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Cast of Characters from Book 1

Thomas Starke: Earthshaper, metallicist, flameworker. Green eyes, brown hair, tawny skin. The series’ protagonist, plucked from a relatively hum-drum life in D.C. and thrust into ‘the Black World’ due to a spell-gone-wrong. Kind, honest, and extremely curious, Thomas wants to learn about this world as much as he wants to figure out why he was brought there, and how to get home.

Thessaly ‘Tessa’ Grave: Windforger. Gray eyes, dark hair, nut-brown skin. A welcoming, bubbly young woman and a student in her penultimate year at the University. She is as curious about Thomas and the manner of his arrival in the Black World as he is, readily becoming his friend and guide into this strange new world. They quickly formed a strong bond and slept together at the end of the last book.

Arian Constantine: Rainsmith, windforger. Blue eyes, white hair, pale skin. A pragmatic and somewhat standoffish student in her final year at the University. Arian is wickedly intelligent and keeps her cards close to her chest, but to those who have her trust, she is unfailingly loyal and dependable. Thomas dreamt about her prior to coming to the Black World, but since his arrival, she’s been aloof toward him. 

Fabian Ardere: Flameworker, metallicist. Amber eyes, golden hair, tawny skin. Also in his final year at the University, Fabian’s family name opens doors, despite the rocky relationship he has with his father, and he has a very dry, cutting humor.

Juliet Keegan: Earthshaper, flameworker. Green eyes, red hair, bronze skin, and very tall. Another final-year student, she is the most measured of the group overall, often acting as peacemaker, with a calm demeanor and a practical outlook. Like Arian, she is very well-studied and though wise to the risks of their activities, can’t resist a little bit of adventure any more than the others. 

Zephyr Grave: Windforger, metallicist. Gray eyes, dark hair, nut-brown skin. A level-headed, kind-hearted young man who graduated from the University the previous year. Now working as a jeweler and locksmith in the city of Asturel, Zephyr finds he cannot escape the hectic escapades of his friends and sister, especially when the group begins to uncover something more sinister.

Kell Tamsen: Earthshaper, metallicist, flameworker. Green eyes, brown hair, tawny skin. Thomas’ peculiar doppelganger who went missing as inexplicably as Thomas appeared. Ravenously curious and recklessly ambitious, Kell could very well be his own undoing, assuming the group ever find him.

Acheron Dolos: Rainsmith, windforger. Blue eyes, fair skin, gray-streaked brown hair. He was a professor at the University and Kell and Arian’s personal mentor. He had high hopes for Kell’s academic prowess and encouraged curiosity, but only so far. He believed some magic to be too dangerous to contemplate in earnest and eventually revealed himself to be embroiled in a dangerous Asterium conspiracy, before he was killed in self-defense by Thomas. 

Hermia Adamine: Earthshaper. Green eyes, dark-brown hair, nut-brown skin. Headmistress of the University, stern and pragmatic, but also committed to fairness and always willing to give second chances to those who sincerely want them. She values honesty above all else and has no patience for the Asterium’s conspiracies. She has a quintessence bond with her partners.


Chapter 1

“Okay, Ari. Do it.”

I leaned forward in my seat and held the gaze of the white-haired woman sitting opposite me. She and I, along with our four friends, were in the ‘lounge’ section of the dormitory I shared with Fabian.

Arian Constantine’s expression was focused, and she rested her elbows on her knees as she surveyed me for a moment. Then she closed her eyes and began to murmur something under her breath. I had the impression of some veil descending over me, something invisible yet tangible, and when she opened her eyes again, she nodded.

“Okay,” I said again, and I leaned back in my seat.

As I thought over what to say next, I glanced around at the other four people in the room.

Fabian, my ‘roommate,’ was standing off to the side with his arms folded. He was a fraction shorter than me with a short crop of golden-blond hair. Usually, he had a glib joke or a wry comment at the ready, but right now his flame-orange eyes were fixed intently on me as he waited in anticipation.

Sitting beside Arian, with a similarly-intense expression to Fabian, was Juliet. Even sitting down, she had a commanding presence about her, one I could only describe as ‘Amazonian,’ with a cloud of fiery-red hair and piercing green eyes. It sometimes unsettled me to look at her too long, like I was about to be told off for something.

Then I settled on Tessa, who was sitting on my right, and her mist-gray eyes were shining with encouragement. She regarded me with a bright, sweet smile, one I found myself eagerly returning, and she squeezed my hand where she’d cupped it between both of hers.

“Hello…” I said, very slowly and deliberately. My lips struggled to form the unfamiliar syllables of Tessa’s native language-- the native language of everyone in this room except for me. “My… name… is… Thomas.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Thomas,” Tessa replied, and her words were smooth with easy fluency.

Because of the translation spell Arian usually had going, I’d rarely heard Tessa speaking her native tongue, and I relished the chance. Her accent, which sounded a little peculiar in English, had a musical lilt that complimented Relician words far better.

“My name is Thessaly,” she continued, and I could tell she was speaking a little slower than she would normally, to give me a chance. “I’m a student at the Asterium, in-- anadis meya.”

“Huh?” I asked, a question whose meaning was evident in every language. The last part of her sentence was new to me, but I knew this was the only way I’d pick up the vocabulary necessary to improve. “Ana-what?”

“Anadis meya,” Tessa repeated, and she held up six fingers. She then nodded to Arian and Juliet and raised a seventh. “Laris meya.”

“Oh-- you’re in your sixth year,” I said in English, and I nodded in understanding. “‘Anadis.’ Sixth.”

Tessa nodded with a bright smile. Over the last two weeks, I’d learned she was an excellent tutor. Patient when I made errors, encouraging when I was unsure, and always with a kind smile at the ready.

She was-- and I felt sappy just for thinking it, even though it was true-- kind of wonderful.

“Meaning ‘laris’ is seventh,” I said slowly, and then I switched to Relician again as I continued. “Kell is in his seventh year.”

“Ti!” Tessa answered happily, a word I now knew meant ‘yeah!’

Kell was the one member of this little group who wasn’t present, as well as the only member I hadn’t properly met-- unless you counted a weird, dream-sequence-type thing.

For many reasons, he was a mystery to me. To all of us, really. He was the entire reason I was even sitting here right now, in a world where no one spoke English except for me, where the night sky was empty of stars, and where the people could control the elements with magic.

This world, the Black World, was-- as best as I could tell-- another dimension, far removed from the one I’d grown up in, the one I called my home.

Almost three weeks ago, I’d been swept from my house in Washington D.C. and shunted into Fabian’s basement, into the middle of an illegal spell circle, the exact spot where Kell Tamsen-- who I happened to look nearly identical to-- had occupied only moments before.

It had been a transportation spell, designed to take the caster across the barrier between worlds. According to my new friends, this kind of magic had once been commonplace, but following the ‘Calamity’-- a disaster as destructive as the name implied-- all traveling magic had been strictly outlawed. But Kell, a prodigy with too much curiosity for his own good, had sought to try it anyway, to uncover those lost magics and maybe to find a way of making transportation magic safe.

The spell didn’t go as planned, though, and now I was here while Kell was stuck back on Earth.

Tessa and I continued chatting, her in her easy fluency and me with my stilted hesitancy. But I was actually pretty pleased with myself, because it was a lot better than when we’d started these lessons two weeks ago.

“You’re really improving, Thomas,” Tessa told me warmly after Arian recast the translation spell and once again made all their Relician sound like English to my ears.

“Your conjugation needs work, but you’re picking up the vocabulary well,” the white-haired woman agreed in a slightly rasping voice.

She was, as ever, ruthlessly practical, and never offered praise without highlighting at least one area to improve. I’d come to all but confirm she was like that with everything-- herself especially.

“How are you doing?” I then asked her, and my gaze, as it always did these days, briefly darted down to the fading purple marks on Arian’s throat. “Your head okay?”

“A minor headache, but I’ll be fine,” she answered as she raised a hand to rub at her temples. “Being able to take breaks for your lessons is helping.”

Over the past fortnight, the six of us had essentially been confined to house arrest-- or, technically, ‘dormitory arrest’-- and with little else to do, Juliet suggested I try to learn Relician, so Arian wouldn’t need to constantly maintain a translation spell for me.

For one thing, we had no idea how long I’d be trapped here. Because Kell, the prodigy who’d actually conducted the traveling spell, was stuck in my world, and my world had no magic.

Through some strange, magical contrivance, I’d actually managed to speak to Kell, if only briefly. He’d managed to sort of astrally project himself into my mind-- though it was easier when I was asleep or unconscious-- and from there, we’d actually been able to speak.

However, despite this, I hadn’t had any contact with him in the two weeks since that first time. No matter how hard I tried to reach out in my dreams, I’d received no answer. Not even the faintest hint there was even anyone to reach out to.

I didn’t know if Kell was unable to reach me, or if he simply didn’t want to. It was, either way, up to the six of us back here in the Black World to get him home. And, hopefully, returning him to his world would also return me to mine.

It was far from all bad, though. For one thing, there was the fact I could do magic in this world. Like my missing doppelganger, I was a ‘trinity,’ which meant I could influence three elements-- the same three elements as Kell. Fire, earth, and metal. I was only just getting a grasp of the basics, but it was exciting

For another, there was Tessa.

Like everything here, whatever existed between the windforger woman and me was new and fragile and intensely exciting. Joy and brightness just seemed to radiate out of her, and I’d been helplessly drawn to her when I’d awoken in this world. She was quite literally the first face I’d seen once I’d arrived.

She’d patiently answered my dozens of questions and made an effort to get to know me as more than just someone who bizarrely resembled her missing friend. And I, in turn, had been captivated by her kindness and the excitement with which she’d asked me about my own world. We’d fought at one another’s sides and saved one another’s lives, and with all of that combined, it was probably no surprise how quickly we’d fallen for one another.

“I wonder what’ll happen first,” Fabian remarked in the sort of overly-thoughtful tone that meant a quip was incoming. “Thomas becoming fluent, figuring out how to get Kell home, or being released from this fucking confinement.”

Admittedly, he wasn’t wrong. The whole reason I was learning Relician was because, while we were stuck here, we had a whole lot of free time to kill.

Being final-years, Arian, Fabian, Juliet-- and technically me, since I was masquerading as Kell-- were supposed to be working on their final projects, essentially their dissertations. All the regular work they were expected to complete had been sent over to our new dorms, which were situated at the far end of the University’s accommodation so we weren’t anywhere near any other students.

This was both for our protection and for everyone else’s. Two weeks ago, as we’d been trying to figure out how to contact Kell, and how to put everyone back in the world they belonged to, we’d run afoul of Professor Acheron Dolos, Arian and Kell’s personal tutor at the University. Once he’d learned Kell had attempted illegal cross-world magic, and I was not native to the Black World, he’d tried to kill us all.

He was the one to blame for the bruising on Arian’s throat. Juliet had tried to heal her, but because the bruising happened from rupturing tiny capillaries, it was a highly-complex bit of healing magic for injuries that usually weren’t too serious. Subsequently, the white-haired woman had been relegated to healing the slow way.

Dolos claimed his attempted murders were in the name of protecting the world against another Calamity, but I didn’t really buy it. Kell and Arian had been his favorite students, and we’d found old notes belonging to Dolos himself about cross-world magic. Though, Dolos claimed he’d only ever dabbled in theory.

Either way, he’d tried to kill us, and we’d ended up killing him in self-defense. But Dolos had been highly respected, particularly by the Council, and the death of such an important figure was likely to be met with retaliation.

“I’d settle for some answers,” I said to Fabian plainly. “Some kind of progress.”

“They’ll have to let us out eventually,” Arian said as she leaned back in her seat and folded her arms. Against her moon-pale skin, the bruises stood out starkly, even though they were mostly healed. “To release us or charge us. The Astilegis aren’t going to waste this many officers on us for much longer, it’s inefficient.”

While the University-- and the Asterium as a whole-- was getting to the bottom of Dolos’ death, including our claims that he’d been engaging in illegal magic, we’d been confined to the campus. After a couple nights, we’d also been relocated to these more out-of-the-way dorms, with Astilegis protection for good measure.

“And it’s not like they’re guarding us out of the goodness of their hearts, either,” Fabian added with a snort.

As if to punctuate his point, there was a knock at the door to our little prison. A moment later, it opened, and three figures entered.

Two were Astilegis officers, and their faces were unfamiliar but interchangeable by way of their red uniforms. They had been given orders not to speak to us unless absolutely necessary, though we weren’t exactly eager to get chatty with them, either.

The third was Zephyr, who-- as the only member of our group who’d actually graduated the University and was no longer a student-- had been granted permission to attend work during the day. He was under close guard the whole time, though I didn’t know how interesting it would be to watch the man fix keys and jewelry.

Zephyr was also Tessa’s older brother, and while he had the same coloring and the same curls as his sister, he’d inherited the lion’s share of both height and nervousness.

He was a tall man, the tallest of us by far, but it was counteracted by his wiry build. It was fitting, how he seemed to loom over us anxiously, because he was by far the most nervous of our group, like he was a big brother to five people instead of just one. Normally, his dark brown curls fell across his forehead, but right now, they were swept back from repeatedly running his hands through them, which made his mist-gray eyes stand out all the more against his nut-brown skin.

“You alright?” he asked us in an agitated tone once the Astilegis guards had exited the dorm and locked the door again.

We all nodded.

“Same as always-- bored out of our fucking skulls,” Fabian drawled.

“You shouldn’t be standing,” Zephyr told him. “You--”

“If you mention my concussion one more time, I’m going to give you one to match,” the flameworker told him without malice.

Zephyr rolled his eyes, but he managed a small smile when Tessa stood up to hug him.

“Thomas is making good progress,” the windforger told her brother.

“Glad to hear it,” the taller man said with a smile at me.

Despite the myriad of differences between him and his sister, their grins were eerily identical.

“Did you get any trouble from the scarlet bastards?” Fabian then asked with a distasteful glance toward the locked door.

Apparently, in Relician, the words ‘scarlet’ and ‘bastard’ rhymed.

“Not today,” Zephyr answered, though he said it with a frown.

I knew he didn’t like being escorted everywhere under armed guard, as if he’d already been found guilty of some crime. He hadn’t even been present in the room when we’d been fighting Dolos.

“But they’re still watching me too closely,” Zephyr then continued with a sigh. “They barely let me leave to take a piss. No way I’m getting anything else.”

“Damn,” Juliet muttered dispassionately, as if she’d expected this answer but was still disappointed.

This ‘anything else’ primarily consisted of figuring out where the Asterium was storing pre-Calamity records. The University Archives claimed to have only very few records, most of which were unreadable from centuries of linguistic drift, but Fabian and Arian suspected the archivists were hiding something.

Frankly, we all suspected the entire Asterium was hiding something. Dolos’ reaction to Kell’s cross-world spell had been too extreme, and the Astilegis’ chasing after us had been too intense, for us to suspect anything else.

I was still new to this world and still figuring out the people and the culture and the looming authority of the Asterium-- the institution made up of the University, the Astilegis, and the Council. Education, enforcement, and law. The idea of one organization having all that power didn’t sit right with me, and after getting a glimpse of what it was really like from Professor Dolos, I was even more suspicious than before.

So, the six of us had decided to do a little investigating.

Part of it was just plain necessary. We lacked the research and knowledge to attempt cross-world magic, and without it, we had almost no hope of getting Kell back.

Of course, investigating would’ve been a whole lot easier if any of us besides Zephyr were allowed to leave these dorms, so right now we were still in the planning stages.

Fabian had been the first to put it to words, over a week ago.

“I don’t think Dolos was acting alone,” he’d announced grimly. “The man had the ears of half the Council. No one with that kind of influence works solo.”

“Agreed,” Arian had said, but her voice had been little more than a scratching wheeze by that point. Even short sentences had taken a massive effort.

“He had notes on cross-world magic himself, though,” Tessa had pointed out. “Are you sure he wasn’t just intensely paranoid about losing his own reputation?”

“Maybe, if he hadn’t tried to kill us all over it,” Fabian had said flatly. “No, whatever he had to hide was bigger than some indiscretions in theoretical research during his misspent youth. It was big enough that killing several University students was the safer option.”

“What would a secret that large even look like?” I’d asked in shock. “Surely the Asterium would have found something out, somewhere along the line. Unless…”

I’d broken off, then, lost in thought. It had taken Tessa’s voice to draw me out.

“Unless?” she’d prompted.

“Unless the Asterium was in on it. They could help him weather the storm, or make up a new story, or even hide the deaths entirely. Killing us wasn’t a way of protecting himself, but protecting the Asterium as a whole.”

“Fuck,” Fabian had muttered with a grimace. “You might be right.”

“The Asterium is the one who controls access to information, including cross-world magic,” Juliet had said with a frown.

“They could have destroyed some of it,” Arian had added in a rasp. She’d still had a scarf wrapped around her throat then, to keep her skin warm and help promote healing.

“But if that’s the case, then we weren’t up against Dolos, we were up against the entire Asterium,” Tessa had said, and in a mannerism strikingly similar to her brother, she’d jumped to her feet and begun pacing back and forth across the room, with her hands clasped behind her back. “There’s no way we can go up against them.”

“Not head-on,” Fabian had agreed. “But maybe we don’t need to.”

And that was how the six of us were here now. Patiently waiting out our house arrest, because the freedom we would need to investigate the Asterium and the magic necessary to retrieve Kell would only come once we were let go.

In the meantime, Zephyr tried to get some things done, but clearly he was being too closely observed at work right now to make much progress. So, we planned what we could, discussed what we could, and I tried to learn Relician.

But, after two weeks, the ‘wait it out’ gambit was starting to wear thin. Zephyr had, correctly, pointed out that making a move before we were free to go could backfire and just put us under even harsher scrutiny, but that didn’t change the fact we were all bored out of our minds and Kell’s status was unknown.

“We need to do something,” Fabian now said as his face creased with frustration. “The longer we sit around waiting, the longer we could be leaving him in some kind of danger.”

“And… Thomas…” Tessa said in a delicate tone. “You’re sure he isn’t…?”

“Kell’s alive, I’m sure,” I answered firmly.

Of course, when Kell had gone silent, Fabian and Arian’s first thoughts had been that he was dead. But, while I couldn’t explain how I knew, I knew this wasn’t correct. It was as if some formless, ephemeral tether linked me to my doppelganger, and though I couldn’t communicate with him, I knew he was still alive.

Maybe it was a holdover from the spell that had swapped us in the first place. Or maybe more ancient, more arcane magics were at work here.

“That doesn’t mean much if we can’t get him back, though,” the golden-haired man muttered dejectedly, and he half-fell, half-threw himself into a chair as he folded his arms with a scowl.

“Agreed, but if we’re to stand a chance at getting Kell back, we need to figure out what the Asterium is hiding,” Arian said plainly. “And if we’re going to figure out what the Asterium is hiding, we’ll need information and authority that exists outside the Asterium. Something they can’t influence-- or corrupt.”

“What exists outside the Asterium, though?” I asked. “It controls the law and enforcement.”

“The Asterium wields a near-monopoly on legislative power, yes,” the white-haired woman conceded, and was I imagining things, or was there a faint hint of mischief sparkling in her ice-blue eyes? “But there are other forms of power. Social power. And, of course, economic power.”

She was building up to a point, but what that point was, I couldn’t quite guess.

Juliet and Tessa, however, looked over at the white-haired woman with surprised, and yet approving, expressions.

“You think it could work?” Juliet asked. She seemed stunned and slightly impressed by whatever Arian was suggesting.

“We need records from before the Calamity, and we need people who won’t immediately cow to whatever the Asterium tells them to do,” the white-haired woman said. “Our best shot at getting Kell back is training Thomas to conduct the spell.”

This was because, as best as we currently understood, cross-world magic was a form of summoning magic, and summoning was much easier when you had an anchor to hone-in on what precisely you were summoning. As such, because I was from Earth, and we wanted to contact Earth, I would be my own anchor.

It would still require a lot of intense study, though, and probably access to a lot of highly-restricted records in the University Archives. So far, the best clue we had-- Kell’s own notebook-- was kind of useless to us, because the most important pages had been obscured by some kind of spell, a spell none of us knew how to break.

“Sure,” I said to Arian. “But we need to be careful. We’re already under a lot of scrutiny.”

“Exactly,” Fabian grumbled, and he waved a hand at me. Tiny flames licked their way up his fingers as he moved, though it seemed involuntary. “How would you suggest we proceed when we have half the Astilegis watching our every move?”

“Well, ideally, we need someone who has ties to the Asterium, but little reason to be subservient,” Arian told him calmly. “Someone for whom getting one over on the Asterium will be as much reward as risk.”

Fabian sat up straight in his chair and looked over at the white-haired woman with a sharp expression.

“Don’t,” he said flatly, but Arian looked him dead in the eyes and spoke plainly.

“Jace.”

Fabian swore, loud enough I actually jumped, and then he leaped to his feet.

“Absolutely not,” he declared as he fixed his flame-colored glower on Arian.

“Wait,” I interjected, both to diffuse the situation and so I could try and understand it. “Who’s Jace?”

“Jacinta Demetra,” Juliet explained. “She was in Zeph’s year, just graduated. The Demetras are one of the Five Families.”

I remembered what Tessa had told me about the Five Families, back when I’d first come to the Black World. Titans of industry. Obscenely rich. Not politically powerful, but influential nonetheless.

“The current matriarch of the Family is Briar, Jace’s older sister, but Jace herself is involved in politics,” Arian told me. “She works as a clerk to a member of the Council.”

“And she might be able to help us?” I asked. “How?”

“Clerks hear things,” Tessa explained. “It’s probably the whole reason she even went for that job. Someone with her kind of influence, her Family name, she probably could’ve gotten a much higher-level position, something more than being the grunt who fetches papers and passes on messages-- if she wanted to, that is.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean she’ll be open to sharing it with us, though,” I said.

“Not for nothing in return, but we have our own secrets about the Asterium,” Arian said. “Besides, I know her. If we explain we suspect the Asterium of wrongdoing, she’ll at least be open to listening.”

“Absolutely not,” Fabian said again. “Non-starter, no way.”

“Fae, we don’t have any other choice!” Juliet snapped and threw up her hands. “We’re under house arrest! Half the Astilegis officers out there would probably prefer to see us killed rather than released.”

I noticed then that Fabian’s cheeks had turned a vibrant shade of red. Not out of anger, but embarrassment. He was cringing.

“What happened?” I asked him.

The flameworker folded his arms tightly then unfolded them and shook his hands out. He muttered under his breath, closed his eyes, and finally sighed.

“Jacinta has a twin brother,” he said flatly, and he squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose before continuing, “Kaede. I… was involved with him last year. It didn’t… it didn’t end well. Suffice to say, I’m not the Demetra Family’s favorite person right now.”

I imagined it didn’t help that Fabian himself was an Ardere, which was the only other of the Five Families I knew about.

I was increasingly getting the impression there was some kind of mafia underworld to the city of Asturel, and these Five Families seemed to be the people leading it. But, seeing as the legal channels were closed off to us, maybe a little mafia aid wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

“Practically speaking, was it bad enough that they’d refuse to help us?” I asked the flameworker man.

“I don’t know,” he sighed and then shrugged. “I haven’t spoken to a Demetra since I ended things-- by design, I might add.”

“All else aside, the Demetras dislike the Asterium as much as the Arderes and anyone else,” Juliet said. “And the feeling’s mutual. The Asterium doesn’t like any power outside of its control. Jacinta probably got a clerk position to keep an eye on the Council, and she was probably accepted so the Council could keep an eye on her.”

“Sounds like a delicate balance,” I remarked. “Are you sure we wouldn’t be… disrupting it?”

“I think a little disruption is in order, frankly,” Tessa said lightly. “I met Jacinta a couple times. She seemed nice, all in all. And I’m sure she’d at least be open to hearing about an Asterium conspiracy.”

“Oh, they’ll eat that right up,” Fabian assured the gray-eyed woman. Then, apparently a beat too late, he seemed to realize what he’d just said and cursed. “Fuck! Ugh, fine. I suppose we don’t have any better options right now.”

“It could pay to have allies in high places, if we’re right about this,” Zephyr said as he tried to placate the golden-haired man. “Dolos tried to kill you all, remember.”

“As if I could forget,” Fabian drawled and rolled his eyes. “And anyway, I’ve agreed to it, haven’t I? Once we’re out of this elements-forsaken prison, we’ll go speak with Jace.”

I wondered for a moment why Fabian’s own Family wasn’t being mentioned. After all, the Ardere Family must have had a similar amount of influence to the Demetras, to be grouped together in such a way. Surely they could provide similar protection and would be interested in similar information.

But I kept my mouth shut, because somehow I suspected it had something to do with the fact Fabian spent most of his time at the University even when he wasn’t under house arrest.

Something to do with the fact his brother and father never seemed to take much interest in him unless he’d done something wrong.

Something to do with the fact that, even after being under house arrest for two weeks, his father hadn’t so much as lifted a finger to try and get Fabian out.

“I’ll try to get a message to Jace, see if she’s open to meeting,” Arian said, and a moment later, there was another knock at the door.

Tessa, who had opened her mouth to say something, closed her mouth so quickly her teeth audibly clacked together. A moment later, the door opened once again, and in came four Astilegis officers, with trays of food in their hands.

“Oh, good, dinner,” Fabian muttered as he eyed the meals set down before us.

Personally, I had little issue with the food here. It wasn’t five-star quality, but it was still good. Tonight’s offering was some kind of hearty stew with chunks of beef-- or whatever passed for beef here, I still wasn’t too clear on the livestock situation-- and vegetables swimming in a broth, with a side of creamy mashed potatoes.

Fabian, however, was chronically unimpressed. I supposed it came with the territory of his status, though his snobbier impulses had been one of our very few sources of entertainment this past couple weeks.

Simply put, Fabian liked fine food and finer wine, and neither were especially abundant within the University at the best of times.

“You know, we have yet to be formally charged with any kind of wrongdoing,” Fabian said to the officers. “Serving up this stuff is cruel and unusual punishment-- and entirely unwarranted until such a time as we’re actually convicted.”

“Shut up and eat,” one of the Astilegis officers growled as he shoved a tray into Fabian’s hands.

The Astilegis who was serving Arian’s tray cast a nervous look over her shoulder at her colleague, and as she turned back around to look at Arian, her gaze snagged on mine, just for a moment.

She looked to be in her mid-twenties, like us, which would make her a recent graduate of the University, though it was hard to place her age exactly. A long, thick, ragged scar ran down the right side of her face, and it sliced through her eyebrow and slashed across her cheek until it ended in a point just below her right earlobe.

Her dark brown hair was pulled back in the same style as Juliet wore to tame her masses of flaming-red curls-- a single long, thick braid wound up and pinned into a bun at the back of her head. Sticking out of the top of this woman’s bun, seemingly just for decoration, was an elaborate hairpin, something much daintier and finer than I would’ve expected on a glorified cop.

“Enjoy your food,” this woman told us all stiffly before she followed her colleagues out of the room.

A moment later, we heard the now-familiar ‘click’ as it was locked from the outside.

Really, if we’d wanted to, we could’ve broken out. We would’ve immediately landed ourselves in a fight against at least a dozen Astilegis, sure, but the lock itself was no issue, especially for someone like Zephyr, a metallicist who literally worked as a locksmith.

“Stew again, elements,” Fabian groaned as he sat down on the couch next to Arian, while I shuffled along so Zephyr could take the empty seat on Tessa’s other side.

“Complaining won’t turn it into stuffed pheasant,” the white-haired woman told him flatly.

I fought to stifle a snort and only half-succeeded, which earned me a flame-colored glare from Fabian. I just smiled back at him, and he rolled his eyes but then dug in, clearly too hungry to put up that much of a fight.

We’d only taken a few bites, though, when there was a clatter that made us all jump, and I looked up to see Arian had dropped her spoon into her dish and was staring down at her tray with wide eyes.

“Ari?” Juliet asked, and she nudged the white-haired woman’s shoulder. “Are you alright?”

I watched as Arian reached not for her spoon, but for something underneath her bowl. She pushed the bowl aside and then held up, for us all to see, a thin scrap of paper with five words, scrawled in a delicate but hasty hand.

It took me a second to read the paper, not just because it was a short distance away, and the text was small, but because I didn’t read much Relician, and it took a moment for Arian’s translation spell to catch up.

And, when it did, my breath caught in my throat.

You are not safe here.


Chapter 2

There was a long moment of silence as we all looked at the note. I felt goosebumps prickle over the back of my neck and wondered if it was garden-variety foreboding or if I was somehow attuned to some kind of energy in the air.

Magic, after all, was just another form of energy and could be perceived just as light or heat or force could be perceived. The same ineffable tether linking me to Kell could surely reach out and influence my experience of this world in other ways.

On my right, Tessa reached for my hand, and I grasped her fingers tightly to ground myself. I glanced at her and saw her gray eyes were fixed on the note, and her brow was furrowed with unease.

“Is…” Juliet was the first to break the silence, as ever a calming, pragmatic presence in our little group. “… is this meant to be a threat?”

“The Astilegis aren’t exactly fond of us right now,” Fabian muttered.

“Especially after we evaded one of their squads and killed a professor,” Arian agreed in a clipped tone.

When I’d met her, I’d mistaken this tone for disapproval and irritation, and sometimes it was, but I also now knew this was her defense mechanism when she was stressed or on edge.

This seemed like a pretty good reason to be on edge.

The white-haired woman turned the note around so the writing side was facing her, and I watched her eyes dart from side to side as she read it, over and over. Between Juliet and Fabian, who were bronze and tawny-skinned, Arian looked even paler than normal, like she’d received a very sudden shock.

“That being said…” she continued at last, and her tense expression settled into something grimmer and more resigned. “I doubt they mean any real harm. Otherwise, why warn us? This is probably just a scare tactic.”

I weighed up these two scenarios in my head. On the one hand, advertising something bad was about to happen was a good way to get people’s guard up and make carrying out the threat a lot harder. On the other hand, letting your victims-to-be stew in their own panic, waiting for the other shoe to drop, was-- as Arian had said-- a scare tactic.

After a few moments’ deliberation, I decided I agreed with the white-haired woman and said as much, but something else niggled at the back of my mind.

“Probably, but if it was a threat they intended to carry out… how safe would we be?” I asked.

“Well, seeing as the people who are supposed to be guarding us would be the ones attacking us…” Fabian trailed off.

He was frowning down at his own food, spoon in hand, and his normally nonchalant face had taken on a dark expression. I wondered for a moment if he was just being snooty, or if he thought it had been poisoned. I then wondered if the food actually had been poisoned.

I’d learned during our fight with Dolos, which had been preceded by the professor trying to drug us all, that flameworkers were naturally suited to healing magic and naturally resistant to poisons, because fire was, in a way, a purifying force.

But if the food was poisoned, while flameworkers would be able to resist the worst of it, Arian and the Grave siblings weren’t flameworkers.

I glanced over at Tessa, who felt my eyes on her and turned to meet my gaze.

“Are you alright?” she asked with a curious expression.

“Are we sure this food is safe?” I asked. “Like, if that note isn’t just words meant to scare us, is this safe to eat?”

“I like to think they wouldn’t stoop so low, but…” Arian muttered with a frown.

I found myself kind of fascinated by her when she frowned. Her eyebrows and even her lashes were the same stark white as the rest of her hair. Had she been born like that? It was too bright a shade to be premature graying, of that much I was sure.

I still hadn’t figured out why I’d dreamed of Arian before I’d come to the Black World, and I still hadn’t confessed these dreams to the real her, either. Our first week of knowing one another had been fraught with panic about Kell and evading Astilegis officers and navigating the fact Arian clearly cared for my doppelganger deeply and my resembling him had been, in a word, painful.

Now, we’d struck up a friendship of sorts, and with everything else going on, I wasn’t eager to rock the boat.

Plus, we hadn’t been alone in weeks, and this felt like the kind of subject brought up in private.

“Would they harm us?” I asked Arian now. “Not necessarily by poisoning us, but in general? Would they face any punishment if they did?”

What kind of repercussions would the Astilegis be threatened with for harming six students who’d murdered a University professor? And assuming there even were threats, would they be carried out, or just hot air?

“I can’t say whether they would, but there would be consequences,” the white-haired woman told me. “We’re students of the University and are under Headmistress Adamine’s purview until we’re officially charged with some kind of crime.”

“Adamine’s never seemed the type to enjoy the Astilegis throwing their weight around campus, mind you,” Fabian interjected. “I don’t think she would take kindly to our being terrorized by the very people who are supposed to be guarding us.”

“Nor do I,” Zephyr agreed. “But… there might be another reason for that note.”

We all turned to look at him, and his expression was, pardon the pun, grave.

“Maybe it’s not a threat,” the tall man said plainly. “Maybe it’s a sincere warning.”

“What?” I asked in shock.

“Come off it,” Fabian agreed with a scoff, but I could see there was nervousness in the uneven quirk of his mouth. “Why-- why would the Astilegis warn us about an attack? They’re the ones that are supposed to be guarding us from exactly that.”

“I don’t know,” Tessa agreed. “A great deal of people are upset by Dolos’ death. Even if people know he went after us first, know we killed him in self-defense and even if technically by accident, he’s still dead, and we’re still the ones that killed him.”

‘We’ was, perhaps, the diplomatic way to phrase it, because the fact of the matter was it had been me. I’d killed Dolos. I had snapped his neck as I’d tried to wrench him off Arian.

I’d asked for strength, and something had answered. Something as ancient as the earth that rose when I raised my hand, as the flames that licked across my fingers, as the metal that bent and molded to my touch.

Juliet had mentioned over the past fortnight how enhanced strength was an earthshaper skill, in the way translation was easier for rainsmiths and healing for flameworkers.

But whatever the explanation, it still made me uncomfortable to think of that moment. The moment at which I took a life.

I didn’t regret it. Dolos had been killing Arian, and if I hadn’t acted, he would’ve succeeded. He would’ve killed all of us, doomed Kell to be trapped forever in an unfamiliar world, and doomed this realm to remain blind to Dolos’-- and possibly the entire Asterium’s-- corruption.

Even so, I wished there’d been another way. Wished we’d had the time, the chance, to actually reason with Dolos. Wished we’d been able to make him see sense. If nothing else, if he was still alive, maybe we could have convinced him to help return Kell, or to at least clue us in on who, specifically, might be after us.

Certainly, we wouldn’t be under this ‘house arrest’ because Dolos wouldn’t be dead.

But that would’ve come with its own set of problems, chief among would be Dolos knowing my true identity. I was not Kell Tamsen, but Thomas Starke, and the only people in this world who knew that were the people in this room.

“I don’t have trouble believing people wish ill on us,” Fabian said. “But if this isn’t just a way to torment us, if this is a genuine warning… who’s on our side?”

“I have a feeling we’ll find out soon enough, if this note’s portent comes to pass,” Arian pointed out ominously.

She finally set the scrap of paper down again, very carefully, as if she thought it might detonate. She hadn’t touched her stew, but I couldn’t blame her. I doubted any of us had much of an appetite now.

An uneasy silence settled across the six of us, and I felt compelled to break it.

“Kell said he believed there was a rot at the heart of the Asterium,” I said grimly. “If it extended to Dolos, to the Council, wouldn’t it also extend to the Astilegis?”

“No arguments there, but I sense you have a greater point?” Fabian half-asked, half-drawled.

I briefly contemplated when he’d assumed this blasé, detached demeanor, if it had something to do with the fact his family seemed to have almost no interest not just in his activities but in him as a person.

“Well, you’re all University students, but you aren’t just going to sit around and let that corruption run rampant,” I said, and I gestured to them all. “Who’s to say there isn’t an Astilegis officer who feels the same? Maybe Zephyr’s right, and that note’s an honest warning. Surely at least one of the officers out there wants more than this-- wants the Astilegis to be better.”

“In my experience with the Astilegis, that’s a very generous assessment,” Fabian said dryly. “But at any rate, I agree we should be on our guard. Threat or warning, we should treat this note as sincere.”

“And once we’re out of here, we should definitely look to the Families,” Juliet added with a pointed look over at the blond man.

Fabian scowled at her but didn’t protest.

“The Families are probably the only people who can even attempt to match the Asterium’s influence,” Tessa agreed. “But who’s to say they’ll help us? I know you know Jacinta, Ari, but this seems like a lot to risk for an old friend’s sake. The Asterium won’t tolerate an outright undermining of their authority, even from a Demetra.”

“No, it won’t,” the white-haired woman agreed. “But we’re left with precious few allies right now. Headmistress Adamine seems to be on our side, but her protection evaporates the moment we’re charged. And it seems to me like the Astilegis are just waiting for a chance to strike.”

“They might not even be waiting,” I added, and I nodded to the note on her tray. “I’m not as familiar with how Asturel works as all of you, but if we have a chance at making an ally, we should take it. If the Families have even a chance at standing against the Asterium, then we’ll need them. At least until we know how deep the rot goes, and how many people are willing to help us excise it.”

“I never knew you were so righteous,” Arian remarked, and she smiled wryly at me from across the low table between our respective couches.

“Well, there’s no telling how long I’ll be here,” I said with a matching smile, and I gave a shrug. “Might as well try to leave this place better than I found it.”

Arian’s smile went from wry to genuinely approving, and I grinned in response.

Honestly, I was a little relieved. For my first several days here, she’d barely been able to look at me, at the man who looked so like someone she cared for but fundamentally was not him. Now, I knew whatever existed between us was entirely of our own making, a friendship forged through saving one another’s lives and working toward the same goal of returning Kell home.

Juliet encouraged us to eat, because we couldn’t really afford to turn away food right now, so we ate. As we did, we finalized our plan. Once we were released from this ‘house arrest’ situation, we would seek out Jacinta Demetra and try to get some Family protection before the Astilegis, or whoever the note was threatening us about, struck.

Fabian seemed confident we wouldn’t actually be charged with anything, as we’d killed Dolos in self-defense, and Arian’s bruised throat was pretty good evidence of that. I hoped it wasn’t just more of his façade, though. I hoped if something did go wrong, and we were charged, his father would intervene-- even if only to spare the Ardere name from something as embarrassing as a criminal charge. These seemed like the types of Families who had no issue with crime, so long as you weren’t caught.

And if we were charged, well, we’d have to fight our way out, just as before. It would make things a lot harder, such as evading the Astilegis and trying to gain access to the Asterium’s records, but if that was how it needed to be, then fine.

Either way, we weren’t going to back down. For Kell’s sake, if nothing else.

Shortly after we’d finished eating, there was another knock at the door, and the Astilegis filed in. One gathered up our trays and carried them out, while the others were here to escort us to our dorms.

Since we were still being housed in the University, all of the dorms were for two people. Zephyr and Tessa were next door to Fabian and me, and Arian and Juliet were one door further down. Headmistress Adamine had evidently insisted we be allowed to mingle with one another during the day, but when our curfew arrived, we all had to return to our own dorms.

Technically, as a graduate of the University, Zephyr shouldn’t have been here, but I suspected Headmistress Adamine had pulled some strings to have him be held here, with us, instead of some dank little cell in the Astilegis’ section of the Asterium.

Either way, someone had evidently failed to notify the Astilegis of exactly who belonged in which dorm. Or maybe they just didn’t care, so long as there were two people in each. Because Fabian and Tessa had swapped, so Fabian shared with Zephyr, and Tessa stayed in this dorm with me.

“Night,” I said to the others as I eyed the red-clad officers with no small amount of suspicion.

The brown-haired woman with the scar down her face, who had held my gaze when we’d been given our food, seemed to be very pointedly avoiding it now.

“Sleep well, Kell,” Juliet said to me, and her tone was genuinely kind, but her words were carefully pointed.

The absolute last thing we needed was the Astilegis getting wise to the fact I wasn’t Kell. Because that would mean cross-world magic, and that would mean a whole other metric fuckton of trouble to dig ourselves out of.

“Be safe,” Fabian agreed, perhaps less subtle than Juliet’s farewell, but the man had never seemed to care all that much about subtlety.

An Astilegis then put a hand on Fabian’s shoulder, presumably to direct him out of the door, and the blond man turned to him with a glare and batted the hand away.

“I know where the door is, I fucking live here,” he snapped and allowed himself to be escorted out with the other three.

Zephyr shot his sister one last glance over the heads of the others, and then the door closed, leaving Tessa and I alone.

I felt concerned and uneasy as I looked over at the silver-eyed woman, but it was lessened with her at my side. If nothing else, I knew I could trust her. I knew we would be there for one another.

I couldn’t imagine trying to brave this world without her and the four others in their own dorms down the hall.

Once I was sure the door had been locked and we would not be disturbed further tonight, I settled back down on the couch and pulled out my sketchbook.

It was actually one of the near-hundreds of notebooks I’d found in Kell’s dorm. Only the first few pages had been full, so I’d taken it upon myself to fill up the rest. And though I was no great writer or philosopher, I was pretty decent at drawing.

During the weeks leading up to my sudden and bizarre excursion to the Black World, I’d dreamed of Arian almost every night. A pale-haired, pale-skinned, pale-eyed woman walking toward or away from me, never speaking, always seeming to be searching for something, or leading me to something.

I’d drawn her over a dozen times in those weeks as I tried to pin down memories of her face, because dreams were so often imprecise. In retrospect, all of them seemed lacking. The Arian I’d dreamed of had worn her hair loose, and her expression had been serene-- knowing, almost. The Arian I actually knew, the real Arian, had a stern, focused expression, and her hair was almost always neatly twisted into a low bun.

Tonight, however, I flipped open the book to an entirely different drawing. A sweet-faced young woman with her dark hair in two ‘macaron’ buns, with wide round eyes, full lips, and a cheeky edge to her expression.

“Is that me?” Tessa asked as she leaned over the back of the couch to peer over my shoulder.

“Yeah,” I answered, and I tilted the book so she could see it better. “You like it?”

“That looks amazing,” she answered and sounded genuinely a little stunned. “It’s beautiful. You really think I look like that?”

“I just draw what I see,” I told her with a grin.

Then I tipped my head back to rest along the top of the couch and was met with her upside-down flattered expression as she leaned down and kissed me.

It was slow and soft, and her lips were warm against my own. I raised an arm to stroke her cheek, and I felt her smile as she reached down to cup my face in her hands. Our tongues tangled together, and we lazily explored one another’s mouths. Like we had all the time in the world.

We didn’t. In all the ways you cared to qualify it, we didn’t. But it was nice to pretend. It was nice to let this one moment feel infinite.

After several long moments, Tessa pulled away and walked around the edge of the couch to sit herself down beside me. I set the sketchbook down, pulled her into my arms, and kissed her again, the right way up this time, as her fingers carded through my hair. I leaned back and then pulled her closer against me, so we were more lying across the couch than sitting on it. The weight of her body atop mine was somehow thrilling and comforting at the same time, and as Tessa cupped my face in her hands and kissed me deeply, I slipped my hands into the waistband of her University uniform pants, untucked the fitted gray top, and searched for the warm skin of her lower back.

She shivered slightly when I touched her there.

“Your fingers are cold,” she mock complained, and her nose brushed against mine as she spoke. I could also feel her breath on my lips.

“Help me warm up, then,” I teased, and I leaned in to kiss her again.

Her hands slid down my face, my throat, and then twined around my neck as she pressed herself against me ever closer. My hands slipped further under her top until I could feel the strap of her bra, and Tessa abruptly leaned back so she was upright. She crossed her arms over her chest and pulled the shirt off in one smooth motion, and my mouth went slightly dry at the sight of her lacy gray bra and the coy smile on her face.

The instant Tessa threw her shirt aside, her hands were sliding under my own, and the same fitted gray material was shoved up over my own stomach until I, too, was tossing it aside. Then I sat up and wrapped my arms around her waist, and I pulled her against me as I layered kisses over her collar and throat until she was panting hard.

“Thomas,” she half-whined, and she ground her hips against mine just so, which made me groan and hold her that much tighter.

She kissed me again hungrily, and I responded in kind. I was eager at the idea of devouring her, of being devoured by her, of losing ourselves in one another entirely.

I twisted so I was sitting on the couch, with my feet firmly planted on the floor and Tessa straddling my hips. The thick material of the University’s uniform pants was frustrating, and we scrambled to rectify the issue. Tessa stood up and shimmied them down her legs, and her hips swayed back and forth in a way I knew was meant to capture my attention.

It worked.

The moment she kicked the pants aside, I was rising from my seat, with my own pants undone but not yet removed, and I swept her up in my arms. She giggled and kissed me again as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and her legs around my hips, and I carried her through to the bedroom we’d shared these past two weeks.

I was too impatient, too eager, to get all the way to the bed, even though it was only a few extra paces away, and I set Tessa down on the desk directly opposite the door instead.

“Thomas…” she breathed between kisses, and then she caught my bottom lip between her teeth and nipped lightly.

I hissed, and she grinned against my mouth and then kissed me again.

I fell to my knees and left a trail of kisses down her throat, between her breasts, and down the smooth, soft skin of her abdomen until I came to the top of her panties. There was already a damp patch there, and I grinned as I hooked my fingers into the waistband and slowly pulled them down.

She was already wet, practically dripping, and I couldn’t hold myself back a moment longer. I dove in and lapped up the taste of her, and I swirled my tongue over her clit and felt spurred on by her hitching breaths and keening moans.

Tessa tangled both of her hands in my hair, and she held me against her as I ate her out, with her legs squeezing tight around my head. I managed to get one hand on the back of her thigh, and I held her leg up to give me better access while my other hand pressed two fingers inside of her. They slid in easily, and I curled in that way I knew she loved.

“Elements!” she gasped, almost like she was surprised. “Thomas, I--”

She broke off into another moan and shuddered against me. I could feel her beginning to twitch against my fingers and tongue, and I knew she was close. I almost shivered with excitement. I wanted to hear her, feel her, taste her.

“Thomas,” she gasped again breathlessly. “I’m-- I’m gonna--”

And then she threw her head back and came with a cry. I guided her through it, and I kept up the rhythm of my hand as the spasms wracked through her. I felt her inner walls pulse around my fingers, and I tasted her sweet orgasm on my tongue. Only when she’d come down from the high did I let up and get to my feet, and the bottom half of my face was wet as I grinned broadly.

“Elements!” she panted and stared at me with wide, lust-darkened eyes.

I thought she was going to say something else, but she just leaned forward, grabbed me, and pulled my lips to hers. Then she was kissing me hard while her hands worked to shove down my pants and underwear.

I moved to help and shrugged the garments down my legs while somehow managing not to part from our kiss. Then I hooked my hands behind her knees and pulled Tessa forward so she was balanced on the lip of the desk, and I reached behind her back to unclasp her bra and let her breasts spill free.

“Fuck, you’re beautiful.” I palmed the soft flesh and relished in her quiet little moans, the warmth of her skin, and the stiffness of her nipples as I ran my thumbs over them.

In response, she ground her hips against mine, and this time, with nothing between us, it was enough to make me feel dizzy.

“I want you,” she murmured against my mouth.

“I want you, too,” I agreed and felt shamelessly desperate for her. How quickly I’d lost myself in her, in her mind, her heart, her body. I was hopelessly and irrevocably addicted.

Tessa parted her legs wide, all but inviting me in, and I didn’t hesitate for a moment. I lined myself up with her entrance and pushed in with a groan. She felt sublime, soft and warm and wet, and the quiet whine she made was like a bolt of lightning to my abdomen.

“So good,” she moaned as she rolled her hips against mine and adjusted to the feel of me. “Elements, Thomas, you feel so good.”

“So do you,” I managed and was already almost losing myself inside of her.

But I forced myself to hold on. I wanted this to last at least a little while. I wanted to pretend this moment, too, could be infinite.

