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Chapter One



The carriage lurched to a halt, and stone bit into her palms as she caught herself against the cracked leather bench. Outside, the twin moons cast silver-blue light across a courtyard paved with slabs of obsidian; black glass that swallowed lantern glow like hungry mouths. 



Lysandra pressed her forehead to the window, fogging the grime-streaked glass. Blackthorn Academy rose before her, a sprawl of bone-white towers and dark arches, windows like dead eyes staring down from centuries of stone. Ivy crawled up the walls, thick as wrists, roots splitting mortar. The place smelled of wet earth and something metallic; old blood, maybe. Or just the iron in the soil. 



She released a slow breath. This is it. The monster’s den. 



The driver didn't help her down with her trunk. He was already turning the horses, muttering about the hour and the fog. Fine. She didn't need help. She'd done enough lifting since the war started; carrying her brother’s letters home, carrying her mother’s grief, carrying the weight of a kingdom that bled out more than it could spare. 



Her boots hit the obsidian. Cold seeped through the leather, crawling up her ankles. Winter clung to these grounds like a permanent illness. 



No one waited for her. The acceptance letter had been vague—present yourself to the Night Guard at the Western Gate by the final hour of dusk. She was late. The moon stood high, and the gate loomed twenty paces ahead, wrought iron twisted into the shape of interlocking rib cages. A lantern hung above it, flame burning a sickly green. 



She hauled her trunk; heavy with the false documents, the vials of null-salt, the knife sewn into her hem; and walked. 



The gate groaned open before she touched it. Beyond, a courtyard stretched into shadows, empty benches lining a path to a massive central building. Torches lined the walkway, but the flames burned blue, not orange. Magically suffocated air pressed against her skin. 



Defenses. The entire academy was warded. She could feel the hum beneath her soles, the static whisper of spells layered like cobwebs. Her brother’s letters had warned her. Blackthorn is a fortress. Don't try to break in. Make them let you in. 



She’d done that. Now she had to survive the letting. 



A door swung open ahead of her, spilling warm light across the black ground. A woman stood silhouetted; tall, sharp-shouldered, fabric rustling like she wore multiple robes. 



“Miss Vane.” The voice cut through the night, precise, without warmth. “You are late.” 



Lysandra stopped, dropped the trunk handle, and drew herself upright. “The carriage lost a wheel half a mile from the village.” 



A beat of silence. The woman stepped fully into the light. 



She was not a woman. The face was too angular, the eyes too deep-set, the skin too pale to be fully human. A half-thing, maybe; some mixture of fae and mortal that left her with ears tapering to faint points and fingers too long, ringed with silver and onyx. 



“The academy does not accept excuses, Miss Vane. Only results.” The half-fae’s gaze swept over her; assessing, dismissive. “I am Proctor Elara. You will follow me. Your trunk will be brought to your room.” 



Lysandra left it. She had nothing in it she couldn't replace except the knife, and that was still strapped to her thigh. 



Elara led her through the main hall. Vaulted ceilings soared upward, supported by pillars carved to resemble twisted skeletons; ribs curving into arches, femurs forming the bases. The torches cast dancing shadows that shuddered with each step. Lysandra kept her hands still at her sides, fighting the urge to touch the stone. 



Students lingered in alcoves, their chatter fading as she passed. Whispers followed. New. Scholarship. Look at her shoes. She didn’t look. She kept her gaze fixed on Elara’s back, counting steps, mapping the layout in her mind: main hall, three branching corridors, staircase to the left, something black and shimmering at the end of the right passage. 



“You have been assigned to Marrow Hall,” Elara said without turning. “Room twelve. Your schedule will be under your door by dawn. Meals are in the Grand Refectorium. Curfew is midnight. Break it, and you spend the night in the Bone Tower.” 



Bone Tower. She'd heard of it. A spire where the academy confined rule-breakers, cold enough to freeze magic from your veins for a week. Don't break curfew. 



They climbed stairs, three flights, the stones worn smooth by centuries of feet. The air grew colder, thinning. At the top, a corridor stretched ahead, doors lining both sides, each with a small bronze plaque. 



Elara stopped at the last door. She pressed her palm to the wood, and a soft click sounded. “Your room. Your key is attuned to your blood now. Only you may enter.” She turned, those pale eyes fixing on Lysandra with something close to amusement. “Do try to survive orientation, Miss Vane. It would be a shame to waste the paperwork.” 



She left, her robes hissing down the hall. 



Lysandra pushed the door open. 



The room was small; cot, desk, wardrobe, a window that looked onto the dark courtyard. No fire. No lamp. She found a candle stub on the desk and lit it with a match from her pocket. The flame blossomed, throwing her shadow across the bare walls. 



She sat on the cot, pressed her palms flat on her knees, and let her lungs fill with the cold ash-heavy air. 



I'm in. 



Her brother’s voice echoed in her memory, harsh and brittle. Dain Marche is a shadow-eater. He killed four soldiers at the Siege of Thornfield. He drinks darkness like wine and laughs while villages burn. 



