull smear of color. The four walls of the room closed in. I could hardly breathe.
Had any of it been real? Had any of it been mine?
I heard a voice outside the window. Darshan’s voice.
“Cly! You didn’t show up to work on the project this morning. I came to see if you were all right.”
“You? Why are you here?” With slow horror, I realized when the real Cly had last seen him. “Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?”
“Cly? Aegis? What’s going on?”
“Aegis,” said Cly. “Grab him.”
I half-fell, half-lurched from the sofa. Even knowing it was useless, even knowing anything I did would make things worse, I couldn’t help it.
In the distance, Darshan cried out in pain. My knees buckled. The ground crashed toward me.
“I’ll give you a reminder,” said Cly.
I threw myself toward them until the shackle stopped me, and then I kept doing it anyway. Through the pounding of my heart, I heard each blow. Each cry. My wrist was hot with blood.
“Now get out of my way,” said Cly.
“Please,” said Darshan, so weakly I hardly heard him over my own ragged breathing. “Please, just tell me what’s going on.”
Cly hit him again, and something at last broke open in me.
I was crying. Because I was useless. Because I wanted to kill Cly. Because I would give anything to take every one of those blows for Darshan.
My tears splattered across the floorboards. I curled in on myself, muffling my sobs between my knees. Everything I’d built had burned. I was back where I’d started, and I’d ravaged everyone I cared for in the process.
I cried until my body ran out of water, until what was left of me felt like a dying husk. I was almost grateful as my consciousness faded into darkness.
#
“Cassandra.”
A hand touched my shoulder. Slowly, I stirred. My head pounded from dehydration. My eyes were swollen and stuck shut with tears.
The rim of a cup touched my lips, followed by a trickle of water. I accepted it desperately, drinking fast and clumsy despite the faint metallic aftertaste. Cool, wet fingers brushed across my eyelids, soothing the hot inflammation.
It had to be a dream. A hallucination. Maybe, if I kept my eyes shut, I could stay here for a little while longer.
But the water felt real, filling my stomach, dripping down my chin. It felt as real as the pain.
I opened my eyes. It was Wraith.




Chapter 23


“Wraith?” I croaked, lifting my head painfully. Maybe I was hallucinating after all.
He looked at me, his usual faint, serene smile half-hidden by the curtain of his hair. “Wait here. I’ll get you more water.”
“Don’t go.” I grabbed his sleeve before he could rise. My fingers trembled with the effort. “Why are you here? How did you even get in?”
Wraith subsided, instead considering me with his strange eyes. “You have fed me on your secrets,” he said. “I suppose it’s time to give you one of mine.” His hands moved to his collar and began to unbutton his shirt.
Pale skin lay underneath, so silken it seemed to glow, so flawless it didn’t look real. He made me think of some aquatic creature smoothed by water. Including…
“You don’t have nipples or a navel.”
Wraith nodded. “I’m a demon.”
“But… how? Demons are giant horned things, not… this. And your powers aren’t like those of any demon I’ve read about.”
“I came by them in a rather circuitous way.” Wraith’s eyes grew dreamy and distant. “I was once a hecathalyar, a Prince of the Deep Lands, and I ate leviathans in the abyss. Then the mages came with their bright fire and killed me. Afterward they decided to build a school. I do not know why, but they were very insistent on it, and ferried every piece of me up through the hells to do so.”
“Feel me,” he said, putting my free hand on his stomach. His flesh had no give to it. It was hard and slightly cool, as if… as if he were carved from stone.
And my eyes widened in horrified realization.
Seeing I understood, Wraith smiled. He rose and went to a wall, petting it fondly. His hand sank a little way into it. “This school is all me. The brick is not brick, but my red flesh. The stone is not stone, but my white bone. So it’s only natural that I can pass through these halls quite freely. It’s my own body to command.”
“You called yourself Wraith Woods,” I said. “Shit. I thought you were giving an obviously fake name, but it’s the exact opposite. You’re literally Wraithwood Academy.”
“Yes,” he said. “Especially in this incarnation. As I said, the mages killed me. It’s just very hard for one of my kind to be killed completely. A little of me remained in the walls of Wraithwood, and combined in unexpected ways with the experimental magic performed inside me, magic that the founders never thought possible. I am a little strange now,” he conceded. “I’m somewhat diminished. I eat secrets instead of leviathans. But I have enjoyed my new existence.”
He withdrew his hand from the wall, which seamlessly returned to its original state. “Let me bring you more water.” He went to the bathroom, and I heard the rush of the tap. As he walked back, he put his finger to his teeth and bit down, allowing his blood to drip into the water. “Demon blood is good for you,” he explained, even as his wound closed without a trace.
I looked askance at the red plastic cup he handed me, realizing what the metallic taste to the water I’d drunk earlier had been. Then again, I’d been walking inside Wraith’s body this entire time; drinking his blood seemed downright tame in comparison.
And I was already feeling better, I realized, in body if not in spirit. My headache was gone. The haze of exhaustion was fading.  I took the cup and downed its contents.
“So why are you here?” I said, pushing myself up into a proper sitting position. My shackled wrist throbbed under its crust of dried blood. “Can you free me?”
“I can,” said Wraith, settling down across from me and rebuttoning his shirt. “But that’s not all you need.”
“No,” I said, feeling the cold return. I couldn’t run without Mom. “I don’t suppose you can help me raid Redbriar Manor too?”
Wraith shook his head. “I can’t stray far from my original body.”
I gave a hollow laugh. “You’re answering questions for once, but I can’t say I like the answers. You’d better leave me here like this, then.”
Wraith frowned faintly. “Actually, I think I’m answering them in the wrong order. Forgive me. I’m out of practice. I should have told you why I’m here first.” He tilted his head, then said, “Caboodle.”
“What?”
“That’s Acubens’s nickname. The one he didn’t want you to know.”
I stared. “That’s longer than his actual name.”
Wraith shrugged. “Arcturus was telling the truth, by the way. He didn’t come up with the nickname. Acubens came up with it himself, when he was eight, and then made everyone else call him by it. Kit and caboodle. He thought it was clever.”
“Jesus christ.” I muttered, a ghost of a smile on my face. “Why is he like this.” But as silly as it was, I knew this was a secret that meant something to Acubens, with his prickly dislike of not being taken seriously.
“He allowed me to tell you so you’d know he was sincere,” Wraith continued. “He begs to talk to you. He wants to know what he did wrong. Why you’re acting so strangely.”
“You mean… Cly already went by.”
“Yes, she left just before I did. You don’t have to worry about her showing up anytime soon; Lenora Hastings found her.”
Lenora from the ill-fated party. Cly wouldn’t be rid of her anytime soon. But more importantly... “Acubens noticed something was off? He didn’t just… assume he was so great that I came running back for forgiveness?”
Wraith tilted his head. “It was fairly obvious.”
“That makes me feel better,” I admitted. It comforted me, that I couldn’t be written out of my own life so easily. That I’d carved my mark too deeply into the fearsome Nightfelds to be erased. I drew strength from it.
“I want to meet with them,” I said. “Arcturus. Acubens. And… Darshan, if he’s willing. Tell him about the danger involved, but I owe him the truth, if he’ll listen. Can you do that?”
Wraith stirred and smiled. “Allow me to strengthen myself first,” he said, his eyes gleaming. “Tell me a secret.”
“Here’s one that you helped me remember,” I said, my hand closing into a fist. “My name is Cass Turner, and I’m not giving up without a fight.”