I began to move slowly. I pulled out almost entirely, then slid back in, and I shuddered at the feel of Tessa around me, at her nails scratching lightly over the back of my neck, at her lips pressing kisses to my cheeks, my throat, my mouth. I panted hard and tried to keep control of myself, but I got lost in the way her eyes looked, shimmering and dark, and the slight part of her lips when she finally leaned back and we just watched one another as we moved.

Tessa leaned back so the tops of her shoulders and her neck were pressed against the stone wall. One hand was braced on the wood of the desktop, while the other was still locked around the back of my neck. I had one of my hands on her hips, and the other pressed against the wall. The cool, uneven stone bit into my skin, and the sharp sensation grounded me in this moment of dizzying, dreamlike bliss.

I began to move faster, harder, and I pounded into her in search of that high we were both after. I was pressed on by that innate, primal sense of urgency, a predator chasing prey, and Tessa spurred me on by snapping her hips in time with mine. Then she moved the hand she had braced on the desk to between her legs, and she rubbed fast circles over her swollen clit, like she was trying to catch me up.

“Together,” I managed to say to her, between harsh breaths and moans.

“Together,” she agreed in a keening voice. “Elements… I-I’m close…”

“Me, too,” I agreed. I could feel it, and I found myself once again caught in that strange sensation of too much and yet not enough. Never enough. “Tessa, God, you-- so good, I-- I’m gonna, I’m gonna--”

“Me, too,” she gasped as her silver eyes rolled back. “Me, too. Come for me, Thomas. Come for-- ah!”

And the world shattered into fragments of light. Pleasure crashed through me, igniting every nerve ending and spasming every muscle, and I was a tiny ship cast adrift in a wave of ecstasy. I held Tessa close, and I felt her clenching and twitching around me. Then I heard her long moan of pleasure before she, too, slowly pieced herself together again.

We stood there with our foreheads touching and our skin sweat-slicked, our breathing slowly returning to normal. I just stared at her and got lost in her mist-gray gaze.

Finally, I leaned forward and kissed her. She hummed against my lips as I smiled gently, and when I pulled away, she brushed her nose over mine.

We managed to find the energy to move toward the bed, and we laid there under the blankets, staring out the window at the starless sky and its twin moons.

I never got used to that sight. It felt ancient and powerful, like I was getting to look at something no human should ever be allowed to see. Like I was catching a glimpse of the face of God itself.

Tessa curled into me and turned away from the window. Of course, this was unremarkable to her-- she’d grown up with this sky. Everything I found amazing about this world was kind of mundane to her, but that only fascinated me more.

After several minutes of quiet, when our heartbeats had finally returned to normal, I dared to broach one of the questions that had been flying around my head these past two weeks. I was never without questions, but this one seemed especially appropriate at this moment.

“How do relationships work here?” I asked her.

Tessa raised her head to look at me.

“How do you mean?” she asked.

“I dunno, just… in general,” I said with a shrug. “Like, you said having multiple partners is kind of normal. Are there any other, uh… social customs like that? Am I supposed to be, like, formally courting you? Are we technically engaged because we’ve had sex or something?”

“Engaged?” Tessa repeated, and she let out a peal of laughter. “Oh, elements, no! That all sounds so… stuffy. So formal. Is it like that in your world?”

“It used to be,” I said with a shrug. “Not recently. But I don’t know. This is all new to me. I don’t want to accidentally disrespect you, or something.”

“Thomas,” Tessa said kindly, and she reached out to cup my cheek. “I know you would never intentionally disrespect me. And you’re under no obligation to ‘formally court’ me or anything like that. Only if you want to.”

I wondered if Tessa would appreciate a bouquet of flowers. When we’d been in the earthshaper gardens, she’d seemed at peace amid all the vegetation, despite not being an earthshaper herself.

Maybe I would get her some flowers. As soon as this whole mess was over.

“And as for my world’s social customs, yes, it’s quite common for people to have multiple partners,” Tessa continued. “Zephyr and I grew up with three parents-- a mother and two fathers. Though, my mother and papa both passed away several years ago.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said gently. I’d kind of suspected she’d lost her mother, as the woman had never really been mentioned, unlike the Graves’ father. I hadn’t realized they’d lost two parents, though.

“It was years ago, but thank you,” Tessa answered.

“So… are you and Zephyr… are you full siblings?” I then asked.

“You mean do we share both biological parents?” the gray-eyed woman asked, and I nodded. “We don’t really make those kinds of distinctions here. Everyone comes from the same family unit, so they’re all siblings and parents. But, to answer your question, yes. Zephyr and I are full siblings.”

“And what about you?” I then asked, and a slight wryness entered my tone.

“Me?” Tessa looked slightly confused.

“Have you ever had multiple partners?”

“Oh, no,” she answered with a laugh. “Honestly, by some definitions, I’ve never really had any partners before you-- just a handful of flings. I’ve never been in a relationship quite like this before. Committed.”

“Aw,” I said with a grin. “Well, I’m flattered to be your first. I’ve never really had a… committed relationship either, to be honest.”

“Then we can brave this together,” she suggested, and she reached over to squeeze my hand. “And who knows, maybe you’ll find others, too.”

“Others?” I snorted. “I dunno. I can’t imagine feeling about anyone the way I feel about you.”

Maybe it was sappy, but it was the truth. I’d fallen for Tessa, head over heels over heart.

“Perhaps,” she admitted, but there was a strangely-knowing look in her silver eyes.

But, before I could ask her to elaborate on this, a noise outside made us both sit up sharply.

“That came from the hallway,” Tessa said, and neither of us had to say anything before we were hurriedly pulling our clothes back on and heading back out into the main ‘lounge’ area of the dorm.

And it was just as well we had, because the moment we were standing in the middle of the room, the door burst open, and a group of dark-hooded figures swarmed in.


Chapter 3

Under their hoods, the intruders wore black masks, and I couldn’t make out a single face as six or seven of them rushed into the dorm. Some wielded pistols, similar to the Astilegis-issue firearms that hung from the belts of our wardens, while others had their hands raised with elemental magic swirling in their palms.

“What are you doing here?” Tessa demanded in a fierce voice. Her hands were clenched by her sides, but I felt the temperature of the room drop a few degrees as a cool breeze began to waft around us.

She received no answer. The hooded figures just looked at us with their featureless, fathomless faces, and I knew in that moment, the strange note Arian found on her tray had been no cruel joke or idle threat.

It had been a warning, and a very real one at that.

As I looked over at these dark-dressed figures, who held such close ranks, brandished Asterium-issue weapons, and had seemingly broken into our prison-slash-haven with no resistance from our conspicuously-absent guards, I could form only a single conclusion.

“The Astilegis wants us dead that badly, huh?” I asked.

None of them said anything. They even seemed to be breathing in unison, which was a bit eerie.

None of them had moved yet. Maybe they were waiting for Tessa and I to attack, so they could argue we struck first if they were found out. Then I winced as I heard cries and shouts coming from further down the hall as yet-more disguised Astilegis broke into the other dorms.

“Zephyr…” Tessa murmured as her brow furrowed with concern.

“You really want to do this?” I asked the dark figures in a low, warning tone. My mind was scrambling for some kind of idea, some kind of plan, and I needed to stall for time. “Kill students in the University? Headmistress Adamine will have your heads.”

“Never mind the Headmistress,” Tessa added in an uncharacteristically cold tone.

I was repeatedly caught off guard by how intimidating she could be when she wanted to, and I remembered what my sister, Melissa, had once told me about being kind. It was a choice. One that could be remade at any moment.

“There’s an Ardere in that dorm,” the silver-eyed woman continued, and she nodded to the side, indicating next door. “You really think Iagan Ardere is going to let the people who murdered his son go free?”

“Maybe that’s why they’re wearing masks,” I said, and I cocked my head at them. The beginning of a plan was forming in my head, but we’d need to act fast. And we’d need our would-be assailants to attack first. “Are you hiding your faces because you’re worried about getting caught? Or is it that you’re all too cowardly to look someone you mean to kill in the eye?”

“You’re the University’s star pupil,” one of the figures said in a sneering tone, though I couldn’t identify which one the voice had emerged from. “You tell us.”

“Enough chatter,” another voice said brusquely, and one of the figures raised their pistol, cocked the hammer, and fired.

I suspected the man who’d fired the gun hadn’t actually expected to hit me, or anyone, because if these people knew who Kell was, they presumably also knew what he was. A trinity, with influence over fire, earth, and metal.

So, when the man pointed the barrel of the gun at Tessa and me, the first and only thought in my head was an all-encompassing focus on the bullet, and the desire for it to hit neither me nor Tessa. I felt the black powder ignite, felt the metal of the pistol and the projectile, felt my magic reach out to these things, and then I felt it try to wrest control from the forces of momentum.

Magic, as Zephyr had once said to me, was will made manifest. And this was my will, reaching out, making my own fate.

The bullet clattered uselessly to the ground less than a foot from where Tessa and I were standing.

This was the spark, and everything dissolved into mayhem.

The figures surged forward with their hands raised and pistols cocked, and Tessa and I wedged ourselves together, with flames and wind spilling from our palms as we fended them off.

But the best defense is a good offense, and we couldn’t just back ourselves into a corner and hope these assholes would fuck off.

So, I lunged forward with my hands outstretched, and I bent the barrel of any firearm foolish enough to get too close. Meanwhile, Tessa threw our attackers back with blasts of air, and she sent the bastards crashing into walls, furniture, even the ceiling.

A distant shout in a familiar voice made me turn toward the door, but I just as quickly turned away again as movement in the corner of my vision caught my attention. I looked just in time to see a masked figure’s fist aimed directly for my temple, and I just barely moved out of the way in time. Their knuckles grazed my eyebrow rather than landing the blow squarely, and I shoved them back with a flare of fire before they had a chance to try again.

My control over flames and metal had certainly come in handy so far, but the walls of the Asterium, University dorms included, were too ancient and too fortified to be disturbed by magic. No amount of force could overpower the collective will of the hundreds of spells previously cast to keep this structure standing. Besides, even if I could have moved the stones in the walls, I didn’t know what that would do to the structural integrity of the building.

“Traitor!” one of the masked figures hissed as he charged at me, with his own hands full of fire.

I matched his stance, but at the last moment, a thought occurred to me, and rather than shoving my own flame-filled hands toward his, I pulled. Pulled on my magic and pulled on his, which extinguished the flames. He stopped and hesitated for just a moment to comprehend what had happened, and I struck.

But not with magic this time.

Instead, I cracked my elbow into his nose and sent him sprawling to the ground. He cried out as blood gushed from his face, and once he was down, I kicked him in the head before I twisted the barrel of his as-yet-unused pistol for good measure and rendered it useless.

“Look out!”

Tessa’s cry made me turn, and I moved just in time to see one of the other figures diving toward me. I felt the heat sear the skin of my cheek as I just barely evaded their flames, and I heard my would-be assailant curse.

The world slowed as adrenaline brought everything into sharp focus, and for a second, I wondered how a flameworker developed the reflex that allowed them to not be burned by their own flames. How had I, even with no magical training whatsoever, known how to manipulate fire, and even hold it in my hands, but not actually touch it, and not be burned?

What magical contrivance allowed flameworkers to be burned by others’ fire but not their own, as if the flames were an extension of themselves?

It didn’t really matter right now, though, because fire was fire, and if Tessa and I didn’t stop them-- if our group didn’t stop all these people-- we’d be a whole lot worse than burned.

I reached for the man and prepared myself to duel yet again, but then I saw another figure moving out of the corner of my eye, and two more going for Tessa, and I knew even as I moved that we weren’t going to manage. We were going to be overpowered. I caught the flash of a gun barrel glinting in the moonlight streaming through the window and extended my magic, but I was pulled in too many directions, trying to focus on too many things, something was going to give--

The man brandishing the gun suddenly collapsed to the ground.

I didn’t question why or how. Fabian or one of the others must have evaded their own attackers and had come to help, and I turned my attention to the flameworker opposite me. I pulled again, but he must have seen this trick before because he resisted, and the flames in his palms sputtered but did not extinguish. He charged at me and knocked me to the ground, and I felt the heat of his magic against my skin but fought to keep the flames back.

Fire was fire, and I held as much sway over it as he did. It was just a question of whose will would win out.

And seeing as only one of us was fighting for our lives, it probably wasn’t that surprising I was the victor.

Suddenly, the flames in the man’s hand guttered, and I saw his eyes widen in shock and dismay.

With the flames doused, I physically shoved the man back and rolled so I was pinning him down, and then I brought my fist across his temple, once, twice, three times, before he went limp.

I looked up with my muscles tense and was ready for the next assailant, but I was caught off guard when I saw not a black-masked figure, but the flagrant scarlet of an Astilegis uniform.

Either the people under these dark hoods were the Astilegis themselves, or the Astilegis guarding us had been notified of this attack and had decided to coincidentally leave their posts at exactly the same time.

Possibly some combination of both.

Either way, I hadn’t been expecting to see a red-dressed officer standing in front of me right now. Least of all one who was extending a hand to me.

“I see I got here just in time,” she said, and as I took the hand and she pulled me to my feet, her face caught the light, and I noticed the thick scar running down the right side of her face.

I ignored this for now, though, because my attention was focused primarily on Tessa, who was brushing herself down but had a thin trickle of blood running down her chin from a split lip.

“Tessa,” I said urgently as I rushed to her, and I cupped her face in my hands and examined the damage. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she assured me. “It’s just a split lip. I’ve had worse in sparring sessions.”

“Worse than this?” I asked, and I nodded to the half-dozen unconscious bodies littered around the floor.

“Mmm, okay, no, not quite this bad,” she conceded with a faint smile that turned into a wince as she aggravated her lip. “But I’m okay. And you?”

“I will be, once we get the others,” I said before we both turned toward the door, and then I caught sight of the Astilegis guard again and remembered our unlikely savior.

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Um… thanks for the help, but, uh… who are you?”

“Legis Kemena Celik,” the scarred woman answered.

I took note of the shoulder straps of her jacket. Like with the University professors, rather than colored bands being threaded onto the straps, the straps themselves were colored and embroidered with the symbol for the corresponding element. Both Kemena’s shoulder straps were gray and embroidered with the symbol for metal.

“Why are you here?” Tessa asked in a suspicious tone. “Why are you helping us?”

Kemena opened her mouth to answer, but before she could actually speak, a cry in the hallway made us all turn.

“Actually, you know what, answer me later,” Tessa said, and the three of us rushed out into the hallway to see the tail end of the fights in the other dorms.

Limp bodies were strewn across the corridor, probably unconscious, but I couldn’t say for sure. Arian, Juliet, Fabian, and Zephyr were standing outside the guys’ dorm, and Fabian was wrestling with one of the attackers and twisting the masked man’s arms behind his back while pinning his front to the wall. We came out into the hallway just as Arian reached over and pulled the man’s hood and mask down to reveal his face.

“Juris?” Fabian gasped and seemed genuinely surprised at the sight of the man.

He was tawny-skinned, like Fabian himself, though his hair was dark brown, and his eyes were bright green.

“Get your fucking hands off me, Ardere!” Juris snarled as he struggled against the blond man’s grip.

“Juris, what by the elements are you doing?” Zephyr demanded like he’d caught the guy stealing a cookie out of a jar rather than trying to kill us.

“I know what you did!” Juris snapped, and he twisted, with some effort, to glare at the elder Grave sibling. “You murdered Professor Dolos! You’re traitors to the Asterium, all of you!”

“I thought we were friends, Juris,” Zephyr said in a dismayed tone, but the green-eyed man just glowered at him hatefully. “We sparred together.”

“I sparred with lots of people, Grave, none of them turned traitor or murderer,” Juris spat.

“And what you and the others were attempting here tonight, that wasn’t murder? Wasn’t betrayal?” Fabian asked.

His voice was strangely cold and utterly devoid of its usual easy humor. I was, once again, reminded of how militaristic all my new friends could be, seemingly at the drop of a hat. I was reminded that two-thirds of University graduates-- such as Juris himself, judging from context-- went on to join the Astilegis and become soldiers.

“Names like yours don’t face justice, Ardere,” Juris sneered. “We took it upon ourselves. It’s what Dolos deserved, what Omisen would’ve wanted!”

“Elements, I knew you were easily led, but I never thought you were this plain of a fool,” Fabian said with disgust.

Only then did he seem to notice Tessa, Kemena, and I standing by the door, and I saw his flame-colored eyes widen as he took in the sight of the red-dressed woman.

“Celik?” Juris remarked when he, too, noticed her. “What are you doing here?”

“My job,” she told him coldly. “Killers or no, they’re entitled to a fair trial. Not this farce of justice.”

“You’d know all about farces,” Juris snarled and tried to lunge for Kemena, but Fabian still had a decent grip on his arms, and he barely shifted forward.

Then, with an exaggerated sigh, Arian slapped her hand over Juris mouth, and a moment later, he fell unconscious. I watched as Fabian half-dropped, half-laid the limp man down, and I understood the white-haired woman had pulled the air from his lungs until he’d blacked out.

He’d be fine, if a little woozy when he woke up. Frankly, I thought it was better than he deserved, for someone who’d been so willing to murder his former schoolmates.

“I feel I’m missing something,” Fabian remarked as he looked Kemena Celik up and down.

“This is Kemena Celik,” I said. “She intervened when the others attacked. Probably saved my and Tessa’s lives.”

“Huh,” the blond man said and seemed genuinely surprised. “You know, I always believed those who joined the Astilegis to be brutish, low-intelligence thugs who just wanted an excuse to beat people up. I suppose you’re the exception to that rule.”

“Fabian,” Juliet said with a frown.

“What? It was a compliment.” Fabian shrugged, and the red-haired woman rolled her eyes excessively.

“Thank you,” she then said to Kemena. “Truly. It seems we have precious few allies within the Asterium right now.”

“I take it you’re the one who gave me that note earlier?” Arian then interjected, and Kemena nodded.

“It was all I could think to do at that moment,” the Astilegis woman explained. “I’d heard some of my colleagues discussing the six of you. At first, I thought they were just frustrated to be on guard duty, but I soon realized it was something more… sinister. The prevailing attitude within the Astilegis is that you all murdered Professor Dolos in cold blood. He was popular within the Asterium, one of only a few non-Legis with enough sway to mobilize our forces. People wanted… retribution.”

“We killed one of the Asterium’s own,” Fabian said grimly, and he shoved his hands into the pockets of his uniform pants.

I’d begun to recognize this as a defensive posture, the hunched shoulders, the dark expression on his face. I couldn’t help but think it was apt, with so many enemies surrounding us.

But, as luck would have it, at least a few allies, too.

“They won’t let that go unheard,” the blond man continued. “Especially with a Family member involved, I suspect.”

“I confess, your involvement seemed to spark particular vitriol,” Kemena admitted, though she winced as she said it. “But regardless of the specifics of what happened, you’re all entitled to a fair trial-- and you haven’t even been formally charged with anything. I couldn’t abide what my fellow Legis were conspiring to do, so I tried to warn you. And, when my squad left our posts at the end of our shift, I broke off and doubled back.”

“And just as well you did, we’d have been overpowered without your help,” Tessa said gratefully, though her expression was pinched with unease. “Will you get into trouble for helping us?”

“I’ll doubtless face some kind of retribution, I did technically go against orders,” the scarred woman admitted. “But they were bad orders. Cruel. Wrong. I’ll take whatever punishment I’m dealt. I still won’t allow my colleagues to extrajudicially murder anyone they don’t like.”

“You’re a credit to your organization,” Fabian told her, and from what I could tell, he was being completely sincere. “One it’s decidedly undeserving of.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad none of us have been murdered-- extrajudicially or otherwise,” I interjected. “But… what do we do now? We can’t really go back inside and go to sleep. They’ll just kill us all when we wake up, or try to make us look like the instigators.”

“I agree, it isn’t safe for you here.” Kemena nodded.

“We have to prove our innocence, somehow,” Tessa said with a frown. “We haven’t been charged yet, but people already suspect outside involvement, between Kell’s reputation and Fabian’s name. But how do we prove Dolos’ death was in self-defense?”

“More than that,” I said, and I gave the silver-eyed woman a meaningful look.

I wanted to say more, but with Kemena, who was clearly on our side but not necessarily trustworthy with the entire truth, all I could elaborate was, “Rot.”

Because Kell had said there was corruption at the heart of the Asterium, and right now, it felt like he couldn’t have been more correct. We’d killed one of the Asterium’s own, and we’d come close to uncovering one or even several of its secrets. And now we were being attacked in our beds. It wasn’t a difficult conclusion to come to.

“Exactly,” Fabian said briskly. “Which is why you’re going about this all wrong. It’s not as simple as being declared innocent and going about our lives-- we went against the Asterium, we harmed the institution itself. Even if we’re not running our whole lives, we’ll be looking over our shoulders, and we’ll be shunned, because we didn’t get in line.”

“Getting in line would’ve gotten Arian strangled and the rest of us killed,” I said flatly and nodded to the white-haired woman.

“No matter, we disobeyed,” the blond man told me in a dark tone. “If not for Adamine insisting we be held here, we’d probably have been murdered in some Astilegis cell by now.”

“Adamine,” Juliet then said as her eyes widened. “Do you think she could help? There’s no chance she would’ve sanctioned this.”

“I didn’t hear anything about the Headmistress’ involvement,” Kemena agreed. “And she might be the most powerful defender you have right now.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, and I couldn’t help but wince slightly.

I remembered the stern, sharp woman who’d demanded to know what had happened when she’d been confronted with the sight of Dolos’ body. She hadn’t seemed very pleased with us, which was fair.

“Jules is right,” Tessa said to me, and she gently put a hand on my wrist. “Headmistress Adamine is strict, sure, but she’s been fair to us. She advocated for our safety, after all. Made sure we were here instead of in the cells.”

“Tessa has a point, T-- Kell,” Arian corrected herself at the last moment. I couldn’t help but risk a glance at Kemena, but the scarred woman’s focus was on Arian, whose expression didn’t flicker despite her near slip-up. “Adamine could have handed us over to the Astilegis. Instead, she insisted we were given protection.”

“Alright,” I conceded, and I twisted my hand around to link my fingers with Tessa’s. “I suppose it’s worth a shot.”

We weren’t in a position to turn away potential allies, after all. And, at the very least, I was pretty sure Headmistress Adamine would be pissed to learn a group of Astilegis had attempted to murder her students in their beds, suspected murderers or not.

Kemena led us through the University, down grand hallways lined with enormous portraits of previous students and Heads and various other important figures in the University’s history. Eventually, we came to a small, easily-overlooked stairway, and I was surprised to see Kemena ascend it, but we dutifully followed, and soon enough came to a wooden door with ‘Headmistress H. Adamine’ painted on in flowing golden script, just like Dolos’ office door. Underneath the name was a single symbol, the one for earth.

I remembered what Tessa had said, about people with one element making up about two-thirds of the population but only a quarter of University students. Was the fact the current Head had only a single element remarkable in some way?

I pushed this thought aside as Kemena raised a hand to knock at the door. We had far more pressing issues.

A minute or so passed before the door opened, and Headmistress Adamine’s face appeared in the crack. She looked tired-- but then, we’d almost certainly woken her up, and she looked at us for a moment, apparently stunned, before she spoke.

“I presume there is a very good reason as to why you’re disturbing me at this hour?” she asked tersely. Then she seemed to recognize who we were and frowned deeper. “And why you’re outside your dorms after curfew?”

“We were attacked, Headmistress,” Arian said plainly as she got right to the point, but I suspected this was the way Adamine preferred all her conversations to go. “The Astilegis sent to guard us either abandoned their posts or engaged in an attack against us-- save Legis Celik here. We no longer believe we’re safe in the University.”

Headmistress Adamine’s green eyes slowly widened, and then she stepped back and pulled the door open wider.

“I think you’d all better come in,” she said and ushered us inside.

We went, and I found myself standing in the middle of a large-- and yet still very cozy-looking-- library. Lining the walls were overflowing shelves of books, some stacked neatly, some stuffed haphazardly into whatever space was available. Off to one side was a large desk overflowing with various important-looking papers. Next to it was a door, which I could only presume led to Adamine’s sleeping quarters, and next to that was a large hearth surrounded by two plush couches and a worn, beloved-looking armchair.

Though the fireplace was empty, I could easily imagine how warm and inviting it would feel when lit. As for right now, the room had a calm, serene atmosphere, which was helped by the light of the twin moons shining through the large window on the other side of the hearth to the door and desk.

Headmistress Adamine herself looked at odds with this room, with her mouth set into a stern, thin line and her posture as ruthlessly perfect to match. Even though she was dressed in a white nightgown, and had drawn a green, leaf-patterned robe around her shoulders, she looked formidable.

Her dark hair, which was usually pulled back in a bun like Arian’s, hung over her shoulder in a thick braid tied with a green ribbon. She swept it back over her shoulder as she closed the door behind us, and then she fixed us all with an even look.

“You were attacked by Astilegis,” she said. “Give me the details.”

So, we did. About the black masks they wore, about what Kemena had overheard, about Juris’ disgust. Arian said they actually burst into her and Juliet’s bedrooms, just as they were about to get changed into their nightclothes. Fabian and Zephyr had been slightly less off guard, as they’d still been in the main room talking.

With each word, Adamine’s frown deepened, and her green eyes were turning darker and stormier by the second. When, at last, we were finished, she turned to Kemena first.

“You have my word as Headmistress, I will do everything in my power to see you are not punished for your actions this night,” she told the scarred woman. “You alone stood up against the cowardice and cruelty of those I had hoped would know better. And if any of your superiors take issue with your behavior, I will drag them before the Council personally.”

“Th-- thank you, Headmistress,” Kemena said and sounded genuinely surprised.

“As for the rest of you,” Adamine then continued, but she was prevented from speaking further by the sound of a door opening, and we all turned to see the door next to the desk open as two men walked out.

“Hermia, darling,” the red-haired man with copper skin said. The other, pale-skinned and blond, was rubbing his eyes blearily. “Is everything alright?”

I was a little surprised at how completely Adamine’s face changed in that moment, and it softened to something I could only describe as besotted.

“Quite alright, my loves,” she assured them.

I realized these two men had to be her partners, the two people with which she presumably shared a ‘quintessence bond’-- meaning between them, they held influence over all five elements.

“Go back to sleep,” the Headmistress urged them kindly.

The two men looked at the seven of us, then at each other, then back at Adamine. Then they both smiled politely at us and closed the door.

I wondered how much they knew about the Asterium, about its corruption. I wondered if Adamine would give them all the details, or would be either unwilling or unable to divulge everything to them.

Once the two men were gone, Adamine turned back to us and was once again all business-- though I was fairly sure there was a faint hint of red to her cheeks. Perhaps she was a little embarrassed to have had such a soft moment in front of students, but all things considered, it was the least of her concerns right now.

“I knew the moment I saw Acheron Dolos’ body that this wasn’t going to be simple,” she told us flatly. “I respected him, even considered him a friend, but the man you described, who would be willing to kill his own students, is entirely at odds with the man I thought I knew.”

“We didn’t lie to you, Headmistress--” Tessa began, but Adamine held up a hand to indicate she wasn’t done.

“I have suspected some amount of corruption within the Asterium for some time,” she said. “The Astilegis have always been overzealous with their power. I try my best to instill my students with discipline, with respect for the rules, for the rights of others, but I am not successful with all of them. Only now am I realizing that I may not have been successful with any of them. Only now am I beginning to contemplate something altogether more organized. And more sinister.”

She clasped her hands in front of her and frowned for a second, like she was considering her next words carefully. Then she spoke.

“If I’m completely frank, I’d suspected Acheron wasn’t being completely honest with me for some time. After him, and in this continuing mess of his, I am thoroughly sick of being lied to-- and that includes whatever information the six of you are keeping from me now.”

She stopped talking, and I realized she’d finished. She was waiting for us to respond.

And looking at her now, in her night robe and her loose hair, with sleep still in the corner of her eyes and frustration pulling at the corners of her mouth, I knew there was only one option.

To be honest.

“You’re correct, Headmistress,” I said to her plainly. “We haven’t been entirely honest with you. But I swear, we aren’t callous killers. Professor Dolos would’ve killed us if we hadn’t fought back. He was strangling Arian, and… I didn’t even mean to kill him. I just wanted to pull him off her.”

Adamine ducked her head, not quite a nod but close.

“What,” she said, without accusation, “are you lying to me about then?”

I looked at Arian. At Juliet. At Fabian and Zephyr and, finally, Tessa. They all seemed to have the same answer in their eyes, so I swallowed hard and then turned back to the Headmistress.

“I’m not Kell.”


Chapter 4

Adamine looked at me. To her credit, she didn’t gape, or stare, or stagger back in shock. She barely even raised her eyebrows. Instead, she looked at me, with her green eyes clear and steady, as she waited for me to elaborate.

This was the more difficult part. I didn’t want to lie to this woman, but even this fragment of honesty would need to be tempered with lies, for Kell’s safety, and for the safety of my new friends, whose fates would rest on how forgiving their Headmistress was feeling.

“My name is Thomas,” I told Adamine, and it felt kind of freeing to say something unequivocally honest for once, outside the confines of my dorm-slash-prison. But the relief was short-lived. “Kell is my… twin.”

The fewer lies I told, the better for everyone, though I suspected Adamine was the sort of person who considered a lie by omission just as much of a lie as the bald-faced kind.

“Your twin?” the Headmistress echoed with a frown.

I wondered how much she knew about Kell’s family, if she knew this wasn’t true.

Again, she looked at me for a long moment, and her green eyes bored into mine. Hers were a darker, deeper green than my own, which were slightly yellowish-- my friend Alex had once called them ‘candy-apple’ green.

“I would like to speak to you, Thomas, alone,” the Headmistress finally announced.

Then she moved away from the overstuffed chair and swept over to the door-- the door through which her two partners had stepped only moments before.

Was she seriously asking me to come into her bedroom?

I cast a nervous glance back at the others, because the last time I’d followed a member of University staff into a side room, I’d almost gotten killed, but though Fabian and the Graves looked a little confused and unsure, Arian and Juliet both nodded encouragingly. They evidently were sure Adamine meant no harm.

So, I followed the Headmistress to the door, and when she pulled it open, I was surprised to see, not a bedroom or anything even resembling a bedroom, but a small sitting room, with a roaring hearth and two couches on either side of a lacquered table.

“Gateway magic,” she said when she noticed my surprise. “One door, two destinations. It’s a holdover from one of my predecessors-- I believe they installed it as a security measure. Please, sit.”

I did as she asked and perched self-consciously on one of the couches, and then I watched as she closed the door and took a seat on the opposite couch. For several long moments, she just looked at me and seemed to size me up. She crossed her legs and let her clasped hands rest on her knee, and I caught a glimpse of green silk slippers on her feet, patterned the same as her robe.

Then, at last, she spoke.

“I can sense your dishonesty, Thomas,” she told me frankly, and her tone was so blunt that I skipped indignation entirely and went straight to surprise.

“You-- what? How?” I asked, and she shrugged.

“I may not be a rainsmith, but no magic is truly beyond one’s determination to learn it,” she answered in a cool, calm tone. “All magic is linked, as are the elements. And… it helps to have a quintessence bond.”

She said this last part very delicately, and I tactfully decided not to comment.

“That being said,” Adamine continued. “I don’t get the impression you lie with malice. It’s obvious you’ve quickly become close to Kell’s group of friends, and they to you. I trust my students, and I believe them to be fundamentally kind people-- if occasionally foolish and incautious.”

“They are,” I said readily. “They’ve been very kind to me.”

“I could sense, when I saw you in Acheron’s office, that there were lies about you,” the Headmistress told me. “One does not get to be in my position without being surrounded by dishonesty. The Head of the University is a coveted position, one I fulfill with solemnity. But when you spoke of his attempts to kill you, of how he strangled Ms. Constantine, I knew you were being truthful. So, I placed you and yours under what little protection I can provide. I think now would be an excellent opportunity for you to return me that kindness and speak plainly.”

“Of course, Headmistress,” I said, and I inclined my head to her, even as my mind was racing.

How much could I tell her? If she knew Kell and the others had done cross-world magic, if she knew I wasn’t from the Black World, would she take back her protection and send the Astilegis after us? She seemed trustworthy, seemed like she truly wanted to help-- but then again, we’d tried to trust Dolos and had almost gotten killed for it.

“Let us start with something simple, then,” Adamine said calmly. “How long have you been masquerading as Kell Tamsen?”

“About three weeks,” I answered honestly, then corrected myself. “Three sennights.”

“Three sennights?” she repeated as her eyebrows shot up. “And where has Mr. Tamsen been in the interim?”

“I don’t exactly know,” I admitted, which was also true. “I’m fairly sure he’s safe, but I can’t promise you that-- I came here when he vanished.”

She frowned at this and unclasped her hands from her knee to drum her fingers on the arm of the couch, just like she’d done to the back of the armchair. I wondered if this was a nervous tic of hers.

“Kell vanished, and you came here in his stead,” she reiterated. “But you don’t know where he is? Are you searching for him?”

“In a way,” I replied. “I’ve been trying to find out how, exactly, he disappeared, and how to get him back.”

Adamine nodded slowly.

“Do you suspect Professor Dolos had any involvement in this disappearance?” she asked at length, and I tried not to let my face show it as a bolt of panic shot through me, because this was the moment of truth.

I swallowed hard.

“No.”

This seemed to genuinely surprise the Headmistress a little.

“Then how,” she now asked, “did you end up in a brawl with one of my professors?”

At the very least, this answer came easily.

“He suspected I wasn’t Kell-- correctly,” I added, probably unnecessarily, but I was more than a little nervous under Hermia Adamine’s scrutinizing gaze. “And… when he discovered how, uh… how I came to be here, in Kell’s place… he… he tried to kill me. And the others.”

For several long moments, the Headmistress didn’t speak. She didn’t look at me but at something in the middle distance, evidently lost inside her own thoughts, and the longer the silence stretched out, the more sure I became Adamine knew there was more to this.

But, at the same time, I also got the impression her refusing to ask more questions was deliberate. She might not have known the details, but in skirting around the subject, I had drawn its outline, and she had evidently decided it would be safer for everyone to not press the issue-- at least, not right now.

She knew Kell wasn’t literally my twin and had called me out on this lie. But I still looked like him. She knew he’d vanished, and I’d come to take his place. She knew the ‘nature’ of Kell’s disappearance had prompted his own tutor, Dolos, to try and kill multiple students.

“People often assume, because of my position, that I know everything the Asterium has to know,” Adamine finally said as she looked off to the side and gazed into the roaring flames of the hearth fire.

“Um… pardon, Headmistress?” I asked with a confused frown.

“But I don’t,” she continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “I don’t even know everything the University has to know.”

I glanced toward the fire, as if it would be able to tell me where the tangent had come from.

“How… how is this related to Kell and me?” I asked, and when Adamine finally turned to look me dead in the eye, her gaze was clear and purposeful.

“It’s not,” she said. “I am having a completely different conversation.”

The pieces clicked together in my head, and I nodded as Adamine turned back to the fire.

“It can be difficult to trust people here, when you cannot be sure who knows what,” she then continued. “This is an institution of learning and discovery, but you do not get to my position without becoming very familiar with the boundaries of what is acceptable to study.”

“It’s for the safety of the students,” I said in as neutral a tone as possible. “And possibly the entire Black World.”

“Indeed,” Adamine remarked. “For someone who has only been here three sennights, you’ve become well-versed in our tenets.”

“Kell’s friends are good teachers,” I said with a shrug. “A credit to this place, all of them.”

“Of course,” the Headmistress said as her lips twitched into something that was almost a smirk. “I sometimes wonder if some boundaries are in place not out of safety, but out of… complacency. One might even say… fear.”

“Oh?” I asked lightly, as if I didn’t know exactly what we were talking about.

“The Asterium believes the greatest threat to our young students is their own ambition,” she said. “And, to an extent, I agree. You are all too young to have seen much of the world, to have had to confront your own limitations. Your own mortality. It is the mark of a healthy upbringing to be so bold as you take your first steps out in the real world, to have been instilled with such confidence and drive. But yet, you are fallible.”

She paused then and stopped looking at the fire to look back at me.

“The purpose of the University is to guide,” she said. “To advise, to allow the students to discover why those boundaries are in place. It is, in a manner of speaking, necessary for those boundaries to be challenged. Because, how else will we discover the limits of ourselves and the limits of what we can know?”

Phrased like that, it kind of sounded beautiful. I momentarily found myself dismayed that I hadn’t gone to college back home.

Then again, it wasn’t like I would’ve been able to study magic there. Melissa’s law degree had sounded drier than a sandwich made of stale bread and actual sand.

“But, during my tenure as Headmistress, I’ve come to believe the University’s true purpose is altogether less… collaborative,” Adamine continued. “Two-thirds of our graduates go on to join the Astilegis and, well, you’ve seen what skills the Astilegis prefer. Even the graduates who do not join, I know precious few have gone on to further study magic. Mr. Grave works as a jeweler in Asturel, does he not?”

“He does,” I confirmed.

“Most whose children attend the University would hope for rather more… prestigious positions, upon finishing.”

“The purpose of a system is what it does,” I told her neutrally as I paraphrased Stafford Beer. Though Adamine wouldn’t know who he was, so maybe to her I sounded incredibly sage. “I see your point, though.”

Because, really, if two-thirds of the graduates went on to be Astilegis, was this really a University, a place for learning? Or was this a military academy, training its cadets to follow all and any orders, regardless of whether they were cruel or not?

I wondered if the Astilegis even knew what fight they were training for. What terrible war loomed on the horizon, in their minds, to justify this fanaticism?

“Good,” Adamine remarked. “Then you understand why certain questions are better left unasked, at the present time.”

“Of course,” I said.

“Acheron Dolos was unflinchingly loyal to the Asterium,” she added, and in this frankly-delivered compliment, I understood all the things she couldn’t say.

Dolos had been loyal to a fault. His curiosity and genuinely impressive intellect had been cowed, either by fear of the Asterium’s wrath or a desire to rise through its ranks and compile for himself a subtler, but no less influential, power.

“He was,” I agreed. “That was why I was unsure about… how much I could say. I mean no harm, but I know harmful things have still occurred.”

A strange look came over Adamine’s face then. Something old and knowing.

“You would be surprised to know the depth of harm and harmlessness within this institution, Thomas,” she told me gravely, in a voice that didn’t sound entirely like her own.

I found myself suppressing a small shiver.

“But,” she continued. “I trust you. And I trust Kell. I hope, in turn, you will trust me.”

“Not to be crass, but I have no choice now,” I said. “The Astilegis have already put targets on our backs. I think they would’ve moved earlier if not for your protection.”

“Which has already run its course, it would seem,” she said with a sigh. “The Astilegis are supposed to be impartial-- it is not their job to mete out punishment. But, severity aside, I expect I should have predicted Kell would get himself into some kind of trouble.”

“Did you know him well?” I asked.

“Not especially,” the Headmistress answered. “I was aware of his curiosity, his thirst for knowledge. But trinities have a history of poor luck within the Asterium, and for all we like to call ourselves individuals, we are ultimately products of our histories.”

With that slightly ominous statement, Adamine rose from her seat, and I rushed to stand at the same time, like this was a courtroom and she was the judge. I followed her back out into the main room and was met with six sets of curious, uneasy eyes.

“Is… everything alright, Headmistress?” Tessa asked in a careful tone.

“In the grand scheme of things, no,” Adamine answered, and was I imagining it, or was there just a tiny hint of wryness to her tone? “But your friend Thomas will not be suffering any punishment at my hands. It seems there is precious little for which he can be blamed, anyway.”

A near-audible sigh of relief rippled through our group-- and myself, because it was nice to hear her state it plainly.

“Thank you, Headmistress,” Arian said. “I’m sure Thomas explained, but we never meant any harm.”

“That much is clear, Ms. Constantine,” the Headmistress said. “Though, when you eventually locate Mr. Tamsen, perhaps remind him there is a reason we encourage caution.”

“I’m sure he’s well-aware of that now,” I said mildly, and I pushed aside the uncomfortable thoughts regarding Kell, and how I hadn’t heard him in my dreams for weeks.

“You understand, of course, we can’t hope to find Kell-- or who ordered the Astilegis to attack us-- if we’re still confined to house arrest,” Fabian then said.

“No,” the Headmistress conceded. “But it might be safer if the six of you stepped back and allowed… more experienced individuals to handle things.”

Fabian cocked his head at her and raised one blond eyebrow. It wasn’t a dismissive gesture-- on the contrary, he seemed genuinely surprised, at least in part-- and he spoke politely.

“Respectfully, ma’am,” he said. “Everyone is either too busy, or they don’t care. And after a couple sennights, I’m pretty tired of waiting around for other people to solve my problem.”

I had to agree with him on that one. And this wasn’t even considering that we didn’t know who, outside this room, we could actually trust.

“We came here to find a way to get Kell back,” I told the Headmistress. “He’s our friend, and we’re not about to shove that responsibility off onto someone else.”

Adamine regarded us with an approving expression and then nodded. I was reminded of what she’d said in that side room, about students needing to learn for themselves why certain barriers were in place. There was no better education than real life, so it was said.

“I can sympathize with that,” the Headmistress told us. “Though I warn you, if Professor Dolos was willing to take such extreme measures against Kell-- who I knew he thought of almost as a son-- I dread to think what else the Asterium might do to those who go against its wishes. And make no mistake, the Astilegis were acting on the wishes of someone within the Asterium.”

“Believe me, we know,” Arian said grimly.

“But it doesn’t matter,” I added. “If Kell can just survive, we can bring him home.”

I glanced over at the white-haired woman as I said it, and I saw her expression was pinched with concern. She had to be thinking about Kell’s absence from my mind, too. Was his astral projection not working anymore, or was he either unable or unwilling to even try?

I shook my head and tried to dislodge the fatalistic thoughts. It wouldn’t help to worry. We needed to find him, and if there was a problem once we did, we’d deal with it then.

In the meantime, we needed to figure out what was going on in the Asterium.

“Since you’re so insistent on doing this yourselves, it might be safer for you all if you’re able to keep moving,” Adamine told us. “Looking into the Asterium’s business will make you even bigger targets than you already are.”

“They already tried to kill us,” Fabian said dryly. “What’s left?”

“Don’t tempt fate, Mr. Ardere,” the Headmistress warned him. “Or it might just answer your question.”

Fabian’s vaguely amused smile withered, and his expression turned serious once more.

“As for your house arrest, I’ll lift it,” Adamine said. “You’ll have free reign of the campus during the day, as though you are normal students, and you’ll be able to leave the University and head into Asturel-- but if the Astilegis are already being this brazen on campus, I’ll have no ability to protect you at all on the outside.”

“We know, Headmistress,” Zephyr said. He was hovering right next to Tessa, about as close as he could without actually touching her, and I wondered how much of the proximity was for his sister’s benefit and how much was to quiet his own nervous mind. “But thank you. I’m sure we’ll be able to… handle ourselves, if it comes to it.”

“Not ‘if,’ Mr. Grave, ‘when,’” Adamine said solemnly, and even if she and I hadn’t just had a private conversation, I would’ve been able to tell from the look on her face that she didn’t think any better of the Astilegis than the six of us did.

I wondered how much power she would have to complain about the Astilegis attacking a group of students. That sounded like a pretty serious crime to me, and judging from Kemena’s attitude, as well as how my five friends had reacted, this was an accurate assessment.

Which just made me wonder all the more-- what had we brushed up against to send the Asterium into such overkill mode? What had Dolos’ death set in motion to make them so adamant about silencing us?

It had to be more than a bit of illegal cross-world magic, especially since Dolos hadn’t even been the one to do it.

And all of this came back to Kell, somehow. His spell, his disappearance. I remembered what the Headmistress had said about trinities and their history of bad luck within the Asterium.

I was a trinity. Perhaps I, too, was in the Asterium’s sights, for reasons entirely separate from the fact I resembled Kell.

I looked over at Kemena Celik, who had a stunned expression on her face. Clearly, she’d become privy to something much larger than she’d initially realized, if only in fragments. When she’d set out to save us from her colleagues, had she given any thought to why we were being so attacked, or had she honestly just thought it was retaliation for Dolos’ death?

“I should come with you all,” she said to us, and her face hardened with conviction. “You could use the extra protection.”

“No, you should stay here,” Arian told the Astilegis woman. “You’ve already made a target of yourself by helping us, and there are precious few good Astilegis within the ranks as it is.”

Both of these things were true, but I knew the white-haired woman’s real reasons for refusing Kemena’s help. The more time she spent around us, especially when we were going to be going after the Asterium, the more likely she was to find out I wasn’t from the Black World.

“Your brother is missing,” Kemena said to me earnestly. “Don’t you want all the help you can get?”

“Of course,” I said. “And, truly, thank you for your help. But you’ll be more effective if you’re here.”

“Thomas is right,” Adamine agreed, and her voice had a calmly authoritative edge that made everything she said sound extremely reasonable and logical. “You must do all you can to restore and preserve the Astilegis’ noble reputation. People like Dolos used it for their own ends and have corrupted it. You must fight back against that corruption.”

“And you might be able to find out something useful,” Fabian added. “If the Astilegis let Dolos order them around like a superior, there could be others. And they might share his goals.”

“It would give us a better sense of how far the corruption has spread,” Adamine agreed

“Of course,” Kemena said with a nod. “I… thank you, Headmistress. I wouldn’t be able to do even that without your protection. I can’t imagine my superiors will be pleased with my behavior tonight. Even less if they learn I’m investigating them.”

“Your superiors will have far bigger concerns than your moral code, if I have anything to say about it,” the Headmistress announced as her expression darkened. “Regardless of the details, I cannot allow the Astilegis to attack my students-- on campus, no less-- with impunity. If they are in someone’s pockets, I will find them.”

“Do you think others might be using the Astilegis to obscure their dealings in illegal magic?” Kemena then asked, and Adamine paused.

She looked over at me for only a brief moment, but even that instant was enough. She knew, even if I hadn’t had to say it in so many words, that Kell had been the one attempting cross-world magic. That was how I was here, and he was gone. She knew Dolos had tried to kill us to cover it all up. But Dolos had dabbled in cross-world magic before, and the more I thought about it, the more his behavior that day had seemed… pained.

Betrayed, sure, but also indignant. Like he was angry he’d been surpassed by his protégé. Frustrated that Kell had succeeded where Dolos himself had failed. Even as Dolos had protested it was all about protecting the Black World, I’d seen the anger in his eyes. Anger at the knowledge that he was no longer the best, and perhaps never had been.

“Illegal magic is outlawed for a reason,” the Headmistress said to Kemena, and her gaze slowly slid from me back to the Astilegis woman. “Certain branches’ prohibition is self-evident. Other branches’ bans might, in the eyes of some, be considered overzealous. This is a University, Legis Celik, we admire curiosity, but it must always be tempered with caution. This is something all of our students must learn to master, if they truly want to grow.”

“Even cross-world magic?” I asked.

It was bold, I knew, to say it so plainly, but I was curious. I had to know.

Adamine looked back at me, and her expression was perfectly even and neutral.

“The Asterium’s laws might seem harsh, in places,” she said, as if she hadn’t all but confessed she agreed with this idea. “Especially to those who are too young to have seen and lived through disasters. But the laws are there to prevent catastrophes like the Calamity.”

I almost frowned but caught myself at the last moment. Not out of disapproval, but because of Adamine’s phrasing. It had felt, like in the side room, like she was implying something.

But what?

I had to set this aside as the Headmistress turned back to Kemena and continued.

“Your integrity is impressive, Legis Celik,” she said. “But don’t endanger yourself because of it. If so many Astilegis officers felt comfortable abandoning their posts, it’s likely they have allies in the higher echelons, who may punish you for not following suit.”

“I’m well aware,” Kemena said as she lifted her chin. “But it’s a risk I must take. For the sake of my soul. I chose to become an Astilegis because I want to protect Asturel, and I’ll do it from the inside, if necessary.”