She'd believed him. She'd spent three months forging transcripts, stealing a name from a dead girl, lying to her mother about a scholarship. For this. 



But the moment she'd stepped onto the obsidian grounds, something shifted. The air didn't feel like a monster's lair. It felt like a wound; something ancient and bleeding, hidden beneath the stones. 



And Dain Marche? She hadn't even seen him yet. He was the shadow prince, the heir to a dark legacy, the boy who'd risen from nothing to rival her brother's fame. Every letter from home painted him as a demon. Every whisper from the soldiers called him a curse. 



But she needed to see with her own eyes. 



A thud broke the silence; distant, heavy, followed by a crack of laughter from below. Students still awake. She rose, crossed to the window, and pressed her fingers to the cold glass. The courtyard below lay empty, torches burning blue. 



Something moved at the edge of her vision. 



A figure stepped out of the shadows beneath the archway. Tall, lean, shoulders set like he owned the dark itself. He walked slowly, deliberately, boots silent on the obsidian. The torches guttered as he passed, flames bending toward him like they sought his touch. 



He stopped in the center of the courtyard. 



He looked up. 



Directly at her window. 



Lysandra’s hand froze on the glass. She couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. The candle behind her guttered, and her room plunged into near-darkness, leaving only the moonlight and the blue torch glow. 



His face was nothing like the monster her brother described. Not scarred. Not twisted. Young; maybe seventeen, same as her; with sharp cheekbones and a jaw that could cut glass. His hair was dark, nearly black, falling across his brow. His eyes caught the light, but she couldn't see their color from here. 



He knew she was watching. He didn't look away. 



And then he smiled. 



It was a slow, cold thing, barely a curve of his lips. Not friendly. Not threatening. Just knowing. Like he already understood exactly who she was and what she wanted. 



Lysandra’s stomach dropped. She stepped back, away from the window, heart slamming against her ribs. No. He can't know. It's impossible. 



But the smile stayed burned into her memory as she stood in the dark, hands shaking, blood roaring in her ears. 



The knock on her door came three seconds later. Sharp. Insistent. 



Not Elara. Not a prefect checking curfew. A knock that felt like a summons. 



She stared at the wooden door. The plaque outside would have her false name: Elena Ash. None of them should know. None. 



Another knock. Harder. 



Lysandra grabbed the knife from her thigh, unsheathed it, and held it low against her leg. Then she crossed the room, pulled the door open, and looked up into the eyes of Dain Marche. 



Up close, he was taller than she’d thought. Lean, but not frail; threads of muscle visible at his throat, along the line of his shoulders. He wore a simple dark shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows, forearms marked with faint silver scars that caught the candlelight. 



His eyes were gray. Not silver, not blue; a flat, storm-cloud gray, with pupils so dark they seemed to swallow light. 



“You’re late,” he said. 



The same words Elara used. But his tone was different; not cold, not dismissive. Almost curious. 



Lysandra tightened her grip on the knife. “The carriage lost a wheel.” 



“The carriage didn’t lose a wheel.” His head tilted, shadows pooling around his feet like living things. “You lied.” 



She said nothing. Her pulse hammered in her throat, but she kept her face still, her hand steady. 



Dain’s gaze dropped to the knife, then back to her eyes. That almost-smile returned. “Good,” he said. “You have teeth. I was worried the academy had scraped the bottom of the barrel tonight.” 



He turned, shadows swirling around his ankles, and walked away. 



The door closed itself, and Lysandra stood in the dark, breathing hard, the knife cold in her hand. 



He knows. He knows I'm not Elena Ash. 



But if he knew, why hadn't he turned her in? 



She shoved the knife back into its sheath and pressed her palm to her chest, feeling the wild rhythm beneath her ribs. 



Orientation started in six hours. She had to figure out what Dain Marche’s game was before he decided to play it through. 



And she had to survive long enough to prove he was the monster she was hunting. 



But for the first time, she wasn't sure which of them was the hunter. And which was the prey. 



The stone floor seeped cold through the soles of her boots. Lysandra let her hand fall from her chest and forced her fingers to uncurl, one by one. The knife was still in its sheath, but her palm remembered the weight of the hilt, the bite of the crossguard against her flesh. 



She turned in a slow circle. The foyer stretched around her in shades and dying candlelight. Cobwebs clung to the chandelier above, swaying gently as if someone had passed through them only moments ago. Dust motes drifted in the thin glow, spinning in a slow dance that felt deliberate. The air smelled of old parchment, beeswax, and something metallic beneath it all. Blood memory. Or just her own fear, sharp and copper on her tongue. 



He knew. He saw through the lie in the space of a single breath. And he said good. He said I have teeth. 



That word echoed in her skull. Teeth. Like she was something feral, something to be tested. Warmed, even admired. 



She pressed her spine against the nearest wall, letting the rough stone bite through her cloak. The contact steadied her. Her brother had taught her that; ground yourself in the physical when the mind threatens to spiral. She closed her eyes and counted the ridges in the mortar behind her shoulder blades. 