Chapter 24


Wraith closed his eyes and blinked out of existence.
I flopped onto the sofa and stared at the ceiling, waiting for him to reappear. I assumed he was busy finding the others, but it was hard not to feel anxious anyway. Every noise from the hallway made me twitch, wondering if Cly and Aegis were coming back already, if all the plans racing through my mind would be foiled by a broken heel or a forgotten purse.
I actually tried to look around the room to see if Cly had forgotten anything, only for my gaze to meet with the small rosewood box. And then I felt sick for a new set of reasons.
The Redbriars were going to pay, I vowed.
I sat up when Wraith reappeared, relief washing over me. “This may be a little disorienting,” he warned. “Let me see…”
It felt like being spun through a five-dimensional Rubik’s cube, rooms aligning and realigning in impossible ways. The room around me disappeared, replaced by a library storage room, then an empty lecture hall, then a janitor’s closet, then an abandoned office with dust sheets over the furniture.
The sofa came with me, chained to my wrist. I supposed that the magic-suppressing shackles posed difficulties to even Wraith’s strange abilities. The abandoned office was cluttered enough that he left the sofa—and me—half-propped atop the white-draped desk while he frowned vaguely into the distance. “I’m waiting for someone to leave… ah, that’s better.”
We popped into an empty stretch of hallway, then at last into a small, windowless room. It looked long disused, the walls peeling, the doorways bricked up—probably not with actual brick, I knew now. Arcturus, Acubens, and Darshan stood inside, already waiting for me.
I saw their faces as they took me in. Arcturus, impassive. Acubens, staring. Darshan… he opened his mouth, and I knew what he was going to say, something about how terrible I looked, the same as he’d said to me a dozen times before in greeting… but then he closed his mouth and looked down. I felt a lump in my throat.
“Cly?” said Acubens, stepping toward me.
“I’m not Cly,” I said.
Arcturus’s pale eyes scoured across me. “No, you aren’t, I see that now. Explain.”
I stared back at him. “My father was Priam Redbriar. My mother was a human woman named Kathleen Turner.” To one side, I heard Acubens swear in a very small voice. “My mother and I have been kept as prisoners at Redbriar Manor since I was a child. I was brought to Wraithwood Academy so I could supply magic to Cly through a family heirloom that drains magic from one mage and gives it to another.” I pulled down my jacket, showing them the necklace.
“I’ve seen similar artifacts. So the rumors about Clytemnestra Redbriar’s lack of magic were true,” said Arcturus.
“Yes,” I said. “If you’d fought that duel with the real Cly, you’d have won in ten and a half seconds.”
He narrowed his eyes faintly. “For how long have you been taking her place, and why?”
“Since the second day of school. You scared her off pretty easily. She decided she’d rather let me get beaten up on her behalf. And she knew she could control me because she has my mother as a hostage,” I said, my hands clenching. “Leda Redbriar’s keeping her at Redbriar Manor. She sent me her finger as a reminder.”
“And that’s why I’m here,” I continued, looking Arcturus in the eye. “My name is Cassandra Turner, not Cly Redbriar. I don’t want to work for the people who hurt my mom. That means we’re on the same side. You might not like me, but you have to admit I’m good at what I do. Help me get my mother back, and I’ll help you destroy House Redbriar once and for all.”
Tension thrummed in me as I watched him consider my words, his impassive face giving nothing away. “Wraith, is she telling the truth?”
“You can answer that,” I said to Wraith.
Wraith nodded, his hair rippling over his shoulders. “I’ve seen her secrets. You can trust her.”
Arcturus’s gaze turned back to me. “In that case, I have my answer. I will take up your cause with the full might of the Nightfelds.”
My heart rose. “You won’t regret it,” I breathed.
“But,” he added, “only if you kneel right here on the spot and swear yourself as my vassal.”
I stared. I cursed myself for answering too quickly; he’d probably already realized how desperate I was, but I’d just confirmed it. “Why? You stand to benefit hugely from helping me. If you free me, Cly Redbriar’s going to be screwed, and we have basically the same future goals regarding her family anyway. Why do you need to demand extra?”
“Because I can.” Arcturus looked down at me, every inch the cold, ruthless lord. “Your skills are formidable. I want them in my employ.”
My temper rose. Just because I was dealing with worse assholes in my life didn’t mean Arcturus wasn’t a terrible person to have power over me. “In other words, you want me to trade my old master for a new master.”
“And you will do it, and be grateful that you have the opportunity,” said Arcturus softly.
I gritted my teeth, knowing he was right. At least the Nightfelds didn’t hate my mom with a personal, vicious passion, as a stain upon the family. Anything would be better than her current situation. And for that I’d sacrifice anything it took.
I would kneel for him. If I could figure out how best to go about it while shackled to a sofa.
But as I was rearranging my chains, a shadow fell over me. I looked up, nonplussed, and saw that Acubens had sauntered over to my side.
“Cassandra doesn’t need your help,” he said, glaring at his brother. “She has me. I’ll go with her.”
“Acubens,” Arcturus snapped.
“I’m going to break into Redbriar Manor,” he declared, daring Arcturus with his sharp grin. He was beautiful and infuriating and he knew it. “We’ll rescue her mom, and then after we’re out, I’ll set the place on fire. That’ll distract them. It’s a great plan.”
“Acubens,” said Arcturus dangerously. “This is House business.”
“No it’s not,” said Acubens, propping his arms on the back of the sofa, deceptively casual. “This is my business, because I’m going with Cassandra to rescue her mom. Your business is to decide whether you want to come along.”
Arcturus’s expression was absolutely frigid. I suspected he was weighing the pros and cons of just knocking Acubens out and dragging him away.
It was to his credit that he didn’t. “Very well,” he said. “Since I’m merely the hanger-on to this little expedition, tell me about your plans.”
My gaze met Acubens’s, and we shared a grin, small, quick, a little shy. I almost felt bad for Arcturus. Almost. “Well, my current plan doesn’t involve trying to sneak into Redbriar Manor,” I said. “The family might be weakened, but the magical defenses built into the place aren’t. It’s meeting the enemy on their turf.”
Arcturus nodded slowly, his expression growing intent. In the end, his desire to hurt the Redbriars was winning out against his displeasure. “I’m pleased to see you’ve put some consideration into this,” he said. “And what would you propose instead?”
I leaned in. “We’re going to make them come to us. And here’s how…”
#
Afterwards, Wraith took the Nightfelds back first, so they could start setting things into motion. As they left, Darshan stepped out of the shadows where he’d been listening quietly.
I turned toward him hesitantly. “Sorry about leaving you out of the conversation,” I said. “I… I wanted you here the first time I told the truth. But then I ended up hashing out logistics with the Nightfelds. I guess I should’ve asked Wraith to take you back earlier. I should’ve—I hope you weren’t—” I broke off, looking away.
“Cassandra,” said Darshan gently. “I’m not going to be offended that you were too busy rescuing your mom to coddle my feelings.”
I made an awkward, ineloquent noise. I was used to people who treated me like crap; with them, at least, I knew where I stood. I kept my armor up and my weapons at the ready. If they hit me, I hit back. But I didn’t know how to deal with someone who was better to me than I deserved.
Up close, under the dim lighting, I saw the bruises mottling the smooth brown of his skin. He’d tried to heal them, but he’d run out of magic partway down the side of his face, leaving purpling smudges at his jaw.
He saw where I was looking and gave a half smile. “Hey, you’ve seen worse on me after Practical Education. I’ll be fine.”
“Did you think that she was me?” The words burst out.
He didn’t answer immediately, which was itself an answer. “I’ve gotten beaten up a lot over the years,” he said quietly. “I’m used to it. I wish I weren’t, but in this world it’s a price I have to pay for the things I want.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, hating the part of me that felt hurt. What had I expected? I’d hid the truth from him the entire time. As far as he knew, I started out humiliating him for some obscure reason and ended up humiliating him for some obscure reason. “I thought that hiding my identity would protect you,” I said finally. “The Redbriars would kill to keep a secret.”
“Next time, tell me the truth anyway,” said Darshan. “For some things, I’d pay any price.”
I looked at him, stunned, and he gave me another small smile. “I’m a natural-born scholar, remember? We love our answers. We’d die to know the molecular composition of a particularly notable amulet.”
I swallowed. “Come over here, then,” I said.
He came and stood in front of me, making a little gesture with his arms as if to present himself to my eyes. I huffed a laugh and put my arms around him, hugging him as best as I could with one wrist shackled.
“Here’s the only oath I’m swearing today,”  I murmured against his warm shoulder, feeling the sting of my wrist as I pulled the chain as far as it would go. “I will never raise a hand against you. I will answer any question you ask of me. And to the best of my ability, I’m going to make ground beef of anyone who fucks with you ever again.”
I felt his startled laugh against me. “You don’t have to. No one’s ever—”
I held him tighter. “I want to.”
He exhaled, a little shakily. “Take me with you tonight.”
I tensed. “It’s too dangerous. I don’t want to drag you into this more than I have already.”
“I want to,” Darshan said softly. A teasing note slipped into his voice. “Besides, I can be useful. Who saved your ass in the duel again?”
I rolled my eyes, even as I rested my forehead against his shoulder. “Fine. But you’re staying out of sight.”
“Obviously. I’m sentimental, not stupid.” His breath stirred my hair.
We stayed like that, together, until Wraith returned. Whatever happened next, I’d face it with my best friend at my side.