The Headmistress nodded and then turned to the six of us.

“As for all of you,” she said. “What is your plan now?”

“We have some leads we can follow up,” Juliet said, with a sidelong glance at Fabian.

He grimaced, but said nothing, and I tried to imagine exactly how disastrous his fling with Kaede Demetra must have been to elicit such embarrassment.

“And since we’re not exactly safe on the campus right now, we might as well leave and get to investigating them,” Juliet finished.

“If you’re sure this is what you want to do,” Adamine said, and we all nodded.

“It’s not about wanting, Headmistress,” Arian said. “We have to. For Kell’s sake, if nothing else.”

“Very well,” the older woman said with a nod. “Then follow me.”

She led us across the cozy library to an innocuous-looking bookshelf, and she raised her hands and slowly moved them in seemingly random patterns. I realized she was moving stone, and this bookshelf was the front of one of the University’s many secret passages.

After several moments, the bookshelf slid backward into the wall, and then to the side, to reveal a dark tunnel.

“I hope, for all our sakes, that you find some answers with these leads of yours,” the Headmistress said as the six of us filed into the dark tunnel.

Fabian raised a palm and conjured a small flame to illuminate it, and I did the same while admiring how the flames were only pleasantly warm as they hovered less than an inch above my bare palm.

“As do I,” Arian said to the older woman.

“And… thank you, Headmistress,” I said, just as Adamine raised her arms to close the passage again, but she stopped when I spoke. “We were worried you might not… understand. Like I said, we never meant any harm. But it seems to follow in our wake.”

“Do not confuse the heart of the storm for the thing that caused it, Thomas,” Adamine informed me gravely. “I suspect the six of you, and Kell, are at the center of something rather larger than all of us realize. If you’re the sort to believe in fate, it seems ordained that you are the ones to walk this path and learn its secrets.”

“Are you the sort to believe in fate?” I asked her.

“That doesn’t matter,” she said, and she raised her arms again.

Her movements were graceful but precise. There was a harsh, sharp purpose to them, one seeming almost at odds with the fluidity of the movements themselves, and I felt like I was watching a conductor before an orchestra, someone who lived and breathed music, who understood it like a second language.

Maybe magic was a language. I was learning it, wasn’t I? Just like Relician. It just took time and practice.

I pondered this as the bookshelf re-emerged from the side of the passage, and the light in the tunnel receded and made my and Fabian’s flames seem all the brighter. I watched Kemena’s encouraging, hopeful expression, and Headmistress Adamine’s firm, severe one slowly becoming obscured by the door sliding back into place.

And, just before the tunnel entrance slid shut, just above the sound of stone grinding against stone, I managed to grasp Adamine’s final words.

“Are you?”


Chapter 5

Save for the small flames hovering above my and Fabian’s palms, we would have been plunged into pitch-black darkness. I raised my hand to try to better examine the cramped passage we all found ourselves in and quickly realized it was only a couple inches taller than me. If I tipped my head back, I could feel the top of my hair brush its ceiling.

I looked over at Zephyr and saw the tallest, lankiest member of our group had to stoop a little because of this, so his shoulders were hunched in like a sullen, reclusive teenager. Juliet wasn’t faring much better-- though she was only an inch taller than me, her voluminous cloud of red hair brushed the roof of the tunnel with every movement and sent gritty dust into her hair and face, which she blinked out impatiently.

“Come on,” I said. “We need to move.”

Juliet conjured a flame of her own and led us down the passage. As she was the only earthshaper here other than me, and therefore the only one with a decent amount of training, she was best-suited to opening the tunnel up when we reached the other end.

Beyond the entrance right behind the bookshelf in Adamine’s room, this secret passage was so narrow we could barely move around. Certainly, there was no chance of walking two abreast, so we followed Juliet in a neat little row, like ducklings.

Tessa, being the most petite of our number, could slip past us fairly easily, but even then, everyone’s backs had to be flat against the walls as we shuffled past each other sideways. She positioned herself right in front of me, with Arian right in front of her, directly behind Juliet. Behind me, I could hear Zephyr’s muttered curses of frustration as he slouched along, with Fabian bringing up the rear.

“How many secret tunnels does the University have?” I asked in a low voice, but there was so little noise in this place, it carried anyway.

Juliet-- the group’s resident aspiring archivist-- was the one to answer.

“I doubt anyone knows. They’re all pretty ancient. Some of them probably even date back to the Founder days.”

I vaguely recalled the University-- and, really, the Asterium as a whole-- had been founded by one Quentin Omisen, a man who, according to certain legends, had been able to influence all five elements.

Official records claimed he’d really been a duality-- an earthshaper and a rainsmith, which seemed pretty unremarkable by modern University standards. Earth and water were adjacent elements, meaning they were next to one another in the five-element cycle. Dualities like Juliet and Zephyr, whose elements were disconnected, were much rarer.

Either way, though, Omisen had been a war hero, and he helped to rebuild the Black World following the Calamity that had robbed the People of their magic. Indeed, he’d been one of the first people to be born with magic in the Calamity’s generations-long aftermath.

Maybe back then, a connected duality had, in fact, been seriously impressive. Back then, even one element would’ve been cause for celebration.

I couldn’t help but look at Tessa as I thought about this, and not just because she was directly in front of me, nor because we’d been making love to one another less than half an hour ago. She, uniquely for our little group, had influence over a single element. For University students, this was unusual, as more than three-quarters of students were dualities, with the occasional trinity like Kell. She’d explained to me how she sometimes felt inadequate, like she’d only been accepted into the University because of her impressive older brother.

Being connected to more than one element was certainly the more popular vision of magical prowess, though I was learning others believed a single connection to be superior. Fabian had confessed this to me the morning after I’d first come to this world. To some, being connected to a single element was seen as ‘purer’ and allowed for more focused study.

It was also the far more common situation within the general population. So maybe that was the issue-- common things were never thought of as particularly impressive.

This was all moot, though. In my eyes, Tessa was extraordinary, regardless of what elements she could and couldn’t influence. It wasn’t her magic that made her incredible, it was her mind, the way she used her magic, and her heart.

“I’ve never been down this one before,” Fabian said from behind me, and I was pulled back into our current conversation about the University’s secret tunnels.

“Really? I’m almost disappointed,” Arian drawled from in front. “I thought you’d sequestered away illicit affairs in all of them.”

“So did I,” the blond man drawled back. “I’ll have to see about rectifying that. I have a reputation to uphold.”

A chuckle rippled through our small group, just as I saw Juliet come to a stop in front of us.

“We’ll have to figure out where this is spitting us out, first,” the red-haired woman called back to Fabian. “And whose statue we’re behind.”

She curled her hand into a loose fist, doused her flame, and worked by the light of Fabian’s and mine. We all pressed our backs flat against the wall, and Arian and Tessa shuffled past us to allow Fabian and me to stand right behind Juliet. She clearly needed the light, too, which suggested this passage was much less frequently used than the others we’d so far seen.

Which, I reasoned, made sense, if it led almost directly into the Headmistress’ private quarters. Perhaps this, too, was a security measure put in place by one of Adamine’s predecessors, and I wondered how many Headmasters and Headmistresses might have genuinely had to fear for their lives.

What could have occurred within the University to incense someone to attack the Head?

Well, I knew the answer to that. I’d witnessed it personally. The Asterium didn’t like people who went against their rules, and I was becoming increasingly convinced the Head of the University was one of the few positions who might be able to resist those rules. High-ranking, with an obvious desire for knowledge. And with knowledge came questions, questions like the legitimacy of authority and of the current system.

“Thomas,” Juliet’s voice drew me from my thoughts, and I turned to look at her.

With the stark, flickering shadows cast by the flame in my palm, she looked otherworldly. Her eyes were unnervingly green, and her bronze skin was as golden as the fire itself.

“It’s heavy, I need another earthshaper,” the tall woman said, and as Fabian conjured another fire in his free hand, and I doused my own, she directed me where to stand, what to sense for, and how to move it.

“The loadstone,” she said. “You have it? It should feel… well, I don’t really know how to describe it, but you’ll know it when you feel it.”

“I have it,” I confirmed, and I didn’t know how to describe it either, really. I extended my magic, and it just sort of caught on something, like a fish hook cast out into the water, blindly searching for something to snag on.

“Good,” Juliet said. “I have the other one. Now. Copy my movements.”

I did, and together, we began to open the passage.

It was peculiar, to work in time with another earthshaper. I’d never had to coordinate my elements like this before, but it was strangely thrilling. I was one part of a greater whole, and our combined strength was far superior to the sum of its parts.

There was a care to the motions, a give and take, that once again made me think of my sister Melissa. Juliet looked nothing like her, in terms of appearance, but there was an undeniable similarity between the pair all the same, and at this moment, I almost felt like it was Melissa working with me to open this door.

I pushed these thoughts aside before the ache could settle too deeply in my chest. I’d never been close to Melissa, but we’d both made efforts recently to reconnect, and the idea I might be trapped here, beyond her forever, stung. So, I refocused on the magic and instead thought of how Adamine had managed to open the passage alone.

Was this because she had decades more skill than Juliet, let alone me, or was this because she was only connected to earth, and her ‘purer’ connection was therefore stronger?

Either way, Juliet and I moved together, and slowly, the other end of the passage began to open. A thin shaft of silvery moonlight, which looked so cold after the warm light of our flames, began to appear, and it carved through the shadows of the tunnel.

For the sake of speed, we only opened the passage partly, just enough for us all to squeeze through, and as we tumbled out, I realized we were standing in the University’s grand entrance hall, with all the huge portraits and vaulted ceilings you would expect from the term.

I hadn’t seen it at night before, and I took a moment to just stare in awe. The center of the roof was an enormous glass dome, the panels cut in the shape of an elaborate, many-petaled flower, and through it I could see the twin moons glowing against the otherwise-dark sky.

“Oh,” Fabian’s voice came from behind me. “That’s why I never noticed this one.”

I tore my gaze from the domed ceiling to see the stone Juliet was sliding back into place wasn’t some impressive statue of one of the University’s heroic alumni, but a plain, featureless wall.

“Well, if you consider where it leads, I suppose it makes sense,” I pointed out. “It’s probably best if you don’t carry out trysts in a passage connected to the Headmistress’ office, anyway.”

“I doubt I could even open it,” the blond man admitted with a shrug, and he shoved his hands into his pants pockets. “I’m not an earthshaper, and I couldn’t feel any metal in it, either. It’s not very sexy to make my would-be lover open the door for me, is it?”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said honestly.

This was a problem I had never had to think about before coming to the Black World.

“Come on,” Arian interrupted briskly, once Juliet had finished closing the passage. “We should take advantage of the fact no one’s around.”

I agreed, so I moved after the white-haired woman without comment. Under the moonlight, her hair glowed like a beacon, and I wondered for a moment if this would prove a problem, if she would be recognized by someone.

But, as we exited the University’s grand doors, which seemed to be permanently thrown open, I saw the field was entirely deserted.

It made sense, I supposed, given it was the middle of the night, but the stillness was still kind of spooky.

“Why is no one here?” I asked Fabian in a low voice, since he was the person closest to me. “That attack in the dorms was noisy. Shouldn’t people have come running?”

“You mean like, shouldn’t the Astilegis have protected us against such an attack?” Fabian pointed out, and his tone was dry but not without a slight hint of bitterness.

I wondered if this was directed at the Astilegis, but seeing as he’d never thought much of authority figures, I reckoned the true issue was how the Astilegis had felt confident enough in the fact Fabian’s father wouldn’t retaliate to the attack.

“We weren’t anywhere near the occupied dorms,” Arian said from just in front of me as she strode purposefully across the empty field. “And they could have easily used a sound-dampening spell. It’s a complex bit of magic, especially for a large area of effect, but not if you have multiple windforgers working on it together.”

“Strength in numbers,” Tessa agreed in a gloomy sort of voice, and I had to concur-- especially given Juliet and I had just worked to open the passage together.

Still, as for the gray-eyed woman’s gloominess, I reached out an arm and slung it around her shoulders, and then I pulled her into my side and planted a kiss on her cheek, which made her grin at me.

“Honestly, right now, I think we should just be thankful no one was disturbed,” Zephyr observed from Tessa’s other side. “If everyone had been woken up, we wouldn’t be able to leave campus without being noticed.”

“Good point,” I conceded as my arm slipped down from around Tessa’s shoulders to hold her hand.

We headed on foot for the huge gates that blocked off the University from the rest of the Asterium, which were thrown open, as they’d been when I’d first arrived here.

“Are those doors ever closed?” I asked as we walked through them, into the hall where the three sets of doors denoting the three branches of the Asterium were housed.

Unlike the first time, the Astilegis doors were also closed, just like the Council doors in the middle.

“The University is, at least in theory, open to all, just as knowledge should be accessible to all,” Arian explained. “They’re only closed if the Asterium is under siege, and the last time that happened was during a skirmish, over a century ago.”

As we got to the other side of the hall, which had only a single set of doors, we stopped at the threshold and looked out across the large, flat field, in the center of which was the tram stop.

My heart sank as I saw the unmistakable red jackets of a pair of Astilegis officers, clearly on guard. They both looked obscenely bored, but even from here, I could see the moonlight glinting off the polished pistols at their sides.

“Shit,” I muttered as we all came to a stop next to the corner of a building.

“That’s one word for it,” Fabian agreed in a murmur.

“Should we climb back down into the sewers?” I then suggested, only half-joking.

Fabian slanted a wry grin at me, but it slipped off his face as, on my other side, Tessa moved forward.

“That won’t be necessary,” the silver-eyed woman told me as she crossed the boundary of the shadow and stepped into the moonlight.

“Tess!” Arian’s voice hissed as she reached for the dark-haired woman, though she was much too far away to actually have a chance at grabbing Tessa and pulling her back.

Tessa took another couple steps forward, though thankfully the guards had yet to notice her. Even if they did see her, they probably wouldn’t immediately identify her as a threat. From such a distance, it wouldn’t be obvious who she was, unlike Fabian and Arian.

I could have reached out and pulled her back, but I trusted her, and I was also curious to see just what, exactly, she was planning to do. I watched as Tessa raised her hands, like she was holding something roughly the size of a beachball, and began to twitch her fingers, as though playing an invisible piano. She was staring intently at the two guards, so much so I didn’t even think she was blinking.

And then, after several moments, the pair of Astilegis began to cough and splutter. A few moments later, they staggered around and then collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

“Elements!” Fabian half-swore, half-exclaimed at the sight of the knocked-out Astilegis, and he turned his flame-colored eyes on Tessa with impressed awe. “I didn’t know you could do that!”

“What did you just do?” I asked, perplexed even though I could tell whatever had happened had been a complex bit of magic.

“I, um… moved the air out of their lungs,” Tessa explained sheepishly as the rest of us stood up and stepped out of the building’s shadow. “Just enough to knock them out.”

“You can knock people out from that distance?” I asked her and was genuinely stunned now.

“That’s impressive,” Arian agreed, with her blue eyes wide. “When did you learn that?”

“Sparring,” the silver-eyed woman answered with a shrug. “I was one of only two windforgers in my year who could pull it off, but I need to be able to completely focus, and it doesn’t work if the person I’m trying to knock out notices and fights back-- like if they hold their breath or move around too much.”

I was a little dismayed to see Tessa immediately qualify a legitimately impressive thing, like she was afraid she’d come off as boastful.

“You’re incredible,” I told her proudly, and I kissed her cheek again. “And you’ve just saved us another trip down into the sewers.”

“Absolutely,” Arian agreed.

“Can you do that?” I then asked the white-haired woman, because from what I’d seen so far, she was a similar sort of prodigy to Kell, albeit a duality and not a trinity.

“No,” she answered, and I might have expected her to sound irritated or resentful of this, but she admitted it freely. “Water was always my stronger element. But I know they’ll be waking up soon, so we should get moving.”

“Agreed,” Zephyr said, who was looking jumpy as he kept glancing around us all nervously.

I wondered if the Black World had any kind of anxiety medication, because I reckoned he would benefit from it immensely.

Regardless, we moved, headed toward the tram stop, and then continued on. They didn’t run this late at night, and even if they did, we’d risk being recognized. Anyone else on a tram at this hour was likely to be Astilegis or a University student returning from a night out, and in the close, cramped space of a tram car, we’d be easily identifiable.

So, instead, we continued walking across the field, along the tram tracks, and set a brisk pace until we reached the edge of the Asterium grounds.

Once again, at the threshold, we stopped.

“The city will be crawling with Astilegis at this hour,” Fabian warned us. “And we need to decide exactly where to go.”

Zephyr’s home was obviously out of the question. Once it became known we’d left the University, that would be the first place the Astilegis would look.

“We need to get some proper clothes, too,” Juliet added as she frowned down at herself. “We’ll attract attention, dressed like this.”

None of us were wearing the purple University jackets, at least, but at the same time, we weren’t dressed for the cold, brisk night air. Tessa and I had hurriedly re-dressed in our uniform underlayers, and the rest of our group hadn’t even had a chance to undress before the attack. This meant all of us were in the fitted gray tops and dark pants of the University. Not as eye-catching as the purple jackets, but still clearly a uniform.

I suppose it could’ve been worse. We could’ve been in our pajamas, or without shoes.

“I can handle that,” Arian said, and she raised her hands.

I felt the sensation of a very light rainfall, the barest mist of rain, settling over my face and shoulders, but when I looked, the sky was still perfectly clear.

The lack of stars was starting to get a little eerie, to be honest, so I quickly redirected my gaze to the group, all of whom suddenly looked a little peculiar.

“It won’t do anything to actually keep us warm, but it should avoid strange looks,” Arian said, and from where I was standing, it was like I was looking at her through thick, warped glass, or maybe a tank of water.

Her image seemed to shift and bend, and it didn’t settle even when I blinked.

“An illusion,” the white-haired woman said, presumably seeing my confused expression. “To anyone outside of ourselves, we look like a group of Astilegis. No one will give us trouble, provided they don’t get too close.”

“Or ask for badge numbers,” Juliet added. “Illusions aren’t good with fine details.”

“It’ll suffice,” Zephyr said firmly, more like he was trying to convince himself than us. “Astilegis can move more freely than regular citizens. But now that we have the option of moving-- where do we go?”

“How about Fabian’s?” Tessa suggested. “There definitely won’t be Astilegis poking around there. And they wouldn’t dare enter without a warrant.”

“They might be able to get one, once it becomes known we’ve left the University,” Fabian pointed out with a dubious expression.

It was strange to see the man look uncomfortable. He usually had an almost annoyingly-easy confidence about him, the sort of manner that came from having always belonged in any room he walked into.

I wondered if Kell, a genius prodigy, had had the same confidence. Was that what had drawn Fabian to him? Was that what had possibly drawn him to Fabian?

“Even if they did, they’d be sure to go through all the proper channels,” Arian said. “They can’t afford to rush procedure if a Family is involved, they’d be destroyed.”

“It probably would be a good place to hide out, at least for a little while,” Zephyr admitted sheepishly to Fabian, whose uneasiness was now manifesting as irritation.

“It’s a long walk,” he warned us with a scowl, and I could see even he knew this was a feeble attempt to dissuade us, but really we didn’t have any better options.

Even the secret room Kell had rented in that downtown tavern wasn’t viable. It was only big enough for two people, and the Astilegis might have gotten wind of our staying there two weeks ago.

No, what we needed right now was the kind of protection only generations of obscene wealth could provide.

“I don’t think my father will take too kindly to harboring fugitives,” Fabian muttered as he began to lead us in the direction of his home. “But he takes even less kindly to Astilegis. At least, I’m hoping he does.”

We made our way into the city of Asturel, and by that point, the first hazy warmth of a new dawn was edging along the horizon and with it, people. Those whose days started with the sun, like bakers and postage workers and sanitation workers. All of these people gave us, and more specifically our Astilegis illusion, a wide berth. It seemed the people of Asturel had learned to disdain, if not to fear, the color red.

And, at this point, I was hard-pressed to disagree with them.

The bigger issue were the other Astilegis, who were at first sparsely populated but grew notably more common as the dawn progressed and shifts started. Arian’s disguise, because it was covering so many people, wouldn’t hold up under close scrutiny, so Fabian had us darting down narrow pathways and stopping suddenly at street corners as we evaded the very same people whose colleagues had tried to kill us in the dead of the previous night.

As we moved, I wondered how widespread the knowledge of the attack had been. Had it been confined to our guards? Had others like Kemena abstained from participating, if not gone so far as to help us? Had officers who weren’t assigned to guard us come to join in on the attempted carnage?

I realized, as we got further and further into Asturel’s center and then began to emerge on its other side, that the Astilegis would have a perfect cover story for the new day. Rather than them attacking us, they could argue we attacked them in our escape attempts. Only Kemena Celik and Headmistress Adamine would be able to testify otherwise, and though the Headmistress was clearly formidable, could she withstand the full force of the Astilegis alone?

I didn’t want to have to find out, which made it all the more imperative to learn what the Astilegis, and indeed the Asterium as a whole, were hiding, and why they were so adamant on silencing the six of us.

Adamant to the point of killing a Family member, no less.

Fortunately, we managed to avoid being approached by civilians and Astilegis alike, and eventually we came to the other side of the city center. This side of Asturel was evidently the more affluent end, highlighted by cleaner streets, fancier houses, and a smaller Astilegis presence.

Here, Arian replaced our Astilegis disguise with one of everyday clothing and strangers’ faces, and only when we were actually coming up to the steps of Fabian’s manor did the white-haired woman fully dispel the illusion and leave us as ourselves once more.

It was curious to watch Fabian seem so unsure about himself, and he smoothed his gray shirt and brushed back his short hair, as if preening before a date. It was so unlike him, and I found it a little unsettling, but I kept my mouth shut as he threw open the doors and strode into the manor’s foyer like he didn’t have a care in the world.

We were all exhausted, but it seemed we would be prevented from seeking rest and refuge a few moments longer, because the instant we walked in, a voice called out.

“Fabian?”

The scowl was on the blond man’s face before he even turned to meet the speaker, and I looked up to see a young man, slightly older than all of us, frowning down from the mezzanine above. He kept the frown on his face as he walked over to the staircase, descended it, and finally came to stand before us all.

This, I decided, had to be Fiontan, Fabian’s older brother and the heir to the Ardere wealth and reputation.

“You don’t have to sound so dismayed to see me, brother,” Fabian drawled and confirmed my suspicions. “Elements willing, I won’t be here long.”

“And your gaggle of misfits?” Fiontan asked and raised one disapproving eyebrow in a way I imagined Arian would find impressive.

He was, like Fabian, about my height with a slender, lithe build. He might have looked graceful if not for the fact everything about him was sharp. He seemed thinner than Fabian, with harder angles. There was no round, easy smile to his mouth and no warmth to his deep amber eyes. He was paler than Fabian, but had the same straight blond hair, worn slightly longer.

“Guestright, brother, mind your manners,” Fabian remarked lightly. “It’s the least you could do, after all.”

“The least I could do?” Fiontan sounded scandalized by the idea. “The least you could do is cease your incessant crusade on entirely discrediting our family name. Do you know what people have been saying this past couple of sennights?”

“Not especially, since Father saw fit to leave me languishing in confinement, after all,” Fabian pointed out. He’d shoved his hands into the pockets of his uniform pants, and more than ever before, I saw the defensiveness of the posture. “Abandoning your blood seems rather discrediting, don’t you think?”

“Perhaps he thought it might improve your temperament. I’ve never known him to be overgenerous--”

“Neither have I,” Fabian cut across his brother coolly.

“--but it seems he was,” Fiontan finished, as if his brother hadn’t interrupted.

“Where is Father, anyway?” Fabian asked, though I doubted very much he actually wanted to face the man right now.

From what little I’d gleaned about Iagan Ardere these past few weeks, he wasn’t someone you wanted to meet without proper preparation.

“As if you care,” Fiontan scoffed. He seemed to have disengaged from the conversation already, and he waved a dismissive hand at his brother and us ‘gaggle of misfits.’ “I’m tired of this. Just try not to destroy our reputation with your idiocy. I’ve never known Father to make the same mistake twice.”

This last sentence was heavy with warning, and even though Fabian’s bored expression stayed fixed in place, I saw a hint of panic glitter in his amber eyes.

Fiontan didn’t see this, though, because he’d already turned away and headed through one of the many doors in the foyer.

“Come on,” Fabian said, once his brother was out of earshot. “We’ll go to my wing.”

“Wing?” I repeated before I could stop myself, and Fabian turned to look back at me with a confused expression.

“Yes?”

“Uh… nothing, nevermind,” I muttered. “Lead the way.”

Fabian did, and as we followed, I was forced to reconcile that my previous assessments of the Ardere Family’s wealth and status, while significant, had still been woefully insufficient.

The amount of wealth and power on display bordered on the obscene. The building itself was older and more massive than anything I’d yet seen in this world, bar the Asterium, and it was filled with all manner of rare, beautiful things, like intricate weapons, huge paintings, rich tapestries, and ancient-looking artifacts like vases.

There was a lot of glass, both in terms of large windows and in the form of elegant trinkets. I suppose this made sense, as glass was made by heating sand to incredible temperatures, so flameworkers were probably especially suited to glassblowing.

I wondered if Juliet had ever attempted it. As a flameworker and earthshaper, she was probably uniquely suited to the task.

We soon came to Fabian’s wing, of which the first room was a huge bedchamber that resembled a solarium. The entirety of one wall was glass, as well as most of the ceiling, and sunlight spilled in from all angles and cast everything in a warm glow.

My first thought was this room would probably become unbearably hot in the warm season, since it was basically a greenhouse. My second was that I would feel very exposed if I had to sleep in a place like this. But, for someone like Fabian, someone who belonged in every room he walked into, this probably had some deep psychological inference on his confidence.

“Right,” Fabian said as he threw himself across a plush couch upholstered in deep red velvet. He sprawled across it like a still life model, and his hair looked all the more golden against the fabric. “So, what do we do now?”

“We investigate the corruption within the Asterium,” I said. “We need to figure out how to perfect Kell’s spell, and we want to find out what we came close to finding. What they’re so scared of us knowing.”

“Agreed,” Arian said firmly. “They wouldn’t go after a Family member like this lightly, even one who…”

She trailed off and pursed her lips.

“Even one whose father seems not to care if he lives or dies?” Fabian finished, but his tone was devoid of malice, or hurt, or anything, really. He spoke frankly, as if we were discussing the weather. “I agree. I want to find out all the Asterium’s dirty little secrets.”

“Which means,” Juliet interjected. “We need to speak to someone who can give us a clue on where to get that information.”

“Ugh!” the blond man groaned and threw his head back. He suddenly went from elegant to petulant. “Don’t remind me!”

“You know she’s right, Fabian,” Zephyr pointed out lightly, which only made Fabian groan again, louder and more irritated.

But Juliet and Zephyr were right. We needed an inroad to the Asterium’s secrets, and that began with the Council.

Which meant we needed to speak to Jacinta Demetra.


Chapter 6

“Fine, fine!” Fabian declared with a scowl. “Rub it in, why don’t you? But, just for the record, I still don’t like this.”

“Really? You’ve been so subtle about it thus far,” Arian remarked, and the blond man shot her a glare.

He did not, however, protest.

“Maybe I should stay behind,” he told us instead, and he gave me a meaningful, almost pleading look. “I can’t imagine any of them will be interested in speaking to you all if I’m there.”

“Well, I can’t imagine any of them will be interested in speaking to us at all if you’re not there,” the white-haired woman countered.

I’d suspected much the same. Sure, the Demetras didn’t like Fabian, but he was still a member of a Family, and surely that had to count for something. Weren’t these old money, mafia-type families supposed to, like, close ranks and put aside their petty differences whenever outside forces like sociopolitical trouble or the prospect of raised taxes threatened them?

Even so, Arian’s statement surprised me a little.

“I thought you knew Jacinta,” I said to her. “Wouldn’t she be willing to see you anyway?”

“Jace herself, of course,” the white-haired woman answered. “But not in a formal capacity, and not with her sister, Briar, around. We’ll need the ears of the most senior members of the Family if we want any kind of protection.”

“Especially,” Fabian added, “since my father has proven he doesn’t much care about whether or not I’m protected.”

“You don’t know that, Fabian,” I told the man, because it pained me to see him be so dismissive of the person who was supposed to be his first and best protector. “He couldn’t have known about the attack the Astilegis were planning. He probably just thought leaving you at the University would, like, make you think about your behavior, or--”

“You don’t get it, Thomas,” the blond man cut across, and his tone was patient but threaded through with something deeper, more pained.

He sat up from where he’d thrown himself across the couch and planted both feet squarely on the floor, with his forearms resting on his knees. Then he hunched over looking… well, there was no other word for it. Defeated.

“He left me to languish in captivity,” Fabian continued in a dully resentful tone, like he still couldn’t quite believe it. “Fiontan goes on about reputation and status, but my father’s inaction will have done more to damage my Family’s status than any of my escapades. And to the other Families, it makes him look like a coward, like he’d rather bow to the Asterium’s power rather than exercise his-- their-- own.”

“Maybe Thomas is right, though,” Juliet ventured in a gentle tone, and she sat down beside Fabian and put a hand on his back, looking even more sisterly than she normally did.

I wondered, if she and Melissa were ever able to meet by some improbable quirk of magic, what they would think of one another.

“Iagan couldn’t have known about the attack, and even now, it’s not publicly known,” the tall woman continued. “Once it comes out, I’m sure you’ll see he does care about you. About his family, in both senses.”

“Perhaps if I’d done him the courtesy of actually being killed by the Astilegis, you would be right,” Fabian told her with a grim, sardonic smile. He then sat up straighter and looked at me with a fierce, determined glint in his flame-colored eyes. “But my self-pitying can wait. We need to speak to the Demetras, and I see your point, Ari. They’re not going to let a bunch of strangers speak with their matriarch, not in these uncertain times. University professors are being murdered, students attacked in their beds!”

He said this last part with a theatrical franticness, and I took it as a good sign that Fabian was, at least a little, returning to himself.

Arian clearly did, too, because she rolled her eyes, but there was an unmistakable fondness in the gesture.

“Besides…” The blond man stood up and raised a hand to sweep his hair back, and he momentarily looked like the picture of a moneyed, pampered heir. “If I come along, they at least have an easy culprit if someone needs to be blamed for something.”

“You are so very blamable,” Tessa agreed with a grin, and Fabian stuck his tongue out at her but was clearly not actually offended.

“Though,” I then said, and I couldn’t help but frown slightly. “Even if we can get the Demetras to see us, what’s to say they will even want to help us? Like, I know the Families are supposed to dislike the Asterium, but Jacinta still works for them. What if she’s been brought in on their plans. What if the Demetras have been… I dunno. Converted?”

“No,” Arian told me frankly, and I looked at her and expected an emphatic explanation of Jacinta’s personality, maybe her loyalty or her commitment to justice, but I forgot I was speaking with Arian, who was above all else, ruthlessly practical. “She’s Family. She doesn’t trust the Asterium as far as she could throw it, and that goes both ways.”

“The only reason Jacinta is working as a clerk is because she wants to know what the Asterium is doing, and the only reason they hired her is because the Asterium wants to know what the Families are doing,” Fabian agreed.

“Plus, it looks good to the People, having the Families and Asterium at least pretending to get along,” Arian added. “It makes it look like even the Families are wise to the power the Asterium holds.”

Fabian then crossed his enormous room to throw open a pair of double doors. I’d been expecting some kind of bathroom, or lounge with a hearth and some books. Instead, it was filled with clothes.

“That’s your closet?” I asked incredulously as Fabian stripped off his gray University overshirt and threw it aside without bothering to look where it landed.

I briefly wondered if the Ardere Family had some kind of servant staff.

“If we’re meeting with Demetras,” Fabian said without directly addressing my question, “I need to look my best. Come on, there should be stuff in here that fits you, too, Thomas.”

His back was a smooth, flawless expanse of tawny skin, and for some reason, this surprised me. I reasoned I must’ve been expecting some kind of blemish, like a scar or a birthmark. Some physical manifestation of his supposed ‘imperfection’ to his father. Instead, he looked the same as any normal twenty-something guy.

I stepped forward and into the enormous closet that, upon closer inspection, looked bigger than my room back home. There were rows and rows of finely-made clothing-- shirts, pants, coats, jackets, waistcoats, even shoes.

A lot of it was red and orange with accents in gold, which I supposed made sense for the so-called Family of Fire. I’d learned over the past couple weeks that the Five Families social influence was in part because of their powerful connections to the elements. Most of the members had influence over only a single element and believed their magic to be stronger, purer, because of it.

This, I knew, was just another reason why Iagan Ardere was so disapproving of his younger son. Fabian, unlike the rest of his kin, was a duality.

The blond man ran a hand across one of the rows of clothing and then plucked something down and shoved it toward me.

“Try this,” he said, and I saw I’d been given a loose, flowing, linen shirt under a stern, formal-looking black jacket with a high collar trimmed in gold. The slightly-militaristic cut reminded me of the University and Astilegis jackets.

Fabian skimmed through several potential ensembles for himself and settled on a dark burgundy jacket and an off-white shirt. Then he rustled up a set of cloaks for us all to wear, gave hooded ones to Arian and Juliet to cover their conspicuous hair, and kept one for himself to hide his face.

I looked at my reflection in the mirror once we were ready, and I couldn’t help but think I was looking back at Kell. Not for our similar faces, though that was definitely part of it, but for the clothing, the way the stiff jacket made me stand tall and proud, the way the cloak settled around my shoulders in an almost lordly way.

“Oh,” a soft voice said at my side, and I turned, expecting to see Tessa, but was instead met with Arian, whose expression looked mildly shocked.

“You… look more like Kell in those clothes,” she said, which didn’t really surprise me. “But… not. It’s strange. The more you look like him, the bigger the differences seem in comparison.”

“Will I fool the Demetras?” I asked her.

“That depends,” she said. “Do you want to?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted with a frown, and I looked around at the others. “What do you think?”

“I think you should go with the twin story you told Adamine-- before you came fully clean, that is,” Fabian said with a shrug. “It’s true enough, without being an outright lie.”

“So… I’d be Thomas Tamsen?” I asked.

“Why not?” Tessa asked, and she smiled up at me kindly. “You can say you’re estranged, which is why you don’t know much about Kell’s recent life here, other than the fact he’s missing. And I’m sure the Demetras won’t pry too much.”

“I can’t see why they would,” Arian agreed. “Kell met Jace a couple times, through me, but they never really spoke about family. Not his, anyway.”

“Kell wasn’t one for that kind of talk,” Zephyr said, and a soft chuckle rippled through the rest of the group.

I’d heard that exact phrasing several times by this point, and it was clearly some kind of in-joke, though I had yet to figure out exactly what the joke was.

Once everyone was satisfied with our new clothing and semi-disguises, we headed out. Time, as Arian pointed out, was of the essence. Fabian led us through the winding streets of the finer districts of Asturel, and I found I felt we were approaching the Demetras home before anyone actually told me we were.

There was a shift in the air, like the breeze became just a little cooler, a little fresher. The grass around us seemed literally greener, the flowers more lushly blooming, and the buildings’ stonework was tidier or more elaborate. All hallmarks of master earthshaper crafting.

“People tend to cluster around the Families,” Arian explained in a low voice. Evidently, she’d caught me looking around. “Fire families like to be near the Arderes, earthshapers near the Demetras, and so on.”

“Why is that?” I asked, and the white-haired woman shrugged.

“Like calls to like,” she said after several moments. “People are comforted by the familiar. The known. And most people can only wield one element, so there is little reason to spread across multiple districts.”

“I had no idea Asturel was so… cliquey,” I said in surprise.

Arian opened her mouth to respond, but she was prevented by a voice off to the side that caught both of our attentions.

It was partly the voice and partly because both its speaker and listener were dressed in the scarlet leather jackets of the Astilegis. Clearly, they were just a pair on patrol, but their uniforms were designed to be eye-catching, maybe as a deterrent to any nearby would-be criminals.

“--escaped,” one of them said with a snort. “Slippery bastards.”

“I suppose it must’ve not gone to plan,” the other one remarked in a wry tone, like they were discussing some vaguely-amusing joke.

And, for some reason, I became instantly convinced it was about the six of us.

I shook my head, told myself not to think like that, not to be so paranoid, but the Astilegis’ next words dashed this reasoning entirely.

“You know,” the second one said, “I heard someone actually joined them.”

“What?” the first one asked and sounded legitimately shocked. “Really? Who?”

“Who do you think?” the second one challenged with a scoff. “Celik, who else? Soft-hearted bitch.”

“Traitorous bitch,” the first one corrected in a disgusted voice. “She’s always been a pain in Themis’ ass. Maybe now he’ll finally do something about her.”

“Who says we have to wait for him?” the second suggested in a grimly amused tone. “The University lot didn’t.”

My blood was boiling. How many Astilegis had known about their planned attack to murder me and my friends in our beds? Because from the sound of this, it felt like all of them. And when their plan had failed, they were talking about it like a mild irritation, like some sick little joke of theirs.

I wanted to punch them out, consequences be damned. I wanted to make them take back the hateful words they’d said about Kemena, who was the undeserved sole credit to their entire organization.

A hand on my wrist made me look down. The first thing I noticed was my clenched fist was steaming, and I forced myself to breathe out slowly and relax a little.

The second thing I noticed was that the hand belonged to Arian.

“It’s not worth it,” she warned me gravely.

“I know,” I admitted with a nod. “Just… Fuck. They really think like that? Two-thirds of the University becomes like that?”

“I’d like to think they’re a minority, but it doesn’t sound like it, does it?” the white-haired woman agreed in a grim tone.

“You okay, Thomas?” Tessa then asked, and evidently she must have seen or overheard part of our conversation or the Astilegis’, because she looked a little concerned.

I rustled up a smile, which wasn’t too hard when it came to Tessa, and I reached out to take her hand.

“I’ll be just fine,” I promised her. “I just didn’t realize how shitty the Astilegis were until now.”

“Fabian likes to rail against authority for authority’s sake, but I think he may have a point with the Legis,” the dark-haired woman agreed in a diplomatic tone as she twisted her hand and threaded her fingers with mine.

This improved my mood immensely, and we continued on our way toward the Demetras’ home, far out of earshot of the two Astilegis.

“Hey, at least they didn’t notice the six of us,” Tessa pointed out as we walked, and I had to admit, this was a relief.

Either they hadn’t been told to look for us, or they suspected we were still somewhere within the University.

Or maybe they just didn’t give a shit about their jobs. It wasn’t like they’d been stopping people in the street to check under hoods, and we’d walked right past them.

We moved deeper into the earthshaper ‘district’ of Asturel, and I realized, even by the affluent standards of this area of the city, there was a lot of money here.

“Just how rich are these people?” I asked Tessa and Arian in a low voice.

“Pretty rich,” the white-haired woman answered frankly. “The Demetras are the richest of the Families. When Asturel was first founded, and the Families rose to prominence, the Demetras mined jewels. They were effectively the coffers of Asturel. Some argue they still are.”

“No wonder Jacinta was able to get a job as a clerk at the Council, then,” I said, because even if she was only passing along memos, a clerk stood to overhear a lot of sensitive information, the sort of information I couldn’t imagine the Asterium would want the Families to hear.

Someone’s pockets had to have been very nicely lined.

“Is it wise, though?” I then asked. “Having so much of the city’s functioning in the hands of so few? If the Asterium controls the law and education, and the Families control the economy, what happens to the People? I mean, we already know the Asterium is corrupt somehow.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Tessa said. “To root out that corruption.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But will that be enough?”

It seemed to me that any form of authority with this level of power, coupled with seemingly no oversight, would inevitably become corrupted again. Maybe not right away, but a couple generations down the line would lead to entitlement, greed, and, well, corruption.

But I pushed these thoughts aside for now. Our first order of business was dealing with the current rot within the Asterium and figuring out how to bring Kell back.

After that, we could look at radical upheavals of the government or whatever.

A few moments later, we came to a large pair of elegant, ivy-wrought gates, flanked by a pair of large, muscular men dressed in green uniforms. Each of them had a pale pink peony embroidered on the left breast-- or, whatever counted for a peony in the Black World. Presumably, this was the crest of the Demetra Family.

“State your business,” one of the men said in a disapproving tone as he and his associate frowned down at us all.

“None of that will be necessary, gentlemen,” Fabian assured them as he lowered his hood and stepped forward with a swagger and a smile. “This is Family business.”

The two men’s frowns deepened, but after a few moments’ hesitation, they stepped aside, pushed open the gates, and allowed us to walk through. One remained by the gate, and the other escorted us through a lush, verdant estate that put even the earthshaper gardens in the University to shame. It felt more like a botanical garden than the estate of one of the most powerful Families in this world.

As we pressed through the vegetation, a manor soon came into view. It was every bit as old and grand as the Ardere manor but seemed to be as much plant as stone. Boxes overflowing with colorful flowers were perched outside every window, baskets hung down from the roof of the porch over the front doors, and vines wound around columns and crept up walls.

In particular, I noticed many more peonies, which further confirmed they were a symbol of the Demetra Family.

At last, we arrived at the front doors to the manor, and we were handed off by the gate guard to the pair standing in front of the doors. I missed most of their hushed conversation, but it involved a lot of pointing and gesturing to Fabian.

Luckily, whatever the details, we were granted entry to the manor, and the gate guard returned to his post while one of the pair at the front door led us inside.

The interior of the manor had just as much of an overwhelming scent of flowers and plants as the outside, and even more windows than Fabian’s wing. It made sense, given plants needed light, but the entire building felt like a solarium or a massive greenhouse, and I tried not to let myself look too awed as we were led down a long corridor whose entire left wall was enormous windows.

At the very end of the hallway was a pair of dark mahogany doors, each engraved with the peony again. I watched as the stern-faced guard raised a hand and rapped twice, and a moment later, a woman’s voice called from inside.

“Yes?”

“You have visitors, my Lady,” the man answered. “They claim to be friends of Miss Jace. And… one of them is the Ardere boy.”

He cast a glance at Fabian as he said the last part, but it was too quick for me to see if it was disapproving or just confused.

There was a very long pause, and for a moment I worried we would be refused entry and sent back to the drawing board, but at last, the woman’s voice answered.

“Very well, Hadley. Send them in.”

The doors opened, and we were greeted with what happened if you crossed a library with a greenhouse. All the walls were either entirely glass or lined floor to ceiling with books. Sunlight streamed in from the slanted glass roof, and plants were abundant-- in pots, creeping up the outer walls, and overflowing from hanging baskets.

The floor of the room was stone flagons, but they were cut with such flawless precision that they were perfectly square and perfectly flat.

And, in the center of it all, was the Head of the Demetra Family, Briar Demetra.

My first thought was she was younger than I’d been expecting. I’d heard ‘matriarch’ and imagined a middle-aged woman, mid-forties, maybe older. But this woman was barely thirty, with large, angular eyes the same rich brown as her hair, which was pulled up in an artfully messy kind of bun. Her skin was a pale tawny shade, and she was dressed in a loose, burgundy robe that sat low on her shoulders and showed off the large, pink peony tattoo on her right shoulder that spread over her right collarbone and up the side of her neck.

It was an impressive piece of artwork, especially the way the colors blended to look almost eerily realistic.

Lady Briar sat primly in a chair, with her hands folded neatly on her lap, and looked at the six of us. Her expression was utterly inscrutable, which was more than I could say for the towering man in black standing right beside her with his hands behind his back and a stern frown.

“That will be all, Hadley, thank you,” Lady Briar said to the man who’d escorted us in.

He bowed deeply while pressing his right hand over the peony crest on his uniform-- over his heart-- before he turned and left.

Lady Briar then turned her dispassionate gaze on us.

“Lady Briar,” Fabian began. He spoke in a ruthlessly polite tone, the sort that only came from being drilled on decorum since birth. Then he stepped forward, bowed deeply, and pressed his right hand over his heart just like Hadley. “You honor us with your indulgence.”

“Mister Ardere,” Lady Briar replied in a neutral tone, and she inclined her head, affording him what was presumably the barest minimum required respect. “Have you come to apologize for your poor conduct? It is sorely overdue.”

I couldn’t have missed the bright red blush on Fabian’s cheeks if I’d tried.

“I… of course,” he said carefully. “I am truly, deeply sorry for how I acted, and for how things between Kaede and I… ended. It was unbecoming of me, of him, of our respective stations. I showed careless disregard for his feelings, treated him poorly, and I understand no words can undo that pain, but I hope my actions in the future will demonstrate my honest regret and penitence.”

Lady Briar daintily rested an elbow on the arm of her chair and propped her head on her hand as her index finger tapped at her cheekbone. I couldn’t tell if this was a considering posture or an impatient one.

Fabian only raised his head when he’d finished speaking, and I found my eyes darting between the two, not wanting to miss a moment.

“You remember Hollis?” Lady Briar then asked, and she moved her head so she had a hand free to gesture to the dark-dressed man at her side.

He was easily a couple inches taller than me, with an athletic build-- wide, muscular shoulders and narrow hips. Everything about him was pointy, from the tufts of light blond hair sticking out every which way, to the sharp lines of his face and shoulders.

“I do,” Fabian said politely, and Hollis didn’t react at all, not even a nod.

He just looked at us all like a silent sentinel. His reddish-amber eyes were angular and narrow, which exaggerated his suspicious, scrutinizing expression. Under a sharp nose, his mouth was a grim slash that matched the scar running across his face from above his right eyebrow to under his left eye.

I couldn’t imagine him smiling.

He was obviously some kind of personal bodyguard, but for the head of the richest Family in Asturel, I suppose such precautions were necessary.

I wondered if he’d ever killed someone on Briar’s orders. Not to save her life, but because she told him to. He certainly had the look of a fixer.

“Good,” Lady Briar said, and then she turned her gaze from Fabian and settled it on Arian, who she greeted in a much warmer tone. “Ari, it’s good to see you again. Though your choice in friends remains… questionable. Did you want to speak to Jace?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Arian answered.

I noticed she didn’t bow as deeply as Fabian, but then she wasn’t in the Demetras’ bad books. When she straightened, she opened her mouth to speak, but for the first time since I’d known her, she hesitated.

The moment stretched into two, then three, and I realized Arian had no idea where to begin, or how. Never mind the complexity of our situation, there were certain things we couldn’t reveal, for their safety and for our own.

When Arian continued to be silent, I stepped forward, bowed quickly, and spoke.

“We believe there’s corruption in the Asterium,” I said frankly. “We’ve made targets of ourselves, so no one will speak to us, but we were hoping Jacinta might know something.”

Lady Briar’s eyebrows raised slightly, and I couldn’t tell if this was because I’d spoken out of turn or because of what I’d actually said.

“You must be the Tamsen boy I’ve heard so much about,” she remarked. “The trinity?”

“In a manner of speaking… my Lady,” I said and decided to err on the side of polite caution. “My name is Thomas. Kell is my twin. And… he’s currently missing.”

“Missing?” she repeated as her eyebrows shot even higher. “How did the University lose its prized student?”

“Let us speak with your sister, and we’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” I answered as politely as I could.

I spread my hands as I spoke, wanting to appear open and unthreatening, though I doubted anyone or anything could threaten this woman, certainly not with glowering Hollis at her side.

“Tell me, and I’ll see about fetching my sister,” Lady Briar countered, with just the vaguest hint of amusement to her tone.

Apparently, my attempt at a bargain had been funny to her, but I didn’t feel like she was laughing at me. If anything, I was being humored, considered.

So, I answered. I told her everything I knew would be safe to tell, such as Professor Dolos trying to kill us and how we had killed him in self-defense. I told her about the Astilegis launching a targeted attack on us only last night, and how we’d only escaped because one of their number had come back to help us. How we’d escaped the University with the aid of Headmistress Adamine, and what I’d heard the Astilegis pair saying in Asturel as we’d made our way here.