Thirteen ridges. Fourteen. She stopped counting. 



Dain Marche had not turned her in. He had not raised an alarm, not summoned faculty, not even demanded her real name. Instead he had walked away, glooms curling around his ankles like loyal hounds, leaving her alone in a locked room with only her questions. 



Why? What did he gain from silence? 



The candle on the bureau guttered and died. Darkness swallowed the room whole. Lysandra held her breath, waiting for a sound, a footstep, the whisper of shadow sliding across stone. Nothing came. 



She slid her hand into her pocket and found the edge of her brother’s last letter. Crumpled, worn soft from rereading. Find proof of what he did, and end it. 



But if Dain knew who she was, then everything she had planned; the forged enrollment, the assumed identity, the careful lies; was already compromised. She was walking into his game, not playing her own. 



Her stomach hollowed. She pushed off the wall and crossed to the door. Her hand found the handle. It turned without resistance. 



She pulled it open. The hallway beyond was empty, dimly lit by sconces flickering with pale blue flames. Magefire. She stepped through and let the door swing shut behind her. 



Orientation in six hours. She would find a room, change her clothes, and pretend that her hands were not shaking. 



But she could not pretend away the gray-eyed ghost that now lived in the back of her mind. Watching. Waiting. Smiling that almost-smile. 



You want to play, Dain Marche? She pulled her cloak tighter and walked into the blue-lit corridor. Then let’s play. 



✾
Chapter Two



The iron gates of Blackthorn Academy groaned shut behind her, the sound swallowed by the mist that coiled through the cobblestones like living serpents. Lysandra Vane pulled the strap of her satchel higher on her shoulder and forced her spine straight. Every window in the obsidian towers stared down at her; hollow, expectant, judging. She was no longer the general’s daughter, no longer the girl who’d grown up in sunlit halls. She was Elara Moss, scholarship student from the borderlands, grateful for a chance she didn’t deserve. 



The lie tasted like copper on her tongue. 



Ahead, the main courtyard sprawled in a mosaic of black marble and silver veining. Students drifted through the gloom in clusters, their voices low, their uniforms the color of midnight and bone. Some wore pins; silver crescents, bronze talons, a single garnet tear. Ranks. Houses. She’d studied the hierarchy for weeks, memorized every crest, every whispered rumor. But the reality of it pressed against her skin like a second layer of cold. 



Keep your head down. Watch. Learn. 



Her brother’s voice echoed in her skull, the last words he’d spoken before she’d boarded the carriage. Dain Marche is a monster, Lys. Don’t forget that. 



She hadn’t forgotten. She’d carved his name into the inside of her wrist with a letter opener the night before she left; a silent vow, a scar she could press her thumb against when doubt crept in. It ached now beneath her sleeve, a dull throb that anchored her to purpose. 



A bell tolled somewhere in the depths of the academy, a deep, resonant note that vibrated through the soles of her boots. The students began to move, funneling toward a massive set of iron-banded doors. Lysandra followed, letting the current carry her, her gaze scanning every face she passed. 



She found him in the archway. 



Dain Marche stood apart from the crowd, his back against a pillar slick with condensation. He wasn’t wearing the academy uniform; instead, a black coat hung loose over his shoulders, the collar turned up against the damp. His hair was dark, nearly black, and fell across his brow in tangled waves. He looked bored. He looked dangerous. 



And he was looking directly at her. 



Her lungs paused, mid-inhale. She hadn’t meant to stare. She’d been careful; or she thought she had. But his eyes had found hers as if they’d known exactly where to look. Gray, like storm clouds, like the sea before a shipwreck. No warmth. No curiosity. Just a flat, assessing stillness that made her stomach drop. 



She forced her gaze away, her steps faltering as she merged with the crowd. Her heart was a wild, trapped thing, battering against her ribs. She pressed her palm flat to her chest, willing it to slow. Stupid. Stupid. She might as well have pinned a target to her back. 



The students filed into a vast hall, its ceiling lost in shadow. Chandeliers of black iron and candlelight hung at intervals, casting pools of amber that barely dented the gloom. Rows of wooden benches faced a raised dais, where a woman in silver robes waited, her hands clasped behind her back. Headmistress Orin. Lysandra had read about her too; a former battle-mage, rumored to have killed a dozen men with a single spell. Her face was unremarkable, pleasant even, but her eyes held the sharp glint of someone who missed nothing. 



Lysandra found a seat near the back, wedged between a girl picking at her cuticles and a boy who smelled of smoke and old books. She kept her head down, her hands folded in her lap, her breath measured. But her awareness stretched behind her like a thread, searching the darkness for a pair of gray eyes. 



She didn’t see him enter. But she felt him; a shift in the air, a thickening of the shadows at the edges of the candlelight. He was there, somewhere in the periphery, and she didn’t dare turn around. 



Headmistress Orin’s voice cut through the murmur, sharp and clear. “Welcome to Blackthorn Academy. You have been chosen; selected from thousands; because you possess potential. Potential for greatness. For power. For destruction.” 