Chapter 25


With a few stops on the way—including a physically difficult attempt to fit the sofa into a bathroom stall—Wraith dropped me off at the dorm room. The sun was setting outside, the room growing dim.
“Clytemnestra and Aegis are on their way back,” he said. “Do you need anything before I go?”
“Food would be nice, but they expect me to look like shit,” I sighed. “I can wait.” I looked around the room with its deepening, twilight-colored shadows, making sure everything was in its place. As far as they knew, I’d been chained to one corner of the room the entire day.
Wraith reached for the light switch, but I put up a hand to stop him. “I can’t reach that from the sofa. They might get suspicious if they see the light through the window. Just try to remember what you touched before you took me away, because I was pretty out of it at the beginning.”
Wraith hummed in assent, stepping lightly through the dorm room. He picked the plastic cup he’d brought me, adjusted the angle of the bathroom door, and nodded to himself.
“I hope you don’t shed hair,” I joked. “Six foot long iridescent hairs could be an issue.”
“It’s all magic,” Wraith assured me serenely. “Well, Cassandra, I must leave you for the moment, but I look forward to seeing you again this evening. I expect the most entertainment I’ve had in a long time.”
He popped out of existence, leaving me alone in the room again. I folded my arms and got comfortable on the sofa, watching the ceiling darken as night descended. This evening was going to involve a hideous amount of waiting.
If all went well, my mom and I would finally go free. And if it didn’t… the consequences would be unimaginable.
I had to get her out. The surviving Redbriars hated and feared me bitterly, all the more because they needed me. They were eager for excuses to remind me—and themselves—of the power they held over me. Being in their control was like walking over an endless field of thin ice; it was only a matter of time before something worse happened.
Even so, I was terrified that all I’d accomplish would be to make it happen sooner.
I heard sounds from the hallway, an almost welcome distraction from my fears. Not wanting to deal with them more than I had to at this stage, I closed my eyes and pretended to be asleep as Cly and Aegis came in, turning on the lights, dumping bags and boxes on the floor.
“—And did you hear what Lenora Hastings said?” Cly exulted. “She said she wished she saw that dress before I did! She said I had good taste! We have to invite her on another outing soon.”
“It was a good trip,” Aegis agreed politely.
In that moment, I almost felt sympathy for Cly. From what I’d seen of Lenora Hastings, anything out of her mouth was pure manipulation unless proven otherwise, but Cly had fallen for it thoughtlessly. She was a lonely, weak, scared girl who’d been shut inside Redbriar Manor all her life, and she seized at every scrap of flattery and ease that the frightening outside world offered to her.
But then she kicked at the sofa, reminding me that the main way she dealt with her fear was to take it out on others. “Stop pretending to be asleep! You think you can fool me?” When I was slow to respond, she snatched up the small rosewood box and shook it next to my ear. “Get the fuck up, if you don’t want another one of these!”
I opened my eyes, rage boiling in my veins. I struggled to control myself before I messed up my own plan. “I’m conserving energy, since you haven’t given me anything to eat or drink,” I rasped.
“Well, serves you right!” Cly snarled, looming over me. “I went to the Nightfelds, and they barely talked to me! They looked at me like I’d gone crazy! You messed things up with them last night, and now everything’s ruined.”
“At least they didn’t beat you up,” I said. “That was a thing that Acubens used to do.”
Cly reddened. “That might be good enough for you, but that’s not good enough for me. Aegis said he liked y—me! But you ruined it. You thought you were too good for them—”
Just as she was getting into her rant, a knock sounded on the door. “Cly?” came Acubens’s voice.
Cly leapt up immediately. “Coming!” she called out, then quickly muttered an illusion to hide me. She bent down and hissed in my face, “If you mess this up for me, I’ll—”
“Cly Redbriar!”
She broke off, giving one last dirty look in my direction before dashing toward the door.
Her body language was pure adoration as Aegis opened the door for her. Of course it was. Acubens and Arcturus Nightfeld, dazzling, powerful Great House princelings who rode roughshod over anyone who crossed them, were everything she wanted to be—now that they weren’t riding roughshod over her.
“I just wanted to apologize for my behavior earlier today,” said Acubens, earnestly thrusting a box of chocolates into her hands. “I was horribly rude to you.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Cly laughed, a little shrilly. “I was… yesterday…” She clearly didn’t want to take responsibility for yesterday, or even bring it up. She changed the subject. “Thank you, these look beautiful!”
“Just a little something.” It was a good thing that this was an awkward situation, because it let Acubens get away with seeming, at least to my eyes, obviously off compared to usual. Under his smile, he looked… miserable. “Actually, I want to make up for yesterday, too. Can we have a do-over? Another dinner with you, tonight.”
“Really?” Cly could hardly contain her eagerness. “That would be great! I’d love to!”
“Great!” Acubens couldn’t hide his relief. “I was worried it would be harder than this. Since we didn’t part on the best of terms.”
“No, don’t worry about it!” Cly said quickly.
“Let’s go, then,” Acubens said, offering his arm.
“Right now?” Cly said, startled. “I just got back—”
I gave my chain a carefully timed rattle.
Cly immediately changed her tune. “I mean, absolutely!” she said, through clenched teeth. “We’ll have a proper dinner this time. Much better than last time. Come on, Aegis.”
As they filed out, Arcturus’s eyes swept across the room through the doorway, lingering briefly in my direction. He gave the tiniest of nods before turning away, leaving with the others.
The door shut and locked behind them. I listened to their footsteps fading into the distance, settling down to another wait.
I hated the feeling of being stuck on the sidelines during the battle for my own future. I wanted to be out there, doing things, doing anything.
But having allies meant trusting them to do their jobs while I did mine. I’d come up with the plan, and sold it to the others, and my job now was to sit and not break anything for the next hour or so.
And I did trust them. Well, mostly I trusted Arcturus to execute a plan with skill and utter ruthlessness. But I… also hadn’t expected Acubens to speak up for me.
Acubens. I thought of the defiant, sharp grin on his lips, close enough to touch. For the first time since I’d met him, he’d left me at a loss.
I was still sorting through my feelings when Wraith appeared in front of me.
I sat up immediately. “How did things go?” I said urgently.
Wraith gave me a lazy, pleased smile. A little smear of blood decorated his cheek. Slices of pale, hard flesh gleamed through his torn shirt. “As you’ve seen demonstrated before, Spellbreaker tattoos do very little against a demon’s innate abilities. The Nightfelds brought Clytemnestra and Aegis successfully into our ambush. I overpowered Aegis, the Nightfelds had no difficulty at all with Clytemnestra, and now the both of them are waiting in storage.”
I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Good. Where are the others now?”
“Right behind me,” said Wraith, walking over to the door and unlocking it from the inside.
He turned to give me one last smile. “My part in tonight’s drama is done. The rest is up to you. I look forward to hearing what happens next, Cassandra Turner.”
He disappeared as the door burst open. Acubens ran in, a heavy satchel slung over his shoulder, followed by Arcturus.
“You two okay?” I asked.
“Of course we are,” Acubens huffed, digging through the satchel for a heavy-duty, rune-etched pair of shears. “Cly might have stolen your magic, but she can’t use it for shit.” He knelt at my feet, grabbed my wrist, and carefully began to cut through the shackle.
Meanwhile, Arcturus took out Cly’s phone and went to sit at the desk. He dialed a number and waited, his pale eyes gaining the chilly focus of a predator on the hunt.
“This is Arcturus of House Nightfeld,” he said into the phone. “I have your daughter. I am willing to return her alive if my conditions are met.”
We were giving the Redbriars a taste of their own medicine.
A frantic voice sounded on the other end. For the first time ever, I saw Arcturus Nightfeld smile, and it was absolutely, inhumanly terrifying.
“Yes,” he said. “I am aware this is an act of war.”
And then his face returned to its usual hard impassiveness. “My conditions are as follows,” he continued. “You will return all ancestral artifacts originally belonging to the Nightfelds in your possession. You will renounce your claims to all Nightfeld vassals, effective tomorrow. And you will give me the human woman Kathleen Turner, alive and unharmed.”
Arcturus ignored the dirty look I sent his way. I didn’t appreciate him using this whole business for his family’s gain that blatantly, while making my mom’s rescue sound like an afterthought. But I couldn’t stop him, and I couldn’t do this without him, I admitted inwardly. And at least this way, he was very clearly attaching his family name to the venture. In a hostage exchange, Leda Redbriar would screw over a half-blood bastard without family backing much more readily than she’d dare screw over mighty House Nightfeld.
“I’ve almost got it…” muttered Acubens, swiping his hair out of his eyes, continuing his work while Arcturus negotiated with Leda Redbriar. “There.” The shackle fell away from my wrist.
I breathed a sigh of relief as the dull pressure of suppression faded away. “Thanks,” I said, flexing my hand.
“It wasn’t a good look on you,” Acubens said archly. “I expect to be the one wearing handcuffs when we’re together.”
Only Acubens would demand handcuffs. I felt a ridiculous warmth inside my chest. And… elsewhere. “I’ll agree to that.”
He touched the red, swollen scabbing where the shackle had rested and healed it to smooth skin. “I brought you something to eat, too,” he said, handing me a soup thermos and a spoon.
I unscrewed the lid. “It’s… hot gruel.”
Acubens rolled his eyes. “It’s easy to digest, since you haven’t eaten in a day.”
“It’s gray. Aren’t there those chocolates you gave Cly?”
“I garnished those with curls of soap. Principle of the thing.”
I sighed and gingerly took a spoonful. My eyes widened. “Okay, fine. That’s genuinely impressive.”
“I made it myself,” Acubens said smugly.
Abandoning all dignity, I chugged the rest directly from the thermos. I was starving.
As I wiped my mouth, Arcturus came over, finished with his phone call. “It’s arranged. We’ll meet dawn tomorrow at the Ash Bridge.”
The place name sent a chill down my spine. I’d heard the stories about the Ash Bridge, even if I’d never been to it. I hoped our hostage exchange wouldn’t end as badly as some of the others that had taken place there. “Isn’t that pretty far from here?”
“I’ve arranged transportation,” said Arcturus. “The school rules forbid bringing non-students aside from one bodyguard onto campus, and I prefer not to antagonize any other factions at the moment, so I’ve kept my subordinates waiting just outside the school boundaries.”
He turned on his heel without another glance, heading out the door. “Keep up.”
My legs were still wobbly as I stood, but I gritted my teeth, steadying them with my recovering magic. We followed him into the night.