Lady Briar’s comely face had twisted into a mask of pure disgust by the time I’d finished, and she shook her head with disappointment.

“And here I believed my opinion of the Legis could sink no lower,” she remarked with distaste. “When Jace insisted on attending the University, it was on the condition that she never join their ranks. Our late father forbade it.”

“Lord Celyn was a wise man, my Lady,” Fabian said, and he didn’t sound like he was sucking up. He sounded genuinely apologetic for her loss.

Even so, Briar shot him a sharp look. Evidently, she was not yet convinced of his sincerity.

“All of this to say, I am sympathetic to your plight,” she continued as she surveyed the rest of us, with notably less scrutiny than she did Fabian. “But, as with all deals of substance, I am not in the habit of giving something for nothing. Least of all to an Ardere. If you wish to hear what my sister has to say of her time alongside the Council, then the six of you will owe me a favor. A significant one.”

“Naturally,” Arian said. “What sort of favor do you have in mind?”

“At this point, I cannot say,” Lady Briar replied with a graceful shrug. “But know that when I have need of your services, you, Fabian Ardere, will be honor-bound to fulfill it, no matter what.”

Fabian looked at her for a long time, and I wondered if he might actually refuse and insist we figure things out another way.

But then he stepped forward and bowed once again, with a hand on his heart.

“I accept your terms, my Lady,” he said in a perfectly neutral tone that gave nothing away.

And, for the first time, I saw the barest hint of a smile on Briar’s face.

“You’re not entirely without sense, then,” she mused. “Though I can’t imagine your father will approve of your being indebted to a Demetra.”

“I’ve found my father cares little for the situations I find myself in,” Fabian replied, in the same even tone.

“Hm.” Lady Briar’s pursed lips, and the terse hum suggested she knew more about this than she let on. “Well, rest assured, I will ask nothing of you that would compromise your honor. That’s not the Demetra way.”

The unspoken half of that sentence, ‘unlike the Arderes,’ hung heavier in the air than if she’d screamed it.

Fabian was clearly irritated at the idea of being indebted to a rival, and I realized then that for all his railing against his father and brother, all the bad blood between them, he did genuinely care for his Family and their reputation.

I was beginning to wonder if they weren’t worth it, though. If they weren’t worth him.

“Then we have a deal, my Lady?” Fabian asked.

“We do.” Lady Briar nodded. “Now. What is it you want to know?”


Chapter 7

“Well,” I said. “Chiefly, we’d like to speak with Jacinta, if that’s okay.”

“Of course,” Lady Briar said graciously, and as she gestured with one hand for us to sit, she turned to the towering, glowering man at her side. “Hollis? Would you fetch Jace?”

“Of course, my Lady,” Hollis answered, and he bowed deeply, with his hand over his heart, and then left the room quicker and quieter than I would’ve expected for a man of his size.

I decided then and there to never get on his bad side.

As Hollis left, I noticed Arian was watching him with a strangely concerned expression, and when she saw me noticing, she flushed a little.

“I know, I know,” she said, as if this was somehow a subject that had been trod many times before. “He can handle himself.”

I blinked at her. “I’m sorry?”

The white-haired woman looked confused for a second but then seemed to realize something.

“Oh! Of course, you don’t know.”

“Don’t know what?” I asked her.

“Caleb,” she said. “Hollis, that is. He’s my cousin.”

“He is?” I asked, and I looked over at the door he’d exited through with wide eyes. “I didn’t see much resemblance. Maybe in your winning smiles.”

“Hey,” she said as she nudged me, but she was also smiling.

“Mother’s side, I take it?” I then asked as I grinned back at her. “Since you have different last names.”

“Our mothers are sisters,” Arian confirmed with a nod, and in doing so, gave me another single piece of the vast puzzle of the Black World’s upper classes.

Fabian had mentioned Arian’s own family, Constantine, were decently high-up, though not on the level of the Five Families. I suppose it made sense, then, for Hollis to exist in the same circles, even if it was as a bodyguard rather than being the center around which everyone else revolved.

“Strange he didn’t say hello to you,” I then remarked with a slight frown, and Arian shrugged.

“I have a lot of cousins, we’ve never been especially close,” she said. “And besides, he’s always been extremely professional. Takes his work very seriously.”

“Oh, no, even by his standards, that was aloof,” Lady Briar interjected. She seemed vaguely amused by the concept, though, like she knew something we didn’t, which she probably did. “You’ll have to forgive him, Ari. Things have been… stressful, as of late.”

“Stressful how?” Tessa asked politely on my other side.

I could tell at a glance she wasn’t especially comfortable here. This was a higher section of society than either she or Zephyr were used to. Frankly, I could sympathize.

“You’ll permit me my reticence, on that front, I’m afraid,” Lady Briar answered, and she drummed her fingertips on the arm of her chair while looking thoughtful. “Words have a way of getting out, no matter how trusted the ear. And I am as yet unsure if it relates to your own problems, or is entirely separate.”

“Are you in danger, my Lady?” Fabian asked. “Or your family?”

Lady Briar raised another ego-shriveling eyebrow at the blond man, but when she spoke, at least, her tone was perfectly pleasant.

“With the likes of Hollis, we couldn’t be safer,” she assured us all.

And then, as if he’d been waiting for some kind of cue, there was a knock at the door, and Hollis came in with a young woman following shortly after.

Like Briar, this young woman was fair-skinned, with reddish-brown hair and angular eyes. Unlike Briar, those eyes were a deep, muted green.

“Ari! Zephyr!” the woman said when she walked in, and she rushed over to the white-haired woman looking pleasantly surprised.

Arian rose to meet her, and the pair embraced.

“It’s good to see you, Jace,” she said when they parted, and Jace threw a warm smile over in Zephyr’s direction, which the tall man returned. “I’m sorry it’s not under better circumstances.”

“What circumstances would those be?” Jace asked as her delight turned to concern, which then turned to slight distaste when she caught sight of Fabian, who’d been sitting on Arian’s other side. “Oh.”

“Nice to see you, Jace,” Fabian said in a faintly sheepish tone.

“Hm,” she replied with narrowed eyes before turning back to Arian. She put a hand to her throat, and I saw she wore a silver pendant around her neck in the shape of a peony. “I think I’ll want the full story, won’t I?”

She took a seat on a chair beside her sister, and Hollis resumed his post just behind. Then we explained, for the second time, how we had all come to be sitting in front of them.

Jace listened in focused silence, and I could immediately see why Arian liked her so much. There was an intensity to her gaze, a genuine curiosity as she listened. There was no doubt she was paying attention to what we were saying, almost drinking in our words, and the gears of her mind were clearly turning as she tried to reach the end before we told her.

“You think there’s corruption within the Asterium,” she said when we were finished, and she leaned back in her seat, where previously she’d been sitting forward, with an elbow on her knee and a hand to her chin in rapt focus. “Let me save you further investigation-- there is.”

She spoke flatly, almost dismissively, and strangely, the feeling that flooded through me in that moment was not a grim disappointment but a relieved kind of giddiness.

Maybe it was because we were being believed, and hopefully, from there, we could work to change things.

Plus, if Jace also believed there was something up with the Asterium, if the Demetras also had their reservations, it hopefully meant we could trust them. Maybe not with everything, maybe not with the true story of how I’d come to be in the Black World. But we still had more than enough with Dolos, his strange notebook, his quick pivot to try and kill us, and now the Astilegis’ attack.

Arian had said as much, how Jace and anyone in the Five Families wouldn’t trust the Asterium as far as they could throw it, but it was still a relief to hear it directly from them.

“What makes you say that?” Arian asked her with a similarly focused, curious expression as when Jace had been listening to us.

“I’ve… seen things,” Jace said vaguely. “Heard things. Conversations will suddenly stop when I enter the room. Things will be shoved under papers, people will speak in… codes. Avoiding mentioning certain details or names in my presence. I know I’m only a clerk, but even so, it seemed… strange.”

“Your name precedes you,” Fabian said knowingly.

He was sitting very tidily on the couch, where normally I would’ve expected him to be slumped down with his arms folded. He looked extremely uncomfortable, and I knew for a fact it had nothing to do with the couch cushions, because they were, in fact, very nice and soft.

“Put simply, yes,” Jace agreed, and I was a little surprised, as well as slightly encouraged, to see her directly acknowledge him, though she didn’t so much as look at Fabian as she spoke.

I tried to imagine how I would behave in the presence of someone who’d broken my sister’s heart. Would I ignore them? Curse them out? Warn them never to go near her again or I’d punch them? Melissa was older than me, and we’d never been super close. I couldn’t even fathom what it would’ve been like for my twin. The closest to that I had was Kell, and I barely knew him.

And, from what I’d seen and heard, he didn’t seem like the type to have his heart broken. If anything, he was the one doing the breaking.

“I’m glad we don’t need to convince you something’s up,” I said to Jace as I pushed thoughts of broken hearts aside. “But is there anything more specific you could point to? Some kind of lead, so we know where to start?”

“The Asterium is vast,” she told me. “The Council may seem small, with its nine members, but they are propped up by hundreds of advisors, clerks and assistants. I am but one face in many. A well-known face, perhaps, but still merely one in a tide.”

“So, you think the corruption is too vast to conquer?” I frowned. “Or do you mean we could probably start anywhere and find something?”

“One doesn’t preclude the other,” she pointed out. “And in all the centuries since the Calamity, the best we’ve been able to do is rise to prominence alongside the Asterium. We’ve never yet had the capacity to topple it.”

I, personally, was of the opinion that if the Families were the ones to take down the Asterium, what would rise in its place would probably not be much better. Better that task fell to the People themselves, like the Graves and Juliet and Arian, and people like Fabian and Jace and Lady Briar could help provide support.

“Maybe it’s not meant for you, then,” I said, in as polite a tone as I could manage. “Maybe that duty falls to someone else.”

“Maybe,” Jace agreed, and her expression was utterly inscrutable. If there had ever been any doubts that she was Briar’s sister, this single expression put them all to rest. “Do you believe yourselves to be that ‘someone else?’”

“There’s only one way to find out, really, isn’t there?” I answered. “Tell us where you think we should start.”

“At the beginning,” she said plainly. “Like all things.”

She shifted in her seat then and fixed us all with a faintly coy smile.

“When I was in my second year at the Asterium,” she continued. “I read a peculiar book, about a ‘secret society’ within the Asterium’s history. Understandably, I became fascinated. Both because of the intrigue such a society engendered, but also because I had yet to hear of such a thing. Its secrecy had been well-preserved, even down the centuries.”

“A secret society?” Zephyr echoed with a frown. “I’ve never heard of that. Never even heard the suggestion of that.”

I only remembered when the tall man spoke that he would’ve been in the same year as Jace, and I wondered how close they’d been. Evidently, not close enough for her to tell him of the strange book she’d found.

“Exactly,” Jace said. “Neither had I, until that moment. The tome was so ancient, I was forbidden from taking it from the Archives. So, I brought up the subject with my tutor, and he said he knew nothing of such things. He dismissed it, almost at once, with no more concern than a comment about the weather. And, a few days later, when I decided to re-read the book, the archivists told me no such book existed in their records.”

“They removed it,” I said.

“They erased it,” Jace corrected me emphatically. “It wasn’t just gone from their shelves, they’d removed any record of its mere existence. According to their sheets, I hadn’t looked at any texts that day. They insisted I had to be mistaken and tried to make me doubt the soundness of my own mind.”

I wondered if the concept of ‘gaslighting’ existed in the Black World. If it didn’t, it was probably about to.

“I eventually decided to put this aside,” Jace continued. “But, in the wake of this strange incident, I began to wonder if knowledge was being deliberately suppressed, even obfuscated, within the University-- an institute, supposedly, founded in direct opposition to such ideas. As time passed, I became more and more convinced there was some kind of conspiracy within the Asterium, so I used my name to get a job as a clerk within the Council.”

“Did you honestly expect that to work?” Fabian asked without derision. “I mean, we both know the Asterium doesn’t trust our lot any more than we trust them. Did you expect them to forget where you came from?”

“No, but it allowed me to get closer than if I hadn’t tried at all,” Jace answered coolly. “And, true, as a Family member, I don’t trust the Asterium on principle, but mark my words-- this felt different. Darker. More sinister.”

“How so?” I asked her.

“I heard more rumors about this supposed society,” she said. “Nothing concrete, of course, but the… the way it was spoken about. Specific words or phrases coming back, over and over. I truly don’t believe they would be so secretive about something if it really was just a rumor, if it didn’t somehow hold some kind of power, even just the power of an idea. And, the more I pressed, the more I heard these specific phrases, the more convinced I became there is a sort of… script high-ranking members of the Asterium-- those privileged enough to know about such an organization-- are meant to follow.”

“How many?” Arian asked with a frown.

“Everyone I spoke to,” the other woman replied. “I don’t know exactly how prolific this… ‘script’ is, but I’d say more know about it than don’t. And… recently… there was something else peculiar that gave me pause.”

“Peculiar how?” Fabian asked.

He’d leaned forward in his seat by now and was watching Jace with an intense expression. It said a lot that there was no trace of irritation on her face, how she seemed to be genuinely shaken by what she was about to tell us.

“I am a clerk for Councilmember Vered Adalstan,” she told us slowly. “A few sennights ago, I brought him his messages, as I always do when I walk into the Council in the morning. It was a perfectly ordinary-looking stack of letters, except for one in the center. I didn’t recognize its seal.”

“Is that… unusual?” I asked and decided it was better to risk a strange question than be left in the dark about something apparently so important.

“I’m a Demetra, Mr. Tamsen,” Jace said as she looked up at me, and her mouth was set in a grim line. “Every family in Asturel knows my Family crest, and it is my job, both by my name and my position, to know every bloodline old or influential enough to have an official crest, every personal seal of the individual Councilmembers and their offices. I should have been able to identify that seal from the barest glimpse. The color of the wax, the shape of the design stamped in… Instead, I was at a complete loss.”

She seemed legitimately shaken by this but was doing a good job of hiding it, even though I still didn’t really understand. Sure, she was from a rich Family, but so what if a couple seals slipped her mind? There were probably hundreds.

“And Councilmember Adalstan,” Jace continued as her brow furrowed. “One look at that seal, and a change came over his face, the likes of which I’ve never seen before or since. He turned pale and stopped talking midway through a sentence. He looked… well. Ill. Like he’d suffered a terrible shock. And he ordered me to leave the office while he read it.”

“Does he often do that?” Juliet asked with a frown. “You are, to be fair, only a clerk.”

“I am, but he’s never made me leave the room before,” Jace replied. “Not even while writing letters to his various paramours. He’s asked me to consult once or twice, you know. Tested a couple romantic phrases on me, asked which sounds better. Believe me, Adalstan is not a secretive man. Well. Except for his wife, I suppose.”

I was surprised to hear a small chuckle from Lady Briar, and I wondered for a moment what the Black World’s attitude to infidelity was. Having multiple partners was apparently unremarkable, but I suppose hiding certain partners from others, lying about where you’d been, that was probably looked down upon everywhere.

“He let a Demetra know about his extramarital affairs?” Arian asked and sounded surprised.

I had to agree, this sounded like some prime blackmail material to hand to one of the Families.

“I doubt his wife would care, even if she did know,” Jace said with a shrug. “She might know already, I’ve never asked. She’s too busy with her own paramours, for one. But this is beside the point-- Adalstan, in some capacity, trusts me. At least, enough to read both personal and professional correspondence in my presence. I never have cause to go to the other side of his desk, anyway, so I only ever see the back of the page. And, from what little I could tell, this letter, the one with the unfamiliar seal, was short.”

“That doesn’t bode well,” I muttered.

Short, unfamiliar letters were just inherently suspicious and ominous.

“It doesn’t,” Jace confirmed. “When he told me to come back in a few minutes later, his face was even more changed than before. Gray. Somber. He didn’t speak to me the entire morning, not one word. And normally, he’s excessively chatty.”

“I wonder why you decided to clerk for him,” Fabian remarked, and Jace shot him a look.

“He’s an earthshaper, as you well know,” she said tersely. “The chattiness was just a… useful perk. But the point is this-- I’ve never seen a letter have such an effect on him. I have never been told to leave the room while he reads. And I have absolutely no clue what that seal was.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” I said to her. “That’s all super weird, but it’s not, like… hard evidence of something being wrong. Maybe he just has, like, gambling debts or something. It could be entirely unrelated to the Asterium.”

“And normally, I would be inclined to believe you.” She nodded. “But indeed, that’s the entire point. They destroy any evidence. When I returned to the office, Adalstan had already burned the letter, seal and all. I saw the ashes in his trash can and could still smell the smoke. He’s not a flameworker-- he went to the trouble of setting a fire to burn the letter immediately. The Asterium is the law. It is enforcement. Whatever it says is, and will be, and has been. There is no hard evidence, only shadows on the wall. We cannot hope to catch a glimpse of this conspiracy, and so we are left to surmise its appearance only from the shadow it casts.”

A small chill ran through me when she finished speaking, and I found myself hard-pressed to disagree.

This was all incredibly suspicious.

I looked over at Lady Briar. She was the head of the Family, after all. If anyone was privy to snippets of secrets and whispers of conspiracies, surely it would be her, and when I looked, I found her lovely face had turned grave.

“Perhaps,” she said slowly, “that shadow has already fallen across our Family.”

“How do you mean, my Lady?” Arian asked.

“Our late father, Celyn,” the tattooed woman answered in a sober tone. “His passing was sudden and, as you know, recent. I… we have long held suspicion it was not entirely natural.”

Fabian sat up ramrod straight in his seat.

“You think someone might have killed Lord Celyn?” he asked while looking horrified.

“Father was healthy,” Jace said grimly. “And we have the funds to access the best healers in the world. And yet, he didn’t improve, not even slightly.”

“Our father had not fully prepared me for the role of matriarch,” Lady Briar added. “He had every reason to believe he had at least another decade in him yet, so of course he had not fully apprised me of his every secret. But, in light of his passing, we’ve come to suspect one of those secrets might have been his undoing.”

Hollis had shifted forward slightly and taken one hand from behind his back to rest it on the back of her chair in an unexpectedly concerned posture. Only now did I notice he wore black leather gloves, and his right forearm and wrist were covered by a vibrant tattoo of red and pink peonies.

“You think he knew something about the Asterium?” I asked the two women. “You think they killed him?”

“His dislike of the Asterium was stronger and better-known than most,” Jace answered. “He was incredibly reluctant to send me to the University, even though all the Families have sent all their children there for generations. I had to fight to get him to let me attend. So, I wondered if somehow he heard those same whispers, if he knew which ones held truth and where they pointed. It’s just a question of how they managed to sicken him so.”

“I…” The first word came out of my mouth, but none followed. I was at a loss. Finally, I managed, “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” Lady Briar said graciously. “Though the best way to show your condolences would be to ascertain if our suspicions are true.”

“Believe me, we’ll do our best to find out what, exactly, is going on within the Asterium, and whether they’re to blame for your father’s passing,” Arian assured them in a firm tone.

Then she rose from her seat, and the rest of us followed suit, but Briar raised a hand, and we stilled.

“You’re all clearly exhausted,” she said flatly. “Past quarrels or not, guestright must be honored, and it seems the six of you are in particular need of protection, am I correct?”

“You are, my Lady,” I admitted.

It was, after all, part of the reason we’d come here.

“Then make yourselves at home,” she told us. “Eat, rest, and keep us informed of your plans. You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

“Technically, we haven’t,” Fabian said. “Being attacked by Astilegis isn’t very conducive to a peaceful night’s sleep.”

“Hm, well,” Lady Briar said, and she pursed her lips again. For all her generosity, it was still clear she didn’t think much of Fabian. His name might have gotten us through the door, but it seemed to be Arian’s connection to the Family keeping us here. “You will find no Astilegis here, at least. Now, come, it’s almost time for lunch. You can sleep once you’ve eaten.”

Lady Briar rose in a swirl of dark burgundy silk and swept toward the door. The sleeves of her robe fell almost to the floor, and I wondered if this was her sleeping gown, or if she always wore long, flowing robes. It certainly helped to make her look regal.

Hollis walked immediately behind Lady Briar, with his hands tucked behind his back once more, and we all followed behind. Jace brought up the rear, as if she didn’t trust Fabian not to hang back and steal an ashtray or something.

In this procession, I half felt like I was being marched to the gallows, but I forced myself to remain calm. Arian knew these people, and they liked her. I had no reason to be suspicious of them. It was probably just because we’d badly misjudged the last person we’d trusted with our story, but at least this time, we’d kept the most damning part to ourselves.

“Why help us?” I asked Lady Briar as we walked.

I had to lean quite far to the side to speak around Hollis, and he didn’t seem to care that he was blocking me in the slightest.

From a certain point of view, I suppose it was his job.

“Besides having a favor from an Ardere, I mean,” I continued. “You like Ari well enough, but you don’t know the rest of us.”

“Do you not trust me to be altruistic, Mr. Tamsen?” Lady Briar asked as she glanced back at me, and amusement flitted across her face.

“Honestly, not really,” I said.

No one this rich got to be this rich out of the goodness of their hearts.

“I admire your candor, if not your tact,” the tattooed woman remarked. “Quite simply, my Family stands to gain something if you take on the Asterium. Specifically, all of the benefits, and none of the risk. In return, I grant you sanctuary in my home. Is that not sufficient?”

“More than,” I answered, because at least now, I knew exactly where her priorities lay.

I was more than happy to let the Demetras play the part of the distant benefactors, if it meant we were able to take on the Asterium.

And, just like Briar had said, if anything went wrong, she had a convenient person to blame in Fabian.

When we entered what was the manor’s dining hall, which was made up of the same large windows and abundant plant life as the rest of the building, I noticed there was already one person sitting at the long table. A young man, with reddish-brown hair and muted-green eyes. He looked so much like Jace, it was immediately apparent he had to be her twin brother, Kaede.

I felt Fabian stop dead at my side, and before anyone had a chance to comment, I’d looped my arm through his and was pulling him along, as Zephyr did the same on the other side. We half-guided, half-dragged Fabian to a seat at the table, several people away from Kaede, and the two young men very pointedly did not look at one another.

“We have… guests?” he asked his sisters in what I thought was an impressively polite tone.

“Arian and her friends have encountered a spot of trouble with the Astilegis,” Lady Briar explained as she settled into the seat at the head of the table.

Immediately, servants began to set dishes in front of us all, many of which were some kind of fruit or vegetable. I wondered if the Demetras grew their own food. Probably not personally, but did they have a vegetable patch on their grounds?

“We’re housing them so they don’t get murdered,” Jace added in a casual tone, and then she nudged Arian. “Pass me the carrots?”

We ate, and while the food was excellent, the conversation was anything but. Between our recent discussions of the possible murder of the former Demetra patriarch, and the metric ton of awkwardness between Kaede and Fabian, it felt like none of us could get out fast enough.

“Are… are you Kell?” Kaede asked me after about five minutes.

“No,” I said, and when I did, I noticed the green-eyed man seemed almost relieved.

This confused me for a second, until I remembered my conversation with Fabian at that run-down tavern across town. How Fabian had kind of been in love with Kell. Was that what had caused his relationship with Kaede to fall apart so spectacularly?

Kaede certainly seemed to think so, because while he still didn’t so much as look at Fabian, he was noticeably brighter toward me.

“Kell’s my twin,” I told him. “And he’s gone missing. We think the Asterium had something to do with it. And it seems we’re not the only people with Asterium-based grievances at the table.”

“Please, no business talk during meals,” Lady Briar said.

“Oh, don’t be like that,” Kaede said to his older sister with a frown. “I’m just asking.”

“And I’m ‘just’ saying, we don’t discuss business while we’re eating,” the tattooed woman replied firmly. “You shouldn’t be discussing business at all, frankly.”

“Me?” Kaede demanded. “I’m the same age as Jace.”

“Age is not the point here,” Lady Briar said, and her tone developed a hint of coldness to indicate this was not up for debate. “No business at the table.”

And, with that topic of conversation soundly put down, we finished the meal mostly in silence, broken only by the occasional polite comment about the food, or questions between Arian and Jace as they caught one another up on recent events not related to the conspiracies and murder.

Fabian and Kaede did not look at one another the entire time. In fact, they didn’t acknowledge one another in the slightest, other than Fabian’s brief moment of panic at the start. Only once we’d been dismissed and had been led to a guest room of sorts by Jace did the subject even come up.

“Really,” Arian said as she narrowed her blue eyes at the flameworker. “How did you manage to screw things up with Kaede that bad? He wouldn’t even look at you!”

“Please,” Fabian groaned as he laid back on the bed, with his hands pressed over his face. “Remind me of how thoroughly I fucked it up.”

“He used to look at you like you hung the moons in the sky,” Juliet remarked in a sad tone.

“Better for him that he realized I don’t,” the blond man sighed as he rolled onto his side to face the wall, which hid his face from all of us. “The higher the pedestal, the more destructive the fall.”

There was something in his tone that made me feel uneasy, and I looked over at Tessa, who had a worried expression on her face. We held one another’s gaze, but then she shook her head, and I had to agree.

Now was not the time to press that subject.

Instead, though it was only midafternoon, the six of us decided to get some rest, as Briar had advised. We were all dead on our feet, and the large meal hadn’t helped. I wanted nothing in the world so bad as a nap.

Though the room we’d been given was far from glamorous-- it seemed to be some kind of unused servants’ bedroom, as it contained six single beds-- the beds themselves were surprisingly comfortable. I laid there, in the middle of the left-hand row of three, with Fabian on my right, facing the wall with the door, and Tessa on my left. Directly opposite me was Arian, with Juliet on her left, and Zephyr on her right, opposite Tessa. With one long arm, he reached out and closed the blinds over the window, which plunged the room into near-total darkness, despite the sunny day outside.

For several minutes, no one spoke. I half expected them to have already nodded off, and I was most of the way there already, when a voice spoke in a half-whisper.

“It would be insidious if the Asterium really did have a hand in Celyn Demetra’s death,” Juliet murmured. “He was one of the most powerful men in the world, how could they have gotten close enough?”

“Obvious,” Fabian scoffed. “They have ears everywhere. And hands. The Astilegis knew they wouldn’t face retribution for abandoning their posts, maybe someone in the household staff feels the same way.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Tessa muttered in a small voice. “That’s awful, to feel unsafe in your own home.”

“It is, but that doesn’t mean it’s not possible,” Fabian said. “The Asterium would stand to gain a lot if powerful Families like the Demetras either came under its influence or disappeared entirely. They-- we-- are the only ones who have the potential capacity to replace it.”

“I guess it makes sense she has Caleb with her all the time,” Arian murmured. “Especially after Celyn died, and she became the new head.”

“She must trust him a lot,” I said to the white-haired woman. “Hollis was the only one in the room with us while we were speaking with Jace.”

“Yeah…” Fabian then remarked in a low voice. “You’re right, he was.”

“Don’t, Fae,” Arian said sharply. “Don’t even think it.”

“I know he’s your cousin, Ari,” the blond man said, and I could practically see him rolling his eyes. “But I’m just saying, that means he has more opportunities than the other servants, and he must know things none of the others do, too. Be able to access places none of the others can.”

“The Hollis family have been close friends and loyal servants to the Demetras for generations,” Arian said flatly.

“Maybe so,” I interjected. “But that doesn’t mean one of them can’t be jealous. Being servants, seeing all that wealth up close but never being able to touch it, that’s got to grate after several generations. Maybe one of them decided to capitalize on that status to advance themselves.”

“You’re all ridiculous,” Arian huffed. “Caleb would never do that. He first started guarding Briar when she was officially named Celyn’s heir, that was over a decade ago. Why wait until now?”

“Fabian was just looking at all the possible angles, Ari,” Tessa said in a gentle tone. “So will we, if we want to figure out what the Asterium’s doing.”

“I know, I know,” the white-haired woman sighed. “But we don’t need to start suspecting everyone like that. We’ll turn against ourselves and splinter apart if we do. And the Asterium will be all the stronger for it.”

“She’s right,” Zephyr agreed. “Don’t be naïve, but don’t look for betrayal where there is none.”

“Shadows on the wall,” I muttered as I thought of what Jace had said.

This conspiracy was so well hidden, we were chasing shadows. And if we weren’t careful, we’d be fooled by the shape it cast into throwing blame on entirely the wrong subject.

The Asterium was playing this smart, so we would need to be even smarter.

This was the last thought in my mind as I drifted off to sleep, surrounded by five sets of deep, even breathing, but it felt like no sooner had I closed my eyes than I was jerking awake again. My eyes flew open, and I sat upright in the narrow bed as I looked around through the shadows.

“Thomas?” a voice whispered. “Is that you?”

“Arian?” I whispered back. “You okay?”

“I’m a light sleeper,” she said. “I think… I think I must’ve heard something. Did you hear anything?”

“Not consciously,” I answered as I shoved back the blankets and turned to plant my feet on the cool, hardwood floor.

It was clearly nighttime now, probably the wee hours, since we’d all gone to sleep in the middle of the afternoon. In front of me, in her own bed, Tessa was still fast asleep.

I’d learned over the past couple weeks that there was very little that could rouse her from her slumber. She slept like the dead.

“Do you think something’s wrong?” I then asked as I turned to Arian.

Her hair stood out even in the dark, and the neat bun and the braids on either side of her head were mussed from tossing and turning in her sleep. For some reason, I found this curious. I’d had it in my head that she would sleep perfectly still, like a soldier. Or a vampire.

“I don’t know,” she muttered.

“You don’t think Lady Briar went back on her word, led the Astilegis to us?” I asked.

Even as I said it, it sounded ridiculous, but the last time I’d tried to fall asleep, I’d wound up in a fight for my life. I reckoned I was within my rights to be a little jumpy.

“No,” Arian said at once. “She wouldn’t do that. It would be violating guestright, for one, and I’m sure she was telling the truth when she said she’d help.”

“Then what?” I asked.

“No idea,” she said. “Maybe we should go and look.”

In lieu of a better idea, I agreed, and on bare, silent feet, the pair of us slipped out of the servants’ room and into the hallway. Cool moonlight streamed through the large windows and cast everything in a bluish-white light, and for several moments, everything seemed at peace.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, something moved.

“There,” I hissed as I pointed with one hand and grabbed Arian’s shoulder with the other.

I turned her toward the flicker of movement, and I saw her pale-blue eyes widen and her lips part in shock.

“Elements…” she muttered. “They-- that person’s wearing a cloak. Why?”

“You tell me,” I said. “Could it be someone returning from an evening out?”

“Unlikely, the closest exit is that way,” the white-haired woman replied, and she pointed behind us, toward the spiral staircase leading down to the ground floor and the servants’ exit from the manor.

“So… did someone break in?” I asked, and unease began to rise inside my chest at the mere thought of it.

“Elements, I hope not,” Arian whispered. “Do… do you think we should follow them?”

“I mean, it can’t hurt, can it?” I asked and looked at her with an unsure expression. It was strange to see it mirrored on her own face. “If they’re not doing anything wrong, it’ll all be fine.”

“Right,” Arian agreed with a shrug, and so, the two of us began to creep down the hallway as we followed the cloaked figure.

The figure was moving with a furtive briskness, like they knew they were doing something wrong, and this more than anything had me convinced this person was not meant to be here. I found myself moving quicker, eager to catch up to them, to not miss a moment of what they were doing, and in my haste, I forgot to consider the most important thing about following someone down an old hallway.

Old floorboards creaked.

I put my foot down on one plank, and the slow, whining creak of hardwood seemed louder than a scream in the still night air. I cringed, even as I yanked myself back and darted into the nearest patch of shadow.

Arian did the same as the figure whipped around, startled by the noise.

And then, to my horror, I saw them draw a long knife.

“They’re armed?” I mouthed to Arian beside me, and she shook her head, at a loss.

Neither of us dared speak aloud, even in the tiniest whisper. As I watched the figure peer, scrutinizing, into the shadows, I didn’t even dare to breathe.

But, eventually, it seemed they were satisfied, and they turned back to face the direction they were heading in and continued down the hall.

“Where are they even going?” Arian muttered as we slowly crept out of our surreptitious little shadow and resumed our pursuit. Then, a couple moments later, she apparently answered her own question. “Oh, fuck.”

“What?” I asked in a hush. “What?”

“We’re in the family wing,” she hissed. “Look.”

She pointed to the nearest door, and I saw, plain as day, a brass plaque had been screwed into the mahogany door. It read ‘Jacinta.’

Something cold dropped into the pit of my stomach.

“What does that person want with the family wing?” I asked in a horrified tone as Arian and I moved to catch up to the figure, who had rounded a corner.

It didn’t matter if we creaked on floorboards now, but these ones, presumably because they were in much more frequent use, and more importantly, were used by the Family, were utterly silent as we moved.

“I don’t want to know,” Arian muttered back to me as we pressed ourselves to the wall by the edge of the corner.

I could smell jasmine and water lilies from how close we were, the first time since we’d been crammed next to one another on the tram, mere minutes after we’d first met.

But these thoughts were shoved aside as we both slowly leaned our heads around the corner, just enough to get a view of the figure, who had come to a stop beside a door.

“Whose room is that?” I asked.

“Who do you think?” Arian whispered back, and her voice was tense with unease. “We passed Jace and Kaede’s rooms.”

And just as she said it, we saw the figure reach for the doorknob, twist it open, and slip into Lady Briar’s bedroom.


Chapter 8

Something cold shot through me, and I turned to look at Arian with wide, horrified eyes.

Without waiting, without speaking, both of us leaped into action at the same time.

There was no time to debate and no point in debating, anyway. A dark-cloaked figure had just entered Lady Briar’s room in the middle of the night, to attack and most likely kill her.

As Arian and I rushed toward the door, almost racing one another in our haste to reach Lady Briar before it was too late, I wondered why Hollis wasn’t present. Surely a personal bodyguard, or a guard of some kind, ought to have been posted outside her door? How had that person even gained entrance to the manor?

I decided all of these questions could be answered after we stopped them, whoever they were.

Arian and I burst into Lady Briar’s room, half charging through the doorway, half tumbling across the threshold. I launched myself blindly toward the first flicker of movement I noticed, and my arms encircled the warm, solid body of the intruder as I tackled them to the floor.

“Argh!” The figure let out a stunned cry.

No doubt they hadn’t anticipated being noticed, and it was only a stroke of luck that they had been. Whatever noise had caused Arian and I to wake, I didn’t even know if the intruder had been the one to make it.

“Down!” I ordered the intruder roughly as he and I brawled in the darkness.

“What is the meaning of this?” Lady Briar’s furious voice cut through the gloom.

“Stay back!” Arian warned her.

“Get off me!” the intruder roared, and I felt hands try to lock themselves around my throat.

I batted them aside and managed to pin one hand down to the floor under my knee as I raised my own hand and sent a surge of magic through the room, willing it to find and light each available candle.

As it turned out, there were a lot, and a warm, golden glow embraced the room and revealed the face of the cloaked person I was brawling with.

My heart dropped into my stomach when I realized who it was.

Hollis.

“What the fuck?” I demanded, but I didn’t slacken my grip and didn’t stop trying to subdue him.

My own uneasy comments about how the Hollis family might have grown tired of being servants came to mind, and I found there was no satisfaction or relief in learning I’d been correct.

“What are you doing?” Lady Briar snapped. “Get off him!”

This caught me off guard, and I looked up sharply to see the Demetra matriarch glowering down at me.

Ordinarily, I would’ve expected a woman to look vulnerable when dressed in a white nightgown, with her hair loose, but despite these things, Lady Briar looked as formidable as she had in her greenhouse-parlor room.

“What are you two doing?” she reiterated as she clutched a silky green robe around her shoulders.

“My Lady,” Arian said as I continued to struggle against Hollis. I’d managed to wedge my forearm against his throat, not strong enough to choke him out, but preventing him from speaking, at the very least. “We saw someone skulking around the hallways and discovered it was Hollis. He’s armed, he means you harm!”

“No, he doesn’t,” Lady Briar scoffed. “Mr. Tamsen, this will be your final warning-- get off him.”

Before I could either heed her order or refuse it, there was another terrific crash as two more people burst into the room, a pair of green-uniformed guards with pistols in their hands and peonies over their hearts.

“Oh, perfect,” Lady Briar muttered, and she put a hand to her temples with a sigh and then spoke in a clear, curt voice. “Everybody, put down your weapons, now!”

The guards sheathed their pistols at once, and I finally let go of Hollis. As soon as he had his hands free, he roughly shoved me away, and I half-staggered to my feet and almost crashed into Arian as Hollis stood up, too.

“No one is being attacked,” Lady Briar announced flatly. One of her hands was rubbing at her temple while the other hand settled on her hip, like an exasperated teacher surrounded by toddlers. Now that she was no longer clutching the green robe around her, I could once again see the top of the peony tattoos on the right side of her neck. “Hadley, Cornel-- out.”

“Of course, my Lady,” the two guards muttered, and they hurriedly showed themselves from the room.

Even so, I could see the wide-eyed expressions on their faces and knew they were definitely going to tell this story to everyone else in the Demetras’ employ as soon as possible.

Once the two guards had closed the door to Lady Briar’s room, she turned her glower on Arian and me.

“You had both better have excellent excuses as to why you burst into my private rooms and attacked my right hand,” she said coolly.

“Ari already told you,” I said. “We heard a noise and went out into the hallway to see what it was, and we saw someone creeping around in the dark. We thought he was going to attack you!”

“Why by the elements, would you think my personal protector would attack me?” Lady Briar demanded.

“We didn’t know it was him at first, and he’s armed!” I exclaimed. “We saw his knife!”

“I’m a bodyguard, I’m always armed!” Hollis snapped back.

“Then why were you prowling around in the middle of the night with a cloak on, cousin?” Arian demanded as she folded her arms and fixed the blond man with a cool look.

To my surprise, Hollis didn’t have some irritated retort. Instead, he pressed his lips together and seemed to be clenching his jaw, and I saw the faintest traces of a red flush spread across his cheeks and the tips of his ears.

I realized what was going on a half second before Arian did. And, when it clicked, the white-haired woman’s curt demeanor withered into something weary and faintly disappointed.

“Oh, elements,” she groaned tiredly. “You… idiot!”

“I don’t remember asking for your opinion,” Hollis growled, but it lacked the venom his previous words had held, like he knew he didn’t have a leg to stand on.

“Suffice it to say, Hollis had my express permission to enter my room,” Lady Briar said in an impressively dispassionate tone.

I gave her this much-- it took a lot to throw her off balance.

Even so, it was obvious she was absolutely furious, and I cringed and hoped this wouldn’t fall too hard on Fabian’s shoulders. He’d had absolutely nothing to do with Arian and my fucking up, but I couldn’t be sure the Demetras would see it that way. In some ways, they seemed almost eager for an excuse to go after him.

“I’m sorry, Lady Briar,” Arian said in an earnest tone. “It was simply… after everything we’ve dealt with over the past few days, and after what you and Jace said about Lord Celyn’s death possibly being intentional, we just…”

“We thought someone had come to hurt you,” I said frankly. “And, really, your bodyguard sneaking around darkened hallways with a cloak on is pretty suspicious-looking.”

Lady Briar folded her arms and fixed me with a cool look.

“Don’t push it,” she told me flatly.

She then eyed Hollis, and there, I saw it. The way the lines of her body seemed marginally less tense, the tiny curl of her lip. And, in turn, the way the foreboding man’s gaze softened when he looked at her, and how his reddish eyes lingered for half a moment after she turned away.

“For what it’s worth, I am sorry,” I told her with a shallow bow of my head. “We didn’t mean to cause a scene. But we honestly thought you were in danger.”

“Well, then I suppose I should thank you both for how quickly you leaped to my aid,” Lady Briar conceded, still with her arms folded. “Though I would’ve expected a little more caution from you, Ari.”

“In my defense, it didn’t look like we had time to be cautious, my Lady,” the white-haired woman pointed out. “All we knew was an armed man had let himself into your unguarded room.”

“Ari!” Hollis muttered, like an older brother trying to surreptitiously scold a younger sister.

Arian shot him an unintimidated look.

“We’ll let ourselves out,” I said to Lady Briar and decided it would be better for everyone if Arian and I vacated the room as quickly as possible.

She and I both turned to leave, but we stopped at the sound of Lady Briar’s voice.

“Arian, Mr. Tamsen… Thomas.”

It wasn’t so much what she said, but the tone in which she said it. Less the stern, authoritative matriarch, and more a young woman whose family had recently suffered a terrible loss. We both stopped and turned to look back at the Lady and her bodyguard, and I was surprised to see an uneasy expression on Briar’s face. Like she was uncertain, maybe even a little pained.

“Don’t tell Jace or Kaede,” she said to us. “It would be… please.”

She spoke the words awkwardly, like she wasn’t used to saying the word ‘please’-- and, to be fair, she probably wasn’t. But it was clear she was speaking honestly.

“We won’t, my Lady,” I told her graciously. “I think it’d be best if we all just… forgot about what happened tonight.”

“On that, Mr. Tamsen,” the tattooed woman said, with just the barest flicker of a smile on her face, “I think we agree.”

Arian and I let ourselves out into the hallway, and to no one’s surprise, Hadley and Cornel were standing sentinel on either side of the door. They both watched us closely as we headed back down the hallway to the room our friends were sleeping in, and I felt the weight of their gazes with every step.

It was only when we’d rounded three corners and were absolutely, definitely out of earshot that I dared to speak.

“I guess that explains why Briar didn’t have guards posted outside her door,” I remarked in a slightly wry tone.

“Indeed,” Arian agreed. “Who needs them when you have a guard inside… your room?”

Her voice caught at the end, like a record skipping, and I turned to her as my eyes widened.

“Was that a joke?” I asked with exaggerated shock. “Did I just hear Arian Constantine make a dirty joke?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, we were discussing guard rotations,” the white-haired woman announced blandly and refused to look at me.

She continued not looking at me, and I continued looking straight at her, until she finally caved and met my gaze. And the moment we looked at one another, we both descended into uncontrollable giggles.

“Her face!” Arian gasped as she tried to muffle her laughter and only partly succeeded. “Oh, elements-- Caleb, too!”

“I imagine that’s gonna make the next family reunion a little tense,” I noted with a grin.

It was partly because of the funniness of the situation, and partly because I’d never heard Arian giggle before. I honestly hadn’t been sure she was capable of giggling. She barely laughed, and I’d only ever heard her laugh once before.

“I wonder how long the two of them have been involved,” I continued.

“Oh, I’d say months, if not years,” Arian remarked, and she chuckled again. “I always knew he took this job seriously, but not like this!”

The fact remained, secret lovers or no, Hollis still looked like he could kill a man in about fifteen different ways with just one hand, and I wasn’t eager to test this theory out. For this reason, I managed to eventually stifle my amusement, and Arian did, too, so by the time we returned to our room, aside from the occasional grin, we were both back to normal.

Inside the servants’ room, we found none of our friends had stirred since we’d left. Arian and I each made our way back to our respective beds, but after all the excitement of the last few minutes, and the fact we’d gone to sleep in the middle of the afternoon, it probably wasn’t all that surprising that neither of us could sleep.

“Thomas?” Arian whispered through the darkness.

“Yeah?” I answered as I looked over toward her bed.

Only the tiniest bit of light was needed to make her hair stand out starkly against the shadows, like a firefly, or a glowworm.

I decided not to voice this aloud, mostly because I didn’t think Arian would appreciate being compared to a bug. Also, I didn’t actually know if those kinds of bugs even existed here.

“Have you… did…” Arian faltered, and I just about managed to make out her form sitting on the bed opposite me.

She’d drawn her legs up to her chest and had wrapped her arms around them.

“… have you heard from Kell?” she finally asked.

“No,” I admitted with a guilty pang, even though I couldn’t imagine anything I could’ve done differently. I didn’t know how to astral project, but that hadn’t stopped Kell from reaching out to me before. “But that doesn’t have to mean anything.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you?” Arian asked, not accusingly, but in a way that made it clear she couldn’t believe it herself, much as she might have wanted to.

“A lot’s happened,” I said. “He could be working toward some kind of solution in my world, just like we’re doing here, or maybe whatever magical bullshit Dolos tried to pull made the connection harder to broach. But if all I’ve heard about Kell’s intelligence and resourcefulness is true-- hell, even if only half of it is true-- then I’m gonna hold on to hope. And you should, too.”

I didn’t tell her how I, too, worried in dark moments about whether there was even still a Kell to worry over, if some horrible fate had befallen him-- or even something cruelly ironic like being hit by a car. I wanted to believe I would’ve felt, in some way, if something bad had happened to him. Whatever connected us across these worlds, whatever caused us to change places with one another and share the same faces, I wanted to believe it mattered.

Headmistress Adamine had asked if I was the sort of person to believe in fate, and I supposed I was.

I had to be.

There was a long silence, so long I half wondered if Arian had managed to find sleep, but then her soft voice came through the darkness once again.

“Has Tessa told you the story of Sylvanus?”

“Who?” I asked politely as I answered her question with my own.

“He was an adventurer, long ago,” Arian explained.

Her words were soft and came easy, and I remembered the first night we’d slept in the same room, the room Kell had secretly rented in that tavern across the city. I remembered Arian telling me she found it easier to speak with me when it was dark, and she couldn’t see my face.

I wondered if this was still true.

“Like, a real person, or a culture hero?” I asked.

“Real, though I imagine some of his exploits have been embellished over the centuries,” the white-haired woman admitted. “When he was a young man, he left his beloved home and set out into the world, because he wanted to help anyone and everyone he could. He traveled for years, slew monsters and fought villains, bringing peace and prosperity wherever he went, and lived a fulfilling life. But, when his adventures were over, and he decided he wanted to return home and settle, the place he found was unrecognizable to him-- as was he to it.”

“That’s… sad,” I said and was a little surprised. “He gave his whole life, and he became an outsider from the place he loved for it?”

“The stories say he managed to find other homes, in other places,” Arian said. “He was welcomed everywhere, but it didn’t change the fact he no longer belonged in his home. And I can’t help but wonder if all of this, our quest to stop the Asterium… it’s necessary, of course, but what if, when Kell comes back, we don’t recognize each other? What if, in our efforts to save him, we become strangers?”

“Ari,” I said gently. “The only constant in the entire universe is change. But that doesn’t mean the people you care for stop caring about you. If they really, truly matter, your bond will withstand change. Grow stronger for it.”

“I hope you’re right,” she said, and I saw her imprecise, shadowed form lie down in her bed and pulled the blankets over herself. “It feels like so much has changed already.”

Sleep came slowly after that, but it did come. The next morning, sunlight streamed into the room, and Arian and I exchanged silent, furtive looks but otherwise gave no indication as to what had happened the previous night.

Not long after we woke, Jace came to our room to offer us clean clothes. Fortunately, Celyn Demetra had been as tall and lanky as Zephyr, and I was of a similar build and height to Kaede. Juliet was a little tall for Briar’s wardrobe, and Tessa a little short for Jace’s, with Arian somewhere between the two, but they all managed, and it was a relief to be in clean clothes, especially in ones so fine as these.

“Much better,” Jace announced when we all presented ourselves for her inspection. “You’ll turn far fewer heads if you’re not all dressed alike, too.”

“It won’t get us into the Council, though,” Fabian noted. “They know our faces.”

“I suppose an illusion spell is out of the question?” I asked, and he shook his head.

“The entire Council is drenched in illusion-dispelling magic,” Arian explained. “Even Omisen himself couldn’t conjure up a disguise in there.”

“Well, after what Jace told us, we have to see what Adalstan knows about all this,” Tessa said frankly. “Maybe we could lure him out?”

“If Adalstan suspected anything needed his attention outside the Council, he’d send me,” Jace said, and she pushed her long braid back over her shoulder. “Quite simply, he has people for that. And if he did leave, it wouldn’t be without at least two guards with him.”