She paused, letting the words settle like stones in still water. 



“Here, you will learn to control what burns inside you. Or it will consume you. There is no middle ground.” 



Lysandra’s throat tightened. She’d heard similar speeches before, in her father’s war tents, in the training yards where soldiers sharpened steel and resolve. But this was different. The air in this hall was thick with something ancient, something hungry. The stones themselves seemed to breathe. 



The headmistress continued, outlining rules, schedules, the division into houses. Lysandra listened with half her attention, her fingers tracing the seam of her sleeve, the raised line of the scar beneath. She’d memorized the layout of the academy from stolen maps. She knew the library’s hidden passages, the archives restricted to faculty, the tunnels beneath the dormitories that connected to the old bell tower. All she needed was time. Time to observe, to gather proof, to find the connection between Dain Marche and the attacks that had nearly killed her brother. 



But time was a luxury she couldn’t afford. 



The ceremony ended with a clap of thunder; real or magical, she couldn’t tell; and the students dispersed, herded by prefects toward their assigned houses. Lysandra’s name was called with a group of other scholarship students, all of them funneled toward a narrow staircase that spiraled down instead of up. 



The lower dormitories. Of course. 



The stairs were slick with moisture, the walls weeping condensation. The air grew colder with each step, thick with the smell of damp stone and something metallic, like old blood. The other students exchanged nervous glances, but no one spoke. Lysandra counted the steps. Forty-three. Forty-four. At forty-seven, the stairwell opened into a long corridor lined with doors, each one identical, each one marked with a single bronze number. 



A prefect; a girl with sharp cheekbones and a bored expression; handed out keys. “Room seventeen. Curfew is at ten. Lights out at eleven. Don’t wander the halls after midnight unless you want to become a cautionary tale.” 



Lysandra took her key. The metal was cold, rough against her palm. She found her door, unlocked it, and stepped inside. 



The room was small, barely large enough for a bed, a desk, and a wardrobe. A single window sat high on the wall, too narrow to climb through, showing only a sliver of gray sky. The walls were bare stone, the floor uneven. She set her satchel on the bed and stood in the center of the room, listening. 



Silence. Heavy, pressing, waiting. 



She pulled off her gloves and pressed her fingers to the wall. The stone was cold, but beneath the cold, she felt a faint vibration; a hum, like the distant plucking of a string. Magic. Deep and old, woven into the foundation of the academy itself. It made her skin prickle, her teeth ache. 



A knock at the door made her spin. 



She didn’t answer. Her hand drifted to the small knife she kept strapped to her thigh, hidden beneath her skirt. 



The knock came again, harder this time. Then a voice, low and rough, muffled by the wood. “I know you saw me.” 



Her blood turned to ice. Dain. 



She didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. 



“You’re not a scholarship student,” he continued, his tone flat, matter-of-fact. “Your hands are too clean. Your boots are too new. And you watched me like you were memorizing my face for a wanted poster.” 



Her fingers curled around the knife’s hilt. 



“imet you before,” she said, forcing her voice steady. “icome from the borderlands. My family farms silvervine. I’ve never left my village until now.” 



A pause. She could hear him breathing on the other side of the door; slow, deliberate, patient. 



“Silvervine farmers don’t carry themselves like soldiers,” he said. “And they don’t flinch when they lie.” 



Her jaw clenched. She should open the door. Face him. Deny everything. But her body refused to move, locked in a cage of instinct and fear. 



Then the shadows beneath the door thickened, stretching like fingers, curling around the edges of the frame. The temperature dropped. Her breath misted in front of her face. 



“I’m not your enemy,” Dain said, and his voice was closer now, as if he’d pressed his mouth to the wood. “But I will be, if you keep lying to me.” 



The shadows receded. Footsteps retreated down the corridor. 



Lysandra stood frozen, her heart a wild drum against her ribs, her hand still gripping the knife. She counted her breaths until the trembling in her legs subsided. 



Then she crossed to the door, locked it, and pressed her forehead against the cold wood. 



He knows. He knows. 



But she hadn’t come this far to run. She’d come to expose a monster. And monsters, she reminded herself, didn’t warn their prey. 



She slid the knife back into its sheath and began to unpack her satchel, her movements methodical, her mind already racing through the next steps. She would avoid him. She would be more careful. She would find what she needed before he decided to act. 



The scar on her wrist throbbed. 



She pressed her thumb to it, hard, until the pain sharpened her focus. 



For Cal. For everything. 



Outside her window, the sky darkened to the color of bruises, and the mist curled thicker against the glass, hiding the world beyond. 



She slid the knife back into its sheath and began to unpack her satchel, her movements methodical, her mind already racing through the next steps. She would avoid him. She would be more careful. She would find what she needed before he decided to act. 



The scar on her wrist throbbed. 



She pressed her thumb to it, hard, until the pain sharpened her focus. 



For Cal. For everything. 