Chapter 26


The Nightfelds had a private jet. Of course they did.
I looked around as the four of us filed on board. The interior was open and surprisingly roomy, with lines of runes set into the floor, allowing the inside space to be subdivided with adjustable magical barriers. Arcturus’s vassals carried Cly and Aegis to the back, both of them bound in chains. Cly still struggled weakly, twisting to shoot us looks of hatred, while Aegis was limp and bloodied. My allies hadn’t held back in subduing him. I only knew he was alive because they wouldn’t have bothered to bring a corpse onto the plane.
But as angry as I was at Aegis, as sick as I was of his betrayals, I still had to fight the urge to run to him. My nails bit into my palms. My gaze trailed the two of them until magic barriers sprung up in between, cutting them off from my sight.
I turned away with a grimace. Arcturus sat at a table, flipping through a stack of records with his subordinates, compiling a master list of the artifacts and claims that they expected the Redbriars to deliver. From the grizzled, scarred old man going through the list of weapons, to the hard-faced Spellbreaker woman checking the numbers, they looked at him with respect, almost reverence. He, not his father Deneb, was the true head of House Nightfeld in every way that mattered.
Darshan sat on one of the leather sofas, long legs curled up underneath him, nose buried in the textbook he was studying. I felt a pang; he definitely had better things to do than to come along on this trip, but he’d chosen this anyway.
He looked up, surprised, when he felt my hand on his cheek.
“Don’t mind me,” I said. His remaining bruises melted away under my magic. “I won’t distract you.”
The plane took off with a rumble that abruptly dulled to silence with a few words from Arcturus. He’d finished with his papers, and was now laying out his magical gear on the table, in defiance of the process of takeoff. Not that I felt a single vibration; I could only tell the plane was gaining altitude from the dwindling city lights below the windows. He really knew how to throw around his magic.
Arcturus hadn’t held back in bringing weaponry, either. He set down a full neat row of swords, ranging from pitted, crude blades that looked like they’d come from the Bronze Age, to elegant lengths of etched carbon steel.
I looked closely at the enchantments engraved on them, and felt ill; while I couldn’t identify all the swords, many were Everblades, enchanted to leave wounds that were resistant to healing magic. I recognized the design from weapons I’d seen at Redbriar Manor.
I touched one of them, struggling not to recoil at the faintly greasy texture of the enchanted metal. “Do you—do you think they used one of these on my mom?” I forced out the words. “Do you think she can still be healed?”
Arcturus looked up. “I doubt the Redbriars would use an Everblade,” he said, his tone cool and detached. “I wouldn’t in their place. From a practical standpoint, it’s wasteful to permanently decrease the value of a hostage. From an emotional standpoint, it’s wasteful to limit oneself to dismembering someone only once.”
That was the most messed-up reassurance I’d ever heard. It was also authentic Great House logic. I had the horrifying notion that, quite possibly, Acubens was the normal one of the family—Arcturus was just better at hiding his taste for blood outside of the hunt.
Speak of the devil. I turned as Acubens came up to me, and I was startled to see uncertainty in his eyes. “Can we talk in private? There’s… stuff I was thinking about.”
I followed him toward the middle of the plane. With a wave of his hand, magical barriers sprung up, giving us privacy.
Acubens turned to me with a sigh. “I really am kind of a brat, huh.”
I answered honestly. “Yes.”
To my surprise, Acubens smiled painedly. “When the real Cly showed up, I thought it was great at first. ‘You’ apologized for everything. ‘You’ hung onto my every word. It was everything I’d wanted, once. I enjoyed it for about two minutes, and then I wanted to claw my own skin off, because I couldn’t escape how wrong it all was.”
He sighed. “For so long, I’ve wanted to be taken seriously. You don’t get that around Arcturus. Literally no one currently alive is on his level, and it’s even weirder for me. He’s my brother, but I swear he thinks he’s my dad.”
“Believe me, I’ve noticed,” I muttered.
Acubens gave a laugh. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I owe him… everything, honestly. You haven’t met our actual parents and you don’t really want to. But he, and everyone who wants to stay on his good side, will be treating me like his helpless little baby brother when I’m fifty.”
“It helped, to make people scared of me like they’re scared of Arcturus. It felt so good to be seen, not as someone who needed to be protected, but someone whom you needed protection from. Someone who did things. Someone who could stroll over and fuck you up.”
“You sound like you miss it,” I said.
He grimaced. “I can’t enjoy it in the same way anymore, not after you came along. You made me realize that being taken seriously meant more than that. I’d thought I hated losing face, or being made fun of, but I liked it from you. Because you’d make jokes, but you’d praise me sincerely when I did something well, and more importantly you’d smack the hell out of me if I deserved it. It meant something, to be taken seriously in the sense of, I did something shitty, and you’re not going to give me a pass for that. It put everything else in context. I’m not some helpless little boy; I don’t need people to hold back around me, to shelter me from consequences.”
He gave a long sigh. “So, I guess I want to say, thank you for that. And I don’t want you to hold back in the future.”
“I’ll slap you anytime you want,” I said wryly. Then, more seriously, I said, “Thanks for today. Standing up for me. It’s… not something I’ve gotten from others often.”
“Least I could do.” Acubens looked at me with sudden fierceness. “I don’t want you to belong to anyone.”
“I don’t plan to,” I told him.
#
When we returned to the front, Arcturus had taken the opportunity to engage Darshan in conversation. “The work you did for the duel was impressive,” he acknowledged. “There would be opportunities for you in my service.”
“I’m honored, but I’m not currently looking for employment,” said Darshan politely. His dark skin didn’t quite hide his faint blush, however. His crush must be deeply inconvenient given his principles.
I shot him a sympathetic look even as Acubens groaned. “Stop trying to recruit people!” he complained.
“I merely recognize ability where I see it,” said Arcturus. “You should sleep before we arrive, in any case.”
“It’s barely nine,” said Acubens.
“The meeting is at dawn,” said Arcturus. “And we will have on-site preparations to perform.”
“I’ll go lie down,” said Darshan, clearly eager to escape further awkward conversations. With an exasperated sigh, Acubens followed.
That left me and Arcturus, in a space hewn smaller, more intimate, by the privacy partitions flickering to life for sleeping. The lights dimmed, and what room wasn’t filled by Arcturus’s mass and presence was claimed by his deepening shadows. Light and dark played across his statue-like face.
“And you?” he asked, leaning back just enough to give me breathing room. “I expect you to be alert and ready tomorrow morning.”
“I know,” I said. I’d been through the wringer today, physically and emotionally. Exhaustion loomed over me like a boulder on a cliff’s edge, ready to come crashing down at any moment.
But there was one last task left. Something I half-dreaded but knew I had to do anyway. “I’ll sleep later. First, I want to see the prisoners.”