“Guards can be persuaded to leave their posts,” I said mildly, and I felt Arian’s blue eyes on me and tactfully decided not to meet her gaze.

I was sure to break out into another fit of laughter if I did.

“Not Council guards,” Jace told me firmly. “They’re the elite of the Astilegis, the finest officers its ranks have to offer.”

“That’s not saying much, though, is it?” Fabian drawled sardonically, and Jace rolled her eyes.

“Brutes and thugs they may be, but they could still take you down, three to one,” she said. “A University student with a few sparring techniques under their belt is nothing by comparison. Now, come on, maybe you’ll have more sensible ideas once we’ve had some food.”

She led us all down to breakfast, which I was in no way prepared for. The lunch yesterday had been blisteringly awkward just with Kaede and Fabian’s mess, but now there was a whole other layer with what Arian and I had witnessed between Briar and Hollis.

I could only hope the Demetra matriarch was as good at keeping her cool with her siblings as she had been with her guards.

Lady Briar looked the same as she had the day before, dressed in a flowing burgundy robe, the only difference being she wore a peony blossom in her hair, as well as the ones inked on her skin. Hollis looked as if nothing of note had happened at all as he stood slightly to her right and behind, with his hands clasped behind his back and his expression sternly unreadable.

No wonder their ruse had gone undiscovered for months, if not years, because neither of them gave even the slightest whiff of embarrassment or awkwardness as Lady Briar greeted us all warmly and invited us to sit. She didn’t even snag her gaze on Arian and me.

“I trust you all slept well?” she asked us all.

“We did, and it was sorely needed, my Lady,” Fabian answered politely. “But it’s a new day, and we have the same problems as before.”

“Maybe it would be worth trying to identify the seal on the letter you saw, Jace,” Tessa suggested as she reached for a jug to pour herself a drink. “How much do you remember of it?”

“Enough, I think,” the Demetra woman answered, and her brow creased in thought. “I’m no great artist, but I can give it a go.”

“Is there anything else you remember?” Zephyr then asked, in a strangely gentle tone. He had a knack for sounding brotherly to just about everyone. “Maybe who sent the letter, or who dropped it off?”

“I didn’t get a good enough look,” Jace admitted. “Not at the words, anyway. It was blank on the outside-- most communications within the Council are, as each member has their own slot for messages to be placed in. And, of course, there was no return address.”

“There has to be something, Jace,” Ari pressed earnestly. She had sat down beside her friend and now placed a hand over Jace’s in encouragement. “Even a single word, just a fragment of… of something.”

Jace pressed both of her hands to her temples, and as she did so, I found she looked startlingly similar to how her older sister had looked last night.

“Nothing about the letter,” she sighed at last in frustration. “But… maybe…”

“Maybe what?” I asked eagerly.

Any lead was better than nothing, especially if it would allow us to avoid confronting Adalstan directly at the Council. There was certainly no way we’d get in, especially since it was now clear the Astilegis had orders to kill rather than capture.

“I don’t know,” Jace muttered as her face screwed up. “I could be mixing things up, but… whenever I asked about that secret society, and I was always shut down, I heard… whispers afterwards.”

“What kinds of whispers?”

I was surprised to hear this question came from Lady Briar, who seemed genuinely surprised there was a tidbit of information in this that had so far passed her by.

“Not every time,” Jace said. “But… sometimes I heard hushed discussions. And… I caught a name. Arethusa.”

A shocked intake of breath went around the table, but I wasn’t among them.

Arethusa… the name sounded vaguely familiar, and it took me several seconds to realize why.

“There’s a statue of Arethusa, in that abandoned lab building,” I said with a frown. “How does she relate to this? She was a famous University graduate, right?”

“Yes and no,” Juliet told me while looking uneasy. “Tanwen Arethusa is a revered graduate, and she lived over a century ago. But she had a family. Descendants. And… well… her last descendant, or at least, the last descendant bearing her name, was Conleth Arethusa. He attended the University, too, and… he died. In his final year.”

The tall woman looked at me meaningfully, and then it actually clicked.

Conleth Arethusa had been the student who’d died in that lab building. The building that had been left untouched, abandoned, not as a memorial, but as a warning.

A warning, Fabian had explained, about what happened when you didn’t listen to the Asterium’s rules.


Chapter 9

“Wait…” I said slowly. “What does the death of a University student have to do with the Asterium’s corruption? You don’t… do you think it wasn’t an accident?”

“I have no idea,” Jace said simply. “All I know is the name ‘Arethusa’ followed any mention of this secret society. I don’t know if Tanwen Arethusa founded it, or Conleth Arethusa discovered too much.”

“One thing’s certain, at least,” Arian announced in a grim tone. “We need to go back to the University. Investigate that old building where Arethusa died.”

“Back to the University?” Fabian gasped. “We just escaped from there!”

“True, but I think Ari’s right,” I told the blond man. “Like Jace said, we’re chasing shadows on the wall. Any inkling of a lead, we need to follow. Speaking of which, Jace, do you remember anything more about that seal you mentioned? On Adalstan’s letter?”

“Hold on a second,” the brown-haired woman replied, and she got up and went to an end table in the corner of the room, where she opened a drawer and pulled out a piece of paper and a writing utensil.

She returned to the table and spent a few minutes sketching something out.  Then she passed the paper to Juliet and, when the tall woman unfolded it, I peered over to see a rough, circular sketch of some kind of crest.

“It’s not perfect,” Jace admitted. “I don’t remember every detail, but I’m confident this is most of it. It’s not like any family seal I’ve ever seen before, though.”

“No, it isn’t,” Juliet agreed with a frown. She then turned the paper toward the rest of our group. “I don’t recognize this. Do any of you?”

“No idea,” Fabian said flatly, and I could see the unease in his expression.

Like Jace, he was a Family member, so he should have been able to identify any family’s crest at the slightest glance. The fact that he couldn’t clearly didn’t sit right with him.

“Me, neither,” Arian agreed, and she cast Jace a dubious glance. “Do you remember what color it was?”

“Deep green,” she said. “Muted, with a tinge of blue. Like moss.”

“So, if it belongs to any family, it’s likely an earthshaper bloodline,” the white-haired woman remarked, still with a dubious expression on her face. “But still, that’s useful. Thank you, Jace.”

“I take it, then, that the six of you will be taking your leave?” Lady Briar asked in a mild tone. She was regarding us all with only faint interest.

“With your permission-- and your protection, if you would be so kind as to extend it, my Lady,” Fabian answered, and he stood from the table to bow deeply at the Demetra matriarch. “You have already offered up fine hospitality, for which we are profusely thankful.”

I and the others murmured in agreement and inclined our heads, but Lady Briar kept her brown eyes fixed keenly on Fabian. The blond man, meanwhile, kept his gaze directed at the floor, and I could see the tension in the straight lines of his face. He was refusing to give anything away and committing to ruthless politeness as a manner of tiny rebellion.

“We respect the law of guestright, Mr. Ardere,” Lady Briar said at last. “We do not turn away those in need of shelter, even if those who come to our door have not always respected us as they should have.”

“And for that, you have my continual apologies, my Lady,” Fabian told her without moving from his bow.

I wondered how he was able to maintain that posture for so long-- wouldn’t his lower back start to hurt?

“And,” Lady Briar added, in the tone of reminding him of something, “I have your favor.”

“Of course,” Fabian gritted out, and he was looking tenser and tenser by the moment.

It felt like no one else in the room was breathing, like we were all just watching this subtle battle of wills between Fabian and Briar.

“When I come calling, you are duty-bound to answer,” the tattooed woman reminded him. “Trust I will ask nothing that will dishonor you.”

“Of course, my Lady,” the blond man repeated, and only then did he straighten from his bow and look Lady Briar right in the eye. “I’m a man of my word. When you call, I shall answer.”

“Then, under my protection, you have my leave to depart,” the matriarch announced, and she raised a hand as though to direct us at the door.

We began to shuffle toward it, and Jace followed us, presumably to give a proper goodbye at the manor entrance.

I felt the weight of Hollis’ gaze with every step I took, and I remembered my decision to never get on his bad side. I wasn’t entirely sure if our antics last night had done just that. We’d interrupted him and Lady Briar, yes, but it had been in the honest spirit of protecting her.

I decided the safest thing would be to simply not acknowledge it, and it seemed that was the tactic of choice for both Hollis and Lady Briar.

In the foyer, we stopped by the enormous front doors of the manor, and I once again paused to let myself take in the magnificence of the building, the abundant plant life, the large skylights, and the impossible tidiness of the stone bricks. Even on modern-day Earth, I didn’t think I’d ever seen stonework so fine. No doubt the gardens of the manor were peppered with eerily-lifelike statues, and I wondered if earthshapers were the ones to create the statues of famous University graduates guarding the secret passages.

The more I thought about it, the more convinced I became. After all, most of the passages required an earthshaper to open and close them.

“Well, I suppose this is where you leave us,” Jace remarked as we all hovered by the doors. “I hope next time, you can all stay for longer. And under better circumstances.”

“So do I,” Arian told the brown-eyed girl warmly, and they stepped forward to hug one another.

As they embraced, something caught my eye, and I looked over to see Kaede, who had thus far this morning been silent, watching us with his hands in his pockets.

He looked only vaguely interested, like he had no intention of actually joining the conversation or saying goodbye, which I reckoned was fair enough. The only one of us he seemed to know well was Fabian, and of course he wasn’t interested in saying a heartfelt goodbye to the person who’d toyed with his feelings.

But, when Arian and Jace parted from their hug, Fabian stepped apart from our group.

“Just a moment,” he muttered while seeming preoccupied, and he walked across the foyer to where Kaede was standing.

Something inside me tensed. Fabian wasn’t really going to cause a scene right now, was he? I was pretty confident Lady Briar wouldn’t turn us over to the Astilegis, but that was more about her dislike of them than her fondness for us, and I wasn’t eager to piss off the most wealthy and powerful Family in Asturel any more than we already had.

“Kaede,” Fabian said as he approached the other young man, and I saw Kaede tense as Fabian drew near.

I didn’t think for a second Fabian would strike him, but I still understood the discomfort.

“I’m sorry,” Fabian told him plainly. “I… I know it’s not enough. I know it will never be enough, not really, but I want you to know I regret it. Not because it got your sister mad at me, not because it made things awkward, but because I hurt you. I never wanted to do that. Never. But, at the same time, I know I did hurt you. I don’t expect you to forgive me, and I don’t expect you to even accept my apology. But I want you to know that what I did, I didn’t do out of malice.”

This was different from his first apology in several ways. For one, it was made to Kaede himself, rather than his older sister. For another, whereas the first time, Fabian had spoken stiffly and awkwardly, here he was clearly and shamelessly genuine. He even spread his hands, as if welcoming a blow, or a sharp retort.

“I know what it feels like to be on the unrequited end of a one-sided love story,” the blond man admitted. “It was cruel of me not to consider your feelings more carefully. I hope you know you are worth so much more than what little I gave you. I hope you find someone who is actually worthy of you in the future.”

Kaede still had his hands in his pockets, and he eyed Fabian for a long moment. I wondered if he was trying to find some insincerity in the apology, if he was trying to surmise whether this was some elaborate joke at his expense.

It wasn’t, as far as I could see, and after a long pause, it seemed Kaede also came to this conclusion, because he offered a small smile, took a hand out of his pocket, and extended it to Fabian.

“If you truly want to make it up to me, see that the next person who falls for you doesn’t need an apology like that,” he said.

His tone was pleasant, but not warm. Not friends, but allies.

Fabian took Kaede’s outstretched hand, and as they shook, the air seemed to clear. I felt a little less awkward witnessing the aftermath of their ill-fated affair, and when Fabian and Kaede dropped hands, the green-eyed man turned and waved to the rest of us.

“Good luck,” he said in an earnest tone. “Make them pay.”

“Oh, we plan to,” Juliet assured him dryly.

“Good,” Jace said as her expression darkened. “After seeing our father grow so ill and die so painfully, I want to see them experience that pain for themselves, tenfold.”

“If we find out the Asterium really did have a hand in your father’s death, we’ll see that they face justice,” Arian swore to the brown-haired woman and clasped her hands around both of Jace’s.

“You know, now that I think about it, I wonder if they had something to do with Lachlan Leith’s death, too,” Kaede said mildly, though the corners of his mouth had strained with tension, and I could see the pain of his father’s death still carried a sharp sting.

I had no idea who Lachlan Leith was-- or rather, had been-- but I was saved from my confusion by Tessa’s hand on my shoulder.

“Leith are the water Family,” she told me in a hush. “They own most every printing press in Asturel and publish the newspapers. They say nothing’s true until a Leith says it is.”

Media moguls. The sort of people who rooted out juicy and dangerous secrets for a living. It didn’t sound so far-fetched that one of them might have been targeted. The six of us were forced to evade a group of murderous Astilegis only two nights ago, and we didn’t even really know anything yet.

I wondered then if that was the issue. If the Asterium had assumed we knew something and had decided to kill us based on that. I wondered if our killing Dolos had been read as us actually knowing about their vast conspiracy, rather than a fluke of poor timing and Kell’s overambition.

“Wait, what?” Zephyr asked, and he gaped at Kaede in shock. “Secretly killing one Family Head is a serious accusation already, but two? You think this is a pattern?”

“The Five Families are the only thing that could even attempt to match the Asterium’s wealth and influence,” Kaede said with a shrug. “And if they’d kill our father for knowing too much, why wouldn’t they kill the Merchant of Whispers, too?”

“Lachlan Leith drank himself to death,” Arian said dismissively and folded her arms.

“So goes the official story,” Jace said a little darkly. “But there’s nothing to stop alcohol being laced with poison, same as water. And a sickly man can be poisoned as easily as a healthy one.”

“I don’t suppose we would be able to gain access to some kind of coroner’s report?” I asked, but when they all looked at me in confusion, I amended my question. “You know, like… an autopsy?”

“The healers who examined our father’s body after his passing found nothing of note,” Jace told me with a frown. “Though, now I wonder if they too were in the pocket of the Asterium.”

“The healers?” Fabian exclaimed, and his expression turned panicked. “You mean, Sanctuary healers?”

“Who else?” Kaede asked dryly. “They’re the best.”

Fabian swore under his breath, and I saw a nervous energy had seized him. He grabbed one wrist with his other hand and began to rub as if he’d suddenly developed an intense itch. Something about this had clearly unsettled him, but I suspected now was neither the time or the place to ask. For one thing, an explanation would almost certainly require Fabian to explain concepts basic to this world, the sort of thing that would immediately alert the Demetras to my ignorance.

Instead, with wishes of good luck and ominous warnings, we left the Demetra manor. Juliet had safely tucked Jace’s sketch into her pocket, and as we drew close to the gate guarding the edge of the Demetra estate, we pulled up our hoods.

“Since it’s daylight, we shouldn’t have too much trouble from the Astilegis, but only once we’re back on campus,” Arian explained as we moved from the affluent part of Asturel into the center, which was bustling with daily business. “Until then, we need to avoid drawing attention.”

There was also the matter of what we were going to do once night fell again, but we’d cross that bridge when we came to it. Ideally, we would’ve been able to stay at the Demetra manor a few days longer and formulate a more concrete plan. But, with so many eyes watching us, we needed to act quickly, lest the leads we discovered suddenly vanished-- like the strange tome Jace had found in the University Archives, or the letter Councilmember Adalstan had received, only to burn in the hearth.

Plus, getting into the University campus and snooping around an abandoned building would be far easier than getting into the Council to speak with Vered Adalstan. It would also be easier to get to the Council from the University than get into the Council outright, and as I considered this, I wondered how wise it was to have the University campus so easily accessible, when the Council was right there. Sure, the barracks of the Astilegis were also right there, but it only took a moment to shoot someone dead, or set off an explosion.

“Would it be worth talking to Legis Celik?” Tessa asked as we made our way through the center of the city. We’d briefly debated taking the tram, as it would save time, but had decided against it in case we were recognized in close quarters. “She was the only one who actually helped us, after all.”

“I don’t know, she’s probably already in a lot of trouble for helping us as it is,” Arian said with a frown. She had drawn the hood of her cloak so far forward to hide her white hair that I almost couldn’t see her eyes. Perhaps this was deliberate, though, since her eyebrows were also white.

“It would be helpful to have someone ‘on the inside,’ though, wouldn’t it?” I pointed out.

“It would, but that’s only the case if Legis Celik doesn’t get removed from the Astilegis,” Arian said. “If we associate with her too much, she will be. Better to figure this part out for ourselves, if we can.”

I had to admit, I saw Arian’s point, but I was, like Tessa, a little wary of being on campus after nightfall, given what had happened last time. Maybe the best we could do was all stick together, such as sleeping in the same two-bedroom dorm or something. With the lounge area, we would surely be able to fit everyone in.

At the very least, there were no ‘wanted’ posters or anything like that around the city-- at least, not yet-- and we managed to get to campus fairly easily. The few Astilegis we did see as we walked were either engaged in conversation or otherwise occupied and didn’t take any note of us. Even so, I didn’t let myself breathe too easily until we officially crossed the threshold and were once again on University soil.

Headmistress Adamine’s protection was not infallible, but it was better than nothing.

We picked our way over to the lab building, which looked as derelict and foreboding as it always had. There was the same oppressive magic stemming from the building itself as well as the land around it, locking spells designed to keep curious students, who weren’t sufficiently deterred by the stories and the grim exterior, out.

“We should get in quick, before anyone sees us out here,” Tessa advised. “We’re still not supposed to be near this place.”

“If we’re lucky, they won’t have reinforced the locking spells from when we were last here,” Fabian added, and he raised a hand and pressed his palm to the stone, seemingly more to greet it than to conduct any magical assessment.

The front entrance of the building was what we’d used last time, as it had been the only entrance that let us in, so we used the same entrance now. The door stuck and protested, but this seemed to be due to its being warped in the frame rather than from any magical barriers.

“I guess re-sealing this place wasn’t high on the priority list,” Fabian noted as we clambered into the lightless hallway of the lab building. Then he, Juliet, and I all raised a palm, and three flames burst to life. “But given we killed a professor, I suppose that makes sense.”

“Just thank the fates we were able to get in discreetly,” Arian said flatly. “Come on, we need to find out which lab was Arethusa’s. Did you ever read anything in the Archives about this?”

She directed this last question toward Juliet, who shook her head.

“Funnily enough, the University histories don’t advertise the parts where students died,” she said. “But it should be fairly simple to trace the heart of the spell from where the damage is worst.”

As it turned out, we didn’t even really need magic to attempt this. I’d half expected Fabian and Juliet, being flameworkers, to sense the origins of whatever had blackened the walls and cracked the windows, but with enough light, it was pretty clear just from looking.

Dark scorch marks radiated out from holes in the wall, indicating we needed the next room over, so Juliet and I widened those holes, and we all clambered through into a lab strewn with rubble and shards of glass and caked in ash.

“Elements…” Zephyr muttered under his breath as he climbed through the gap in the wall.

Even years later, the smell of burning was strong and acrid. He raised a hand and wiped his fingers along the nearest part of the wall, which left two pale streaks behind as the soot transferred from the stone to his fingertips.

“I knew it was a spell strong enough to kill a student, but… I never imagined it like this,” Fabian admitted grimly.

The ground was unsettlingly soft underfoot, from the thick carpet of ash. Already, the hems of our cloaks and the toes of our University boots-- the sole garments we’d kept after the Demetras had given us new clothes-- were streaked with gray.

Arian then crouched down.

“Thomas, move your flame closer,” she said.

Her tone inflected upwards at the end to make it more of a request, so I obeyed and moved my hand down. I could see something dark nestled in the ash and assumed it was a chip of blackened brick, but as Arian brushed the ash aside, I noticed it was bigger and also not black.

It was purple. A little singed, but unmistakable purple.

Like a University jacket.

“How did that survive the fire?” I asked in surprise.

“University uniforms are typically made to be resistant to a student’s particular element or elements,” Arian explained. “But there are limits of course.”

As she rubbed the fabric clean, I saw the shiny silver button and realized it was a shoulder strap. It even still had a single band threaded onto it, which, with a bit more rubbing, came up as a faded, murky red.

“This should work,” the white-haired woman muttered, seemingly more to herself than any of us, and she rose from her crouch.

“You think that’s enough?” Fabian asked her.

“Enough for what?” I asked with a confused frown.

“A clairvoyance spell,” Arian explained, and she held up the scrap of jacket. “As a rainsmith, I have an affinity for that type of magic. But I need… conduits. Standing in a specific place where a highly-emotionally-volatile event occurred and holding something related to that event makes it easier to… channel.”

“What, like, you can replay it?” I asked. “Or… re-experience it?”

“I can try,” the white-haired woman answered. “But it requires a lot of focus. You’ll need to be completely silent.”

“We can do that,” Fabian said. “I say go for it. It’s the best chance we have at an unbiased account.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Where should we stand?”

“Behind me,” Arian said. “If I can’t see you, I’ll be able to focus better.”

We did as she asked and lined up neatly behind her as though we were her guards. Once she was satisfied, Arian raised both her hands in front of her, held the singed scrap of jacket tightly, and began to cast the spell.

But, at that exact moment, a loud cry made us all startle.

“Fuck!” Fabian yelped in surprise. “What was that?”

“Astilegis!” Tessa gasped as her silver eyes widened. “They must have noticed us entering the building or something.”

I paused and found I could hear what she had already noticed, likely due to her windforger ability. The sound of several pairs of boots approaching.

“Shit,” I swore. “But we need to know what happened to Arethusa!”

“We’ll go,” Zephyr then announced. “Ari, you stay here and do the spell, we’ll run interference.”

“You should stay here, too, Thomas,” Fabian advised. “If they figure out you’re not Kell, and not really a student, Adamine won’t be able to protect you at all. And Ari might need some back-up if we can’t divert all the Legis away from here.”

“I might,” the white-haired woman admitted, though she looked irritated to be admitting it. “I can’t defend myself and conduct the clairvoyance spell at the same time.”

“Got it,” I confirmed with a nod. “Bodyguard duty.”

“Be safe,” Tessa told me, and she rushed forward, cupped my face in her hands, and planted a quick kiss on my lips before retreating.

“You, too,” I said, and I caught her hand just for a moment and raised it to kiss her knuckles before I let it, and her, go.

“Probably best if they don’t find this on us,” Juliet added as she pressed the folded-up piece of paper with Jace’s sketch into Arian’s hands.

Then she, Tessa, Zephyr, and Fabian all scrambled back through the hole in the wall, and for good measure, I used my earthshaper ability to clumsily plug some of the bricks back in. Not enough to fully seal it, but hopefully enough to make the hole less apparent if any Astilegis came inside. It would at least buy Arian and me enough time to hide and maybe take any attackers by surprise.

Once I was satisfied, I positioned myself behind the white-haired woman once again and watched as she did her thing. For a long moment, nothing happened, and I couldn’t help but feel nervous. Every muscle in my body was drawn taut with apprehension, and I worried about what the other four were doing and how well they were faring. The anticipation, I’d long-since learned, was far worse than the actual event. The uncertainty, the inability to lend my aid, it could eat away at you.

“Thomas…” Arian murmured, and because I wasn’t standing directly behind her, I could see a sliver of her face and saw her brow had furrowed in concentration. “Try to relax. I can feel your nervousness from here.”

“Oh, right. Sorry.” I hadn’t realized just how much I had allowed myself to get worked up, and I took a few slow, calming breaths. I reminded myself that Tessa, Fabian, Zephyr, and Juliet were all accomplished in their elements, and Tessa was the best sparrer in her year.

They would be fine. I had to trust in them.

I felt my heart rate slow a little and saw Arian also relax. I then began to feel the magic work, and it swirled around us in a slow, lazy current, like moonlight through water, glowing faintly and sparkling like the stars this world lacked.

The magic spread out from Arian, with the white-haired woman at the epicenter of her own spell. Everywhere it touched, the room changed. The soot-blackened walls and rubble-strewn floor were obscured by clean versions. The cracked, boarded-up windows became clear and whole, with sunlight streaming in. The knocked-over, broken furniture stood tidily, heavily laden with books and papers and what looked like vials, like a chemistry set.

The sight before me was strange. I could still see the real versions, the broken, scorched, grimy room we stood in, but the clean, past version was layered over it like a hologram.

Then the door off to the side of the room burst open.

Not the warped, old door of the present, but the clean one of the past that swung open on well-kept hinges. A young man stomped into this lab in its wake, and he looked incensed.

I recognized him at once, though I’d never seen him before. He had the same straight nose as the statue of Arethusa in front of one of the University’s secret passages. The same slender, willowy build. This, then, had to be her descendant, Conleth.

Since he was in motion, he was fuzzy around the edges, and all the static objects were clearer and easier to see. Even so, Conleth’s form was easy enough to track as he crossed the room and swept the entire contents of one of the desks onto the floor, shattering vials and staining papers with their colored contents. The sound of everything breaking was strangely… jingly. Like it was being delivered through a phone with a poor connection.

And, when Conleth turned around and shouted to someone just outside the room, his speech was garbled.

“--believe-- tricked--!” he snarled, with only a handful of words even being intelligible.

“Arian,” I murmured to the white-haired woman. “Is something wrong?”

“It’s an old event,” she answered. Her eyes stared straight ahead as she focused, and she frowned in concentration. “The jacket is degraded. This is the clearest I can get.”

“What if--” I started, but she cut me off.

“Quiet. It’ll get worse if I can’t focus.”

I clamped my mouth shut and resolved to practice my lip reading instead.

Conleth Arethusa was still shouting at someone else, and I looked around to see someone was hovering in the doorway of the lab.

A few moments later, they entered, and I saw they were a professor, judging by the cut of the jacket and its brightly colored shoulder straps-- one green, one blue. However, it wasn’t a professor I recognized.

The figure stepped fully into the room, and I saw it was a man of about forty with piercing green eyes and jet-black hair. He was much calmer than Arethusa, and he raised his hands and was clearly attempting a soothing tone of voice.

“--down,” he implored the student. “I know this is-- to you, but-- understand. It will all--”

“No!” Conleth yelled and cut the professor off. “I’m tired of-- manipulated! You-- to me!”

“Calm down,” the professor reiterated, more sternly this time, and he crossed further into the room and approached Conleth. “--hurt someone.”

“--enough!” Conleth cried out, and he yanked up the left sleeve of his University jacket, revealing first the gray undershirt and then shoving that back to show his bare forearm.

Something, but I couldn’t quite make it out, was tattooed there.

“--lied!” Conleth declared angrily, but his speech continued to fade in and out.

Because he was shouting so emphatically, I couldn’t really interpret the shapes of his mouth, but he continued pointing angrily to the tattoo, until he finally shoved his sleeve back down.

“--no part in--” he now snarled to the professor, and as he raised both his hands, flames burst to life in his palms.

“No!” The professor lurched forward and lunged for Conleth, but Conleth had already set the tattered papers aflame.

They caught quickly, presumably whatever had been in those shattered vials was flammable, and soon the entire room was engulfed in flames.

“--fool!” the professor howled. “Do you have any-- done?”

“--justice!” Conleth declared, just as the professor rounded on him, and the two began to engage in a magical duel.

Whatever efforts the professor put into dousing the flames were in vain, because they only grew higher and hotter, until I swore I, too, could feel the dry warmth against my cheeks. Flashes of light skittered across the room as the flames climbed ever higher, and I heard more garbled yells, which were rendered even more unintelligible from anger.

Then Conleth emerged from the flames as though he’d been thrown, and I had the strange sensation of seeing him pass through me but feeling nothing. This was, after all, only a memory, and I had not been present.

I whipped around to watch the student as he doggedly climbed to his feet. His lip had split, his nose was bleeding, and blood dripped down his chin and onto his already soot-stained purple jacket. I leaned in close, and I swore, just for a second, Conleth looked not at the professor, not at the flames, but at me.

He looked me right in the eyes and said in a voice as clear as if he’d been right next to me, the first and only complete sentence I had heard in this memory.

“This ends with me.”

And in the moment before the entire memory erupted into a brilliant flash of light, taking the lab and the people inside with it, I managed to get a clear look at the singed straps of Conleth’s University jacket and the colored loops threaded onto them.

Blue, white, and red. Water, air, and fire.

Conleth, like Kell, like me, had been a trinity.


Chapter 10

An eruption of bright light splintered the memory apart, because when the glow faded, it was just Arian and me in the burnt-out husk of this once-lab, both of us reeling from what we’d just seen.

“He… he did it deliberately…” Arian murmured as she gazed at the singed scrap of purple in her hands in shock. “He killed himself… and that professor, too…”

“But why?” I asked.

I’d barely been able to hear what the two men had been saying and still didn’t have much of an understanding about what they’d argued about. Conleth had felt manipulated and lied to, but in what capacity? What had he been lied to about?

I couldn’t help but think once more about what Fabian had said about this place, about its being a reminder of what happened to those who disobeyed the Asterium.

“I can’t say,” Arian admitted, and she slowly raised her gaze to look around the destroyed room, as if now, with the context of the memory, we might be able to glean a deeper meaning from the pattern of its destruction. “Whatever he wished to destroy, he clearly succeeded. And then the Asterium hushed it all up.”

“Because they didn’t want a student’s death getting out, or because of what he died to destroy?” I asked grimly. “Conleth said he felt manipulated, and the professor was trying to placate him. What’s to say this doesn’t relate to that secret society Jace mentioned? Hell, maybe Conleth just meant to burn the research, and the professor was the one who blew it all up, to keep Conleth silent.”

All I could think about was Conleth being a trinity, and how Kell was a trinity, and in both cases, it seemed a professor had tried to silence them at the cost of his own life.

“It was all so chaotic, you might be right,” the white-haired woman said with a sigh, and she raised a hand to rub at her temple.

“Could you do it again?” I asked her. “Maybe we missed something, maybe we’ll see more on another look.”

“No,” she said as she screwed her eyes shut and winced. “It takes a lot of energy, and that was… intense. I need to rest. And I doubt we’ll have time to see the whole thing again if the others are dealing with Astilegis.”

Panic shot through me, clean and sharp. I’d been so caught up in the frantic memory we’d just witnessed, I’d almost forgotten about Tessa and the others.

I had to hold on to the hope that they weren’t actually fighting, at least not yet. While it was daylight, and while we were on campus, surely the red-jacketed officers wouldn’t try to arrest or kill us, right?

I knew, at least, that I didn’t want to give them any more ammunition, which meant Arian and I absolutely-positively could not be caught in this building.

“It seems strange Adalstan and the other people in the Council would mention Arethusa if he was entirely unrelated to this supposed secret society,” Arian said slowly, and she turned the purple scrap over in her hands as she thought. “But if he is, or rather was, related… how?”

I wracked my brain for some kind of connection to draw between the two, and I found myself fixating on whatever Conleth had shown on his left forearm.

“Wait,” I then said, and I turned to Arian. “The sketch Jace made of that letter’s seal. Did Juliet give it to you?”

“I have it here,” the white-haired woman said as she pulled it from her pocket.

She unfolded it, and though the sketch was imprecise, and my view of the tattoo had been less than perfect, I was immediately and irrevocably sure they were the same design.

“It can’t have been, like, the Arethusa family seal, could it?” I asked Arian.

“No,” she said at once. “It looks nothing like this. So you think they’re the same?”

“If they are, does that make this the crest of the secret society?” I asked as I studied the vague lines of the sketch.

Clearly, Jace had wanted to be as accurate as possible, including not putting down a design unless she was sure it was accurate. There were neat little notes scribbled on the sides, adding caveats to each shape, such as ‘flower? might have been a sun.’

“If it is, why did Conleth Arethusa have it tattooed on his forearm?” Arian asked. “They seem so adamant about keeping it secret, why would they do that to him?”

“Maybe he did it to himself,” I suggested. “To have proof of its existence. Or maybe he was initially up for it and later backtracked. To be honest, we don’t even know if the professor was trying to sway him from the society, maybe he was honestly trying to help, but Conleth was too far gone.”

“If that’s true, why destroy his research?” Arian’s brow furrowed over her icy eyes. “Do you think he felt it was futile? He said he’d been lied to, but we don’t know by which side, and for what purposes.”

“We don’t even know if he was murdered or if he killed himself,” I agreed with a frown. “But the Asterium is clearly hiding something about his death. He clearly didn’t die in some accident, or by experimenting with illegal magic-- or at least, illegal magic wasn’t the direct cause.”

A thought occurred to me then, and it weighed on me heavily as I looked around this ruined lab once again and thought of the bands on Conleth’s jacket and Headmistress Adamine’s words.

“Did Conleth seem like… Kell to you?” I asked Arian carefully. “Like… in personality?”

“I only saw the same fragment you did,” the white-haired woman said. “But from that fragment… I’d say there were similarities. Curiosity, ambition… brilliance. You think Conleth was engaging in illegal magic?”

“Maybe, I don’t know,” I said with a sigh.

I couldn’t imagine why he would’ve swept it all to the floor in a rage if he’d been serious about his work. It seemed more likely he’d learned something that made his work feel useless, and I doubted the kind of magic outlawed by the Asterium would qualify.

“If that symbol is related to this society, then Conleth was recruited somehow,” I added. “For his skill, maybe, or his mind, or maybe just the fact he was a trinity. I just… maybe Kell knew something similar.”

“He kept more secrets from us than I realized,” Arian admitted with a hint of bitterness.

I glanced over at her, and she had hugged her arms around herself. Here, in the dark, dusty, blackened room, she stood out like a beacon. Her white hair seemed to almost glow, and the clothes the Demetras had swathed her in-- a white shirt with billowing sleeves, a pale blue waistcoat, brown leather pants-- were starkly clean and vibrant against the grime.

“I can’t say whether he would’ve known anything about the seal, or Conleth’s death,” she continued after a long pause. “This information is obviously kept very close to the Asterium’s chest. Kell never came to me with any concerns about this, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t have been a target for someone. He let himself be blinded by his pride, at times. He could have been recruited and groomed for some kind of position, possibly even by Dolos himself.”

I wanted so badly to reach out to my doppelganger, who’d been silent for over two weeks by this point. But the connection had weakened, and his voice hadn’t echoed in my dreams since that first time we’d actually been able to talk. Maybe he’d spent all his strength on that one conversation, or maybe something more sinister had happened, but the fact remained that I had no way of knowing. The same way I had no way of knowing why I’d been the one plucked from my world, why Kell and I shared our elements, and why we looked so similar.

The lack of concrete information was frustrating, even though Jace warned us of exactly that. We were chasing shadows on the wall and individual fragments, pieces that could be connected but not confirmed to be related. The Asterium and this potential ‘secret society’ had been hiding themselves for years. They were experts at covering their tracks. It would take more than a few days of investigation for us to uncover what was happening.

“We don’t know what the seal Jace saw is, though it could be the secret society’s crest,” Arian said. She still had her arms hugged around herself, but she’d begun pacing now. “It seems strange they would have a crest, though, doesn’t it? Too obvious, even if it was burned right after Adalstan read it.”

She had a point there. Even in the Council, it would be unwise to have a symbol for your secrecy organization that any clerk passing messages would see.

“So maybe it’s not the secret society,” I said. “Maybe the seal means something else. Jace said Adalstan looked very grave when he saw it.”

“He could have been unwillingly strong-armed into this society,” Arian pointed out. “But again, why have an identifiable symbol?”

“Conleth had it tattooed on his arm,” I said. “That would have been easy evidence against the Asterium if it really was the crest. Maybe he just thought it was, like Jace does.”

“Or maybe he realized it was something else entirely,” Arian said, and she frowned sharply. “Elements! I feel like we’re going around in circles. We don’t even really know more than we did before we saw the damned memory.”

“Okay, okay,” I said slowly. “What do we know? Concrete? Jace heard whispers of Arethusa’s name. That book she found mentioning the society was erased from the records.”

“Councilmember Adalstan received a letter with a seal on it, and it shook him,” Arian said. “He burned it at once. And the seal is the same as Conleth’s tattoo.”

“Conleth’s death wasn’t an accident,” I continued. “And Dolos was researching cross-world magic of his own once. Even if it was just in theory.”

“We’re missing something,” the white-haired woman sighed and rubbed at her brow. “Probably a lot of things. But the Asterium is hiding something, that much is obvious. And the Astilegis want us dead, either because they think we murdered Dolos or because they believe we know too much.

“Why not both?” I offered.

“Probably,” she agreed grimly. “I can’t imagine why else they’d be so brazen about trying to kill people they were supposed to be guarding.”

“Either way, I don’t think we’re gonna get any more information from this place,” I said as I looked around at the burnt-out husk of a room. “Certainly not until you have enough energy to do the clairvoyance spell again.”

“No,” Arian agreed. “In which case, what’s our next move?”

“We follow up the only other lead we have,” I said with a shrug. “We speak with Councilmember Adalstan.”

Adalstan was, after all, our only remotely solid connection to all this. He was still alive, for one thing, but he would also be much more difficult to get to. We were being actively hunted by the Asterium, and he, a Councilmember, would be under strict guard at the best of times.

And all this was assuming he even knew anything of use. He could have been as oblivious as us.

“Thomas!”

A cry of my name made me jump, mainly because it came from Tessa, who had quite literally appeared from nowhere. I let out a surprised yelp and jumped back from where she’d appeared at my side.

“Jesus!” I gasped as I pressed a hand to my chest and felt my pounding heart. “Tessa! What the hell?”

“Sorry!” she blurted out.

“How were you able to do that?” I exclaimed as I stared at the silver-eyed woman.

“I’m a windforger,” she explained and dismissively waved a hand. She was clearly agitated and moving with a nervous, frantic energy. “I can only do it for short periods of time, though-- I need to be holding my breath. But we have to go, now! The others are being questioned by Astilegis, and they’re gonna get suspicious about where the two of you are.”

It was obviously just a harassment and intimidation tactic by the Astilegis, stopping the group and questioning them while they were just walking about campus, but what slim protection Headmistress Adamine could extend to us would be shattered if the Astilegis learned we were poking around a restricted area.

With this in mind, Arian and I moved quickly, with Tessa leading the way. She didn’t make herself invisible again, obviously, or we wouldn’t have been able to follow her, but I wondered if her being able to manipulate the air in people’s lungs, and turn herself invisible for brief moments had anything to do with her being connected only to air. Arian was also a windforger, but by her own admission, water was her stronger element, and her influence over air, by comparison, seemed lesser.

Maybe Fabian had been right when he’d told me some believed a connection to one element was purer, stronger.

Tessa led us through a narrow corridor that eventually spat us out on the other side of the lab building to where Fabian, Zephyr, and Juliet had been stopped. Arian borrowed the dew from the grass to wash our boots and the hems of our cloaks clean of ash, and then we walked around the building. We made sure to give the building a wide berth and approached the officers from behind, so it looked like we were coming from the main campus.

“What seems to be the problem, officers?” I asked as we approached, and I conjured up my best Kell impression.

The three Astilegis who’d been harassing my friends turned around, and I saw their brief surprise cement into strong dislike.

“This building is off limits to all students,” the one in the middle snapped.

“We’re aware, but it’s not forbidden to walk in its general vicinity,” I pointed out, and I glanced past the Astilegis to my friends.

Fabian appeared to have been dealing with it so far, and he had his hands shoved in his pockets once again with a lazy grin on his face, the picture of privileged impertinence.

“Maybe so, but it’s been decided that the six of you cannot be trusted to follow the rules,” one of the other Astilegis said menacingly.

I had to force myself to keep a pleasantly neutral expression on my face when all I really wanted to do was punch them out. These bastards had, if not directly attacked us in our beds, not had a problem with their colleagues doing it.

“I’m not sure I follow,” I said lightly. “I don’t recall us being charged with any crimes.”

“As I said, Professor Dolos’ unfortunate death was in self-defense,” Fabian added cheerfully. “The Headmistress herself has lifted our confinement, and we’re free to roam the campus. Feel free to take it up with her if you don’t believe me.”

“You broke curfew last night,” the third Astilegis then barked at us. “You weren’t in your assigned dorms.”

“Ah, yes, well, seeing as we suffered that terrible attack the night before, Headmistress Adamine felt it would be wise for us to be temporarily moved to another place on campus,” I answered smoothly, which was mostly true and had the added bonus of forcing the Astilegis to admit their complicity in the attack if they wanted to question us further. “Once again, feel free to take it up with her.”

“You’re not wearing your uniforms!” the second one snapped.

“Be that as it may, that’s not a crime,” Fabian drawled at them, and they all pivoted to glare at him. He just smiled blandly. “By all means, notify a professor so we can receive the appropriate demerits.”

I was keenly aware of the warmth of the sunlight against my cheek, and the fact it was the only thing stopping the Astilegis from jumping us right this second. There was a long, tense silence as the three Astilegis glowered at the six of us, and just for a moment, I wondered if they were going to throw all caution aside and jump us away.

But, at last, the middle one seemed to deflate and glowered at me reproachfully.

“Fine.” He more spat the word than said it. “You’re free to go. But steer clear of restricted buildings!”

“Yes, sir,” I answered politely, and as the six of us walked off, Fabian began to whistle a jaunty little tune.

We headed back to the dorm building, and aside from some suspicious looks, none of the other University students paid us any mind. We managed to settle in one of the numerous empty study rooms, since none of us really fancied returning to our dorms-- either our official ones or the ones we’d been moved to following Dolos’ death. But these study rooms, equipped with large desks and plush seats in front of roaring hearths, felt cozy despite the peril of this place.

Arian and I quickly filled in the others on what we’d witnessed in the lab building-- Conleth’s final moments, the tattoo, the professor. We reiterated what small fragments of information we did possess against the veritable ocean of unknown factors.

And we explained how our only good lead right now was Councilmember Adalstan.

“I agree, speaking to Adalstan is probably our best bet right now, but even if we could get into a room with him, how would we be able to trust anything he says?” Tessa asked us with a frown.

She had settled herself next to me on one of the couches  and I found her presence comforting and leaned into her with a tiredness and a weariness I hadn’t realized was there until I’d sat down. These last few days had been kind of non-stop, and the constant fearing for our lives wasn’t helping.

“Tessa’s right, if Adalstan’s involved in this society, he’ll be lying,” Juliet confirmed with a sigh. “And if he isn’t, it’ll be like Jace said, only a couple whispered rumors. We need something concrete if we’re going to topple the Asterium.”

“Why don’t we just sidestep the possibility of being lied to entirely?” Fabian suggested. As he often did when presented with a couch, he’d thrown himself across it, with his hands tucked behind his head. “Break into his office and search it.”

Arian and Juliet both turned to him with wide eyes, and clearly this was a pretty radical suggestion even for people in our current situation.

The Grave siblings and myself, however, were intrigued.

“It would be more trustworthy, sure, but how would we get into his office?” Zephyr asked.

“You’re a locksmith, aren’t you?” the blond man drawled. “And we managed to crack the locking spell on the lab building. I’m pretty sure getting into the office will be the easy part. The hard part will be figuring out where he hides his dirty little secrets.”

“According to Jace, he doesn’t,” Arian pointed out, and I wasn’t sure if she was referring to the strange letter Jace had delivered to Adalstan, or the fact he’d drafted love letters to his paramours right in front of his clerk.

“These secrets are worse than a few love affairs,” Fabian said as he flapped a hand. “Besides, Jace reckons the wife doesn’t even care, so why would Adalstan need to hide them? No, this is a real secret. So, we need to figure out where he’d hide them.”

“What about his own home?” I asked. “Wouldn’t any incriminating evidence be safer outside the Council? It’ll have far fewer people, for one.”

“And far laxer security,” Juliet told me. “Councilmembers are forbidden from taking any official documents outside of the Asterium building, so he would’ve attracted attention if he’d brought any files out. They likely would’ve been searched through so they could be approved for removal.”

“Okay, so his office it is then,” I said. “Which brings me back to Zeph’s first question-- how do we get access? There’s no way the Astilegis will let a bunch of students who are suspected of murdering a professor into the Council.”

“Correct,” Fabian agreed. “But, seeing as we haven’t been charged with anything, we’re not actually suspected of murder, and we’re actually entitled to entry. The Council is an institution designed to serve the People. Legally speaking, it’s public access. All citizens are permitted to have their voices heard.”

“Plus, it’s a rest day,” Tessa pointed out. “Things should be calmer.”

‘Rest day,’ I’d learned, was the Black World’s version of the weekend. They worked five days and then had two days off, and they called weeks ‘sennights.’ Today was their equivalent of Sunday, and since we’d encountered Jace yesterday and this morning, that seemed to suggest Adalstan was also home. Presumably, if he’d been at the Council, his clerk would’ve been, too.

“Exactly,” Fabian agreed as he pointed at Tessa. “Plus, you have a secret weapon.”

“Secret weapon?” Arian asked wearily, and Fabian grinned at her.

“Me.”

We returned to our dorms-- our official ones, not the ones the Astilegis had attacked us in-- to change into our Asterium uniforms. It felt strangely comforting to be putting on the stiff, leather jacket once again, like I was putting on armor and preparing for battle.

Which, in a manner of speaking, I was.

The Council section of the Asterium was by far the most mysterious and foreboding. Though it was literally next door, I’d yet to actually go inside, and it sounded far more intimidating than the University. Astilegis working as guards within the Council were not, unlike in the rest of Asturel, required to use the minimum necessary force.

Which was to say, they were allowed to use lethal force against intruders and attackers. If we didn’t pull this off correctly, they would be gunning to kill us, and they would be within their rights if they did.

Once we were all changed, we assembled just outside, and I noticed Zephyr was in the same clothes as before.

“I’m not a student anymore,” he explained when he saw me looking. “They might check records when we go in. Probably best if we don’t risk trying to smuggle me in as a student. I’m still allowed to enter as a regular citizen, after all.”

“You make it sound like it will be easy,” Arian noted while looking extremely doubtful.

She’d redone her hair to make sure it was as neat as possible, so two braids ran from her temples to the low bun at the back of her head and kept any flyaway hairs firmly in place. I hadn’t seen her look this stern and well put together since the night I’d first met her, and while I still had to admit she was kind of daunting in full uniform, I wasn’t afraid. She was my friend, and I knew I could trust her.

And, I had to admit, she looked striking. Beautiful in a sharp way-- like ice formations, or a well-crafted knife.

Surely, no one would try to mess with her as we entered the Council. Or, at least, so I hoped.

Practically, this hope turned out to be futile, though. We exited the right-hand set of doors that led to the University and entered the middle set of doors for the Council with no issue. The corridor between the University and the Astilegis’ barracks was, as I’d suspected, quite narrow, with tall, straight walls and the only light being the glass ceiling above. It would be difficult to mount an attack via this corridor. No room to draw weapons, to duel, or even to form a proper battle formation. There was barely enough space for me to walk alongside Tessa, and she wasn’t especially large.

But, when we finally emerged from the other end, into a grand, marble foyer utterly devoid of furniture, we were immediately greeted by two pairs of Astilegis, with pistols hanging from their belts and stern expressions on their faces. They were the only people in this entire hall, and after the cramped corridor, it felt unsettlingly large and empty.

“State your business,” one of them said, in a way that clearly indicated they knew exactly who we were.

“We mean no harm,” Fabian assured them pleasantly. “Merely exercising our right to enter the Council.”

“For what purpose?” the guard demanded with narrowed eyes, and as he put his hand on the butt of his pistol, the other three followed suit.

“Oh, just breaking into a Councilmember’s office,” the blond man answered with a winning smile.

I was momentarily shocked by his candor, but then I realized from the guards’ irritated faces that they thought he was mocking them.

“We have the right to detain individuals we suspect of being threats to the Council,” the Astilegis officer warned Fabian sternly.