The room felt smaller now, the shadows in the corners deeper, as if his presence had left a residue. She could still smell him in the air; cedar and smoke and something metallic, like rain on old iron. The chill lingered on her skin, raising gooseflesh along her arms even through the sleeves of her uniform robe. 



She lifted her head from the door and turned to survey the space. A narrow bed with a threadbare wool blanket. A writing desk scarred with initials and ink stains. A wardrobe that listed slightly to one side, its door hanging askew. The academy had given her the cheapest room on the lowest floor, far from the other students. Perfect for sneaking out. Perfect for being cornered. 



She ran her fingers along the ridges of the scar, counting the seconds until the pain subsided into a dull ache. Cal had given her that scar. Not deliberately; they had been children, practicing binding spells near the river, and his control had slipped. The scar had never faded. It pulled tight whenever she was afraid, as if reminding her of the price of failure. 



Dain Marche knew her name. He knew she was lying. But he didn't know why. That gave her an edge, fragile as spider silk, but an edge nonetheless. 



She crossed to the window and pressed her palm against the cold glass. The mist outside was thick as wool, swallowing the iron gates and the black spires of the east wing. Somewhere in that fog, Dain Marche was walking away. Or waiting. She couldn't tell which possibility unsettled her more. 



Monsters don't warn their prey. She repeated it like a prayer, but the words felt hollow. His warning had been precise, almost gentle. A predator who didn't want to hunt. Or a predator who wanted her to know she was already caught. 



She let her hand fall and turned back to her satchel. The next phase of her plan required patience. She would map the academy's corridors. Learn the patrol schedules. Find the restricted archives where the records of her brother's mission were hidden. And she would stay out of Dain Marche's path. 



The floorboards creaked overhead, and she tensed. Footsteps. Two sets. A muffled laugh. Then silence. 



Outside her window, the sky darkened to the color of bruises, and the mist curled thicker against the glass, hiding the world beyond. 



✻
Chapter Three



The obsidian shelves pressed close, their polished surfaces reflecting the single candle flame in fractured points of light. Lysandra held her breath, fingers frozen an inch from the leather spine she had come to steal. 



Behind her, the library door groaned. 



She did not turn. Did not flinch. The shadows in the corners thickened, pooling like spilled ink, and she knew before the footsteps reached the second aisle that she was no longer alone. 



"Scholarship students don't browse the restricted section at midnight." 



The voice slid through the dimness like a blade wrapped in silk. Low. Measured. Carrying an edge of amusement that made her skin tighten. 



Lysandra let her hand drop. She turned slowly, arranging her features into the mask of a startled, harmless girl. The candlelight caught the stranger's face as he stepped into the aisle. 



Dain Marche. 



She had studied his likeness in intelligence sketches, but the drawings had flattened him. Made him ordinary. The man before her was anything but. 



He stood a head taller than most students, shoulders broad beneath the black uniform coat. His hair was the color of ash and shadow, falling across a brow that seemed carved from marble. But it was his eyes that held her; pale gray, almost colorless in the low light, and far too knowing. 



He smiled. It did not reach those eyes. 



"Lost?" he asked. 



"I couldn't sleep." The lie came easily. "I heard the library had a poetry collection. I must have taken a wrong turn." 



"Poetry." He repeated the word as if tasting something sour. "In the west wing. Behind a locked gate. Past three warning wards." 



Her stomach dropped, but she kept her face smooth. "The wards must be down. I walked right through." 



"Did you?" 



He moved closer. Not quickly; each step deliberate, unhurried, the confidence of a predator who knew his prey had nowhere to run. The shadows at his feet stretched toward her, long fingers of darkness that crept across the stone floor. 



Lysandra forced herself to hold still. Forced her breathing to stay even. She had trained for this. Months of drills in the dark, learning to suppress every instinct that screamed run. 



"I'm sorry," she said, softening her voice. "I really didn't know. I'll leave." 



She made to step past him. His hand shot out, palm flat against the shelf beside her head, blocking her path. 



The candle flickered. His sleeve brushed her shoulder, and she caught the scent of smoke and cold iron. 



"I know who you are," he said. 



Her heart slammed against her ribs. No. He can't. The documents were flawless. 



"I'm Lysandra Vane," she said, keeping her tone bewildered. "From the lower provinces. I just arrived today." 



"I know who you really are." 



The words hung between them, heavy as the silence that followed. She could feel the heat of his body, the weight of his gaze. The shadows around them had stopped moving; waiting, like hounds on a leash. 



"You're the one who's been following me," he continued. "Since the moment you stepped through the gate. You watch me in the dining hall. You sit where you can see the entrance to the shadow chambers. You asked the groundskeeper about my schedule." 



Her blood turned cold. She had been careful. So careful. 



"You're paranoid," she said. 



"I'm observant." He tilted his head, studying her like a puzzle he had already solved. "The question is why. What does a scholarship student from the provinces want with the academy's monster?" 



The word monster landed like a stone in her chest. She had heard it before; from her brother's letters, from the war reports. But hearing him say it, with that flat, self-mocking tone, twisted something inside her. 