Chapter 27


I made my way down the silent plane, down the double row of lights set into the floor. At the magical barriers in the back, I held up the token Arcturus had given me, and passed through unimpeded.
The holding area was brightly lit and shadowless, guarded by one of Arcturus’s vassals, a woman with an eyepatch who nodded at me. I nodded back, and turned my gaze to Cly and Aegis, chained up at the back of the space.
“You bitch!” Cly shrieked the moment she saw me. “What kind of mongrel does that to her own sister!”
I actually laughed. “You’ve never treated me like your sister in your life.”
I walked to Aegis. He was awake now, watching me as I approached. His own blood had dried on him, crusting over his scrapes, matting one side of his brown hair. He stood bound in a complicated metal harness designed to immobilize Spellbreakers, who could negate suppression enchantments and keep their lower magic. Bands of metal lined with spikes on the inside rested against his skin; any attempt to move, to flex against his bonds with enhanced strength, would drive them into his flesh. Fresh dots of blood punctuated the dirtied white of his shirt now.
I raised a hand, but remembered the new additions to his tattoos would block outside healing magic. I let my hand fall.
“What did my mother ever do to you?” I said at last.
Aegis said nothing.
A dull ache settled in my chest. He’d betrayed me first, chosen the Redbriars over me again and again. Seeing him like this felt terrible anyway. I’d never wanted my oldest friend bound and bloodied in front of me, because of me.
“I need to talk to you,” I said.
Aegis only looked at me dully.
“The terms of the prisoner exchange only says that Cly has to be traded back. It doesn’t say anything about you.” No one cared about you, I wanted to shout at him. Leda was too preoccupied with her precious daughter to even ask whether you were alive or dead. I struggled to keep my voice calm. “You don’t have to go back. You can stay here with me. You won’t have to serve anyone anymore.”
“Is it really a choice?” he rasped at last.
I gritted my teeth. “Of course you get a choice. I’m not a Redbriar. I won’t force people to stay anywhere they don’t want to stay.”
For the first time, a flash of emotion appeared in Aegis’s eyes. “No, that’s not what I meant. You’ve never understood. For me, there’s no choice but the Redbriars.”
Part of me had known. Part of me had seen this coming. But my heart lurched anyway.
“They’re going to punish you if you go back. You know that, right? Leda’s going to be furious at you for letting Cly get kidnapped.”
Aegis shrugged. He did it carefully, but pinpricks of blood bloomed on his shoulders anyway. “She won’t hurt me too badly. She needs my service, with the Nightfelds going on the offensive.”
I stared at him in disbelief. “So you have it all reasoned out. As long as Leda only torments you half to death instead of all the way, you’ll take it. You’ll take it, when you could have—”
“Have what?”
“Freedom! Not getting tormented half to death!” Me, I didn’t say.
“Cassandra,” said Aegis wearily. “There is no freedom. Not for people like us.”
“What are you talking about? Freedom is not being shackled and starved,” I spat. “Freedom is not having to live in fear, wondering if I’ll ever see my mother again.”
“It’s not over,” said Aegis, his blue eyes shadowed. “It’s never over. You’ve only traded one master for another.”
“I haven’t sworn myself to the Nightfelds,” I countered. “I’m not their vassal.”
“That doesn’t matter. You can’t stand against a Great House without a Great House of your own. Nothing’s stopping Arcturus from forcing you to your knees, right here, right now. Nothing’s stopping him from taking your mother after the exchange and locking her back up in Nightfeld Manor.”
Aegis took a pained breath. “Sometimes I think I’m lucky. For as long as I can remember, I’ve understood that I’m alone in the world, that everything I have is House Redbriar’s to give to me, and House Redbriar’s to take away. I grew up knowing my place. But you don’t, and you’ll keep suffering for it. You’ll break yourself, climbing for things you weren’t meant to reach. You’re wonderful, Cassandra. But that doesn’t matter. You’ll never escape a half-blood bastard’s place.”
“That’s right,” said Cly. “She won’t.”
She turned to me, chains scraping, poison in her eyes. “Here’s something for you to think on, bitch. Can you even return to school? You aren’t registered as a student. I am, and now everyone will know the difference. Do you have money? Do you even have clothes other than mine? And where are you going to put your cut-up mother? You’re a mongrel bitch feeding on the scraps of your betters, and now you’re going to starve.”
She laughed, viciously. “You may have all the magic, you may have sucked the right dicks, but I’m the one with a Great House as my birthright. After dawn tomorrow, I’ll be sitting pretty in Redbriar Manor with tea and croquet. Mother will hug me and apologize and pile gifts on me so I’ll forgive her for sending me to school, and any one of them would pay your tuition for a semester. Despite everything you’ve done, my life’s going to improve after this. How do you like that?”
The plane was eerily quiet. I heard my own breathing, the hot roar of my pulse in my ears.
Because she was right. She and her mother were going to get away scot-free.
At most, the prisoner exchange would punish them for being historical enemies of the Nightfelds. They’d have to give up a few claims, a few things. All part of the Great House game.
But what about Darshan’s bruises? My mother’s captivity and mutilation? Where was the justice for them?
Even in chains, Cly sneered up at me. She was Great House, after all. Untouchable.
“What are you going to do, you half-blood trash?”
I walked out.
I followed the double row of lights, and Arcturus sat at its end. He looked up, a star-eyed god on a throne of shadows.
“Give me an Everblade,” I said.
He slowly unfolded himself from his seat. “I thought we’d just discussed their unsuitability with prisoners.”
“I don’t care about maximizing pain or prisoner value,” I said. “Unless you absolutely need a mint-condition hostage to get everything you asked for?”
“I trust my ability to negotiate,” he said.
“Good. In that case, an Everblade would work just fine. I’d like to teach a lesson on consequences.”
Arcturus had come to stand in front of me. I looked up, my eyes meeting his, and a spark of recognition crossed between us through the darkness. In that moment, we weren’t lord and supplicant, full Nightfeld and half Redbriar. We were driven by a matching pair of avenging furies.
He turned and went to the table. “This one,” he said, selecting a slim, sharp blade. “For precision.”
My naked fingers brushed his gloved ones as I took it. “Thank you,” I said. He gave the smallest incline of his head in acknowledgement.
I again went down to the holding area. The guard stirred, but subsided when she saw the sword in my hand. An Everblade could only have come directly from Arcturus. It was permission in and of itself.
“I’ll be out of your way shortly,” I said.
Cly saw me coming. “You—” Her eyes widened. “What are you doing? You’re not really going to—You wouldn’t dare! You wouldn’t dare!”
Her voice rose to a shriek. She tried to scramble away, but I hooked the toe of my shoe in the chain between her ankles and dragged her back toward me. She struggled; I fed my strength with magic.
I turned to Aegis. “You might want to close your eyes,” I said.
He looked at me wearily. “If you think I’m going to, then you don’t know me very well either.”