“Then, by all means, arrest me on suspicion,” the blond man said and offered his wrists for cuffing. “I’m sure your gut feelings will hold up as sufficient evidence at trial.

“We have the right to refuse entry,” one of the other Astilegis, the sole woman of the quartet, said coldly. “Leave.”

“As citizens, we are permitted entry,” Arian retorted, and she turned on her ego-withering glare to maximum strength. “We have been charged with nothing.”

“For the sake of the Asterium’s safety, we are refusing you entry,” the woman reiterated as she glared back at Arian. She, too, had blue eyes, though they were a darker, more muted shade.

“Ignore him, he just runs his mouth,” I said to the guards as I gestured to Fabian. “We mean no harm, really.”

“Absolutely not,” the first man said flatly. “Now get out, before we decide to detain you.”

“Really?” Juliet asked them in a tired tone, and she looked down at them with disapproval.

Unlike Arian, she came off as more of a deeply disappointed parent, which in some ways was almost worse.

“Out, now!” the woman ordered sharply, and we all exchanged uncomfortable looks.

Antagonizing the Astilegis would just get us in more trouble once night fell, but we needed to get into the Council to investigate Adalstan. My mind raced to figure out some clever way to get out of this situation, but I came up empty.

“Wait!”

A voice off to the side made me turn, and I winced as I saw another red-jacketed Astilegis approaching, until I realized I recognized the person wearing it.

“I’ll escort them,” Legis Celik announced to her colleagues. “They have the right to enter and make their case. I’ll see that they stay out of trouble.”

The four Astilegis who’d been guarding the entrance all gave Kemena the same deeply distasteful look. It was obvious they knew what she’d done two nights ago and no longer liked or trusted her.

“Legis Celik--” the woman guard began.

“Ms. Constantine is correct, all citizens have the right to enter the Council and plead their cases personally,” Kemena interrupted. “Please, go about your business.”

The four Astilegis exchanged sour looks but didn’t protest when Kemena waved the six of us forward, through a large pair of doors, and into the Council proper.

I was momentarily awestruck by the architecture. It was a huge, marble hall with a domed ceiling, and everything was inlaid with gold. It looked more like a bank than a government building, in some ways. Unlike the entrance, which had been deserted, this hall was a flurry of activity. People were rushing back and forth with messages clutched in their hands, and important-looking figures were striding around like they were each on a mission.

Then I managed to tear my gaze from the building to refocus on our well-timed ally.

“Kemena,” I said with relief. “Are you alright?”

“Perfectly fine,” she assured us all with a smile.

The right side of her mouth didn’t rise quite as high as the left, presumably because of how her scar twisted the skin on that side of her face. Even so, her eyes sparkled warmly.

“You haven’t faced any… punishment?” Juliet asked delicately. “Any retribution?”

“A lot of dirty looks and rude comments, but I haven’t been formally reprimanded or demoted,” the scarred woman answered with a shrug. “I suspect my superiors know they can’t meaningfully retaliate against me, otherwise they’d have to admit why.”

“Even so, you need to be careful,” Arian warned her. “We’re grateful to you, of course, but you could get into serious trouble associating with us.”

“I’ll face whatever trouble is necessary to follow my conscience,” Kemena said frankly. “And, right now, it looks like you could use my help. So, what can I do?”

We exchanged looks, and we all seemed to silently come to the conclusion it would, in fact, be easier if we had an Astilegis at our side. So, in hushed tones, we divulged a portion of what we’d come to learn over the past day and a half.

“We suspect Councilmember Adalstan may be involved with some kind of corruption within the Asterium,” I explained in a whisper, no louder than absolutely necessary. “We don’t know the extent of his participation, or even if he’s involved willingly, but we need to speak to him and search his office-- subtly, so no one suspects we’re onto them. Adalstan himself could be caught in the crossfire.”

I figured phrasing it like we were concerned for his safety would make Kemena both more sympathetic and also less at risk, since then she wouldn’t know too much. Plus, if Adalstan really was being strong-armed into something nefarious, I wanted to help him. He might even turn out to be a useful ally.

“You want his office, then?” Kemena asked, and when I nodded, she smiled. “I can do that. Follow me.”

She set off at a brisk pace down one of the glittering hallways, the one directly opposite the doors we’d entered through, and I noticed there were nine large, ornately-framed portraits hanging above the entrance to the hallway.

Each painting had a brass plaque screwed into the bottom of the frame, with the subject’s name in large letters and a date just underneath.

“Councilmembers,” Tessa explained in a low voice when she saw my confusion and misread my shock. “And the dates they were admitted to the Council.”

But that wasn’t what had caught my eye.

My gaze had momentarily snagged on the brass plates and the dates like ‘648AC’ inscribed, and I quickly realized the Black World must have a dating system of ‘Before Calamity’ and ‘After Calamity.’

Even this, though, wasn’t what made me stop dead. Nor was it what made Arian stop dead beside me.

“Elements…” she muttered as her brow furrowed, and it was at this point the rest of our group stopped and turned to look at the pair of us. “I… I almost didn’t recognize him.”

“Neither did I,” I admitted as uneasiness roiled in my stomach.

Because here, he was older and much thinner, with heavy scarring over his face. But, despite all this, it was unmistakably him. My gaze drifted down to the brass plaque just to check, just to make absolutely sure, and I read the same three words.

Councilmember Vered Adalstan.

The professor from Arian’s clairvoyance spell.


Chapter 11

Whatever the aftermath of Conleth Arethusa’s outburst, it had not been kind to Vered Adalstan. In the memory, he had a youthful strength about him, but that had been robbed either by time or the injuries he’d sustained.

Conleth Arethusa died less than twenty years ago, which would mean Adalstan should have only just been sixty or so. However, though portraits were usually meant to be generous to their subjects, and given it was surely at least a couple years old, the stern-faced man frowning down at us all looked ravaged and frail.

His green eyes looked as clear and sharp as ever, but his jet-black hair was heavily streaked with white, and burn scars marred a large part of his face, particularly the left. He no longer had a left eyebrow, and his mouth, though now set into a grim, straight line, appeared to twist up slightly from where fire had warped the skin and muscle of his cheek.

“Ari?” Juliet asked curiously.

“Thomas?” Tessa asked in the same tone at the same moment.

This seemed to jolt both Arian and me from our stupors, and we exchanged an uneasy glance before looking back at the rest of our group.

“You know that professor we mentioned?” Arian asked, deliberately keeping her phrasing vague, and when Tessa and the others nodded, she pointed up at Adalstan’s portrait.

“Oh, yes, Councilmember Adalstan used to be a professor at the University,” Kemena informed us cheerfully. “He retired when he was admitted to the Council, oh… some fifteen years ago, now?”

“Fifteen years?” Fabian echoed with a frown, and he looked over at us darkly. “The accident was sixteen.”

Something cold settled in the pit of my stomach as he said this. This painted face was the man who’d been with Conleth Arethusa when he’d either been murdered or committed suicide, all in the name of destroying… something. Something we didn’t yet understand.

“How’d he get those scars?” I asked Kemena, because now I was curious what the official story about Adalstan and Conleth was. “Sparring match gone wrong?”

“Some terrible accident,” the scarred woman answered with a shrug and a slightly concerned frown.

I was surprised how someone so empathetic and desperate to be helpful had been pulled into the Astilegis, who seemed more like thugs itching for an excuse to threaten people. Maybe she’d been duped, somehow, or maybe she wasn’t from an important enough family to secure an impressive job upon graduation, like Jace. Maybe becoming an Astilegis had been her best option.

She wasn’t worthy of it-- or rather, they weren’t worthy of her.

“A student died,” Kemena continued. “Adalstan himself charged into the blaze to try and rescue them, but it was too late.”

Interesting. The official story explicitly put Adalstan as separate from Conleth, rather than having been with him before the fire started.

“I can’t imagine he likes to talk about it,” the Astilegis woman added in a mild tone, though her intention was clear.

She didn’t want us bringing it up to him directly.

Ideally, though, we wouldn’t encounter the man directly unless we decided we wanted to. Our group had been told too many lies by too many people to blindly trust another person who worked for the Asterium.

Kemena continued leading us down the hallway to the Councilmembers’ individual offices, and as we walked, Fabian fell into step beside Arian and I, while Juliet and the Graves walked in front, directly behind Kemena.

“Why make him a Councilmember?” I asked in a low voice. “If they want to keep Conleth’s death out of the public’s mind, I mean?”

“Well, they seem to have come up with a sufficiently convincing alternative story,” Arian pointed out. “The only person who could confirm Adalstan was already in the building is dead.”

“Sure,” I said. “But why even take that risk?”

“Perhaps his seat on the Council was a reward,” Fabian suggested darkly. “For silencing a student who was planning to do exactly what we’re doing.”

That sent a chill through me, even though I knew we still had a lot of questions about how and why Conleth Arethusa had died. We didn’t actually know for sure if he’d been trying to root out the corruption within the Asterium, but I wanted to believe that was the case.

We wouldn’t know for sure until we identified whatever the tattoo on his arm had been.

I then thought it was strangely convenient how Conleth had either burned to death or been exploded. Either way, it would have obliterated his tattoo-- the sole piece of physical evidence he’d possessed, if his angry gesturing toward it had been any indication.

“Ah! Councilmember Adalstan!”

Kemena’s cheerful tone in front of us made me, Arian, and Fabian all pull up short, which was just as well, since we’d been about to walk straight into Juliet and the Graves. Peering around Juliet and Zephyr’s tall, lanky figures, we saw the Astilegis woman was smiling pleasantly at an older man who was not smiling at all.

I was a little surprised to see that even despite the flaws it had shown, the portrait above the hallway had actually been rather flattering to Vered Adalstan. The man standing before us was even thinner and more gaunt while there was a hardness to his green eyes.

This was the guy drafting love letters in his office? I could only presume Adalstan was much kinder than he looked.

Not that it would’ve been difficult, because he didn’t look remotely kind at all. The severity of his expression and posture were compounded by the stiff, black jacket he wore, cut in a different style to the Astilegis and the University, though with the same silver accents. Across his chest, seeming almost garish against the black, was a sash that appeared to have been twisted or woven together. Half of it was green, patterned with leaves, not unlike Headmistress Adamine’s. The other half was a deep, brilliant blue, patterned with waves.

“Legis,” Adalstan acknowledged her, and that really was the word for it, because he didn’t smile and didn’t even really look at her.

His eyes were instead fixed on the six of us.

“These six students were hoping to speak to you about something,” Kemena said, and I had to suppress a wince, because I’d actually been hoping to avoid him, at least until we knew more about his involvement.

What was he even doing here? Jace was at home, and this was a rest day. Did he often come into work during his free time, or had we caught him when he was supposed to be doing shady, secret society stuff? A semi-deserted Council at the weekend probably would be the best time to do it.

“Five students,” Adalstan corrected as he looked Zephyr up and down. He spoke matter-of-factly, but his tone wasn’t cold or irritated. “And I’m afraid I can’t, not at the moment. I have a Council session to attend, and I owe the People my ear, even on a rest day. If you’re willing to wait, however, I can invite you into my office afterwards to speak properly.”

“That’s-- very generous of you, Councilmember,” Arian said in a slightly stiff tone.

I couldn’t tell if she was uneasy because of the potential threat this man posed, or because he was a very important man in a very important building. For all I knew, giving the wrong amount of eye contact would permit the Astilegis to shoot us where we stood.

The white-haired woman then bowed deeply to Adalstan, and when Kemena and the others followed suit, I rushed to do the same. Adalstan gently inclined his head and marched off importantly, and I only let myself straighten once I was sure we were out of his eyeline.

“Well, that was… unexpected,” Fabian remarked as he surveyed the retreating Councilmember with one raised eyebrow. It was still so unusual to see the blond man with his jacket fully buttoned and his gloves on.

“But useful, no?” Kemena asked. “Now you can speak with him directly. And… warn him, if you end up needing to.”

“True,” Zephyr admitted, but his tone was devoid of anything that might clue Kemena into the fact we hadn’t actually wanted to see Adalstan, at least not yet.

It wasn’t as though she could’ve helped it, though. She’d been leading us to his office, which none of us knew the location of, and it had just been bad luck we’d happened to encounter the man himself.

Kemena then led us down the hallway, which branched off into a labyrinth of yet smaller hallways, and after a lot of twisting and turning, we came to a wooden door inlaid with swirling silver script that read ‘Councilmember Vered Adalstan.’ Below the calligraphed name were two silver symbols, which I quickly recognized as the Black World’s old symbols for earth and water.

I wondered, idly, where the symbols had come from. I knew what the Relician alphabet looked like by now, and I’d never seen anything like it. Plus, if they had been Relician, Arian’s magic would have translated them for me.

“Is there anything else I can do to help you?” Kemena asked once we all came to a stop before the door.

“It’s probably best if you’re not here,” Fabian told her. “You don’t want to get in even more trouble if someone sees you associating with us so much.”

“Are you sure?” the scarred woman asked while looking unsure. “Those four at the entrance weren’t an exception.”

“We know,” Arian told her firmly. “But we can handle it. Right now, we don’t want you putting yourself at further risk.”

“Ari’s right,” Zephyr said, even as he bent to examine the lock on Adalstan’s office door, though he didn’t move to touch it-- presumably because we hadn’t mentioned breaking in to Kemena and weren’t about to tell her that now. “The less you’re seen with us, the better.”

“You’ve had impeccable timing thus far,” Fabian added brightly. “Trust you’ll know when we need you.”

Kemena raised an eyebrow, like she knew she was being humored slightly, but she didn’t protest. Instead, she gave us a quick salute and then marched off back down the hall.

Once she’d turned a corner, the six of us got to work.

“What do you think?” Fabian asked Zephyr as the tall man continued examining the lock on the door.

To my eyes, at least, it seemed fairly mundane, though I suspected, in the Council of all places, it would be anything but.

“A sophisticated locking spell, but Tess and Ari should be able to handle it just fine,” the silver-eyed man answered. “I’ll need a moment for the physical lock, though, it looks equally complex.”

“I can do it,” Tessa said firmly, and she stepped forward.

Working in tandem, the two siblings made impressively quick work of the two locks, and I dreaded to think what the people of Asturel would be up against if they ever decided to turn their talents toward the criminal. No bank vault would be safe.

Once the door was unlocked, the six of us quickly darted inside since we knew the longer we hovered in the hallway, the more likely someone would notice us hanging around and question us. Especially if they recognized us.

Inside Adalstan’s office, it immediately became obvious he’d once been a professor. Just as with Dolos and Adamine’s offices, this one was lined wall to wall with overflowing bookshelves, with a large, handsome desk in the middle strewn with papers and open tomes.

“What’s he been reading, then?” Fabian asked as he strolled over to the desk to survey its contents. His interested expression quickly flattened into boredom, and he announced to us dejectedly, “Ah. Law tomes.”

The sheer number of books was honestly a little daunting, especially because unlike Dolos and Adamine’s offices, this office had no windows, and the door was the only break in the shelving. Presumably, this was a security feature, but it still made the office feel just a little oppressive, like the laden shelves were looming over us all.

“Elements,” Tessa muttered as she surveyed it all. “Where do we even start?”

“Information may be hidden in plain sight,” Arian pointed out. “So pick a shelf and start looking, I suppose.”

We did just that, with Arian, Tessa, and Zephyr using their windforger abilities to examine the top shelves, while Fabian, Juliet, and I searched through the bottom half of the room.

I picked a shelf at random and pulled out the first book. It was titled A History of Agricultural Practice: An Examination on Earthshaper Preference in Lawmaking. I wanted to cringe at how mortifyingly tedious it sounded, but instead I flipped it open and skimmed a few lines, because a book with such a dull title would surely be a perfect choice for hiding something of illicit value.

Unfortunately, though, there seemed to be nothing remotely of interest, unless you had a passion for agricultural law. With a sigh, I flipped the book closed, put it back into place, and then moved onto the very next book.

So this went on, through two whole shelves, while the others continued much the same. Open a book, skim it, find nothing of note, put it back. There was no mention of any societies, no mention of Arethusa-- either the student or his famous forebear-- and absolutely nothing about illegal magic, except to comment on the fact it was illegal.

“How suicidal do I need to get before we agree this method isn’t working?” Fabian asked with a groan.

I could see he was barely resisting the urge to toss his current reading material over his shoulder, but instead he showed restraint and neatly tucked it back into place on its shelf. Adalstan seemed the type to notice if a book had been moved, even amid all this.

“I agree,” I sighed as I put Nautical Law and Piracy back on its shelf. That title had actually sounded halfway interesting, but the actual contents had been as dry as all the others. “If this secret society is really as secret as Jace implies, there wouldn’t be a ledger left around for just anyone to find. I don’t think we’re going to see to-do lists or membership rosters just lying around, even tucked into books.”

“Thomas has a point,” Juliet agreed as she shoved one of her own books back onto the shelf. “Even if we were to somehow find a step-by-step plan, or some kind of message, it would presumably be written in a code or cipher.”

“Shadows on the wall, remember,” the blond man agreed. “They’re smarter than this. They wouldn’t have gone so unnoticed for so long, otherwise, even if the Asterium is the most powerful organization in the World. These people erased a book from the University Archives just for mentioning them, remember.”

“And that was probably the only copy left in existence,” Juliet agreed grimly.

I saw a faint look of disgust on her face and remembered her telling me she hoped to one day be an archivist.

That had been on my first full day here. In some ways, it felt like a lifetime ago.

We began to search the rest of the room for anything out of place. Zephyr got to work trying to crack the lock on Adalstan’s desk, but seeing as we wanted him to not notice we’d been in here, the tall man needed to work carefully so he didn’t damage the lock in the process.

It quickly became as demoralizing as the books had been, though. Apparently, Councilmember Adalstan was almost fanatically tidy, and there wasn’t so much as a smear of dust.

I sighed heavily and took a step back from the shelves. I wondered if maybe I was missing the forest for the trees, and there was some clue in how they were arranged, but I only succeeded in tripping against the edge of the large rug in the middle of the floor.

“Shit!” I yelped as I scrambled to right my balance.

In doing so, I realized I hadn’t tripped on the edge of the rug at all, I was standing practically in the middle of it.

“That’s strange…” I muttered with a frown.

“What is?” Juliet asked, from where she was pulling on one book after another from a shelf, presumably in the hopes of discovering a secret door behind one of the bookshelves.

“I tripped,” I told the red-haired woman and gestured to the rug. “The floor’s uneven. That’s a bit strange, isn’t it? For the government’s building.”

“Very,” the tall woman agreed, and a frown came over her golden-bronze face as she stood from where she was crouched and walked over to the center of the room. “This was built by earthshapers, including Omisen himself. Everything should be completely smooth.”

“Even this long after Omisen was around?” I asked, and Juliet nodded.

“If anything in Asturel is going to be meticulously maintained, it would be the Asterium,” she said, and I had to admit she had a point there.

“In which case, what did I trip on?” I asked.

“Precisely,” Juliet agreed, and together, we walked to the edge of the rug and began to roll it up to reveal the plain, stone floor beneath.

“Redecorating, are we?” Fabian asked. He’d given up on books and was instead hovering over Zephyr’s shoulder to watch the lanky man work.

“There’s something under here,” Juliet told him as she and I shoved at the rug, which was even thicker and heavier than I’d thought it would be.

And, when we finally did move it out of the way, I noticed a large crack in the mortar between two flagstones. Seemingly, they’d been improperly laid, to create just the tiniest disparity between the edges of the two slabs. Evidently, I’d tripped on the higher edge.

“Now that,” Juliet said as she put her hands on her hips, “should definitely not be there.”

“Are you sure?” Fabian asked, and he glanced over at the flagstones with a doubtful expression. “It’s just a badly-laid stone. And a crack. This building is centuries old.”

“Jules is right, none of these offices would have a crack or a stone you could trip on,” Tessa said firmly.

“Something must be underneath it,” I said as I crouched down and pressed the tips of my first and second fingers along the crack. “Adalstan’s an earthshaper, isn’t he? Maybe this is some kind of hidden door. He must’ve had to seal it in a hurry or something, and that’s why the crack’s here.”

“A secret door?” Arian asked. She looked unsure but not outright skeptical.

“There’s secret passages in the University, aren’t there?” I pointed out, and she shrugged as if to say ‘fair enough.’

“There’s only one way to find out for sure, though,” Tessa said. “You and Jules need to open it. We need to go inside.”

I exchanged a look with the red-haired woman, and she nodded firmly. Then, together, we began to work, just as we’d done on the passage in Adamine’s office.

The stone was resistant, though, like it had the sentience to push back against our influence, our magic. I knew I was fairly untrained, but I had enough practice to know this task, especially with the aid of a second earthshaper, should not have been this difficult. It reminded me of the earth outside the abandoned lab building, only stronger.

Slowly but surely, however, the crack in the floor began to extend. Not in a straight line, but turning sharp corners and outlining the unevenly-placed flagstone until it then began to sink into the ground. Six inches, then twelve, then it slid away, underneath one of the other slabs, and revealed a helical stone staircase hiding beneath.

“Holy shit,” I muttered when Juliet and I were done, and both of us were panting from the exertion.

“Someone definitely didn’t want this being discovered,” Juliet noted. “That was difficult.”

“Magic is most easily manipulated by the hand that cast it,” Arian said. “If that spell was placed by Adalstan himself, he would be able to open that passage alone.”

“Of course, there’s the matter of where this passage leads,” Fabian said.

He’d moved away from Adalstan’s desk, as had Zephyr. Tessa’s brother hadn’t yet succeeded in cracking the locks on the drawers, but seeing as we’d just discovered a secret staircase leading down into the dark, it probably didn’t matter.

“Well, we can’t all go,” Arian said at once and put one hand on her hip. “Once Adalstan comes back and sees all this, he’ll know we’ve found him out. Someone will need to stay behind and cover our tracks.”

“Should we even go?” Zephyr asked dubiously. “We have no idea where this leads, and this could be the only exit.

“We should go,” Tessa told her brother firmly, even though she, too, was eying the dark staircase with apprehension. “We need to figure out what he’s hiding. At the very least, we need justice for Arethusa. We owe it to him, to find out why he died the way he did.”

“And Kell,” Arian added. “This seems like the perfect place to hide records about cross-world magic. Maybe Adalstan was theorizing about illegal magics, too, like Dolos.”

“Seeing as we just found this thing, I wouldn’t put it past him,” I admitted. “But Ari’s right, one of us needs to stay behind.”

“I’ll do it,” Fabian said, and when we all looked at him, he shrugged, almost self-consciously. “What? It makes the most sense. Thomas and Juliet need to open and close the passage, and they can’t do it alone. Zeph and Tessa can pick locks, and if you need a rainsmith for a clairvoyance spell or something, Ari’s the only one we have. Plus, I have a name that’ll give even a Councilmember pause. Of the six of us, I’m the one with the best chance of talking my way out of this.”

“He’s right,” Arian said, but she still frowned at the flameworker. “Are you sure you’ll be alright up here, Fabian?”

“I can put a rug back into place,” the blond man drawled, but he was obviously deflecting.

I wondered if he was uncomfortable about specifically Arian showing concern for him, or if he was like that with everyone. It was obvious by now that Fabian hadn’t had the most loving upbringing, and the person he’d apparently been closest to, Kell, was currently missing. Though he and Arian clearly cared for one another deeply, their friendship had been complicated by the fact they’d also both been vying for Kell’s affections.

I remembered our conversation in the tavern, just before we’d discovered Kell rented a room there.

He’s the only thing we ever fight about.

But here, now, I saw a deep bond between Fabian and Arian. For all their bickering, for all the complication of Kell, they cared, a lot. They probably understood each other better than any other pair in this group, save maybe Tessa and Zephyr. Difficult family lives. A desire to prove themselves. Falling for an ambitious, driven, reckless young man.

“In that case,” Arian said gently. “Be safe.”

She looked at Fabian as she said it, but somehow I felt like the words were meant for all of us.

The yawning black chasm of the passage beckoned, like a mouth with spirals of stone teeth leading down into the gloom. I conjured a flame in my hand and tried to illuminate further down, but my fire was too weak to penetrate the shadows.

I placed my foot on the first step, a little more than a foot below the level of the office floor, and looked up at the others, half uncertain, half expectant.

“None of you need to follow me down here,” I said as I moved onto the next step. “Not if you don’t want to.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Arian scoffed, and she moved onto the first step with a determined gleam in her eye, like she almost wanted me to protest.

“Agreed,” Tessa said.

Juliet and Zephyr also both nodded at me, and the former conjured a flame in her own palm, ready for the descent.

I went down another step, then another, and then all five of us were on the staircase, with the black depths gaping up at us hungrily. We continued a few more steps until Juliet, at the back, was low enough for us to move the flagstone back in place. Then she and I mustered our strength, our hand-flames guttering as we worked, and there was the grinding of stone against stone as the slab began to move.

In the narrowing gap of light, I looked up at Fabian, and he quirked an ironic smile. Even so, I could see the fear behind it. It probably matched the fear in my own expression.

“Don’t die down there,” the blond man told me.

“Don’t die up here,” I shot back, just as the stone slipped fully back into place, and the cracks in its mortar sealed closed and plunged us into pitch black.

I shivered and rushed to relight my fire. Above, Juliet did the same, and we all looked at one another in the flickering golden light.

“Only one way to go now,” Arian said behind me, and her eyes seemed almost luminously blue in the shadows.

I nodded, because she was right.

And so down we went, descending into the dark.


Chapter 12

Even with both Juliet and I holding a flame aloft, the narrow, helical staircase was uncomfortably, oppressively shadowed. I moved more through touch than sight, and I carefully felt my way onto the next step down before putting my weight on it. I stuck close to the wall, where the steps were widest, and where I knew stone would be to catch me.

Realistically, I didn’t think it was possible to fall. The passage was too narrow, the gap in the center from the stairs was much too small for an entire person, even someone petite like Tessa. Even so, the entire time we were walking down, a part of my mind was warning me not to fall, and my knees felt like jelly.

I was relieved when I felt flat, even floor underneath my feet once again, and I realized we’d come to the bottom of whatever this pit was. I raised my hand higher, willed the flame larger, and surmised we were in a flat, narrow tunnel now, though there was no telling how deep below ground we were.

Juliet raised her hand to press her palm on the smooth wall of the tunnel. Our flames couldn’t illuminate more than about ten feet away, so there was no telling how far along this corridor went.

“We’re definitely below the Asterium’s lower floors,” she murmured after a few moments. “I can’t feel any breaks in the stone.”

“You can feel gaps in the stone?” I asked.

“Air pockets,” she clarified. “Where rooms would be. But I can’t sense very far down here.”

“How far can you usually sense?”

“It varies,” the tall woman said with a shrug. In the flickering light of the fire in her free hand, her hair looked like it, too, was pure flame. “Strong magic will limit my scope. But there should be Astilegis holding cells and University Archives and all sorts around us. Since I can’t feel it, we must be even lower.”

“I don’t like this,” Tessa said uneasily, and she looked around with a grimace.

I wasn’t all that surprised a woman who commanded the wind, who could glide on it as though she could fly, disliked small, enclosed spaces. Honestly, I wasn’t much of a fan of them, either.

Maybe I would come to be less worried over time, since earth was one of my elements. Even so, I couldn’t really imagine feeling safe or cozy this far below the surface. All I could think about was what would happen if it all came crashing down on our heads.

I shuddered and pushed this thought aside.

“The quicker we move, the quicker we can get out of here,” Arian agreed while also looking a little uncomfortable, so the five of us began to make our way along the corridor at a brisk pace.

The helical staircase was right at its end, so there was only one direction to go in.

I half expected traps or something, but the walk was uneventful, and after maybe ten minutes, we came to a dead end.

“Elements…” Tessa mumbled, and she pressed her hands over her mouth like she was trying to stifle a scream or resisting the urge to vomit. Maybe both.

“Hang on,” I said, and I held my flaming hand closer to the wall. Upon closer inspection, I could see similar cracks around its edges. “It’s like the other door. Juliet, a little help?”

The tall woman inched her way past the others, as this hallway was just as narrow as the one from Adamine’s office, and once again, she and I worked together to open this second hidden entrance. We had to operate entirely on sensing through our magic, since opening it required both hands, which meant we once again had to douse our flames.

While I was glad to have Arian at my side, with her calm pragmatism, I was a little dismayed we’d had to leave Fabian behind, since a little light would’ve been helpful. On the other hand, maybe it was good to not be able to constantly see how cramped this narrow hallway was. At least for the moment, in the dark, I could pretend it was a huge cavern.

Eventually, though, we got this second doorway open, too, and when Juliet and I relit our flames, we found ourselves standing at the threshold of a small room.

Like the hallway, it was dark and made of stone. A richly-carved bookshelf was pressed up against one wall, with a matching desk and chair. On a raised step at the far end of the room was a plinth, and on it rested a closed book, inlaid with a metal disc. It looked almost tempting, as if it had been laid out especially for us.

“I can’t tell if this is a trap, or if Adalstan is just manically organized,” Arian murmured as the five of us warily crossed the threshold into this peculiar little room.

“How long has this been here?” I asked as I turned in a slow circle in the middle of the room. I spied a few sconces set into the wall and lit them, which cast the whole room in a friendly glow. “Do you think Adalstan put it in himself?”

“I wouldn’t imagine so,” Juliet said with a frown. “The Asterium foundations are imbued with some of the strongest magic in the Black World. Even a renowned earthshaper like Adalstan couldn’t have carved all this out on his own.”

“So he must not predate this,” I said with a nod. “Maybe the uneven stone was just that, then. He might not even know about this.”

“I don’t know, based on how neat his office was, I think he would’ve noticed that edge,” Arian said. “The idea he was in here and had to leave in a hurry makes more sense to me.”

“Maybe we should find out what he was down here for, then,” I said, and I walked up to the book on the plinth and carefully outstretched my free hand.

I pressed one fingertip to the underside of the front cover and pressed, intending to flip the book open, but it didn’t budge.

“Huh,” I muttered, and I pushed harder, but still nothing. It was like the book was welded shut. “It won’t open.”

“Really?” Zephyr asked, and he approached the pedestal and peered at it curiously. The metal disc inlaid on its cover was engraved with dozens of tiny symbols. “Huh. This is unlike any locking spell I’ve ever seen. It looks… arcane. I couldn’t even begin to pick this, I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

That was a little disappointing, since this book looked so obviously important, but I decided it would just have to stay there for now. There was no telling how much time we would have, so we needed to move quickly.

I momentarily tried to lift the book from the pedestal, just in case we might be able to take it with us and try to open it later, but no luck there, either. The book was stuck to the pedestal, and the pedestal was stuck to the floor. Frankly, even if we had been able to move the book, it wouldn’t have been practical, as we had nowhere to stash it, and its absence would soon be noted.

“Do you have any idea what kind of spell is locking the book?” I asked the tall man, and he frowned at the tome one last time.

“Well,” he said at last. “Based on its age, I would say it’s related to blood. If the right person bleeds on the book, here, I think it would open. But we’d need the right person’s blood.”

He pointed to the engraved metal disc. I recognized none of the symbols as any of the element symbols I’d come to recognize, though they looked similar. Presumably, then, they were from the same ancient alphabet or language.

“We don’t have time for that, though,” I said, and the tall man nodded. He, too, seemed frustrated by the idea. “Then let’s see what we can find out.”

I crossed over to the handsomely-carved bookshelf, which was filled with old books and dusty scrolls. I reached out at random to pick one up, as I had with the books in Adalstan’s office.

But, the moment I touched one, an invisible force threw me back, hard enough that I was sent crashing to the ground.

I gasped as the air was forced from my body on impact, and I heard a cry of my name.

“Thomas!” Tessa was at my side in a moment and helped me to my feet, and her silvery eyes were wide with concern. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly, and I glanced back at the bookshelf with a combination of confusion and irritation. “I just… touched one of the books!”

“A warding spell,” Arian said, both out of shock and by way of explanation. “That’s powerful magic, especially to throw you back so hard.”

I opened my mouth to ask the white-haired woman about the spell, such as what knowledge inside the books could warrant such strong defenses, but I was cut off by a dull ‘bang.’

And, when I looked back at the bookshelf, a strange figure was rising out of the stone floor.

It was roughly humanoid and seemingly made of a tornado of brown earth, and it lunged for Tessa and I as we both scrambled back. Tessa raised a hand and sent a burst of air to blow the figure’s body apart, but the instant the dirt scattered across the room, it just reformed into the same swirling mass of earth.

“What the hell is that thing?” I cried out as I got to my feet.

“Elements…” Arian muttered, and she sounded awestruck as well as afraid. “That’s an elemental.”

“A what?” I asked as I kept my eye on the thing.

“A rudimentary consciousness, sculpted from pure magic,” the white-haired woman told me, and she sounded more like herself this time, her tone forceful. “Given form in one of the five elements. Complex, dangerous magic.”

“I thought they were illegal!” Tessa exclaimed as she sent another gale of wind at the elemental’s body.

Like before, the gust slowed the thing down for a few moments but nothing else, and once it reformed again, it continued barreling toward us.

“They are,” Juliet said as she outstretched her own hands, and I could tell she was trying to wrestle mastery of its dirt body from the elemental itself, though from the looks of things, she wasn’t succeeding. “The Asterium forbids the creation of consciousness by magical means-- it’s considered enslavement and a bastardization of magic itself.”

Honestly, I was a little surprised the Asterium would have rules that were apparently based on ethics, but I had no time to dwell on this as the elemental lunged toward me again.

“Get behind us!” Arian cried to me as she sent a current of water toward the creature, maybe hoping to slow it down by increasing its weight.

Zephyr and Tessa had started working in tandem now and were bursting the thing apart to slow it down, and Juliet was still trying to control the earth making up its form.

I supposed it came as no surprise the elemental would be after me, as I had been the one to trigger the defense spell, but it seemed pretty indiscriminate about how it got to me. It raised its huge, heavy arms of dirt and knocked them bodily into the Graves, which sent them sprawling.

“Tessa!” I cried out in panic, and I tried to run to her.

But the elemental had already refocused its attention on me, and it lunged faster than anything made of dirt had a right to move.

I felt the impact as its limbs hit me square in the stomach, which forced out what little breath I’d caught after my first fall. It was like being hit with a boulder, or colliding with a brick wall. I was pretty sure I felt a rib crack.

And then I was pinned on the floor beneath the weight of its arm. The elemental held itself like a gorilla, with its weight on its arms, and some of that weight was now pressing directly on me.

“Thomas!” Arian shouted, and there was a gale-force wind as she attempted what the Graves had been doing.

It wasn’t strong enough, though, and the elemental’s body barely shifted before her power.

With a grunt, I reached up and grabbed hold of the base of its arm, and I tried to force it up and off me. I wasn’t as strong as it, not physically, but earth was my element, and I would bend it to my will.

“Juliet!” I yelled, and thankfully, she knew what I was asking.

She and I worked together and combined our strength, and we slowly but surely lifted the elemental’s weight off me.

Even this, though, wouldn’t have been enough without the others. Arian had rushed to Tessa and Zephyr’s sides and helped them to their feet, and the cumulative strength of three windforgers against an elemental held in place by two earthshapers allowed them to blow it apart with such power it was like the creature exploded.

“Fire! Now!” I shouted to Juliet, and flames erupted from our palms and moved to scorch any and all clumps of earth we could see before it reformed.

We weren’t fast enough, though, and the elemental resumed its shape, but this time, one of its legs was missing.

Again and again, the five of us pinned it down, blew it apart, and slowly burned its body to ash. And, little by little, the elemental ceased to be, until the entire little room smelled strongly of smoke, and a fine, whitish dust carpeted the floor.

“Ugh,” Arian said, half a groan and half a cough, and with one hand she swirled the lingering smoke into a small vortex and compressed it into a ball of blackened air, so dense it almost seemed solid.

Then it was actually solid, and a small lump of pure soot, like a tiny lump of coal, clattered to the floor and collapsed into a small pile of black dust on impact.

For a long moment, we all just coughed and sputtered as we tried to catch our breath. My head hurt from how much I’d had to extend my magic. I’d never felt such adamant resistance from the earth before, likely a result of the consciousness sculpted into the earth itself.

I wondered, if all earth could be as conscious as the elemental, would it all resist manipulation so strongly? Had the earth been made hostile by the defense magic, or had it simply been given a voice?

All of us were covered in scrapes and bruises, not to mention the probably-cracked-rib I’d sustained from the elemental’s first blow. Despite having influence over fire myself, I’d yet to pick up any healing magic, but Juliet was, thankfully, well-versed in this. I still wasn’t used to the sensation of healing magic, the hot, dry warmth of a fire against my skin, but not painfully so. It was actually kind of soothing.

“Okay, lift your shirt, I think you really did crack a rib,” the tall woman said after examining me, and I unbuttoned the stiff purple jacket and rolled up the gray shirt to show an impressive mottling of bruises across my left side.

I winced just looking at it.

“Definitely broken,” Juliet muttered as she pressed both her palms over the offending rib.

I gasped in pain at the pressure, but as warmth radiated out from her magic, it quickly subsided.

“I have to learn how to do that,” I said in an impressed tone.

“I’ll teach you, if we get a chance,” Juliet offered. “It would be useful to have another healer in the group. Would put less of a strain on Fabian and me.”

That was understandable, as healing magic used both the energy of the person being healed and the healer themselves. If there were three people who could spread the energy-drain between them, we would be an overall stronger group.

And I had a sneaking suspicion we would need to be strong against whatever we were going up against within the Asterium. If they were setting elemental traps for a single bookcase, already hidden behind two heavy-duty stone doors, I didn’t want to think about what other defenses we would encounter.

I decided to voice this last point aloud.

“What’s so important in here that it made Adalstan set an elemental as a trap?” I asked as Juliet finished healing me, and I rolled my shirt back down over my now-unblemished skin.

“While I’d personally rather not know, I think we need to,” Zephyr said with a frown. “An elemental, though… that’s strong magic. Risky, too.”

“And like you said, Jules, very illegal,” Tessa added while looking apprehensive. “Do you think this room might be used by multiple people? Maybe that’s why there’s a defense spell here. There could be multiple points of entry-- multiple weak points.”

“This place was so hidden, though,” Arian said. Ash had settled in her stark-white hair and made it look pale gray but no less striking. She raised a hand to try and brush some of the ash out, which left a wisp of dust in her wake. “We wouldn’t have found it at all if that crack hadn’t been in the floor.”

“And even if there were multiple people who knew about this, surely they would have to be allies,” Juliet added. “Why defend against them?”

“They must have known how to defeat the elemental more easily,” Tessa said. “Or it wouldn’t trigger if one of them touched it. Like that book over there, Zeph, you said it would probably open from a blood spell. Maybe the elemental was tied to the same blood. If the right person was detected, it would stay dormant.”

“For the record, blood magic is also pretty frowned upon,” Arian told me. “You can make some devastatingly terrible spells from blood, all tailored to a single person. Sometimes healers get clearance to use blood magic, for specialized treatment, but its main applications seem to have been torture or curses.”

“Yikes,” I muttered with a grimace.

I still hadn’t quite realized how cruel and brutal the Black World could be. Part of me was still a wide-eyed kid who’d just learned magic was real and expected it to be all about flashy spells, but anywhere there were humans, there was cruelty.

Or, human-adjacent species, anyway. Since we came from different dimensions, I supposed Arian, Tessa, and the others weren’t really human, we just looked similar.

“If this room is related to that secret society, I can’t imagine why there would only be a single entrance from one Councilmember’s office,” Tessa said. “Unless this is some kind of personal secret office, and there’s another hidden door leading on to further secret rooms.”

“There could be,” Juliet said. “I can’t really sense it, though, the magic here is too dense. Worse than at the other end of the corridor.”

“I’d agree, more secret passages are likely than Adalstan having this all to himself.” I nodded to the silver-eyed woman. “And if we can find another exit, that might be useful. We could avoid Adalstan altogether.”

“You don’t want to question him, after we’ve seen all this?” Arian asked me, and she gestured in particular to the ashen remains of the earth elemental.

“I do, but not until we have something a little more concrete,” I answered. “We could ask him why he created an illegal consciousness, but would we get a straight answer? Would we even get an answer at all, or would he throw us to the Astilegis?”

“You have a point,” the white-haired woman admitted. “And I suppose the bookcase is the best place to start, since it was so heavily guarded.”

“Well, let’s see what all that magic was in service of,” Zephyr said. He was closest to said bookcase, and he carefully approached it while outstretching a cautious hand.

I wondered for a moment if another trap would spring. A second elemental, this one made of air or metal because of Zephyr’s own elements, or a water elemental because that was Adalstan’s other element. Instead, thankfully, nothing happened, and we all breathed a sigh of relief.

“Two elementals would probably be excessive, given how hidden this room is,” the lanky man remarked as he pulled a book from the shelf at random and flipped it open. He then frowned down at it. “What by the elements…?”

He muttered this to himself, like I might say ‘what in the hell?’ and peered down uncomprehendingly at the pages.

“What?” Tessa sounded concerned for her brother, and when Zephyr tipped the book toward her so she could see the pages, she balked. “Oh!”

“‘Oh’ what?” I asked, and Arian, Juliet, and I all clustered around the tall man to look down at the book.

“That’s so bizarre!” the white-haired woman said and sounded legitimately shocked, but I couldn’t for the life of me understand where the shock was coming from.

“What do you mean?” I asked as my eyes scanned the words and then flicked up to the others. “It’s just talking about some magical research. It doesn’t even look particularly illegal or complex.”

“Wait,” Juliet said flatly, and they all stared at me. “You can read this?”

“Uh… yeah?” I said blankly. “Can’t the four of you?”

“Thomas, it doesn’t even look like words!” Tessa exclaimed. She then glanced over at Zephyr and the others, and they all made sounds of agreement.

“What are you talking about?” I frowned. “It’s right there, just a table of some kind of experiment being run over and over. You can see the dates down this first column, here.”

I pointed to the column, but all of them looked at me like I was crazy.

“Is this some joke I don’t understand?” Arian asked, and she was looking at me almost warily.

“No! I can read it!” I insisted as I shook my head. “Why can’t the four of you? I… wait.”

An idea struck me then, and I put a hand on Arian’s shoulder.

“Your translation spell,” I said. “Disable it.”

“What?” The white-haired woman blinked.

“Just for a second,” I told her. “I just want to see something.”

She gave me a dubious look but did as I asked, and I felt the veil of her magic slip from my mind. But, when I looked back at the book in Zephyr’s hands, nothing had changed.

Meaning, it was written in English.

I gestured to the book silently, knowing Zephyr would not be able to understand me if I asked aloud, and he passed it over without comment. I flipped through several more pages of tables that documented some kind of experiment, and I eventually came to a page filled with actual text.

Still English.

I pointed to Arian and then gestured between her and me, and she resumed the translation spell.

“It’s written in my language,” I told them. “How is that possible?”

“That’s your language?” Tessa asked with wide eyes. “It’s so different from Relician!”

“Apparently,” I said. “But, if I can understand it, surely you should be able to, Arian. I thought translation spells went both ways.”

“They’re supposed to,” she said frankly. “But there must be another layer of magic over it, something to prevent it from being translated.”

“Is that unusual?” I asked as I tried to gauge how complex or strong such a spell would need to be.

“In terms of complexity, I don’t think so,” Arian told me. “But it’s not especially common magic. Most people speak Relician, and those that don’t rely on translation magic. I’ve never heard of someone requiring something to not be translated.”

“Sensitive documents?” I suggested. “Ones that could fall into enemy hands?”

“Translation magic is the fastest method, but people can just learn languages the slow way,” Zephyr said. “Preventing it from being translated by magic would just mean a ‘traditional’ translator would have to take over.”

“But who would know how to speak a language from another world?” Tessa asked with a frown. “Cross-world magic and travel are outlawed.”

“Maybe it’s a holdover from another time, before the Calamity,” Juliet suggested, and she glanced at me for a confirmation or a denial.

“Could be,” I admitted, and I held the book in one hand while gesturing to the pages with the other. “This isn’t modern English. It looks like The Canterbury Tales-- uh, I mean, it looks like a much older version of English. Like-- Ari. You know how you said you and Fabian couldn’t read the old Archives because of linguistic drift?”

“Yes,” the white-haired woman said. “So maybe you’re right, it’s from before.”

“These dates are modern, though,” I muttered as I flipped back to the pages of tables. “I saw one of the Councilmember portraits was labeled ‘648AC.’ None of these dates go before 635.”

“How would someone know an old version of your language now?” Tessa asked me. “Or maybe it would make more sense that they know the old version. But how would they have kept it for so long?”

“Maybe one of these books is a dictionary,” I half joked as I leafed back to the pages of solid text that recounted something almost like a diary entry.

“Can you read it aloud to us, Thomas?” Juliet asked, and I nodded.

I had to read slowly, both because of the weird spellings of Middle English, and because Juliet was hastily writing everything down in Relician. There were definitely some Black World words in there, magical jargon I wasn’t familiar with, but soon the purpose of the records became clear.

Whoever had written this book had been attempting cross-world magic.

Clear as day, give or take a couple strangely-spelled words, this author was speaking about the challenges in overcoming the level of power required to punch a hole in one world and through to another. This person, who could have been Adalstan, or anyone else who might’ve had access to this room, had been collating research from decades and centuries ago and testing those theories. There were even references to other modern attempts by different people.

In many ways, this was everything Arian and Fabian had searched for in the University Archives on my first full day in the Black World. The kinds of research and records that the Asterium would have destroyed, to protect its reputation and the People.

On the other hand, it was so much more than what Arian and Fabian had gone looking for. It was written in a language I never would’ve expected a Black Worlder to know, and there was a level of detail that left no doubt as to its authenticity.

“Is this where the books the Asterium erases are kept?” I asked once I reached the end of another passage, and I glanced up warily at the bookshelf.

It looked so innocent, and if I hadn’t witnessed the elemental for myself, I would have had no reason to suspect it held such forbidden knowledge.

“Maybe,” Zephyr muttered, and he, too, was eyeing the shelves with apprehension. “Maybe we’ll find the book Jace mentioned in here.”

“That book is nothing compared to this one,” Arian said darkly. “It mentioned a secret society in passing. This is… sacrilege.”

“If they removed one book for mentioning a society, this should’ve been burned,” Tessa said. “Unless… do you think Adalstan wrote it?”

“I’ve never seen his handwriting, so I couldn’t say,” I answered as I slowly pulled my gaze back to the pages. Then I turned to the next one and began to skim the next passage. “But this is… proof. Solid proof.

“Of extensive and current cross-world magic within the Asterium,” Arian said in a grave tone. “Elements, within the Council. This would cause an uproar. Rioting. It might be enough to topple the Asterium itself.”

“Oh, it would be,” I told her grimly, and I pointed to the passage I had just begun to skim over. “It gets worse.”

“What?” Juliet’s head shot up from where she had been hurriedly scribbling down my verbal transcription, and her green eyes were wide with disbelief. “What could possibly be worse?”

“This here,” I said. “It talks about cultural taboos surrounding cross-world magic after the Calamity. But it doesn’t talk about danger. Whoever wrote this is saying the magic is difficult, complex, but safe if done correctly.”

“What?” Arian scoffed. “That’s impossible, you said those dates are post-Calamity, we know better than that now.”

“They are, but this person is insisting it’s safe,” I said as I re-read the passage just to make absolutely sure, but no, even despite the flowery language and irregular spellings, I could see the word ‘sayfe’ written at least three times.

“No,” Arian whispered, still refusing to believe it, and I couldn’t blame her.

Because this was impossible. It went against everything the four of them had ever been taught at the University-- for their entire lives.

“But if cross-world magic is safe…” Tessa trailed off, and her voice was thick with uneasy bitterness.

I could tell she, too, didn’t want to believe it, but what other choice did we have? Kell had done it, albeit in a flawed manner, and nothing bad had happened. And here, right before our eyes, were years and years of similar attempts by the Council themselves.