She forced herself to remember why she was here. Her brother's scarred hands. The burned villages. The bodies that had never been recovered. 



"I don't want anything from you," she said. "ocho I don't even know you." 



"Liar." 



He said it without anger. Almost gently. And that was worse. 



His free hand came up, and she flinched before she could stop herself. But he only touched the candle she held, his fingers brushing hers. The flame leaped, turning from gold to silver-white, casting his face in stark relief. 



"You're afraid of the dark," he said. "I can smell it on you. The way your pulse jumps when the shadows move. The way you hold your breath when I get close." 



Her throat tightened. She wanted to deny it, but the words wouldn't come. 



"I don't hurt people for no reason," he said, his voice dropping lower. "But I also don't let spies wander my territory. So you have two choices. You can tell me the truth, right now, and I'll decide if you're worth keeping alive." 



"And the second choice?" 



He smiled again, and this time the amusement reached his eyes. It made them look almost warm. Almost human. 



"You can keep lying. And I'll find out anyway." 



The shadows at his feet rose, curling up his legs like living things. They wrapped around his wrists, his throat, threading through his hair. The candle in her hand guttered, the silver flame dying, plunging them into near-darkness. 



Only his eyes remained visible. Two points of pale light in the gloom. 



Lysandra's mouth went dry. She had trained for interrogation. For torture. For every scenario the war council could imagine. But none of them had prepared her for this; for the way he looked at her like she was already unmade. 



"My brother," she said. 



The word came out before she could stop it. Raw. Honest. The first true thing she had spoken since arriving. 



Dain's expression flickered. The glooms receded, just slightly. 



"Your brother?" 



"Torian Vane." She swallowed. "He's a captain in the king's army. He was stationed at the Thornwall garrison when it fell." 



Something shifted in Dain's eyes. Recognition. And something else; something that might have been pain. 



"I know the name," he said quietly. "He survived." 



"Barely." Her voice cracked. "He lost two fingers on his sword hand. A scar that runs from his shoulder to his hip. He has nightmares every night. He wakes up screaming." 



"Why are you telling me this?" 



"Because he blames you." She met his gaze, letting him see the truth she had hidden so carefully. "He says you led the attack. That you used your glooms to tear down the walls. That you killed everyone inside." 



Dain went very still. The glooms around him flattened, pressing against the floor like they were listening. 



"And you came here to prove it." 



"To find evidence. To bring you to justice." 



A long silence stretched between them. The candle had gone out completely, but she could still see him; his outline etched in the faint glow of the wards that lined the shelves. 



When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper. 



"Your brother is wrong." 



"I want to believe that." The words tasted like ash. "But I've seen the reports. The witnesses. They all say the same thing." 



"Witnesses who saw shades in the dark. Who saw a figure wielding darkness against the walls. Who assumed it was me because I'm the only shadow-wielder anyone knows." He stepped closer, close enough that she could feel his breath on her cheek. "Tell me, Lysandra. Did any of them see my face?" 



She wanted to say yes. Wanted to cling to the certainty that had driven her here. But the truth was a splinter she couldn't remove. 



"No," she admitted. 



"Then you're hunting a ghost." 



He reached past her, his arm brushing her shoulder, and pulled a book from the shelf behind her. The same book she had come for; a ledger of academy visitors, dating back ten years. 



"I don't know who attacked the Thornwall garrison," he said, tucking the book under his arm. "But I intend to find out. And if you want the truth, you'll help me." 



She stared at him. "Why would I help you?" 



"Because your brother's nightmares won't stop until the real killer is found. And because I think you're smart enough to know when you're being used." 



He turned and walked away, the glooms parting before him like curtains. At the door, he paused. 



"The wards reset in three minutes. If you're still here when they do, the headmaster will be notified. And he's far less forgiving than I am." 



Then he was gone, and the darkness rushed in to fill the space he had left. 



Lysandra stood alone in the restricted section, her heart pounding, her mind spinning. The candle in her hand was dead, but she could still feel the ghost of his fingers against hers. 



She had come to Blackthorn Academy to hunt a monster. 



She was beginning to fear she had found something far more dangerous. 



He stepped closer, and the glooms condensed around them like a living thing, pressing in from all sides. The air turned cold and thin, carrying the scent of cedar and cold iron; his scent, sharp and unfamiliar. Lysandra’s spine pressed flat against the bookshelf, the gilded spines of ancient tomes digging into her shoulder blades. She could trace the fine stitching along his coat collar, the way the glooms seemed to cling to the fabric, not as mere absence of light but as something animate, tethered to him. 



“Tell me, Lysandra. Did any of them see my face?” His voice dropped to a near whisper, intimate and dangerous, a blade wrapped in silk. 



Her mouth went dry. She wanted to meet his gaze with defiance, to hurl the accusation again and watch it land. But her throat had locked, and the lie she had rehearsed for weeks dissolved on her tongue. The truth came out raw and unwilling, scraped from a place she hadn’t meant to open. 



“No.” 