Chapter 28


“You hypocrites,” muttered Acubens, emerging squinting and tousle-haired from his sleeping compartment. “You persuaded me to toddle off at nine PM, but neither of you went to bed at all.”
“Guilty as charged,” I mumbled around a borrowed toothbrush.
I hadn’t been able to sleep at all last night, not with blood on my hands and Mom ahead of me. The toll the day had taken on me had felt strangely distant, as if the plane had outraced it, and it was still in the process of catching up.
I’d cleaned the sword and wiped my hands and sat down next to Arcturus. He didn’t say anything; he didn’t have to. Together, wordlessly, we’d watched the black night fade to blue at its edges.
The plane was landing, as unnaturally quiet and smooth during its descent as before. Arcturus stood in front of the mirror, adjusting the long, black coat he’d put on. On his lapel gleamed a delicate silver pin in the shape of the constellation Ursa Major.
“Wait, no, don’t wear those gloves with that coat.” Acubens ran off and came back with a very slightly different pair of black leather gloves. Arcturus humored him, stripping off the pair he had on.
I was startled to glimpse scars underneath.
One on his left wrist, a small white gash faded enough that he must’ve been a child when he got it. One on the back of his right hand, slightly less faded, a puncture scar matched by a smaller exit scar on his palm.
The thing was, mages didn’t get scars from normal injuries, not with magical healing. Someone had taken an Everblade to a child. Twice.
It was only a moment before Arcturus pulled on his new gloves, but I knew I’d dwell on what I’d seen. Dark secrets hid behind his cool, composed facade.
“That’s better,” said Acubens cheerfully, looking his brother up and down. “You’re ready to intimidate the hell out of people.”
He really was, I admitted. Arcturus already had the proportions of a statue, and the coat cut away the last vestiges of mortal softness from his silhouette. He was mass and height and hard, sharp edges. He loomed. I struggled to tear my eyes away.
“So I’ve got a few ideas for securing our side of the bridge,” Darshan began, determinedly not looking at Arcturus. “I don’t know what you have planned already.”
“I’ll allow my people to show you our list of defensive wards,” said Arcturus. “Add to it if you can. I would like to see further demonstration of your skills.”
As he went to talk to his subordinates, I suppressed a snicker at Darshan’s expression. “Further demonstration of your skills. That’s practically a come-on by your nerdy standards, isn’t it,” I muttered, sidling up to him.
“I admit I didn’t think just tagging along on the trip in the same plane as him would be this hard,” Darshan gritted out. “I don’t want to work for him. I don’t even like him! But just acknowledgement from someone like him is a hell of a drug.”
“Yeah.” I sighed. “I know the feeling.”
The plane had landed, resting on a horizontal magical barrier that provided a flat surface in the middle of a rocky landscape of hills and valleys. The Nightfeld vassals went out first into the pre-dawn gloom, setting down wards and scanning for hostile magic in every direction. A direct attack was unlikely at this point, with Cly still in our hands; the danger lay in a trap timed to go off later.
With notebooks in hand, Darshan and I stepped off the plane, looking around. The magical barrier cast a faint, ethereal glow on everything from below. Mist still clung to the landscape, milky blue against the dark bulk of the hills.
I felt goosebumps rise on my arms from the autumn chill, and worked lower magic to keep me warm until the sun rose. Cly was right about this, at least: I didn’t have anything to layer on over the clothes on my back, which were themselves going on their third day. I hadn’t had a chance to change since Aegis drugged me. Only magic kept me vaguely fresh and human-feeling.
We went past the edges of the barrier, gravel crunching under our feet and skittering down steep stone faces into darkness. I looked at the list we’d been given. “We can definitely put down Nestor’s Repulsion Fields for railings and safety nets,” I said. “Unless they’d interfere with the velocity wards?”
I was glad to see the happy intensity on Darshan’s face, now that he was outside and working on the things he loved. The cold had brought a faint flush to his cheeks. “They shouldn’t, as long as we layer them. I just don’t know if they have enough range for, you know, the actual Ash Bridge itself.”
We’d come to the bridge at last. I stared down it, but the chasm it spanned was too wide for me. Mist hid the other end, even when I enhanced my eyesight.
Was Leda Redbriar already there, waiting for us? Was Mom?
“Yeah,” I said quietly. “It’s too far.”
Darshan must’ve heard the off note in my voice, because he took my hand in wordless comfort. I squeezed his hand in gratitude, turning away from the bridge.
But as we made our way back to the others, I struggled to put my full focus on helping coming up with other magical suggestions that would work with the geography and the existing wards. I couldn’t help but dwell on how the Ash Bridge had gotten its name.
Legend said that there had once been a portal to the hells in the gorges, and some that some of our earliest ancestors had sealed it, giving the location a nice historical significance to lend dignity to what was effectively kidnapping for ransom. The bridge was hard to get to, but it was hard to get to for everyone, and therefore fair and neutral ground.
But it hadn’t been called the Ash Bridge at first.
A prisoner exchange had gone wrong between two Great Houses. No one remembered which Houses, but it didn’t matter; they were all capable of horrifying betrayal. One House had booby-trapped their enemy’s end of the bridge; once the prisoners were most of the way across, it would go up in unquenchable flames. They would get the prisoner being returned to them, as well as force the prisoner they were returning to retreat back into their hands before the bridge collapsed.
Only, their enemy had done the exact same thing.
Trapped on the bridge from both ends, both sides’ prisoners had plunged to their deaths as the timbers gave way to flame.
The bridge had been rebuilt with sturdier materials, but the Great Houses were still Great Houses. My stomach twisted with dread, only Darshan’s hand keeping me moored. Nothing could make a deal between them safe.
“Are you done?” said Arcturus, striding out of the plane. He’d distributed most of the magical weaponry to his subordinates, but he’d left two swords casually floating alongside him within easy reach, An Everblade, and one of the swords I hadn’t been able to recognize. He seemed untouched by lack of sleep, powered by magic and force of will and a dark anticipation I just barely glimpsed in his eyes. He… looked like he was here to have fun.
I took in the sight of him. Arcturus was a dangerous combination of cold ruthlessness and burning vengeance that I didn’t fully understand. He was closer to villain than hero, a terrifying power bound to me by little more than our shared enemy.
But right now, he was on my side, and for that I was more grateful than I could put into words.
“Here’s the list,” said Darshan, handing him our notes. “There’s not much to add, but I think the poison detection ward can definitely be upgraded, for one.”
Arcturus read the notes, nodded, and summoned over a vassal to take them. “We will implement your suggestions. Excellent.”
As the vassal left, Acubens emerged from the plane. For some reason, he was shirtless, and also carrying a neatly folded bundle under one arm. “Cass! I’ve got clothes for you! Sexy clothes!”
It was at once so unexpected and so Acubens that a laugh burst out of me. “Show me!”
“I’ve been getting stuff for you since the duel,” Acubens admitted. “So you have a great selection of bras and panties, and also nicer versions of the jeans and jacket you usually wear. But then I realized I never bought you a top, so I modified my shirt to fit you. It’s fine, I’ll steal another one from Arcturus after this.”
He was as mercurial as a summer storm, and yet somehow, he kept finding me during my droughts. “Wow. Thank you.”
Acubens grinned, pleased as a cat. “Until then, feel free to admire me.”
“I did not expect you to have such great abs,” I said honestly.
Arcturus was starting to look pissed, like he wanted to tell Acubens to put on a shirt before he caught cold, never mind that mages couldn’t get sick. I decided not to provoke him today. Reluctantly, I squeezed Darshan’s hand one last time and let go, preparing to go back in and change.
But I didn’t move immediately.
I looked at the people around me, the people who’d chosen me in my darkest hour, and were now with me to see the dawn. The realization took the breath out of me: I was no longer alone.
“If all this works out, I want to date all of you,” I said. “Just so you know. I’m inviting all of you to the Halloween school dance.”
Arcturus made a dismissive sound, but Acubens’s face lit up. The quick little exhale Darshan made sent an ache of warmth into my chest.
The horizon glowed with the first light of dawn.