“If it is safe,” I echoed grimly as I finished her question, “then what caused the Calamity?”


Chapter 13

Cross-world magic bore the blame for the Calamity. Juliet told me this on my first day, and Tessa mentioned it was illegal only a few moments after I’d first landed in Asturel. The role of cross-world magic in the event that created the Black World, devastating two existing worlds in the process and robbing the People of their magic, was as immutable a truth as the twin moons in the starless sky.

And it was a lie.

At my side, Tessa was actually trembling. I looked over at her, and she had pressed her hand over her mouth again, like she was afraid she might vomit.

I could hardly blame her. The Calamity was the foundational event in the Black World’s history, from how I’d been told things. Two worlds collided, obliterating and irrevocably altering one another, and the result stripped the population of their magical abilities. And for centuries after, the Asterium, the purveyor of law, enforcement, and education, told everyone it had been caused by cross-world magic.

It was the reason the elves posed such a danger to the People, why the war Quentin Omisen won had been such an important piece of their history. The Calamity, in a very real way, was the Black World’s focal point, the justification for everything being the way it was now.

But the Asterium, either in whole or in part, was lying about how it had happened, was lying about what had triggered it.

I looked around at the other three, and Tessa’s state was a similar reflection of theirs. Zephyr looked unusually pale and unsteady, like he, too, might faint or vomit. Juliet was gritting her teeth so hard the muscles were twitching in her jaw, and she screwed her eyes shut and pressed fingers to her temples like she’d suddenly been caught in the throes of a terrible migraine.

Meanwhile, Arian was completely, utterly blank. It was like she’d been shut down or replaced with a robot version of herself. Her face was devoid of all emotion, and her eyes seemed strangely flat and lacked the shine and depth of a real person. She was a doll, a machine awaiting input, her mind sheltered and cut off in the depths of her own head.

I couldn’t even begin to comprehend what they were feeling. If this was a shock to me, it had to be untethering for them, like having the ground stolen out from underneath your feet.

There was no sound in the dark little room in the wake of my question. No one wanted to answer it. If cross-world magic hadn’t caused the Calamity, as the Asterium claimed, then what had? Some other dangerous magic? A war between humans and elves? Or had it been as random as the meteor slamming into Earth and eradicating the dinosaurs, a fluke of bad luck?

Tessa let out a single, hysterical sob between her fingers, and then she clenched her eyes shut and pressed her hands even harder over her mouth, like she wanted to swallow the grief and rage pouring out from her. I said nothing as I reached out an arm, encircled her shoulders, and pulled her against me, and she turned into my chest and began to silently weep.

I risked another glance up at the others. Zephyr, who I had never even seen raise his voice before, was trembling not with fear, but rage. His nut-brown face was still paler than normal, and there was an intensity to his silvery gaze, an anger I knew I didn’t want to get on the wrong side of.

I watched as the tall man looked down at his shaking hands and slowly, deliberately, curled them into fists. His lips were pressed together in a hard, thin line. Juliet reached out to touch his shoulder with her own shaking hand, and he looked over at her sharply. A look passed between the pair of them, some kind of understanding, and I remembered when we’d first been fleeing the Astilegis a few weeks ago. They’d tracked us to Zephyr’s apartment, and we’d practically destroyed the place in a brawl. When Zephyr offered us clothes to help disguise ourselves, he’d had a dress of Juliet’s.

It had to have been hers. Tall and statuesque as she was, not many dresses would have reached the floor, but this one had. There was obviously something between them, or rather, there had been, once. But whatever it had been, and however it ended, it was clear some amount of caring and concern still existed between them.

I wondered for a moment if Juliet had ever seen Zephyr as furious as he was now. I wondered if Tessa had. I couldn’t really picture the lanky man angry, but I was looking at it right now. It seemed wrong, distorted, like a funhouse mirror.

“Everything we worked for…”

The words were a mere whisper, but there was nothing soft about them. Nothing delicate. They were hard and sharp and prickled. I looked over at Arian, and her gaze no longer seemed quite so flat. Where before I’d half wondered if she would collapse, now she stood strong and firm and righteous. She’d emerged from whatever dark place in her mind she’d retreated into, and now anger shone brightly in those ice-blue eyes.

“It was all a lie,” she continued.

There was an eerie calm to her voice, a cold sternness. She was a thread away from snapping, from unleashing it all, and only a fool would test her.

“The Calamity,” she said. “The Asterium. All of it.”

She finally turned those burning cold eyes on me, like she was setting a challenge, and I did the only thing I could do.

I rose to meet it.

“We’re going to stop them,” I told her firmly.

We had no choice, and to let ourselves be crushed by this realization would just allow the Asterium to continue winning. We needed to challenge them, to expose their lies, to stop them.

Was this what Conleth Arethusa learned, and what he had died for? Had Councilmember Adalstan ensured Conleth died in that explosion, his knowledge with him?

There was only one way to find out, and that meant we needed to confront the Councilmember directly.

It wouldn’t be easy, least of all in the middle of the Council, when we were already being hunted by the Astilegis, but nothing worth doing was ever easy. My mother had taught me that.

“We are,” Tessa said. Her voice was muffled from where she was still curled into me, but she stepped back now, raised her head, and tilted her chin up like a challenge. “And we’re going to take the Asterium down. Brick by brick, if we have to.”

“Brick by brick,” Arian agreed in a voice like shards of ice.

“We should bring that book,” Juliet added, and she nodded to the incriminating tome in my hand. “Try to break whatever magic blocks translation, or at least have you transcribe it in full. Who knows what other secrets are hidden in those pages?”

“If we had time and luggage space, we should take all of these,” I said as I looked up at the handsomely-carved bookshelf.

I’d selected this book at random, and once again I was reminded of Headmistress Adamine’s question about whether I believed in fate.

Had it been fate prompting us to choose this book out of all the others, or had it really just been random coincidence Zephyr picked the one only I could read, filled with evidence of the Asterium’s lies?

Or maybe all of these books contained similarly damning truths. I shuddered at the thought.

“I want to know what’s in that one,” Arian said darkly, and she nodded at the book on the little pedestal, rooted to the ground and locked with a blood-spell.

I, too, was desperately curious as to what was hidden inside that particular tome, but we had neither the time nor the resources right now.

Maybe, if we were lucky, we’d be able to find a way to come back here. I was inclined to agree with what Tessa said, about it being odd if this secret room really only had one entrance from one specific Councilmember’s office.

At the prospect of leaving this dark little room, and all the dark, not-so-little secrets inside it, my mind began to race about the world outside.

How many of the Council knew about this place? How many knew about the Calamity being based on a complete lie? And most of all, for what purpose had all of this been set up? What exactly was there to be gained from this lie, and who stood to reap it?

“We should try and find a way to come back,” Juliet said, as if she’d been able to read my mind, and she gestured to the book in my hands. “But even if we can’t, we have that one. I can’t imagine any more damning secrets than the Calamity being based on a lie.”

“Don’t say that,” Zephyr warned the tall woman darkly, and I understood his meaning. He didn’t want to jinx it.

I wondered what the Black World’s equivalent of ‘jinxing’ was, or if they even had such a concept. Maybe they said something like ‘cursed,’ in line with their magic-based society.

We all headed toward the doorway, back into the long, dark hall and the helical staircase up to the Asterium’s ground level. Juliet led, being a flameworker who could light the way and an earthshaper who could open the door, while I, with similar abilities, brought up the rear.

As we approached the foreboding darkness of the corridor, I found myself wondering again just how deep we were, and who’d built this room in the first place. Omisen himself had, by all accounts, been an earthshaper. So, had he put this there? Had he founded whatever secret society controlled the Asterium, and by extension the People, lying to them about the Calamity?

I didn’t want to believe the Asterium’s founder and hero had been a liar and a manipulator, but I knew far too much of Earth’s history to say it was an unusual or even unlikely possibility.

These thoughts were roughly shunted from my mind, though, as I tried to cross the threshold of the room and step back into the hallway.

Key word being ‘tried.’

When my foot went to reach over the boundary of the threshold, my entire body was shoved by some invisible force, and I was forced back into the room.

Everyone ahead turned sharply at the sound of me staggering backward to catch my balance, and their eyes widened with confusion.

“Thomas?” Tessa asked.

Without me there, she was at the back of the line, and her brow creased into a frown.

“I… I can’t get out,” I said, but even as I said it, I couldn’t quite believe it.

I approached the threshold again, more forcefully this time, like this was a bubble I could pop, but the instant I reached the threshold, I was once again forced away, back into the room.

“Elements,” Arian muttered.

She had to lean sideways to see past Zephyr and Tessa, as she was directly behind Juliet at the front of the line. Backlit by the flame in Juliet’s hand, her white hair shimmered pale gold.

“There must be some kind of barrier spell,” Arian continued as she shuffled past Zephyr and Tessa to stand right on the other side of the threshold to me.

I watched as she carefully outstretched a hand, but she could pass across it as easily as she’d left only moments before.

“The book,” I said as realization struck me. “I’m the one holding it. There must be spells in place to stop it from leaving this room.”

“That’s pretty clever,” Juliet admitted with a frown. “Stops anyone from taking any evidence out of this room, even by accident.”

“But it also means anyone who wants to look over this stuff has to come into this room,” Tessa pointed out. “There have to be other entrances, which means someone else could come in here at any moment!”

“The Council is currently in session,” Zephyr assured his sister-- and the rest of us frankly-- in a calm tone. “Adalstan said as much. I think we can reliably assume the other entrances would lead to the other Councilmember offices. We should have a bit of time before they start coming down here again.”

“But we don’t know exactly how much,” Arian said. “And in the meantime, we still can’t take this book out. We need it.”

“Do you think I could transcribe it in here?” I asked. “Anyone know any, like, time-slowing spells or dictation spells or something?”

“Time magic is the most difficult and dangerous kind of magic that exists,” the white-haired woman told me. “Even more complex and unstable than cross-world travel. And even if the Asterium can’t be believed about the Calamity, Kell still managed to screw up the cross-world spell that brought you here to begin with.”

Okay, so any kind of time magic was off the table. I’d suspected that was a longshot, anyway, as no one had ever mentioned it, even to say it was illegal. That inclined me to believe it was so ludicrously difficult that no one really thought about it.

“A duplication spell?” I suggested. “We make a copy of this?”

“If there are wards to stop it being translated and taken from the room, there will be wards to prevent duplication,” Zephyr said with a shake of his head. “We need to override the barrier spell somehow. But without knowing exactly who cast it, that’s hard to say.”

“What element lends itself well to barriers?” I asked.

“Earth,” all four of them answered in unison.

“Adalstan likely put it here,” Arian then continued, “especially as this entrance leads to his office.”

“Would it be worth trying another entrance, then?” I asked, and I looked around at the room, at the intermittent stretch of blank wall, perfect for concealing a doorway behind. “Which Councilmembers can’t use earth?”

“Even if we had the time, we don’t know what other wards are in place,” Arian said. “Better the threat we know than the one we don’t.”

“True, but I’m not leaving without this book,” I said flatly. “And I’m pretty sure none of you are that keen to disagree with me, either.”

The few moments of silence after I finished speaking was all the confirmation I needed.

“Okay,” I then continued. “So we need to override this spell. How do you break magic?”

“Most easily by targeting whatever the source of the magic is,” Arian answered with a shrug. “Typically, that’s the person who cast the spell to begin with.”

“But in cases of strong magic, or long-term spells, the magic can be tied to an inanimate object, an anchor,” Tessa added. “The fortification spells that keep the Asterium building standing are carved into the very stones themselves. They’re older than any spellcaster in the Black World.”

“How’s that possible?” I asked and felt both intrigued and confused. “Are the stone foundations generating some magical energy?”

“Spellcasting isn’t really about generating magic,” Arian explained. “Magic doesn’t really ‘come from’ the caster, so much as it’s ‘channeled through’ them. Magic is all around, it’s an immutable fact of this world. I mean, you yourself have observed that, since you can use magic yourself.”

I supposed that made sense. I wasn’t native to this world, and yet I was capable of magic. Like it was the background radiation of the Black World, and I’d become slightly irradiated from exposure.

Not a particularly pleasant metaphor, but I still reckoned it was apt.

“A powerful spell that’s bound to an object can pretty much function in perpetuity,” Arian continued. “So long as it’s maintained, and all spells need maintenance. Those are, of course, much more complex, because it’s more natural to channel magic through yourself than bind it to an object without a soul.”

“Difficult, but far from impossible,” I said in understanding, and the white-haired woman nodded. “So, can you identify what this spell is anchored to, then?”

“We should be able to,” Tessa said, and she and Zephyr stepped forward and began to prod the air delicately, like they were trying to feel the dimensions of an invisible object.

Small ‘fzzt!’ noises, like bursts of electricity, zapped through the air when the Grave siblings poked at the spell with their own magic.

Being windforgers, they were suited to this work. Air could find any gap or crack or chink in armor and wend its way inside.

“It’s good,” Tessa informed us with dismay. “Adalstan knows what he’s doing.”

“I suppose he wasn’t put on the Council for nothing,” Zephyr admitted in a grim tone. “The source is nearby, but that’s not a surprise. Likely something in this room.”

“It’s a good way to identify security breaches,” Juliet noted. She still had a flame in her palm, and the light flickered in the darkened hallway where the four of them stood separate from me. “If someone comes in and sees the anchor destroyed, they’ll know something was removed.”

“There could be individual anchors for each object, to distinguish what, exactly, was taken,” Tessa agreed. There was another ‘fzzt!’ as she examined the doorway a little further, and then her face fell as her silver eyes widened. “Oh… of course.”

Her gaze drifted down from the doorway of the room to the book clutched in my hands.

“It’s the book,” she sighed. “It’s the anchor.”

“Ah, fuck,” I muttered.

I had to admit, that was clever. The only way to remove the book from the room was to destroy it, so there was no way it could be used as evidence.

“Elegant, if frustrating,” Arian huffed. She had folded her arms and was eyeing the little book looking reluctantly impressed.

“Come on,” I insisted, and my hold tightened on the book as my mind raced frantically for ideas. “You’re University students, aren’t you? Prodigies? There has to be some way to break the barrier spell without destroying the book.”

“There’s no breaking it,” Arian told me flatly. “Such is the nature of barrier spells. Destroying the anchor is the only way. But…”

She trailed off, and her expression became unusually hesitant.

“But…?” I prompted, because we needed all and any ideas right now, even crazy ones, even bad ones, and I doubted Arian was capable of bad ideas.

After Kell, she was probably the smartest one of the group.

“Well…” she said slowly, and she cocked her head to the side, which caused the small forelocks of her hair to fall across her face.

Though most of her hair was neatly braided and pinned back into the bun, shorter locks by her temples hung free and softened an otherwise-severe style on her otherwise-severe face.

“Maybe,” she said in a dubious tone, “if we know the source, we can… interfere with it? As in… transfer the spell to something else.”

“What?” I blinked.

“I agree, what?” Zephyr echoed while looking similarly perplexed.

“If we can… ‘refocus’ the spell to have a different anchor, we could potentially destroy that object, consequence free,” she said with a shrug. “There’s nothing special about the book, it didn’t make this barrier spell itself. It’s just the object to which the spell was bound.”

“Sure, but it’s the most naturally-suited object,” Juliet pointed out. “If it’s the object blocked in by the barrier spell, it makes the most sense to also be the anchor. Plus, we don’t know how long the spell’s been active. Magic solidifies over time, Ari.”

“It does?” I asked.

“Like walking across the same path, over and over,” Tessa explained. “Eventually, you wear a path in the ground, and the deeper you wear it, the harder it is to pick a new path.”

“A key principle of magic, especially in more complex spells, is the path of least resistance,” Juliet agreed and still looked unconvinced by Arian’s suggestion. “It’s the most efficient way to channel magical energy, and has the highest chance of success.”

“This all sounds… very experimental,” I remarked to Arian in a light tone, and she raised an eyebrow at me and seemed almost amused.

“Kell Tamsen is my best friend,” she said, and her tone was bland but with a faint hint of wryness to it. “And he’s obsessed with cross-world magic. Is it such a stretch for me to have my own interests?”

I had to admit, I was a little taken aback by her so frankly admitting she dabbled in magic that skirted the edge of legality, but she was right. Kell had been obsessive about exactly that, and she, like anyone else in this group, would have followed him to the ends of the world, out of a combination of awe and curiosity. Of course she, of all of them, would have similar interests in forbidden magic.

And just as well they did, or I would be stuck on my own in this world and wouldn’t have made it as far as this room, not even close.

I’d always known Arian had a backbone and wasn’t afraid to voice her opinions, but hearing her say so plainly she was willing to shirk the Asterium’s rules shifted my perception of her a little. She wasn’t blindly beholden to rules, especially not the rules of the organization that had lied to her for her entire life and everyone else’s.

“How do we go about shifting a spell’s anchor, then?” I asked.

Another question burned at me-- why was Arian interested in shifting spell anchors in the first place?-- but I decided now was not the time.

“I haven’t gotten that far yet,” the white-haired woman admitted. “It’s all still theoretical at this stage.”

“What about lightning?” I suggested as the idea sparked into my head. “It’s like, pure energy, isn’t it? Juliet, could you replicate what, uh, what Elwyn Raiden did? Lightning is flameworking, isn’t it?”

“I… yes, but… I have no idea how Elwyn Raiden developed that technique,” she said and looked stunned at the mere idea of such a thing. “I’ve never studied it myself, either.”

“But could it work?” I asked. “Even just in theory? Could the influx of energy, like, disrupt the spell?”

“You can’t just shove more energy into a spell,” the tall woman told me. “Well, you can, but you wouldn’t ‘overpower’ it or anything, you’d just make it stronger.”

“True,” Arian said. “But fire is most naturally suited to channeling magic, that’s why Raiden, as a flameworker, developed that technique to begin with. If we want to shift an anchor, I think Thomas is right. Lighting would be the perfect manner in which to achieve it.”

An unexpected rush of pride spread through my chest, along with a hint of relieved warmth, as I began to really, truly believe we could do this.

We could bring the book out, we could confront Adalstan, and we could take the Asterium down.

And, more than that, if cross-world magic really wasn’t the danger the Asterium claimed it was, with this book and its tables of experiments, we could bring back Kell.

“If it’s our only chance, we have to try,” I said, and I met the white-haired woman’s gaze intently. “Ari, what do you need us to do?”

I saw her jaw set in determination, and we got to work.

“Juliet, Thomas, you’ll channel the magic itself,” she said. “I don’t know exactly how Raiden managed lightning, but he was a flameworker and a metallicist. Zephyr, you direct their fire toward the book, be the wire.”

“What?” Tessa demanded as her mouth fell open in shock. “Ari, that’s too dangerous! He could become the new anchor himself!”

“Wouldn’t that be a good thing?” I asked, even as I found myself panicking on Tessa’s behalf. I didn’t like seeing her distressed. “Then he could shut off the spell himself, right?”

“I would be the new anchor, not the caster,” Zephyr told me in a neutral tone. “I wouldn’t be able to end it like a spell I’d cast myself. You would have to destroy me-- that is, kill me-- to end the spell.”

“Fuck,” I muttered. “Okay, we’ll be careful then.”

“Tessa and I can help pad the magic and close any ‘gaps’ in the spell,” Arian said.

I didn’t quite understand what she meant by that, but I knew it would have something to do with the two women’s windforger abilities, and I trusted their skill.

“Okay, so now we just need a new anchor,” I said.

“Pick a brick in the wall,” Juliet suggested with a shrug, and I directed my gaze to one at random.

I pressed my fingers to it and extended my magic to ‘feel’ it.

“This one isn’t load-bearing,” I said.

The last thing we needed was to destroy a brick that was part of a vital wall and bring this whole place collapsing on us. The thought made me feel like I couldn’t breathe properly.

As I scrawled a wobbly ‘X’ into the surface of the selected brick, the four of them crossed back into the dark little room. I set the book down on the floor, directly below our selected brick, and Zephyr crouched down over it. He extended his hands like he was cupping the air around the book, and I noticed a strange shimmer, like a very fine mesh, made of wisps of pure magic.

“Okay,” the tall man said. “Thomas, Juliet, whenever you’re ready.”

“I’ve never done lightning before,” I told the red-haired woman as I turned to face her.

She reached out both her hands, and I took them in my own. As always, her skin was warm to the touch, a mark of the fire she was so attuned to.

I wondered if I was warm to the touch, as well.

“I think you’ll be suited to it,” she encouraged, and she reminded me so much of Melissa when she did that. “You’re a metallicist as well as a flameworker.”

“I wish we had Fabian here,” I admitted, and I let a slightly nervous laugh bubble its way out of my mouth.

I had no idea how this was going to go, but the wrong jolt of magic on the wrong wall, and this would all come crashing down on top of us. Literally.

And the Asterium’s secrets would stay secret.

“Just relax,” Juliet implored. “Magic is a part of you. As natural as the sunlight and the sea. Trust your instincts and follow my lead.”

I nodded firmly, and the tall woman closed her eyes. I did the same and let the magic flow through me. Warmth spread through my body, fire rising to meet the outstretch of my magic.

“Condense it,” Juliet murmured to me, and her hands tightened around mine as we focused harder. “Not a flame, but a thin, concentrated spark.”

I tried to imagine rolling the fire up, like a long strip of paper, and I twisted the flames around themselves, until a thin, elongated rod of pure heat was all that remained.

Juliet’s hands let go of mine, and when our fingers and palms separated, they remained attached by shuddering, sparkling bolts of lightning.

I wanted to gasp, to curse, to exclaim my delight and surprise, but I hesitated. I didn’t want anything to cause the electricity to fizzle out, so I swallowed it all and sharpened my focus.

I could feel a cool breeze around Juliet and I, like a pocket of air padding us, our magic, and insulating it from the outside world. Tessa and Arian, with their hands moving in slow, graceful, and perfectly-synchronized motions, were watching the lightning with seemingly even more intensity than Juliet and me.

“Now,” Zephyr ordered us both, and we moved as one, on instinct.

Juliet and I shoved the lighting toward his strange mesh cage, and I watched as the white-hot light crackled around the book, like a Faraday cage preventing electromagnetic signals from passing through.

Slowly, deliberately, Zephyr directed the crackles of lightning up into the marked brick. For a few seconds, book and brick were joined by this shivering wire of pure energy, and then it just… fizzled out.

The room was once again quiet and still.

“Did…” My voice sounded cacophonous when I spoke, even though I barely muttered. “Did it work?”

“Only one way to find out,” Arian said, and she nodded toward the brick.

It required barely a thought for me to grab hold of its essence. I raised a fisted hand, and when I unclenched it and spread my fingers, the brick itself exploded into shards of stone.

Zephyr gingerly picked up the book, but it was inert as ever and didn’t react. He passed it to me, and it didn’t feel any different. I approached the doorway with all of the others watching me with bated breath, and then I stepped forward.

Forward, and through.

On the other side of the threshold, I breathed a sigh of relief, but I barely had any time to contemplate that. Nor did I have any time to congratulate us on the feat we’d just achieved, on Arian for having her theories be correct.

We still had to get out of here before anyone noticed us.

I tossed the book to Arian so I had both hands free to reseal the entrance to the small room with Juliet. Then the five of us ran along the corridor, with the tall woman and I holding lit hands aloft to light our way. We scrambled up the staircase and were briefly plunged into pitch darkness once again as Juliet and I worked to reopen the passage under Adalstan’s office. When it slid back, we had to shove the heavy rug covering the entrance aside, and the five of us emerged into the office, which suddenly seemed glaringly bright after the musty darkness of the underground passage.

“Oh! One more question, Councilmember!”

As Zephyr, the last of our group, climbed out of the passage, Fabian’s voice, muffled but distinguishable, came from the hallway outside the office. He seemed to be speaking louder than necessary.

While Juliet and I hurried to reseal the passage-- making sure to leave that crack and slightly-uneven stone as before, just to be safe-- I realized Fabian was trying to buy us time and warn us.

He had no idea when or if we would’ve come back, so I could only commend his excellent timing.

“We can’t have this,” Arian said as she gingerly held the incriminating book.

“Where do we hide it?” I asked and looked around for an idea of where to stow it, but that wasn’t really possible.

We hadn’t gone to all the trouble of breaking this book out of that room to leave it in a Councilmember’s office.

Speaking of which, Councilmember Adalstan’s voice, much less clear than Fabian’s on account of speaking at a normal volume, was just audible outside the door. He sounded more than a little irritated-- clearly, Fabian had been occupying him for some time.

“Tessa!” I hissed as an idea occurred to me, and the silver-eyed woman turned to me expectantly. “You can turn invisible-- smuggle the book out of the Asterium, we’ll meet you outside somewhere.”

“What?” She gaped before she started vigorously shaking her head. “No! No way, I’m not leaving you!”

“You’re our best windforger, Tess, you’re the only one who can turn invisible, and there are anti-glamour spells everywhere in the Council,” Arian pointed out.

I hadn’t realized rainsmith illusions were meaningfully different to windforger invisibility, but apparently they were. I resolved to ask one or both women about this in more detail at some point.

“Take it to Headmistress Adamine,” Zephyr said. “We’ll meet you when we get out, I promise.”

Adamine was a good idea, as she was the only person within the Asterium we knew we could trust. She was also the only person on our side who might have some power to at least try to expose the Asterium’s lies.

I wondered how she would react to what we’d learned, about the Calamity, about cross-world magic.

“I can’t leave you!” Tessa asserted while looking horrified. “I’m not going to run and abandon you!”

“You’re not running, and you’re not abandoning,” I told her firmly, and I placed both of my hands on her shoulders. “You’re the only one who can get this book out, and that’s the most important thing right now.”

“You’re the only one who can read it,” she insisted.

“I’ll be just fine,” I promised her. “You guys have kept me alive for this long, haven’t you?”

She smiled a little at that, albeit weakly, but it gave me hope all the same.

“We’ve got to ask Adalstan about Arethusa while we have the chance,” I said. “But we’ll be fine, I promise. We’ll meet back up with you later.”

“You better!” she said fiercely, and then she leaned forward and kissed me. “Or I’ll kill you!”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a laugh as Tessa rushed over to hug Zephyr tight.

Then she took the book from Arian, moved over to stand next to the door of Adalstan’s office, and inhaled a large, deep breath.

Suddenly, she vanished. Her clothes, her body, even the book in her hands.

And not a moment too soon, because the instant she’d disappeared, the door opened.


Chapter 14

Adalstan was the first person to enter the office, but not the only one. Right on his heels was Fabian, who was wearing a nervous, uneasy expression that looked wholly bizarre on his usually-nonchalant face.

Of course, by now, I knew most of that nonchalance was a carefully constructed facade. Fabian Ardere-- the real Fabian Ardere, not the drawling, grinning scion to one of Asturel’s most important Families-- had to be one of the most unsettled people I knew. Not just in the Black World, but at all.

And, while he was clearly panicking about Councilmember Adalstan finding us in his office-- or, worse, finding us opening or closing the passage down to his secret room of forbidden knowledge-- that facade had slipped.

An unmistakable flicker of relief flashed across Fabian’s expression when he saw the four of us standing there, with no indication of any illegal searches or discoveries of dangerous truths. I saw the mask slip back into place, the hands slip back into pockets, and the blond man leaned back as he cocked a lazy grin.

But Fabian couldn’t fully disguise his eyes. Did the Black World have that same aphorism, about the eyes being the window to the soul? Fabian’s sure were. Those amber-gold flames were flickering with an unambiguous anxiety. He was definitely still panicking, but Adalstan did, after all, have the capacity to become a very dangerous person.

It struck me in that moment that Fabian didn’t yet know just how dangerous Adalstan could become. Him, and probably the rest of the Council, too.

I had no idea what Adalstan would do to protect himself and the lies he had helped the Asterium tell the People. But I had seen him get into a deadly argument with a University student, and I knew he had walked away while the student hadn’t. And I knew it would be a foolish thing to get on the wrong side of a Councilmember, renowned for their skill and intelligence, least of all in the middle of the Council building itself, with elements-knew-how-many Astilegis just waiting for the chance to exercise their right to use deadly force within these hallowed halls.

When Adalstan saw the four of us standing in his office, he frowned, which deepened the already deep lines creased into his face by age and scarring.

“What are you doing in here?” he asked sharply.

“Oh, Councilmember.” I bowed deeply, as did Arian, Juliet, and Zephyr, with our right hands pressed over our hearts. “Forgive the intrusion-- the door was unlocked. You said you’d be willing to speak with us after your session and so we thought--”

“You thought little, it would seem,” Adalstan said shortly as he strode into the office.

Still hovering in the doorway, I saw Fabian shift slightly to the side, seemingly for no reason at all, but I knew better. He must have jostled up against Tessa, but the blond man was quick. He had seen Tessa was absent from our little group and had felt something invisible prod him to move. The only question burning in his mind right now would surely be why Tessa was hiding-- or rather, what she was hiding.

I hoped she would be able to keep up her invisibility for long enough. It would look bad if she suddenly reappeared in the middle of a room or hallway, but she wouldn’t be able to run very fast if she couldn’t breathe.

I sucked in a deep breath and forced myself to calm. I had to trust Tessa, trust in the fact she would know the limits of her body and her magic better than anyone. Right now, the five of us needed to get out of this office, and this building, with our lives intact. Ideally, we’d get some answers from Adalstan, too.

“I am a servant to the People, and my ear is theirs,” the scarred Councilmember continued as he set a heavy stack of papers down on his desk with an air of finality. “But my office is my office, and even if I had experienced a momentary loss of focus when locking it, that does not give you all the right to traipse in and rifle through my things. Least of all when they include the petitions of dozens if not hundreds of citizens!”

It was obvious he’d been a professor once, because his entire demeanor came off as a strict, slightly exasperated teacher. I could almost imagine him sentencing us to detention for our insolence.

Maybe he would. Maybe the Council had detention cells. Or maybe the Astilegis would just throw us out. Or kill us.

“Of course, Councilman,” Arian said in a reverent tone, and she bowed once again. “We would never dare intrude on the privacy of your work. We know those petitions are subject to the utmost discretion until they are resolved. We didn’t look at anything. We’ve just been standing here, talking among ourselves.”

“Hmm.” Adalstan hummed and sounded unconvinced, and his green eyes narrowed as he scrutinized the white-haired woman.

I found myself wondering how much Adalstan had heard of Arian, if anything. Did he know she was an excellent University student? Did he know she hung around with Kell Tamsen, the University’s star pupil? Did he know the Astilegis were currently looking for any excuse to kill her and the rest of us?

“I didn’t tell you to wait inside my office,” the Councilmember finally said. “Understand that if you show this kind of insolence again, it will not go unpunished. But I admit, it was careless of me not to check that my office was properly locked before leaving for a Council session.”

He had a very intense look in his eyes as he said this, and I wondered if he believed us. I was banking on the fact that most people sometimes didn’t remember trivial tasks, certainly not the kind they did multiple times a day. If I ever thought about whether I locked the front door before leaving the house back in D.C., I would always panic a little, because I never remembered actually locking it. But whenever I got back home, it always would’ve been locked, because I’d done it automatically.

I thought of the house now. Even now, a world away, it was always ‘the’ house or ‘dad’s’ house, never mine. When I closed my eyes, I could picture it so easily. It was tall and narrow and comfortingly familiar, with three floors. My bedroom, since I’d been a little kid, was on the middle floor, opposite the hallway from the bedroom that had been converted into a study for my Mom.

My heart ached. I missed that house. Missed running my fingers along the spines of the books in Mom’s study. She’d been a prolific writer all through her life, even if she’d never become famous from it. Those shelves had been filled with her life’s work-- they still were, unless Kell or Melissa or someone moved them, and I desperately hoped they hadn’t.

The only book in that room my Mom hadn’t written had been a copy of Alice in Wonderland she’d started illustrating when I’d been born. She’d meant it to be a gift, when I got old enough, but she’d died before she’d finished. Some of the pages left blank for images were only filled with preliminary sketched figures, or even nothing at all.

Was a project that could never be finished automatically deemed finished, I wondered? If I and everyone else refused to touch it, to add to it, was it therefore complete? Done?

Melissa told me that Mom had always called it ‘The Girl Who Fell Through The World,’ and as I ruminated on this, my gaze drifted over to Arian.

I remembered the confusion, the fascination, and the slight panic of seeing the same woman in my dreams for weeks. I knew now those dreams had been leading up to my unexpected transportation to the Black World, but I still didn’t understand quite why Arian had been astrally projecting into my dreams before we’d even met, or how she’d even managed it. Kell and I were bonded somehow, which facilitated the connection across the worlds, but Arian and I, though I cared for her and respected her, were unconnected as far as magic went.

But in those weeks, haunted by strange dreams, in the large house absent of my father, my mother, and my sister, I’d begun to think of that peculiar, pale-haired woman as Alice. The girl who fell through the world.

Instead, I’d been the one to fall through the world.

As my thoughts turned back to the matter at hand, I was curious as to whether Adalstan had ever heard of this kind of thing happening, of people being swapped or leaking through into the dreams of someone a world away. He certainly had much more experience in cross-world magic than anyone else in this room, if that incriminating little book was anything to go by.

The Councilmember still looked suspicious, but he couldn’t directly prove we were lying about his door not being locked, and we all knew it. He sat stiffly behind his desk and surveyed us standing around him, like he was sizing us up.

“Well?” he finally asked and sounded a little impatient. “What’s so urgent you all had to talk to me right this moment? I have plenty of other work I could be doing.”

He didn’t gesture to the stacks of papers, because he didn’t need to. I watched his green eyes intently and waited for him to nervously dart his gaze over to the rug, to the uneven lip of the not-quite-sealed passageway he’d left in his rush. He hadn’t glanced that way even once, though. He was good.

But his question paralyzed me. Was now really the best time to be confronting him with what we’d learned? It was clear we probably wouldn’t be able to trust anything he said, either. Though I was still desperately curious about how he, or whoever had written that book, knew English.

And there was the fact the longer we waited, the more the Asterium would continue to lie about, well, everything. These were the sorts of deceptions that, if discovered, would totally destroy the Asterium, the sorts of lies they would do anything and everything to protect. The Astilegis had already been given permission to kill us-- practically ordered to, really-- and we couldn’t just sit idly by and let the Asterium continue.

Because it wasn’t just this. With these sorts of things, there was always more. Lies upon lies, getting worse and worse. This had all started because we wanted to get Kell back, but instead, we’d stumbled onto something more massive than any of us could really comprehend.

But we couldn’t turn away. We might never get a chance like this again, and the longer we sat on this information, the bigger the risk it would never get out and we would die, futilely, with Kell a world away.

We could not capitulate to the Asterium. No matter the dangers. The truth needed to get out. So, we needed to start freeing it.

I looked Councilmember Adalstan right in the eyes and spoke clearly.

“What really happened to Conleth Arethusa?”

I allowed myself a small amount of satisfaction at the moment of pure shock on Adalstan’s scarred face. But, to the man’s credit, he quickly schooled his features back into the mask of impatience and slight irritation. Still, whatever he’d been anticipating, it hadn’t been that.

“What, precisely, do you mean by that?”

Adalstan spoke very slowly and very deliberately, like he was struggling to keep a hold on strong emotions, like rage or maybe even grief. I noticed his hands, which had before been neatly clasped together on his desk, had now separated and curled into loose fists. He seemed to be shaking slightly.

It was a little disconcerting to see such a powerful and well-respected man losing a hold on himself. I hoped I hadn’t just lit the fuse on a very dangerous bomb. The entire Asterium was a mountain of gunpowder, just waiting for the spark to bring it all down.

I watched as Adalstan very slowly unclenched his left fist and raised a hand to rub down his face. His black-gloved fingers shook ever so slightly as they traced the scars across his skin.

Something tugged inside me, because this gesture didn’t look rehearsed. It didn’t look like a calculated manipulation to appeal to sympathetic impulses. On the other hand, it could’ve been a mark of perfect rehearsal and execution, but somehow I just didn’t buy it. Adalstan looked genuinely a little thrown off, legitimately upset at the mention of his former student’s name.

I was reminded a little of Dolos, honestly, because through all the terrible things he’d done and tried to do, he had always insisted he truly cared about Kell. Maybe Adalstan had felt about Conleth Arethusa in a similar way. Maybe not really, genuinely caring, but something he’d believe to be caring. A mark of pride, in the way of a progeny. Favor that could have been, and had been, ripped away in a moment.

Adalstan lowered his hand back onto the desk and glowered up at me with bright, clear eyes.

“I’m curious as to what made you think you had the authority to burst into my office and harass me about the tragic death of my former student,” he said coldly. “I have half a mind to call in the Astilegis and let them be done with you, University prodigy or not!”

Ah. So, he did know who Kell Tamsen was. I wondered just how much else he knew. About Dolos’ death, about the arrest. Dolos supposedly had the ears of several Councilmembers-- had Adalstan been one of them?

“We don’t mean to cause offense, Councilmember,” Juliet interjected calmly and conjured up what I’d come to think of her ‘big sister’ voice, the one that sometimes reminded me of Melissa. “It’s just that…”

“We know you and Conleth fought shortly before he died,” Arian said. It wasn’t as flat or accusatory as it could have been. On the contrary, her tone was almost apologetic, mournful. “We know he felt like he was being manipulated. By you.”

“And how,” Adalstan demanded, “did you all come by this information?”

“It’s the official record of what happened, isn’t it?” Juliet said in an impressive facade of a slightly surprised young woman who was just trying to understand how such a terrible thing had come to occur-- with the implied goal of ensuring it didn’t happen again.

“Friends of Conleth reported he wasn’t behaving as himself in the weeks leading up to his… accident,” Fabian agreed.

He was still hovering several feet further back, about halfway between Adalstan’s desk and the door. I suspected he’d already worn through much of the Councilmember’s patience while trying to buy us time.

“It’s true, Arethusa’s behavior was… unusual, in his final weeks,” Adalstan agreed in a tense, careful tone.

“We’re just trying to understand,” Zephyr added gently. “Were you and Conleth… close?”

“I was his mentor,” Adalstan admitted.

His tone was heavy, like this was a great burden, and maybe it was. If he’d betrayed Arethusa, he’d betrayed his student. If he hadn’t, he’d still failed Arethusa by not preventing his death.

“But,” Adalstan continued as his eyes narrowed, “I fail to see how this matters. Conleth Arethusa is dead and has been for years. It was a tragedy, an unspeakable tragedy, not least because Conleth could have been as legendary a mind as his forebear, a savior of the entire Black World.”

“A savior?” I echoed. “For what? What does the Black World need to be saved from?”

I knew it was pushing things, but even so, I was too curious not to ask, too eager to make progress when we’d already found a useful lead. In asking that question, I was admitting we knew there was something-- if not what, exactly, that something was.

Adalstan knew this, too, because he eyed me with even more suspicion.

“None of you have any idea what is happening,” he said flatly.

I was a little surprised to see him speak so plainly. Was this a threat? Or… was it a warning?

“Councilmember?” Arian asked in a tone both polite and confused, but I wasn’t sure how much of the confusion was real.

“The designs at play are leagues beyond what any of you are capable of comprehending,” the scarred Councilmember continued in the same blunt tone.

I found myself rapidly growing tired with this shtick. I’d heard this kind of phrasing how many times? It was a hallmark of every poorly-written action movie, where the writer or the director needed to have the villain lay everything out in blunt detail through a monologue, just to make sure the viewers knew exactly what was happening-- either because the writer didn’t trust the viewers to put it together themselves, or because the movie was so weirdly put together it became incomprehensible.

I wanted Kell back. I wanted whatever lies the Asterium was telling the People to be revealed. I wanted to go home-- or at least, to have the option of going home, if only to put my sister’s worries at ease. And, sure, I wanted to know what, exactly, was going on within the Asterium, but a condescending rant wasn’t the way to do it.

So, I cut the scarred man off.

“We know you’re involved, Councilmember,” I said briskly. “We just want to know what it is you’re involved in. This ‘secret society’ we heard about? What are you all doing? And what does it have to do with the tattoo Conleth Arethusa had on his forearm?”

I wasn’t prepared for Adalstan’s reaction. I’d expected a sour look or a sharp comment, but instead, his green eyes widened with surprise.

And then, he laughed.

It was a short laugh, clearly he was as caught off guard by the sound as we were, but even after he’d stopped laughing, there was the trace of a wryly-amused smile on his lips.

“I knew you had no concept of what is happening, but I truly hadn’t anticipated this level of ignorance,” he said with a shake of his head.

Now, the smile vanished entirely, and he seemed almost… disappointed?

“That silly little sigil Arethusa was obsessed with has nothing to do with his death,” Adalstan continued, and he looked dismayed and even a little disgusted by this.

I knew in that moment, regardless of whether the Councilmember was telling us the truth about the sigil’s relevance, it was important. It had stuck with him enough to make his face turn gray just at the sight of it, according to Jace Demetra.

“We heard you received a letter with that seal on it,” Arian said mildly, and I could see she was struggling to balance between getting the answers we needed and not antagonizing Adalstan so much he set Astilegis after us.

“I am a member of the Asterium Council, I receive hundreds of letters with dozens of different seals,” Adalstan answered curtly. “And, being a servant of the People, I am obliged to lend them my attention. Each citizen has their piece. And, on that topic, might I encourage you to direct your next tirade of inane questions into a letter, in the future? You’re wasting valuable time I could better spend answering those who brought their queries to me first-- and, might I add, in a far less treasonous manner!”

He slapped his hand down on top of the thick pile of papers he’d brought back from the Council session.

“I have enough work without fending off scurrilous accusations from inexperienced little University upstarts,” Adalstan continued irritably.

Whatever emotion we’d prompted at the mention of Conleth Arethusa had definitely been wrested back under control, and he was all business now.

“The five of you have levied serious allegations at me today,” the scarred Council member told us, and he rose from his seat and clasped his gloves hands behind his back, with his black Council robes lending a menacing air. “If there remains any wisdom within the University’s intake, you will stop this at once and return to your studies while you are still permitted to undertake them-- and to walk freely.”

That was a thinly-veiled threat, and I wondered what kind of magic he was capable of, after years as a professor and a Councilmember. I wondered if he had the means to kill us here. Surely he did. Probably had the authority, too. It was just a question of whether he would, whether he could live with any more students’ blood on his hands.

“Look,” I said flatly, and I leaned forward to rest my hands on the top of his desk as I met Adalstan’s gaze. “Enough with all the bullshit, alright? We know the Asterium is lying about cross-world magic, we know it’s not actually dangerous. That means the official story about the Calamity being caused by cross-world magic has to be a lie, too. We want to know why. We want to know what the Asterium is hiding, and how those lies help it hold power.”

Maybe it was reckless, showing our hand, but we’d already sent Tessa off with the book, which meant it was only a matter of time until the whole truth was out. And while we had a Councilmember in front of us, particularly one who seemed haunted by his past actions, I wanted to see if we could find out anything more.

We’d fought our way out of tighter spots than this, anyway.

When I finished speaking, Adalstan’s expression turned completely, eerily blank. As cold and featureless as a desert of ice. In that moment, the gray streaks in his hair, the creases and scars upon his face, seemed more prominent than ever, like he was aging in real-time.

“It would seem I owe you all some credit,” he said at last and emphasized the ‘some.’ “You knew details of Conleth’s death that were not widely communicated to the People. And you have attempted, if incorrectly, to piece together some disparate fragments of information into this… ‘grand conspiracy’ you have apparently envisioned.”

“There’s no ‘envisioning,’ Councilmember,” Fabian interjected as his eyes sparkled with flame. He’d only learned about the Calamity being a lie when I’d said it just now, and he was as shocked and shaken as the rest of our group had been in that secret underground room. “The Asterium was founded to prevent another Calamity, all of its laws are in service of that. Its core tenet is a lie!”

“And of course a hot-headed Ardere would be the first to rebuke the one institution of authority that might stand against his Family,” Adalstan noted with no small amount of derision, but then his gaze flickered back to me. “Nonetheless, you all looked where few think to search. Of course, that’s because no one else was stupid enough to think they could truly stand against the Asterium.”

A laugh bubbled out of me before I could think to stop it. I was laughing before I knew the reason, and as my mind scrambled to catch up, it clicked into place.

“Of course,” I chortled as I looked at Adalstan, whose expression had turned scandalized. “Of course! You don’t-- you don’t know anything, do you? No more than us!”

He wasn’t trying to aggrandize this secret society or the Calamity conspiracy with some mystique or intimidation factor. Adalstan himself didn’t know. He probably barely knew more than we did.

“You’re on the bottom rung of the ladder, aren’t you?” I challenged through another chuckle, because it was just so funny to me.

A member of the Council, ostensibly one of the most powerful people in the Black World, was actually no more than a low-level lackey. The easily-identifiable target while the real bosses worked in the shadows.

“Were you in recruitment when you were at the University?” I demanded of the scarred Councilmember. “Were you charged with recruiting better, smarter students, people like Arethusa-- those who would inevitably surpass you? Maybe you’re like Dolos. Maybe you were glad to see Conleth Arethusa die, because then you could be sure he would never be better than you. Professor Adalstan got to walk away, but Conleth Arethusa didn’t.”

My voice was savage by the time I had finished, and my amusement gave way to rage and indignation. So many lives manipulated, ruined, utterly destroyed by whatever secrets the Asterium was desperate to keep. What did they stand to gain by lying about the Calamity, about cross-world magic?

I saw true, real irritation lance across Adalstan’s face, and I was fairly confident I’d hit the mark, that he really had resented Conleth for being younger, smarter, and better.

The scarred man walked around the desk, with his hands still clasped behind his back, and the silver buttons of his Council jacket caught the light and winked at me conspiratorially, as if I’d just been let in on some great secret.

“You will never get the answers you crave,” he told us all coldly. “Not because you lack the means to find it, but because you lack the capacity to understand. You are, quite simply, unworthy of such precious, important knowledge. Even if it was right before you, you would be unable to comprehend the depth of its meaning.”

“Is that what you tell yourself, Councilmember, when you think of Conleth Arethusa?” Arian asked him. Her voice was plain, simple, and cut through the scarred man’s harsh warning better than any scream might have.

“Don’t you dare speak his name,” Adalstan hissed at her, but the white-haired woman didn’t back down.

“His last words were ‘this ends with me,’ Councilmember,” she continued in that calm tone. “I think he knew that was a lie, much as he would’ve liked otherwise. But you know what… I think you wanted it to be true, too.”

There was a long moment of silence in the wake of Arian’s words. Then I felt the hairs on the back of my neck begin to rise.

“You claim to know as much as me, but I do know one thing the five of you don’t,” Adalstan told us, and as he raised his hands, I felt the ground beneath my feet begin to tremble.

His expression was terrible, as sad and furious and determined as an angel might look, before smiting an army of demons.

“Dying here and now will be kinder than whatever awaits you if you leave this room alive.”


Chapter 15

It should have been a surprise to learn Adalstan was stronger and quicker than any opponents I’d fought so far in the Black World, but honestly, it wasn’t.

The man was on the Council. He was a representation of the strongest, sharpest minds in Asturel, if not the entire World, and unlike physical strength, magical strength didn’t necessarily wane with age. It was will made manifest, as Zephyr had once said, and as long as your mind and will remained strong, you remained formidable.

And he was formidable. Even five on one, it quickly became clear we were only barely holding our own against him, and that in turn was probably as much due to our elements as to the skill of my friends.

I sent a burst of flame his way, and with barely a glance or a flick of his fingers, it dissolved into steam. Juliet tried to move the walls or the floor and wrest them from Adalstan’s control, but to no avail, not even when I joined in to help.

Arian had similarly poor luck when she tried the same with water, but Adalstan’s control was too complete. Fabian and Zephyr flung whatever metal they could toward the Councilmember to restrain him by his wrists, but Adalstan blocked them with chunks of stone or just dodged them entirely.