A flicker crossed his features; not relief, not triumph. Something more like acknowledgment, as if he had expected this answer and found it both useful and disappointing. His jaw loosened a fraction, the tension in his shoulders easing into a predator’s stillness. 



“Then you’re hunting a ghost.” 



He reached past her, the movement fluid and deliberate. The sleeve of his coat brushed her shoulder, a whisper of wool against her uniform, and she caught the faint crack of leather as his fingers closed around a spine behind her. The ledger. The same one she had risked everything to find. She could smell the old paper and dust, the years of ink settled into its pages. 



He straightened, tucking the book under his arm with an ease that stung. “I don’t know who attacked the Thornwall garrison,” he said, his gaze fixed on hers now, unblinking. “But I intend to find out. And if you want the truth, you’ll help me.” 



Her chest froze. The words hung between them like a challenge, or maybe a test. She had come here to corner him, to prove he was the monster her brother dreamed of. Instead he had turned the tables, offered her a partnership that felt more like a trap with an open door. 



“Why would I help you?” The question came out sharper than she intended, edged with the bitter taste of loss. 



He tilted his head, and the glooms rippled at the motion. “Because your brother’s nightmares won’t stop until the real killer is found. And because I think you’re smart enough to know when you’re being used.” 



The word landed like a stone in still water. Used. By Evander? By the war? She had never allowed herself to frame it that way. But the echo of it now settled in her ribs, cold and familiar. 



He turned and walked away. The glooms parted before him like curtains drawn by invisible hands, each step steady and unhurried. The sound of his boots on the stone floor was soft, deliberate, a rhythm that matched the thud of blood behind her temples. At the door, he paused, his hand resting on the iron handle. The candlelight from the hallway caught the edge of his profile, casting half his face in gold, half in shadow. 



“The wards reset in three minutes. If you’re still here when they do, the headmaster will be notified. And he’s far less forgiving than I am.” 



The door swung open, and he stepped through, the gloom swallowing him the moment he crossed the threshold. The heavy oak clicked shut, leaving her alone in the restricted section. 



The air began to warm again, the cold presence receding like a tide. Lysandra’s legs felt unsteady, her fingers still tingling where his had brushed hers minutes ago. The candle in her hand was dead, the wax cold and cracked. She could hear her own breathing, too loud in the silence, and beneath it the faint hum of the academy’s wards beginning to stir, ready to snap back into place. 



She had come to Blackthorn Academy to hunt a monster. 



She was beginning to fear she had found something far more dangerous. 



✸
Chapter Four



The obsidian corridors of Blackthorn Academy swallowed the last of the evening light. Lamplight bled from iron sconces, each flame casting a restless pool of gold that died inches from the next. Lysandra kept her shoulders back, her stride measured. The scholarship girl from the borderlands had no reason to flinch at every whisper that followed her. 



But the whispers came anyway. 



“—another provincial. Look at the cut of her uniform.” 



“, heard she’s from the warfront. Probably never touched a proper grimoire.” 



“, smells like ash. Like her kind always does.” 



She catalogued each voice, filed it behind her teeth. Easy targets, all of them. The silk-robed daughters of merchant lords, the sons of councilmen who’d never held a blade heavier than a dinner knife. They didn’t know what ash smelled like when it settled over a burned village. They didn’t know how easily skin remembered the heat. 



Lysandra did. 



She turned a corner into a wider gallery, its ceiling lost in gloom. Portraits of past headmasters lined the walls, their painted eyes tracking her with the dull hunger of old magic. The air here tasted different; older, heavier. A memory of blood and iron and broken oaths clung to the stones. 



A door to her left stood ajar. From inside, a low voice, velvet and acid: “You’re late.” 



She stopped. Her hand drifted toward her hip, where a knife should have been but wasn’t. Academy rules. No weapons except in approved dueling chambers. She’d surrendered hers that morning, and the absence felt like missing a limb. 



The voice came again. “I said, you’re late.” 



Not directed at her. The accent was too crisp, too northern. A man’s voice, young but worn at the edges. She’d heard it before, in the war reports her brother recited at the dinner table. In the descriptions of the shadow-caster who had gutted a patrol from the inside. 



Dain Marche. 



Lysandra pressed herself against the wall, close to the door. The crack was narrow, but enough. A classroom inside, desks shoved against the walls. A single figure stood in the center, back to her. Broad-shouldered, dark hair falling to his collar. He wore the academy’s formal coat, but the fabric was unbuttoned, the white shirt beneath rumpled. He held a book in one hand, and his thumb traced the spine with deliberate slowness. 



Before him knelt a younger student. A boy, maybe fifteen, face bloodless. His hands were empty, palms pressed flat to the stone floor. 



“I came as fast as I could,” the boy stammered. “The east corridor locked itself again, and the passage. ” 



“Excuses are like shadows.” Dain’s voice didn’t rise. It fell. “They only exist when you stand in the wrong light.” 



He snapped the book shut. The sound echoed twice, then died. 



“Stand up.” 