Chapter 29


I went with Arcturus down to the Ash Bridge.
Behind us, Nightfeld vassals escorted Cly and Aegis. Cly didn’t resist this time, stumbling along in her chains, hands bound behind her back. Aegis couldn’t actually walk in the restraining harness, but the vassals could carefully levitate the harness, which carried him along through the air.
The mist was fading as the sky brightened. My breath caught as I enhanced my vision and looked toward the other end of the bridge. There was Leda Redbriar, small and blonde and pinch-faced, flanked by her own well-armed vassals. Crates lay heaped on the ground behind them, and the woman sitting huddled against one could only be Mom.
I strained my vision as far as it could go. Was she all right? Had they hurt her further? But it was impossible to make out details in the faint light.
I clenched my hands, forcing down the fear. Arcturus had forbidden Darshan and Acubens from accompanying us due to the dangers involved, despite Acubens’s loud protests. But they were still with me, in a way. I was armored in Acubens’s clothes and Darshan’s wards.
And I still wore the Everblade that Arcturus had given me. I hoped that I wouldn’t have to use it today.
The hills were limned in deep autumnal colors, fading back into inky darkness at their bases. We gathered on our side of the bridge, displaying our strength and our prisoners in the dawn light.
“Arcturus Nightfeld,” said Leda, her voice brittle and chill. Magic carried her words across the bridge. “Does your father know about this? Does your father know what you’ve done?”
“My father is incapacitated at this time,” said Arcturus, impassive. “As his eldest trueborn son, I am authorized to act as I see fit in his stead.”
“You’ll regret this,” Leda hissed. “House Redbriar is not as far fallen as you think it is, not under my care. There will be consequences.”
A dangerous glint appeared in Arcturus’s eyes. “I look forward to them.”
“What an arrogant young man you are,” Leda sneered. She turned to me next. “And you, Cassandra, standing at his side. I knew you were involved when I heard the Nightfelds ask for Kathleen Turner. You traitor. You whore.”
“House Redbriar betrayed me first,” I answered flatly. “I’ve done nothing to you that you haven’t done to me already.”
“You—you think we’re on the same level as a mongrel like you—” Leda’s chest heaved. “Let’s get this over with. Begin.” She waved forward the first of her vassals, who started down the bridge, carrying a crate of Nightfeld artifacts.
Arcturus nodded one of his own subordinates forward onto the bridge. I watched the crate exchange hands in the middle, where the two met, and continue down to our side in Nightfeld hands.
“Two Everblades engraved with the initials XSN, and an astrological clock,” said Arcturus’s hard-faced clerk, marking them down on a ledger, even as another vassal continued onto the bridge for the next crate. “Badly packed, I think on purpose.” The clock had a long crack running down its face.
Arcturus’s lips thinned. “We can’t prove it was more than accident,” he said quietly. “It’s too late now. We will pack them with more care ourselves, and repair them in our own time. And we will not forget.”
The clerk nodded tightly, letting other vassals take the crate for repacking, and continued onward to the next crate. “A set of beacon markers for a Class Three teleportation circle. A suit of armor bearing the Incantation of Peace.”
I startled at seeing the armor. I recognized it from the upstairs hallway in Redbriar Manor where it used to be on display. I’d run past it a hundred times without really noticing it.
And many, many more crates followed. “I never realized so many things from your family ended up with the Redbriars,” I said to Arcturus.
“They were tribute,” said Arcturus, and I saw the rage stirring behind his eyes. “We bribed Priam Redbriar to delay our own annihilation, and he laughed and reached his hand out for more. He preferred it that way, a slow death rather than a quick one. He would first see us sell ourselves and everything that was ours—”
Abruptly, he fell silent. The convoy of crates had stopped.
“This is far short of everything you took,” Arcturus said, lifting his head toward the Redbriars.
“It’s our turn to receive something back, don’t you think?” said Leda Redbriar. “You can’t expect us to hand over everything and wait in the hopes of having Clytemnestra back at the very end. It’s hardly fair.”
Arcturus jerked his head in a nod. “I’ll grant you her bodyguard. As a bonus, given he wasn’t part of our original agreement. Surely you consider a Spellbreaker worth something.”
The sun was rising over the horizon, casting enough light for me to see the way Leda’s lips thinned. “Very well. That will suffice for now.”
A Nightfeld vassal jabbed a needle into Aegis. Slowly, he slumped forward, the spikes on the front of the harness drawing blood from his chest as his weight pressed him against them.
“He’s been hurt enough,” I snapped, going over and carefully bracing him upright with my hands.
The vassal shrugged, waited another thirty seconds to make sure Aegis was fully sedated, and unlocked the harness. She carried Aegis across to the bridge. Redbriar vassals spirited him away. The procession of crates resumed.
I took an unsteady breath, rubbing Aegis’s blood from my hands. That was that. There had been no goodbyes, no lingering looks. Just a pathetic end to the pathetic shambling remnants of a friendship that had died years ago but didn’t know it.
I hoped I never saw him again.
Please, god, let me never see him again.
“Four 19th century demon jars,” said the clerk. “Enchanted maps to Hells #15, #28, #2, and #8.”
At last, the crates were all on our side. Representatives from both Houses went to the center of the bridge to work out the claims documents, while vassals repacked all the strange and sundry artifacts and transported them to the plane.
But I wasn’t interested in admiring the Nightfelds’ treasures, when my mom was still on the other side. The sun was lifting clear of the horizon, and every detail its light revealed was a squeezing fist around my heart. The glitter of her chains. The dull white of the bandage around her hand. She’d barely seemed to move, as if exhausted, or ill. Her face was drawn and emaciated.
How dared they.
But she was alive. At least she was alive.
She was next.
The Redbriar representatives went back to their side, presenting their finalized documents for Leda to sign, in her capacity as acting head of House Redbriar. And then Leda said, “Well, this would be the second of your three demands, wouldn’t it? Don’t you find that rather… unbalanced?”
Of course. A chill went down my back. I knew what she wanted. “We gave you Aegis already,” I said.
“He was never part of the agreement,” said Leda innocently. “Surely you wouldn’t insist on giving us nothing of what we asked for until you have everything you want.”
Arcturus regarded her with his pale eyes. “It does seem rather unreasonable,” he said at last.
I shot him a look of disbelief. “Arcturus, I know Leda, there’s no way she’ll keep the rest of her bargain once she has what she wants. You can’t seriously be giving in!”
Leda smiled, relishing my fear. “These documents would look so much better with the seal of the true head of House Redbriar on them. Don’t you think?”
Arcturus walked to Cly.
My heart hammered. Leda wouldn’t mind signing the documents in exchange, I knew. Arcturus would get what he wanted. But then she’d keep my mom, and take everything that had happened in the past day out on her. “Arcturus—”
He took his sword and leveled it at Cly.
Not the Everblade. The other one he’d brought with him, a pitted, ancient-looking bronze sword whose engravings were so worn they were barely visible under the patina.
“This sword is named Stasis,” said Arcturus, pulling Cly’s wrists above her head by the chains. “It’s been… difficult, at times, keeping it in my family’s ownership, but it has certain interesting applications.”
With a single stroke, he cut Cly in half at the waist.
Cly screamed, a horrible, animal sound and Leda screamed with her. But there was no blood, no gore. It was as if he’d cut through a doll, as if the cross-section had been instantly sealed in plastic wrap, keeping everything in place. In… stasis.
Arcturus gestured for a subordinate to take Cly’s thrashing legs. “You wanted me to give you something first,” he said to Leda. “I will do so.”
“You monster,” Leda snarled at him. “You rabid dog.”
Arcturus let go of Cly’s wrist chain with deliberate carelessness, allowing her top half to topple onto the ground, and raised his voice to be heard over her screams. “I gave you exactly what you asked for. Now, let’s continue. Once our business is concluded, you should have no trouble healing her back together.”
Leda stared at him. Then she stamped the documents with her personal seal with shaking hands. “Here,” she spat, almost throwing them at her subordinate, who rushed to bring them over. “And have the whore human too.” She snatched up Mom’s chains and shoved them into another subordinate’s hands.
I ran out onto the bridge.
She was so light, I thought in horror, as the Redbriar vassal allowed her to collapse into my arms. As if all the vitality had been drained from her, leaving a husk.
Weakly, she opened her eyes to look at me. “Cassandra?”
“Mom,” I said, and my vision dissolved in tears. “I’ve got you now.”
Blindly, I stumbled toward our side of the bridge. Arcturus’s vassals rushed to my side as I approached, steadying us.
“It’s time to go home,” Arcturus said. He sounded almost content.
We were halfway to the plane when the howl of rage came from behind us. Leda had discovered what couldn’t be healed by magic on Cly.
She’d taken a finger from my mother. So I’d taken a finger from her daughter. Cly would have a much harder time passing as me next time.
I held my mother tighter, drawing strength from vengeance.
Our wards crackled as the Redbriars threw assaults at our back, but held strong. Ahead, the plane gleamed in the morning sun. “Onward,” I said.




Chapter 30


The sky was red outside the window port when I woke up, and it took me a moment to figure out it was dusk, not dawn. I’d passed out almost immediately after entering the plane.
“Mmph,” I said. My sleep schedule was thoroughly ruined.
“Hey there, sleepyhead.”
“Mom!” I surged up to a sitting position. My eyes burned, and it was all I could do not to start crying again. “Are you okay?”
Mom lay in the bed next to mine, still wan, but less frighteningly so than before. The lines at the corners of her eyes crinkled as she looked at me. “It was mostly that I didn’t eat so well for the past couple months. Nothing your friends can’t fix. They pumped a lot of healing magic into me.” She held up her freshly bandaged hand. “They say they can even regrow this with time. It would make typing easier.”
I struggled to swallow down the lump in my throat. “That’s… good. Did the Redbriars try to hurt you other than… ”
“It’s over now, Cass,” she said gently. I might be an adult now, and a super-powered mage too, but she tried to protect me anyway. “Your boyfriends came by earlier, you know,” she said, changing the subject. “They were very nice.”
“Ack,” I said. This was a lot earlier than I wanted to bring any guy home to meet my mom. “You’ve met them? I mean, Darshan is great, but Acubens didn’t say anything weird?”
“I take offense at that statement,” announced Acubens, swanning in through the magical barrier with two food trays. “I told her we’ve taken care of things at Wraithwood. You’re registered as a student under your own name, with a dorm room to yourself, and all of the grades and coursework you did as Cly—which is everything in her file—transferred over to you. Also, I paid your tuition.”
I looked at him, stunned. “That’s… that’s a lot you did for me.”
“Of course,” said Acubens airily. “You can’t take me to the school dance if you’re not a student, now, can you?”
“A dance. In exchange for a truly ridiculous amount of money and behind-the-scenes string-pulling.”
“Well, you also promised to slap me whenever I wanted,” said Acubens, plopping down at the edge of my bed. “And I expect you to keep that promise. What if I want to be slapped in the middle of the night? It would be awfully inconvenient if you weren’t on campus to attend to my every whim.”
Oh my god stop talking about slapping in front of my mom, I was about to say, but then I caught something careful, almost anxious in his eyes. He was sacrificing his dignity for mine, I realized. Being generous, and then being absurd about it, so it wouldn’t feel like one-sided charity. He was applying his own experiences of not feeling taken seriously to me.
“Acubens,” I said at last. “You’re a really great person when you try to be. Thank you.”
“Naturally,” he said, flushing just a little. “I’m great at lots of things. Including cooking. Try my six exciting variants on easily digestible food.” He magicked the trays over to us.
The soups were delicious. “Are we at Nightfeld Manor?” I asked, looking out the window, taking in the unfamiliar landscape silhouetted by the setting sun.
“Yeah, Arcturus is getting all the crates transported. We haven’t moved your mom out yet because I thought you’d rather see her first. Then they’ll drop us off at the school.”
“Actually… can my mom go with me to Wraithwood? As a ‘bodyguard,’ the way Arcturus brought you in.”
After all I’d done to get my mom back, I didn’t want to just leave her here, in another Great House manor, in the care of strangers.
And as much as I tried to ignore it, Aegis’s words on the plane still whispered at the back of my mind.
“Sure, we can arrange that,” said Acubens. “She’ll want to see our specialized healers pretty regularly, but Arcturus goes back and forth from the manor at least once a week, so she can tag along.”
“But in that case,” he sighed, leaning in, “we’ll have to find some other place to make out.”
His eyes were quicksilver-bright and narrowed with humor. His lips were perfectly arched in a smirk. Screw it, I thought. I grabbed his face and kissed him.
He made a little startled sound, then kissed back, his lips soft against mine.
It was difficult to pull back, to catch my breath and remember the world. Acubens looked at me dazedly, licking his lips, and my hands longed to drag him back in.
“I’ll arrange things with Arcturus,” said Acubens mournfully, as if he were making a horrendous sacrifice.
“I’ll be waiting,” I said wistfully.
Only after I left did I remember to be embarrassed. “You were right, I guess,” I told my mom, staring at the ceiling. “He’s very nice too.”
“He cares about you,” she said. “And he makes you happy.”
I swallowed, looking at her. The best years of her life had been consumed by a man who’d treated her like a useful amusement. I felt a painful, familiar guilt.
“Don’t look at me like that,” said Mom, a sternness entering her gaze. “My life isn’t over. It isn’t ruined. I’m thirty-eight, free at last, and I have a wonderful, strong, loving daughter I couldn’t be more proud of. We’re out of that house and we’re going to enjoy ourselves. Did I ever take you to an amusement park, before?”
“No,” I said, waterily.
“We’re going to an amusement park,” Mom declared. “I haven’t been on a roller coaster in years and years.”
I laughed through my tears. “Mom, you should wait until you’re better.”
“We’re free now,” she agreed. “We have all the time in the world.”