His focus was split, attacks were coming from all directions, and yet, he was besting us. We were only barely holding our own. I tried to come at him from behind, but even though Adalstan never even turned, my flame-filled hands met a wall of stone that rocketed out of the floor.

All of us were dualities, and I, like Kell, was a trinity. Between us, we had all five elements at our disposal, and yet, nothing was working.

Arian was probably at the greatest disadvantage, as without water, her stronger element, she was left only with air. Still, I realized as I watched her, the white-haired woman’s insistence she was nowhere near Tessa’s skill had probably been an exaggeration. She hurled sheets of pure wind across the room, the air so condensed it felt like a blade whipping across my cheek. I thought she might manage to draw blood on Adalstan’s cheek, and even a small cut would have felt like a victory, but he threw up another wall before the blow could land. The gesture looked casual, flippant, and altogether too easy.

“He’s so strong!” I cried out in frustration.

“Too strong!” Fabian yelled back as he and I sent a barrage of flames toward the man, but a spray of water doused them to almost nothing, and another sheet of rock took care of the rest.

I felt briefly nervous about using fire in this room, when any of these books could have contained more important secrets, but based on our earlier search, it seemed this office really was just filled with boring legal books, with all the damning secrets in the room below ground.

“He must have imbued himself with extra power,” Fabian continued.

“He what?” I huffed and felt baffled and unnerved in equal measure.

“He dabbles in illegal magic and probably has one of the best minds in the Black World,” Fabian explained as he sent another torrent of flame toward the scarred man. “If anyone can push the limits of magical enhancement and protection, it’s him!”

Fabian and I were forced apart as a wall of rock erupted between us, and we both had to scramble back. The blond man was knocked backward into Zephyr, who was searching for any metal to use against Adalstan, and Juliet, who’d decided on the same tactic of using flames. I, meanwhile, tumbled into Arian just as she sent another sheet of force through the air, which cut through one of Adalstan’s walls but lost momentum before actually reaching his face.

“It needn’t be this way!” Adalstan called out to us from behind a makeshift wall of stone. “Give yourselves over, and it will be quick and painless, I swear to you!”

“And how are you going to explain murdering four University students and a civilian?” Arian demanded in a disgusted tone.

“You killed Acheron Dolos,” the scarred Councilmember answered grimly. “No one will want to look too deeply into the minutiae. Least of all the Astilegis, who I’ve heard think little of your group.”

Something cold shot through me. Adalstan knew about the Astilegis’ attack on us? Did that mean it hadn’t just been the combined frustrations of the officers sent to guard us, had they actually been ordered in secret by one of the Asterium’s mysterious society’s members?

“Is that what happened with Conleth?” I demanded. “No one bothered to look too deeply into the minutiae?”

“Don’t you dare invoke his name before me!” Adalstan snarled and sent a barrage of rocks my way.

I raised my arms and crossed them in front of me to fend off the blow with my own earth magic, but it was as if I’d done nothing at all. I felt the impact, felt myself get thrown backwards, and there was another impact as I hit the wall.

“Thomas!” Arian’s scream cut through the ringing in my ears.

I felt like something in my head had been knocked loose, but at the very least, I was conscious, and I didn’t seem to be bleeding from the head.

The next thing I was aware of was Arian at my side, and she wrapped her hands around my arm and lifted me to my feet.

“Elements,” she gasped, and I felt her hands on my cheeks as she held my face and anxiously scanned my expression for injuries, or maybe signs of concussion. “Thomas, can you hear me? Do you know where you are?”

“I’m okay, Ari,” I promised, and I raised my own hands to cup hers and pull them away from my face.

My vision swam for a few moments, but then she came into focus-- pale skin, pale eyes, pale hair. Like a spirit. Or an angel.

“He’s strong,” she said as she shot an uneasy glance over her shoulder, where the others were keeping Adalstan busy.

“Yeah, he is,” I admitted with a chuckle.

And I was keenly aware with the two of us here, it left Fabian, Juliet, and Zephyr fending for themselves. Arian clearly realized the same thing because we grabbed one another’s hands and charged back into the fray, and we dodged the various walls that had erupted from the floor and situated ourselves next to the others.

There was no way we could beat him individually, but if we worked together, we might be able to overpower him for long enough to… to…

To what?

Could we reasonably run away from this? Even if Adalstan didn’t continue hunting us, the Astilegis probably would, especially once it came out we’d ‘attacked’ a Councilmember. But if we could avoid it, I didn’t really want to kill another person. I felt we could use Adalstan, and he clearly felt enough guilt about Arethusa’s death that maybe, just maybe, we could convince him to work with us. Or at least tell us more of what he knew.

For now, I pushed these thoughts aside. First, we would subdue him. Then we’d come up with a plan of what to do. Failing all else, Tessa had that book, and the secret room would still exist below ground.

“Fire and air!” I cried out to the others, and that was all they needed.

Juliet, Fabian, and I unleashed a torrent of flames that combined into a firestorm, while Zephyr and Arian spurred it on with a gale-force wind.

Though the attack was only coming from one direction now, I saw Adalstan struggle to fend it off. He raised a wall, but the barrage pushed right through and crumbled the rock to fragments from sheer heat and force.

Water came next, and it did a little to douse the flames but mostly just meant the office was now filled with thick, hot, steam. Adalstan recondensed it, and we ended up in a strange cycle, but we didn’t let up.

Sooner or later, his defenses, strong as they were, would crumble. They had to.

“Thomas!” Fabian called out to me urgently. “He’s still on his feet-- we need to pin him down!”

I nodded and separated myself from the onslaught. The advantage of the steam-filled air meant I could move with relative inconspicuousness as I picked my way across the now-very-uneven floor of the office and toward Adalstan.

Once I was behind him, I pounced and tackled him to the ground. Hopefully, on his front, he would be unable to do much, if any, magic, and we could figure out what to do with him.

But, as I soon learned, this was not what Adalstan himself had in mind.

As he and I brawled on the floor, I found he was stronger than a man of his age and apparent fragility should have been. Was it that appearances were deceiving, or did he have some other trick up his sleeve? Either way, he put up a decent fight, and it took a lot of effort for me to pin just one of his arms down.

“Enough!” the scarred man then roared, and there was a flash of impossibly bright light.

I screwed my eyes shut against the glare and felt my stomach and the ground lurch.

For a moment, I panicked and was suddenly convinced I would be back in the tunnel, filled with fragments of light, sent hurtling back to my world when so much was left unfinished.

But, when the glow receded and I could open my eyes again, I was not back in my home in D.C. I wasn’t anywhere on Earth at all.

No, instead, Adalstan and I were in the dusty, grimy, soot-stained wreckage of the abandoned lab building on the University campus.

In the journey, we’d been separated by several feet, and Adalstan jumped up and whipped around. His green eyes widened as he took in the sight around us.

“No…” he muttered while looking panicked, and I realized he hadn’t meant to bring us here.

Whatever destination he’d intended and how we’d managed to teleport, I had no idea, but I took advantage of his momentary distraction and lunged for him again.

The scarred man reacted quicker than I would’ve expected, once again demonstrating that regardless of how his body looked, his mind was sharp as ever. I was a little dismayed, honestly, because the limitation magic was strongest within the exact room where Arethusa died, and the earth resisted my commands.

As we struggled once again, I found myself wondering if Adalstan himself had been the one to cast the limiting spells, because it felt similar to the stone doors Juliet and I had opened below his office, only much, much stronger.

Either way, I knew Adalstan’s magic was stronger than mine, and without my friends, I needed to work fast. I tried to pin the scarred man’s arms down once again, but Adalstan had shoved a hand into the pocket of his stiff, black jacket and pulled out a sleek dagger.

I realized at once it was made of bone, just like Dolos’ dagger had been, thereby preventing even a metallicist from manipulating it.

Despite the weapon, though, it was obvious Adalstan wasn’t really versed in physical fights. I found myself wondering when was the last time he’d sparred, and if he’d ever sparred with fists and knives instead of magic, like in the little arena sunk into the University’s campus. Surely, though, he had to be enhancing his physical strength at least a little, being an earthshaper, as well as a much older and much more frail-looking man.

“You should-- have let me--” the scarred man hissed as we struggled against one another. “--in my office-- it would have been the kinder--”

“Like hell,” I said bluntly.

The day I just rolled over and let someone attack or kill me or my friends was the day I deserved to die, frankly.

Adalstan and I continued wrestling one another, and we both tried to snatch the dagger free and drive it home. It grazed my cheek once when the scarred man had hold of it and sliced open the skin just below my left eye. I almost managed to catch Adalstan in turn, the tip of the dagger stabbing into the ground just above his right shoulder as he managed to shove it away from his chest at the last moment.

It was brutal and dogged. No fancy magic, no graceful moves, just two men raggedly fighting one another until, in an act that seemed both merciful and cruel, I felt the tip of the bone blade pierce Adalstan’s chest.

The scarred man let out a dry gasp, like he was surprised it had happened at all, but his eyes were clear, and I knew from one look this had been entirely deliberate on his part. He had let me do it. He’d… wanted me to.

I lurched back when I realized it was already finished. Adalstan wasn’t a flameworker, and I still didn’t know the first thing about healing magic.

I sat back on my heels, at a loss for words, as Adalstan slowly sat up. He stared at me, then down at the hilt protruding from his chest. He raised his right hand and curled it around the hilt, and the butt of his fist almost touched the material of his jacket, which was rapidly becoming sodden and shiny with blood.

But he didn’t pull it free. Instead, he forced the blade deeper, as deep as it would go. I winced at the sound he made, a terrible, shuddering groan as the dagger sliced further into his flesh. He coughed raggedly, and a fine spray of blood painted the dusty flagstones in front of him.

“This is long overdue, I think,” he wheezed at me.

I opened my mouth to say something, but no words were forthcoming, so I just let him continue.

“I should have died here years ago,” he said, and he mournfully looked around at the ruined room. “Look at this place. I belong here, don’t you think? A scarred room. A scarred man. We both have lasted beyond our natural times. And at such a cost.”

My mouth moved for a few moments before I actually managed to speak.

“C-Conleth?” I asked him.

“Deserved better,” Adalstan told me bitterly.

He coughed again. It was wheezier this time, and a trickle of blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. Still, he curled his hand around the hilt of the dagger, as if trying to force it even deeper. Like he believed if he carved out his heart, it would be enough to restore this place, and to restore Arethusa.

“If I had died here…” he muttered, “this whole wretched thing would have been over. Elements… I’m so tired.”

I leaned forward and dared to reach out a hand and place it on the dying man’s shoulder.

“What do you mean?” I asked him urgently. “Councilmember, what happened here? What did it mean?”

“You will never understand, boy.” Adalstan just shook his head, but there was no arrogance in his tone, just a bone-weary bitterness. “You will never win. The Asterium’s power is deep, and broad, and eternal. Stop now, before you lose it all. Either your life, or everything but. Believe me when I say the latter option is far worse. At least Conleth died with his soul.”

“Councilmember,” I insisted. “Vered. Please, tell me.”

He just shook his head a second time.

“I’m so tired,” he said again.

His eyes had turned glassy, like he wasn’t really seeing what was in front of him, and I watched them well with tears as he looked right at me.

“Conleth?” he whispered. “Is that you?”

“N--” I started but then paused. I swallowed hard. Something burned in my throat. Grief? The emotions in this room, despite their age, were potent and threatened to overwhelm me.

“Yes,” I said instead. “Yes, Professor. It’s me.”

A tiny smile had just begun to spread over Adalstan’s face when the light in his eyes went out, and he keeled over, dead.

I sat there, on my knees, before his body. There was blood on my hands, which was his, and my own blood trickled down my cheek like a scarlet tear.

I had no words. I had no idea where to go from here. Adalstan hadn’t felt like he was gloating, like he’d rejoiced in withholding the information. It had been a dire warning. To get out, to walk away, while I still could.

Screwing my eyes shut, I curled my hands into fists and gritted my teeth. Because there was no walking away for me. Not while Kell was still trapped in my world. And not while the Asterium continued to lie to the People.

It could have been a couple of moments or several minutes before I heard the rough creaking of an opening door and turned to see Arian, Fabian, Juliet, and Zephyr clamber into the dark, musty room. They all stopped short at the sight of Adalstan’s body.

“Elements!” Juliet gasped, and she pressed her hands over her mouth.

Arian’s eyes had gone wide, and Fabian’s jaw had dropped. Zephyr looked uneasy and turned his head away.

“What happened?” Arian asked as she carefully picked her way through the wreckage toward me and the body.

“How did you find me?” I asked and ignored her question entirely.

“The translation spell,” the white-haired woman informed me. “It connects us, makes you very easy to track-- for me, at least. What happened?”

She asked the question again, with more force in her tone, so I answered. The strange transportation spell, how Adalstan and I had fought, how I’d won, and how he’d forced the blade deeper and ensured it would kill him.

“Elements…” Fabian muttered with a grimace once I’d finished. He, too, began to cross the wreckage of the room and crouched down beside the body. His expression was sad, but in a distant way. “He… he must have been carrying the guilt of what happened for Arethusa all this time.”

“Then what kept him here?” I asked, and I was still kneeling and facing the body as the blond man crouched on its other side.

“Fear?” Fabian suggested. “Lust for power?”

“Maybe loss of purpose,” Zephyr murmured. “Arethusa’s death clearly affected him deeply. From what you said, Thomas, whatever he thought of the Asterium before then, whatever he believed in, he lost it.”

I couldn’t imagine feeling like that. Looking back on my entire life and feeling as though I’d wasted it. He looked so small, now. This scarred man who’d lost a student and carried that weight for the rest of his life. No wonder he’d been so tired. No wonder he’d forced the blade deeper.

Fabian examined the Councilmember’s body and carefully reached out a hand to push back the collar of his stiff Council jacket, which revealed a shimmering silver pendant smeared with blood.

“Huh,” the blond man muttered, and he gently pulled it off the dead man and held it up by the chain.

It spun lazily and glinted in the dim light. I saw then it was engraved with the ancient symbol for earth, but I could feel something else, too. Magic radiated from it.

“It’s a shielding pendant,” Juliet said as she leaned over to peer at the silver disc. She then elaborated, probably for my benefit. “It defends against magical attacks. Makes sense he’d have one, being an earthshaper.”

I remembered what Arian had said about earth magic lending itself well to barriers and protection.

“So that was what made him so strong?” I asked, and both the red-haired woman and the blond man shook their heads.

“His strength came from him,” Fabian said as he rose from his crouch, still holding the pendant. “But this was what made him so hard to hit. Here.”

He then tossed the pendant to me, and it shimmered in the air for a moment before I reached out and caught it. It felt weirdly warm, more than just from having been worn.

It felt strange to hold it, especially when it was still stained with Adalstan’s blood. I wiped the smear off on the corner of his black jacket, and somehow, as I did so, I knew the scarred man wanted me to take this. It wasn’t stealing. Wasn’t looting. But… a gift.

“You’re an earthshaper, so it will probably react best to your magic,” Juliet said, and I wondered if this had anything to do with how I had somehow felt Adalstan giving it over to be.

“So are you, though,” I pointed out, and I looked over at her with uncertainty. “Are you sure you don’t--”

“No offense, but I have a lot more experience in magic than you do,” she said frankly. “And I’m not the one who looks almost identical to a University prodigy who the Asterium knows was messing with illegal magic.”

“Fair point,” I conceded. “On both counts.”

I slipped the pendant over my head and tucked it under the gray undershirt of the University uniform. I didn’t feel any different, but maybe I would only notice it in a fight.

“Creating an artifact like that requires immense skill,” Arian noted with a frown and her arms folded.

In the fight, a lock of her white hair had come loose from her braids and bun and hung down to brush her cheek and collarbone. It was wavier than I’d initially expected, or maybe that was because she braided it all the time.

“I knew Adalstan would be powerful, he was a Councilmember, but… that’s still very strong,” Zephyr agreed while looking uneasy.

“How common are these kinds of artifacts?” I asked.

“They used to be more common, before the Calamity,” Fabian answered, but as he spoke, he began to frown, and I realized he was doubting the truth of his own words, of the things he’d been told for his whole life. “Well… supposedly they were.”

“The methods to create such items have been largely lost to time… supposedly,” Arian explained, but she, too, looked unsure about the accuracy of the statement. “The only ones I’m aware of are ancient relics. Even if that one could be ancient, there’s no real way to date them. Adalstan may have created it, or he may have inherited it, or it could have been in the Asterium’s Archives for centuries until he took it or was given it.”

“Makes sense for the Asterium to arm their most loyal,” I said grimly. “Especially the ones who are out in the World, known.”

“There’ll be chaos when this gets out,” Fabian said darkly, and he surveyed the dead body at his feet with some amount of distaste and some amount of fear.

“Maybe it can be played off as a suicide,” I said, though I felt uneasy just suggesting it. “It kind of was, in a way. He pushed the knife in deeper. He… he said he should have died here years ago.”

“We put the office back together before we left,” Juliet said. “Just in case anyone walked in and saw there’d been a fight. I don’t think they’d have any reason to suspect there was, if he’s… here.”

“We didn’t land a single blow on him, either,” Fabian added slightly grimly, and it was true.

Aside from the single, lethal blade in Adalstan’s chest, he looked entirely unharmed.

“It might have been kept quiet, but the People will know he was a professor, and he was Arethusa’s mentor,” Arian said. Her tone was clipped, like she, too, was holding everything together by a thread. “I imagine that’s the conclusion the People will draw. He became overwhelmed by grief and guilt. He returned to the site of the tragedy and took his own life.”

“He didn’t mean to come here,” I then murmured. I almost didn’t realize I’d said it aloud for a few moments, until the others started looking at me, so I repeated myself a little louder. “He didn’t mean to come here. When he realized where he’d taken me, he… he looked surprised. Scared. Like he still wasn’t ready to face this. Him.”

“There’s restless magic here,” Juliet murmured as she looked around the dusty room. “Maybe Arethusa could sense what he did, in a way. Maybe there will finally be peace.”

“Not yet,” Fabian told her. “Not until the Asterium is taken down. Conleth and Adalstan were just symptoms of the greater disease.”

He was right on that front. There was a rot at the heart of the Asterium, and it needed to be excised before it consumed all of Asturel, all of the Black World.

“Regardless of how this plays out, we can’t be found here,” Arian then said. “If we’re found next to a dead Councilmember, no Family name or Headmistress will be able to keep the Astilegis from killing us.”

I didn’t disagree, so after Arian helped clean the ash off me, the five of us headed for the statue of Tanwen Arethusa, and I opened the passageway with my flames. As it closed behind us, and Juliet, Fabian, and I lit the passageway, I wondered about Tanwen and her legacy. Had the University considered removing her statues after Conleth had died? Had it been viewed as a sullying of her legacy?

How had Conleth felt, dying at the feet of his revered ancestor, remembered for her good deeds, when he had to have known the Asterium would do everything in its power to smother his own name, his own good deeds, to protect itself?

When we re-emerged into the light of the setting sun, it was in the University’s faculty building, and we headed straight for Adamine’s office. She opened it almost immediately when we knocked and let us in without a word, but her expression was very grave.

“You’re okay!” Tessa cried in relief as we walked in, and she bounded up to Zephyr and I.

She slung each of her arms around our necks and pulled us into a three-way hug, and we both hugged her back, but not before she had kissed each of our cheeks.

“And you?” Zephyr asked with urgency in his tone.

“Are you okay? Did you get out alright?” I asked, equally fervently.

“I’m fine,” she assured us. “I had to find a couple dark corners to take a new breath, but I’m fine. What about the five of you?”

We all exchanged looks, unsure of how much, exactly, to say, so I decided to go with the truth.

“Councilman Adalstan is dead,” I told her and the Headmistress, who balked at the statement. “He transported to the abandoned lab building. Where… where Conleth Arethusa died. He killed himself with his own dagger.”

“By the elements…” Adamine murmured, and her brow creased into a deeply concerned frown. “Miss Grave was telling me you found this book below his office?”

“In some kind of secret room,” Fabian confirmed with a nod. “And Thomas is the only one who can read it.”

“I presume this has something to do with the fact it’s written in your world’s native language, yes?” the Headmistress asked briskly.

I winced a little at how bluntly she put it, but I already knew she’d sussed out I wasn’t a Black Worlder myself. She’d very deliberately avoided the subject during our last meeting.

“Miss Grave tells me this book contains proof cross-world magic is not dangerous,” Headmistress Adamine continued. “And, further, that the Calamity itself, as the Asterium tells it, must therefore be a falsehood.”

“You’re taking this awfully well, for someone who just learned one of the fundamental truths about their world is a lie,” I mused.

“One does not rise to such a position as mine without being able to weather even the strongest blows,” Adamine said primly, though I suspected she would be indulging in several stiff drinks once the six of us were out of her office.

As for right now, she settled at her desk and rested her elbows on the desktop and her mouth against clasped fingers.

“The Asterium, as I’m sure you well know, is a very dangerous enemy to make,” she said after a long pause.

“Of course, but we can’t just stand by and let them continue their corruption and lies,” Arian said.

“We have to root it out,” I agreed. “Take the entire institution down, if we have to.”

“I don’t disagree, an overhaul in practice is needed,” Adamine said, in what I thought was an impressively diplomatic tone. “But even this proof will not be sufficient-- especially if you cannot find a way to break whatever prevents this from being translated. It will be all too easy for people to insist you are lying and making up a translation on the spot. No, if you truly mean to change things, you must root out this… ‘secret society’ that supposedly lies at the heart of the Asterium. The puppet masters of… well, of people like me.”

“You didn’t know,” I said.

“No, I didn’t, but I know now,” the Headmistress announced flatly. “And, so, perilous as it will be, you can count me among your allies. I suspect you will have a great need for them.”

“If we weren’t the Asterium’s targets after Dolos, we definitely are now,” Zephyr agreed. “People will know we were the last ones to see Adalstan alive. Even if he did die by his own hand, in an abandoned building.”

This was all true, but even so, I found I was unintimidated. The Asterium had wrought corruption and fear and been abusing the trust of the People for centuries, all in the name of hoarding power. They had lied about cross-world magic, and the Calamity, and who knew what else. Someone had to stop them, had to unearth this shady ‘society’ and free Asturel, free the entire Black World, from its corruption.

So, why not us?

Never mind that this was maybe the only way we could find the research and knowledge we would need to safely return Kell home. It was also just the right thing to do.

“I’m on board,” Fabian said. “But just be warned, even my name won’t protect us. Not now that the Asterium itself is coming after us.”

Despite my exhaustion, and the peril, I found myself smiling. Smiling at my team, my allies, my friends. We’d made it this far, hadn’t we?

“Let them come,” I said. “We’ll be ready.”


Chapter 16

“Once Councilmember Adalstan’s body is found, suspicion will fall to the six of you,” the Headmistress warned us in a grave tone. “You were the last to see him alive, and if you’re all on campus, it will look all the more questionable.”

“You’re saying we should leave the campus,” I said, not a question, because I knew that was exactly what she was saying.

And, sure enough, the Headmistress Adamine nodded soberly.

“My protection is not sufficient to protect you all at night, anyway, as you yourselves learned a few days ago,” she pointed out in a slightly dark voice.

It was clear the fact that the Astilegis had entirely ignored her authority, had tried to kill some of her students, still irked her. Which, as far I was concerned, was more than fair.

“Where do we go, then?” Tessa asked with a frown.

“My house,” Fabian sighed.

“Wait,” I said as I turned to him. “I thought you said even your Family name wouldn’t protect us when this all comes out.”

“It won’t, but it’ll be better than nothing,” the blond man answered. “And it’ll be safer than staying here in the Asterium. The Astilegis are still after us because of Dolos. Until they connect us to Adalstan, a Family home is the safest place we can be.”

I could see he would’ve much preferred to risk the hospitality of the Demetras over returning to his own house, especially since Iagan Ardere had shown no interest at all regarding his younger son being placed under ‘dormitory arrest’ for a fortnight. But, if we were in Fabian’s home, on the property, it wouldn’t matter what Iagan thought, or what he did or did not do. The Astilegis would think twice before barging in.

“That’s precisely what I was thinking,” Adamine agreed, though I could see she felt bad for Fabian and would have surely offered another solution if one had been available. As it was, she continued. “I do not want to risk your lives further, if we can help it. At least, here, I might be able to mitigate some of the damage.”

“Is there any mitigating the death of a Councilmember?” Arian asked in a dubious tone.

“Not really,” the Headmistress conceded. “But even so, if there is anything I can do to shift blame from the six of you, to convince the Asterium-- and, perhaps more importantly, the People-- that Adalstan’s death was a suicide, then I must try.”

As I stood there, in her office, I found myself wondering if it really had been a suicide or not. I’d been the one to stab him, but… the look in Adalstan’s eyes. He’d just… stopped fighting. He’d decided he would rather die than kill me. Than have another University student’s blood on his hands.

I hoped, wherever he was, he was at peace now. I hoped the same for Conleth Arethusa.

“In the meantime, I think you should take this,” Headmistress Adamine went on, and she picked up the book we had taken from the secret room and passed it to me. “Seeing as you’re the only person who can read it, until we can break whatever magic prevents its translation, you’re the only way we can learn more of the Asterium’s deceptions.”

I kind of felt like I was being given homework, and in a way, wasn’t I? Wasn’t being assigned reading by an academic professor the definition of homework? Either way, I took the book and clutched it tight in my hands, as if afraid my fingers had suddenly turned into bars of soap and I might drop it at any moment.

“The key to freeing our World from the Asterium’s tyranny may well lie within those pages, Thomas Tamsen,” the Headmistress informed me gravely. “I trust you will rise to that occasion.”

“Of course,” I said but then hesitated a moment before adding, “I… I told you I’m not really Kell’s twin. My last name isn’t Tamsen.”

“I know,” Adamine answered simply. “And yet… magic and fate, for all they may seem obscure and arcane-- and they are-- operate with impeccable elegance. I think you will come to find, Thomas, that ‘Tamsen’ may suit you more than you realize.”

I couldn’t help but feel like some incredibly important, like some cryptic knowledge was being imparted to me. I wanted to ask for more details, to have Adamine lay it out plainly, but somehow I felt like that would be missing the point. It would be up to me to discover the answers for myself.

I gripped the book ever tighter in my gloved hands.

“You should go now,” Headmistress Adamine told us. “While you still have the light of dusk to protect you. Wind’s speed.”

“Earth’s shield,” the other five answered in unison, and they all pressed their right fists over their hearts.

I quickly echoed the gesture, and then the six of us were wending our way down the staircase from Adamine’s private rooms and heading out of the University building for what could very well have been the final time.

We risked taking the trams this time because we needed speed over discretion, and thankfully we didn’t encounter any Astilegis on the way. Before long, the sun had dipped below the horizon while the slivers of two silvery moons hung like sickles in the sky, and we were disembarking in the finer part of Asturel, where Family manors rested.

It was our only remaining hope of safety in the city.

Once again, I climbed the steps to enter the Ardere manor, and as I did, I realized a stark difference between Fabian’s home and the Demetras’. There were no guards posted outside.

“Why aren’t their guards?” I asked the blond man. “Or should I be asking why the Demetras do have guards?”

“Those were a recent addition, following Celyn Demetra’s death,” Fabian explained as he easily pushed open the large front doors.

I felt some kind of magic at work on them and was suddenly convinced that if I had tried to push them open, they wouldn’t have budged.

“I’m not entirely sure if I believe the Asterium had him killed, but his death was certainly suspicious,” Fabian continued. “Someone might have poisoned his food-- I can’t think of many other reasons for such a healthy man to sicken so quickly.”

“Master Fabian!” a chirpy, if surprised voice then said, and I looked over to see what could only have been a servant, dressed in black pants and a red jacket trimmed in gold. A golden crest was embroidered over his heart, presumably the seal of the Ardere Family.

I found it a little strange that I had never once seen Fabian wearing it. Not on a pendant, or a ring, or any of his clothes. But then, from what I knew of his relationship with his brother and especially his father, it wasn’t all that surprising.

“Deacon,” Fabian said and sounded both surprised and slightly relieved. “Is my father around?”

“In his study, Master,” the servant, Deacon, answered. I noticed he didn’t offer to ring for Iagan, or to escort Fabian to the study. Instead, he said, “Would you like some food, or have you already eaten?”

“Oh, I’m actually starving,” I said as I suddenly realized I hadn’t eaten in hours.

“Me, too,” Tessa admitted, and, as if to punctuate this, her stomach growled loudly.

“I’ll bring some food up to your wing, Master Fabian,” Deacon said kindly. “Will you be needing extra beds made up?”

“We’ll manage that ourselves, Deacon, thank you,” Fabian assured him, and as the servant rushed off, presumably in the direction of the kitchens, Fabian led us up the curved staircase to his solarium-like bedroom.

When it was dark outside, the room felt very different, and Fabian pulled on a cord to bring a large swathe of deep red velvet over the glass wall and ceiling, which made for a very cozy atmosphere even before he lit a fire in the hearth.

“We had the best sleepovers here in our earlier years at the University,” Tessa told me, as if she’d somehow been able to read my thoughts.

“I bet you did.” I grinned. “Did you make s’mores?”

“What?” the silver-eyed woman asked blankly, and my jaw dropped with shock.

“Oh, my god, you’ve never had s’mores?” I asked. “I have to show you, they’re like, a staple at sleepovers in my world.”

“What’s a… smor?” Arian asked, and she raised an eyebrow as she struggled to mimic the word in her accent.

I wondered if it sounded radically different to the Relician words they heard me speaking. Of the handful I knew, which wasn’t many, I didn’t think any had a ‘sm’ sound.

“Maybe I can show you,” I said, and I turned to Fabian. “Do you have marshmallows?”

I knew the sticky treats in their modern iteration had been around since the nineteenth century, so maybe they had some version of them here.

“You mean… those things made from mallow root and eggs?” the blond man asked dubiously. “They’re for sore throats.”

“They’re candy in my world,” I said. “Can you ask Deacon to bring us some? And some chocolate and dessert crackers.”

The requests were made, and a few moments later, alongside hearty platters of roasted vegetables and meat, were a stack of marshmallow-like cubes, a chocolate bar, and a pack of crackers.

“First, you toast the marshmallow enough that it starts to melt,” I explained.

I did this not by sticking the marshmallow into the fire, but by holding it in one hand while I conjured a flame in my other palm. The ability to just make a small fire without a thought still mesmerized me, and I was glad to have the excuse.

“Then, once that’s done, you sandwich the marshmallow and chocolate together with the crackers, like so,” I said as I constructed one s’more far more neatly than I would’ve ordinarily done, because I wanted to get it perfect if it was my friends’ first. “The heat from the marshmallow helps to melt the chocolate.”

“Huh,” Tessa said when I passed the warm treat over to her. “It looks… messy.”

“That’s the point,” I told her with a grin.

She eyed me curiously but then threw caution to the wind and took a large bite.

“Oh, wow!” she gasped, and her voice was muffled by melted chocolate and marshmallows. “This is good! You guys have to try this!”

Juliet and Fabian wasted no time in constructing their own s’mores. Fabian passed his first to Zephyr, and I passed my next one to Arian, and then we both set about our own. Sinking my teeth into the warm, sticky, crumbly mess felt blissfully familiar, and for a moment, I was back at home, safe and sound, but still surrounded by my new friends.

The marshmallows weren’t as sweet or bouncy as the ones back home, but they were still pretty good, especially once they were smothered in chocolate.

My thoughts turned to that book as we ate, and everyone was mostly silent except for repeated comments about the deliciousness of the s’mores. If cross-world magic wasn’t dangerous, perhaps it could be mastered again. Perhaps Kell and I could figure out a way to bring him home, and also, for me to return home, to reassure my sister I was okay.

Maybe I could figure out a way to visit Asturel. To continue seeing Tessa, and Arian, and the rest of the group who’d rapidly become my dear friends.

“I say we get to work on deciphering the ancient, damning secrets of the Asterium tomorrow,” Juliet said after her second s’more. She had white and brown goo smeared around her mouth, which lent a youthfulness to her I didn’t often see, both because she was so tall and because she reminded me of my older sister. “Tonight, we should rest.”

“Agreed,” Fabian groaned, even though there was a wryness to his expression. I could see he was looking forward to taking the Asterium down by a peg or ten. “I’m exhausted.”

We continued chatting and eating and eventually had some of the meat and vegetables instead of just melted sweets. Juliet was curious about what kind of magic we might discover, and Zephyr was just relieved we were all safe and sound. He even hugged Tessa whenever he got the chance.

But, before too long, I noticed Arian was quiet. We were all so caught up in hunger and exhaustion and relief at being okay that I hadn’t noticed right away, and it seemed the others hadn’t, either.

But, when Arian got to her feet and headed out to the balcony, I felt a hand on my wrist and turned to see Tessa.

The silver-eyed woman said nothing, and yet, her gaze conveyed a thousand words. She wanted me to go after Arian, to check on her. I twisted my hand so our fingers intertwined and squeezed her hand gently. I leaned in to kiss her quickly, and her lips tasted like chocolate. Then I let go of her hand, got to my feet, and followed Arian out.

There was a stiff breeze outside on the balcony, and I immediately resolved to ask Juliet and Fabian how I might go about warming myself up, because surely, as a flameworker, I could do that.

Arian stood facing away from the door, and she stared out at the rolling hills and the night sky. It still disoriented me a little to see two moons and no stars, but perhaps she found it comforting. She had hugged her arms tightly around herself, though I wasn’t sure it was because of the cold, since she was still wearing her thick purple University jacket.

“Arian?” My voice was soft, and she turned to look at me.

In the moonlight, her hair glowed. Her eyes, too, seemed almost luminously blue.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t want to spoil the mood. We deserve a night of rest and enjoyment, it’s just…”

“A man died today,” I said in a low voice, and with a sigh, she nodded.

“A man’s dead, we learned the Calamity is a lie, and the entire Asterium will be hunting us down by dawn,” she said in a frustrated tone, and then her face crumpled, like she was trying not to cry. “And… Kell. We still haven’t heard anything from Kell.”

“He’s okay, Ari,” I said, and I stepped forward to put my hands on her shoulders. “We have to believe he’s okay. He’s smart, and he’s resourceful, and now that we know cross-world magic can be done safely, there’s nothing to stop us from trying to get him back.”

“I know,” she muttered. “Believe me, I tell myself the same thing ten times a day. It’s just… with what we learned about Arethusa, and Adalstan… do you think Dolos was watching Kell in the same way?”

That thought hadn’t occurred to me until just now, but as she said it, I had to admit, I could see the possibility. I could imagine Kell approaching Dolos about his magical studies, expecting to be chastised, only to be praised and welcomed to this ‘secret society.’ The University was structured so it would naturally prime the best, brightest minds to question the Asterium’s laws. Any questions were met with brick walls, which forced the most daring to seek answers out themselves. And from what we’d seen in that secret room, those brave and smart enough would be rewarded and brought deeper into the fold, made members of a highly-exclusive organization within the Asterium itself.

It would be seductive and a boost to anyone’s ego. I was impressed by Arethusa for seeing through that ruse, but I honestly had no idea if Kell would’ve done the same.

“Maybe,” I said, because it was the most honest answer I could give.

Dolos was dead, and a lot of answers had died with him. Maybe he, too, had cracked under pressure, or guilt, or jealousy over being surpassed by a younger, brighter mind. Maybe that was why he’d lashed out so strongly.

“So much has changed in so little time,” the white-haired woman said with a deep sigh, and she put a hand on the rail of the balcony as if to steady herself. “It almost doesn’t feel real.”

“I know what you mean,” I admitted sheepishly. “I’m in an entirely new world-- a world with magic, no less. New friends, new laws of reality… Tessa.”

My voice softened around her name. I was incapable of saying it any other way. My heart felt warmer when I thought of her, when I was looking at her.

But, as I looked up and met Arian’s gaze, I suddenly realized I felt the warmth when I looked at her, too.

I suddenly understood why Tessa had silently encouraged me to come out here, why she had coyly said ‘perhaps’ when I’d asked what she’d meant about me finding ‘others.’

A tiny flush of red was dusting Arian’s cheeks.

“You mentioned, in your world, relationships are usually just two people,” she said, and her tone was lightly conversational and betrayed nothing.

“They are,” I confirmed. “But no system is perfect for everyone. Some people are blissfully happy just as a pair. But… I guess you can’t help who you fall in love with, and you can be in love with two people at once.”

“I think I know what that feels like,” Arian murmured as she averted her gaze and looked out at the darkening landscape once again.

A question burned at my lips. Something I’d wanted to ask her ever since Fabian and I had spoken in that seedy tavern, where Kell secretly rented a room. I knew now was the time to ask it, and I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get another chance.

“Are you in love with Kell?”

“I…” she began but then faltered. “I’m not sure. I love him, I know that much. But in what capacity… I thought I knew. Maybe I did. Maybe things changed. You… complicated things.”

I wanted to ask what she meant by that but decided against saying anything. I got the impression this was something Arian needed to say for herself, in her own way.

“When I look at you,” she continued, and she turned back to face me now, “I know, logically, you look almost exactly like Kell. But at the same time… I don’t see Kell when I look at you. Not anymore, anyway.”

Her eyes were impossibly, gloriously blue. Like the sky on a perfect summer’s day.

“When you first arrived here, it was… painful, to look at you,” she went on, and she looked a little sheepish, a little apologetic, as she spoke. “Someone who looked so much like… like the man I loved. But now I realize there was more to it than now. I feared for Kell, for my best friend. I still do. But that fear blinded me. And… when Adalstan caught you, threw you into the wall…”

She was closer now than she had been before. Had I moved to her, or had she moved to me? Or had we, like celestial bodies hurtling through space, gravitated toward one another? It was the most natural and fundamental law of reality, the desire of all things to be close.

She didn’t need to continue. I could see in her expression the end of her sentence. And I knew she felt the same warmth as I did, the same… pull.

We leaned in, and I felt her lips brush against mine. Cool and soft. The smell of jasmine and waterlilies filled my nose, and that loose lock of her shimmering white hair tickled my cheek. I was overwhelmed by the sensation of her.

And when we pulled apart, the night was still and silent.

Another question burned through me, as passionate as any desire, because I had to know, I had to be sure.

“Did you kiss me because you wanted to kiss me, or because you wanted to kiss Kell?” My voice was barely more than a whisper, and my lips and nose brushed against hers as I spoke.

“You,” she answered back, more breathing the word than speaking it. “You.”

That was all I needed to hear.

Our lips met again. And again. We lost ourselves in one another, and time slipped in that way of new lovers and echoed heartbeats.

Finally, we parted and headed back inside, and I was trying to figure out what to say to Tessa, or even if I needed to say anything, because she seemed to have realized everything before I did. But I soon found I didn’t have the opportunity, because the main room was empty, and it was clear the others had all gone to bed.

I couldn’t fault them. It had been a long, grueling day. Arian and I looked at one another, and both of us seemed to hesitate. A hundred thoughts rushed through my mind, but when she extended her hand, the only thing I could think to do was take it.

She had clearly stayed in Fabian’s home several times, and with a practiced ease, she led me to one specific bedroom along the little corridor forming Fabian’s wing. If I reached out my magic, I could feel my friends. Tessa was contentedly sleeping in the room directly opposite this one. Juliet was in the next room along, and she was so deeply asleep I almost couldn’t feel her.

And, at the far end of the corridor, in what was obviously Fabian’s own room, I could feel two magical energies, neither sleeping. Fabian himself, obviously, and, from how similar it felt to Tessa’s magic, Zephyr.

I looked at Arian, and she only smiled wryly, and I knew she had realized the same thing. Somehow, I doubted the two men had retired to Fabian’s room for the sole purpose of giving us some privacy, and I could see in the white-haired woman’s face that she thought the same.

Or perhaps she’d already known before now and hadn’t needed magic to tell her. Maybe, like Tessa with the two of us, she had seen the signs before either Fabian or Zephyr, because she’d been on the outside looking in.

Inside this little room was no less magnificent than the rest of the Ardere manor, but I found I paid little attention to the décor and the large windows when I had Arian standing before me.

We kissed again while moving slowly toward the bed, and our hands slipped under clothing and slid off heavy jackets and gray undershirts. The sturdy, flat-soled University boots and the dark pants came next, and then I had to stop and stare, not just because the sight of Arian in her underwear was breathtaking, because it was, but because of something I had never seen before.

“You have a tattoo,” I said as I traced the outlines of the deep blue image on her shoulder.

Stylized spirals forming waves spilled out across her moon-pale skin, stretched across the top of her right shoulder, and stopped just before it reached her neck.

“Is that unusual?” she asked with a hint of shyness.

“No,” I said. “I just… didn’t think you were the type.”

She smiled at me, and the sight of her smiling made me want to kiss her again, so I did. I relished in the feel of her bare skin against mine, the press of her body, the lean muscles of her stomach, of her legs as she wrapped them around my hips as we rocked against one another.

The anticipation was as potent as a drug, and I slid my hand up the left side of her ribcage, under her bra, to touch her breast. She gasped into my mouth and arched her back, and her reaction urged me on. My hand reached around to unclasp her bra, and as it slipped off her arms, I layered kisses over her skin, sucked a nipple into my mouth, and grinned when she swore softly.

“Thomas--” she gasped, little more than a breathless whisper, and I felt a hand tangle in my hair as she held my mouth against her skin.

My other hand quested lower and traced the waistline of her panties before dipping underneath and finding warm wetness.

“You feel incredible,” I murmured between her breasts as my finger circled her clit and then dipped lower until it found her entrance.

I eased a finger inside of her, and Arian’s breath hitched as she arched into me.

I took my time stretching her out, and I learned the feel of her and what she liked. It was a sweet torture watching her slowly come apart before my eyes, with her white hair finally tumbling free of the bun and braids she kept it in and spilling across the pillow like moonlight.

Then I hit something inside of her that had her body spasming, and I focused on that spot until her legs began to shake.

“Elements, T-Thomas, I--” she moaned as her interior muscles fluttered around my fingers.

“Shhhh,” I murmured and dragged my tongue over one of her nipples. “Just let go for me, Ari.”

A shudder wracked her form, and then every line of her body went taut as I flicked her g-spot and sent her spiraling over the edge.

“Thomasssss!”

I used my hand to coax her through her orgasm, and then I was kissing my way down her body and sucking kisses into the smooth, pale expanse of her stomach, abdomen, and the insides of her thighs. I was pretty sure hickeys would show up easily on her skin and wanted to know if that was true.

When I finally put my mouth to her swollen clit, she let out a high-pitched cry that sent a shiver down my spine. I wrapped my arms around her thighs and pulled them apart to better my access, and she fisted both her hands in my hair and practically shoved herself against me as I learned her all over again and felt her come apart under my tongue.

“Elements…” she muttered breathlessly as she recovered from her second orgasm, and then she caught my face in her hands. She dragged me up to kiss me hard, and her tongue tangled against mine as she tasted herself on me.

I wasn’t prepared for what came next, which was Arian’s legs around my hips, and then a sharp jerking motion as she rolled us both over, so now she was on top of me. Momentary shock gave way to a thrill of arousal as I realized just how strong she was, and just how unabashed she was about taking what she wanted.

Arian leaned over me, cupped my face in her hands, and kissed me again.

“I want you,” I whispered between kisses, and I slid my hands over her hips. Her skin, even now, was slightly cool to the touch.

I felt her slow smile and caught a glint of white teeth in the moonlight.

“You want me?” she asked in a faintly teasing tone.

“I want you,” I repeated, and my own voice was hoarse with desire. “Please, Ari.”

“I want you, too,” she confessed, and I felt her take hold of my cock, guide me to her entrance, and then sink down to the hilt.

I let out a low groan as I settled inside her. She was so warm and soft and tight. That deep sense of pleasure was unbeatable except for when she began to move her hips against mine, and then it was all I could do to hold on, both metaphorically and literally.

“Elements,” she gasped as we moved together, and she tipped her head back and let out a satisfied moan as she rose up and down on my cock.

“Fuck,” I groaned, because that was the only thought I was capable of forming right now.

I reached up to palm her breast, and she held my hand there and arched her back, like she was as lost in the feel of me as I was of her.

I was already close, but I wanted to make this last just a little longer.

I took my hand from her breast, slid it down her stomach, and rubbed my thumb over her clit. Arian let out a surprised noise that quickly turned into an appreciative moan, and she ground her hips against mine, which sent another wave of pleasure wracking through me.

I had to struggle to stay in control, but I was determined to succeed.

“Thomas!” Arian then gasped, and she leaned forward, with her hands on my chest, as her blue eyes stared into mine. “Thomas, I--”

She trailed off with another moan, but by the way she trembled around me, I knew what she was trying to say.

“Come for me,” I whispered, and she leaned down and kissed me, hard and desperate.

Then she did, and as I felt her squeeze and tremble around my cock, I let go and followed her into the wave of ecstasy. I gripped her by the hips as pleasure surged through every nerve ending in my body, and I didn’t let go until I had come down from the high and Arian was slipping off me.

“Elements…” she muttered.

I grinned at her, knowing she’d used far more explicit exclamations only moments before, and kissed her bare shoulder-- the left, untattooed one.

Except for the light of the moons, it was pitch black in this room and Asturel in general. As Arian laid down beside me, her soft skin brushed against mine, and I wrapped an arm around her.

I thought of how it had been easier for her to speak to me in the dark, because then she could forget I looked like Kell. Darkness, I reasoned, was always easier to speak in, because the night seemed so much more discreet when it came to terrible secrets and strange truths.

A strange truth of my own found itself on my lips.

“I dreamed of you,” I muttered into the blackness.

I felt Arian’s head lift from my shoulder, and as my eyes continued to adjust to the dim light, I saw her curious expression.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Before Kell’s spell,” I said. “In the weeks leading up to me coming here. Almost every night, I dreamed of a pale-haired woman.”

“How strange,” she remarked as her brow creased.

“I was always following you,” I said. “You were leading me somewhere. I never stayed asleep long enough to figure out where it was.”

“Do you still dream of me now?” Arian asked and rested her chin on my chest as she continued peering at me. “Do you know where I was leading you?”

“No,” I answered. “To both.”

“I don’t have an explanation, if you were hoping for one,” she confessed.

“I didn’t expect you to,” I assured her. “I just… thought I should tell you. I figured you’d want to know what caused it as much as I would.”

I felt her take my hand, the one not wrapped around her shoulders, and press a kiss to my palm.

“Maybe it was destiny,” she said quietly. “Reaching across worlds. Like Kell reached out to you. Calling you here, to our world. To me and Tessa.”

“I like the sound of that,” I admitted as a smile spread across my face. “I’ve never really put much stock in fate before now. But… maybe I should.”

“Neither have I,” Arian said. “But if it brought you here… it can’t be so bad.”

“No,” I agreed. “It can’t.”

I kissed her again, and when we parted, Arian spoke up.

“You’re a good man, Thomas,” she told me as she nuzzled into my side. “I’ve come to realize there are precious few of them in this world. Fewer than I would’ve liked. But I’m glad to have three of them by my side in all this. You most of all.”

“And I’m glad to have you at mine,” I said and squeezed her against me. “You, Tessa, and the others. I… honestly don’t know what I would’ve done, or where I would be, without the five of you.”

“Fate willing, you’ll never have to find out,” she said as she cupped my face.

She then kissed my cheek and settled down, with her head on my shoulder, and before long, I could tell she had fallen asleep.

I hoped she was right, and I would never have to find out what I would do without the five of them. But, as time went by, I grew more confident. In myself and in all of us. We’d come this far, after all, and whatever awaited us in our future, I was increasingly sure we could weather it.

Whatever came, be it the Asterium or fate or a Calamity across worlds, we would beat it.

We just had to stick together.

End of Book 2
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