The boy scrambled to his feet. His shoulders shook. Lysandra’s jaw tightened. She’d seen that posture before; the trembling of someone who knew pain was coming and was already trying to brace for it. Her brother used to make her stand like that, before their father died. Before everything changed. 



Dain stepped closer. His thumb still stroked the book’s spine, and the motion was almost tender. “You failed the incantation. Failed the posture. Failed the containment. Tell me why I should waste another hour on someone who can’t hold a basic void seal.” 



“I practiced,” the boy whispered. “I swear, Marche; I practiced every night.” 



“And yet.” 



The shadows in the room stirred. Not the ordinary kind; not the pooled darkness beneath furniture or the long stripe where the lamplight didn’t reach. These were alive. They peeled off the corners like smoke, rising in threads of pure black that twisted around Dain’s boots, his calves, climbing his coat. They breathed. 



Lysandra’s skin prickled. The cold that came with it was unnatural, a winter that had nothing to do with temperature. It crawled under her collar, down her spine, wrapped around her ribs like a second skeleton. 



The boy made a sound, high in his throat. 



Dain tilted his head. His face still hidden, but the shadows paused, hovering. Waiting. 



“But,” he said, “you did come when called. And you admitted your failure without lies.” He lowered the book. “Go. Review chapter twelve. If you can’t hold a seal by the end of the week, I’ll find someone who can.” 



The boy didn’t wait. He bolted past Lysandra’s hiding spot without seeing her, footsteps hammering down the corridor. 



She stayed where she was. Her lungs had gone still, and she forced them to move again, slow and silent. She needed to leave. Now. Before Dain turned around. Before he saw her and connected the scholarship girl to the sister of the man he’d crippled. 



But her feet wouldn’t obey. 



The shadows were retreating, curling back into the corners like tired snakes. Dain stood alone in the center of the room. He didn’t move. Didn’t speak. The lamplight caught the edge of his jaw, the hollow of his cheek, and for a moment he looked less like a monster and more like a statue left to weather in the rain. 



Then he said, “You can come in. Or leave. But I won’t be watched like a specimen.” 



The words hit her like a hand to the chest. She hadn’t made a sound. She was certain of it. 



But the door creaked as she pushed it open, and the sound felt like a confession. 



Dain turned. 



His eyes were the first thing she registered. Dark, yes; nearly black; but not cold. Not empty. They held a weight, a weariness that sat deeper than any performance. His face was sharp, the bones prominent, the mouth unsmiling. A thin scar ran from his temple into his hairline, barely visible unless the light struck it just right. 



He looked at her the way she’d looked at him: an inventory. Counting threats. Calculating distances. 



“You’re the new scholarship student,” he said. Not a question. 



Lysandra dipped her chin, keeping her expression blank. “Lysandra Vane.” 



One beat. Two. 



He knew. The name; Vane; it would mean something to him. Her brother had hunted him across half the kingdom. Their families were woven into the same bloody tapestry. She waited for the flash of recognition, the accusation. 



Instead, Dain’s lips curved, just barely. A ghost of a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Vane. From the border town?” 



“Yes.” 



“I’ve heard the soil there is rich.” He set the book on a desk, his movements unhurried. “Good for graves.” 



Her stomach dropped, but she locked her knees. “Is that a threat, Marche?” 



“It’s an observation.” He walked toward her, and the shadows at his feet followed, trailing like a bridal train. “The war has filled a lot of graves. Yours isn’t dug yet. Neither is mine.” He stopped an arm’s length away. Close enough that she could smell the smoke and old parchment on his coat. Close enough to see the fine tremor in his left hand, hidden when he clasped his wrists behind his back. 



“You’ll want to stay out of my way, Vane.” His voice dropped, soft and intimate. “I have a reputation to maintain. And I don’t like distractions.” 



He stepped past her, into the corridor. The glooms unwound from his feet, slithering back into the classroom, leaving her alone in the empty, breathing dark. 



She stood there for a long moment. Her hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against her thighs until they stilled. 



He didn’t know. Or if he did, he didn’t care enough to act. 



That was good. That was what she needed. 



But as she turned to leave, her foot brushed something on the floor. A scrap of paper, torn and folded. She picked it up, unfolded it. The handwriting was cramped, frantic, the ink smeared in places. 



The ritual requires three. The third is already inside. Do not trust the shadow-caster. He knows more than he says. The bone must be burned before the eclipse.  



The sentence cut off. A stain, dark and rusty, covered the bottom half of the page. 



Blood. 



Lysandra’s mouth went dry. She folded the note, tucked it into her sleeve, and walked out into the lamplit hall. 



The silhouettes from the classroom stretched after her, like fingers, like hunger. 



And somewhere in the depths of Blackthorn, a door slammed shut. 



The lamplight in the hall flickered, casting restless silhouettes that slid along the stone walls. Lysandra’s fingers pressed against the folded note in her sleeve, the paper rough and warm from her body heat. She could still smell it; a metallic tang, like old copper, layered with something sour and sharp. The blood had dried into a crust that flaked when she touched it, leaving a faint rust-colored
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