Chapter 31


“Cass!” yelled Acubens, pounding on the door. “Cass! Are you ready?”
“Almost!” I yelled back as my mom adjusted my dress, a deep purple halter top that fell in sleek folds to the floor. We’d shopped for it together off campus, where she was already making friends among the human locals. Afterward, we’d wandered the residential streets, admiring the Halloween decorations in front of the houses, and it had been nicer than all the manicured grounds of Redbriar Manor.
“You look beautiful,” said Mom, giving me a kiss on the cheek. “Go have fun tonight.”
I opened the door to find Acubens and Darshan waiting for me. “You’re hot,” said Acubens, grinning at me. “But where’s your mask? It’s supposed to be a masquerade, after all.”
“I don’t have one,” I explained, stepping out with them. “I’ve had to pretend to be someone else for months. I’m done with that. I’m going as myself. But I do like your masks, though.”
Acubens wore a cat mask, black velvet with delicately tufted ears. Darshan wore an owl mask; behind it, his eyes were warm and dark. I put my arms around them as we made our way out of the dorms.
“I’m not good at parties,” admitted Darshan, even as his hand reached up to rest over mine. “The ones I get invited to, I spend behind a book. All I can promise is that I’ll do my best not to embarrass you.”
“Do your worst,” I said, smiling fondly up at him. “I’ll take it, and I’ll like it.”
Acubens gave him a friendly punch. “No one who’s beaten up my brother can be that boring.”
We followed the throngs of other students through the entrance hall. “This is a school event, not a Great House one, so I didn’t have any say in the planning. Just so you know,” said Acubens, wrinkling his nose in a very catlike way at the WELCOME TO THE ALL HALLOW’S EVE DANCE banner hanging over the entrance.
“It looks fine to me,” I said, tilting my head.
“It’s the kerning,” he muttered. “Once you see it, you can’t stop.” He snatched up a strong-smelling drink from a passing server, but I grabbed his hand before he could swig it.
“Remember the last time you got drunk?” I said.
“Oh, that.” He actually looked a little embarrassed, to his credit. “I was really upset that time. I came up with all these party arrangement ideas for Arcturus, but then he decided to just copy what the previous host did last year without telling me. Party arrangement isn’t even close to my strong suit! I put a lot of thought into it!”
Both Darshan and I eyed him. “I will resist the urge to put you through a window,” I said, and downed his drink for him.
If there were any interior design issues with the inside of the ballroom, I didn’t see them. Chandeliers spilled light from high above, reflecting off a polished floor of white marble. The walls were lined with mural panels depicting famous scenes of mages and angels and demons.
“That reminds me, we’ll get to register for next semester’s classes soon,” said Darshan. “Higher and Lower Magic are required, and we get another semester of Practical Education, but what electives do you want to take?”
“Oh, I’m definitely taking Inscription Magic with you,” I said happily. “And Demonology, given…”
In front of us, Wraith wandered through the dancers with a glass in hand, a plain white half-mask on his face. He saw us and gave us a wink before disappearing back into the masses.
“Yeah,” said Darshan faintly. “I don’t even know what’s going on with him. I’ve always thought of the hells as they are nowadays, as an… exotic place to go on adventures for rich people. I didn’t think they’d be relevant to my daily life. Why does Wraith look like a person? Why is he a school? I’ve got to learn more.”
“Ugh, are we really going to talk about classes here? And are you going to take a whole class because of Wraith?” complained Acubens.
“Aren’t you curious?” I countered.
“Not about him, I don’t,” said Acubens flatly, looking across the room. “My brother knows him well enough for the both of us.”
It wasn’t hard to spot Arcturus, even at a masquerade, with his distinctive height. His mask was matte black, a bear’s face abstracted down to spare lines and angles, giving it a lean, predatory look. He’d cornered several other party-goers for a conversation—also Great House, given the extravagance of their costuming.
He was plotting for the future, I knew. By now, everyone had heard the story of Cly and me, and the exchange at the Ash Bridge. Everyone knew that the Nightfelds and Redbriars were preparing for open war. And he was making sure of his allies.
I hadn’t expected him to join me at the dance, and he hadn’t. I reminded myself it was for the best. Getting too close to him felt like a gamble with my soul on the line, and I didn’t like my odds.
“Come on,” said Acubens, tugging me onto the ballroom floor. “You know how to dance, right?”
“Yes,” I said, fighting back a stab of memory: Aegis’s arm around my waist as he walked me through the steps, one-two-three, one-two-three.
“I’ve never learned,” Darshan admitted.
“I’ll teach you!” I said. “Let me demonstrate with Acubens first.”
The musicians began a new, lively tune. I went through the steps with Acubens, pointing them out to Darshan. “See, turn here—left—”
And then I forgot to keep talking, because Acubens was looking at me, his eyes bright, his face very close. “Meow,” he said, smirking. I leaned in and kissed him.
When I opened my eyes again, Arcturus was watching me.
He stood still and tall in a field of whirling dancers, a gravestone amid flowers, too far away for me to read his expression. The dark eye holes of his mask regarded me for a breath longer, then turned away.
My heart was pounding and I didn’t know why. I let go of Acubens, turning to Darshan. “Anyway, like that. Got a little carried away, sorry.”
“It’s fine,” said Darshan, looking at us. He gave a forced smile. “You don’t have to teach me, you know. I definitely wouldn’t be as good as Acubens.”
“I want to,” I told him, taking his hands.
He was always a quick learner. His steps were clumsy at first, but I talked him through it, breaking it down into ones and twos and threes, and then his eyes gained the luminous intensity they always gained when he had a problem to solve. He was seeing the pattern of timing and motion the way he saw a magic circle and understood its hundred intersecting lines, and that was all it took. We glided across the dance floor, each step more fluid, each twirl more perfected. We grinned at each other breathlessly, our fingers interlacing.
Acubens caught up to us by the tables as the song ended. “Okay, let’s find somewhere to sit,” I said, picking up a drink and pushing back my sweaty hair. “I don’t usually wear heels.”
Acubens pouted, looking enviously at Darshan. “One more dance?”
“You know,” I said, raising an eyebrow, “I was thinking something else more fun.”
Unfortunately, a lot of people already had the same idea in the upstairs gallery, with its shadows and vaguely discreet niches.
“This is putting me off the whole concept of intimacy.” I winced at the sounds—and smells.
But Darshan looked with thoughtful eyes at the inward-slanting windows just above us. “They’re closed with locking inscriptions, but they shouldn’t be hard to modify from the inside.”
Which was how Darshan ended up standing on Acubens’s shoulders, scratching new lines into the windowsill with the edge of a coin.
“Wraith, if you can feel this, we’re sorry,” I muttered, yanking off my heels. “But honestly, the vomit back there is worse.”
“There,” said Darshan, swinging the window open. He grabbed onto the frame and carefully climbed out, then reached down a hand for me.
“Ooh, you’re wearing the black ribbony pair,” Acubens said from below.
“I really like the way they look,” I admitted. I hauled him up, and together, with the help of a bit of lower magic, we climbed up the slanted windows and onto the roof above them.
“Nice view,” I said, gathering my skirts and sitting at the roof’s edge.
I tipped my head back, admiring the clear night sky, shining with stars and a slim crescent moon. A late autumn breeze swept the hair back from my face, just chilly enough that I gathered Darshan and Acubens closer to me. “Keep me warm,” I teased.
“Mm.” Acubens nuzzled my bare shoulder, his body pressed against mine. “You smell nice.”
Darshan took off his owl mask and set it aside. More hesitantly, he put his arm around my waist.
Our gazes met. “Do you mind if I kiss you?” he said softly.
“Do it,” I said, leaning in as he did.
His eyes fell shut, his lashes tremoring, as we met halfway.
The party below was a receding murmur of music and voices. A storm was coming, I knew, but it made this calm, this companionship, all the more precious.
Below, the lights of Wraithwood Academy twinkled into the distance.
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