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			To John, for not letting me drown

		

	
		
			Glossary

			Aterna potion: Developed by Mercer before he became Primemage, it’s a potion to allow the Wielder to use Dark Magic without consequences. Wielders could no longer run out of magic. The potion had to be consumed regularly. It was destroyed after the war and is no longer in existence.

			Bageya: Spirit of vengeance.

			Base magic: The signature of someone’s power.

			Caster: Person who possesses only White Magic.

			Ceraselte spell: Dark Magic spell that corrodes flesh and veins around the impact point.

			Cleritas: An herb used for potions.

			Coin travel: Casters and Wielders can teleport short distances using a magic coin. When the user flips the coin and thinks of a destination, they are teleported there. This only works within the same sphere. To travel to a different sphere, the person has to go through magic gates.

			Combat: Dark Magic subject. The study of how to use signifiers and wield Dark Magic.

			Council: Governing body of all spheres, consisting of the Primemage and Second Chair. Council members from the Wielder and Caster delegations select their representative.

			Council Defenders: Group of trained Wielders charged with defending the spheres from demon attacks as well as enforcing the laws of the Council.

			Crystals: Used by both Casters and Wielders to enhance or balance certain potions. Casters also use them to enhance their own powers.

			Dark dimensions: Dimension where demons dwell. They can’t cross over to the human realm easily. Wielders can summon them and have them cross over.

			Dark Magic: Magic to inflict injuries on others. Can also be used to call upon demons. Different types of spells require different amounts of power. Wielders can overspend their powers, which can lead to death.

			Demonology: Dark Magic subject. The study of demons.

			Demons: Live in the dark dimension. On their own they cannot cross into the human realm, but over time, the shield between the two worlds has weakened. While Wielders use their powers to fight demons, throughout history many have used their Dark Magic to summon demons, further weakening the shield to the dark dimension.

			Direweed potion: A narcotic painkiller.

			Edinas: Low sphere where Mira grew up.

			Endare cuts: Specific injuries inflicted by Dark Magic. Unless healed by a Caster, they will never stop bleeding.

			Enthrallment: Binds a subject to another person, who can control the subject’s actions and powers.

			Feeder demons: Pale demons with translucent skin, black veins, and sharp black fangs. They kill their victims by extracting their powers. Their spit contains high acid levels.

			Gavisus potion: Induces euphoria.

			Gichea: Spirit of the dead.

			Healing: White Magic subject. The art of healing specializes in reversing the effects of Dark Magic.

			Hellyian demons: Shadow demons with large wings. They possess self-healing properties and are, thus, nearly unkillable.

			Highmage: A teacher at a university.

			Inseeli demons: Demons who look like a mix between a praying mantis and a spider. They’re twice the size of a human and incredibly deadly but require a vast amount of Dark Magic to be summoned.

			Magic base school: School for Wielders and Casters ages thirteen to eighteen. Mira attended Scion Base School in Edinas with Ella.

			Magic gate: Allows for travel between different spheres. The gates also can be constructed by higher Casters and deployed within a sphere. They’re especially helpful in medical transports because coin travel can further compound injuries.

			MERCER: Prominent Wielder who invented Aterna potion and rose to power. He became Primemage and dismantled the council, claiming Casters had no right to be part of any decision-making body.

			MERCER’S amulet: Ancient amulet that belonged to Mercer. Also connected to the enthrallment incantation.

			Osterbury: A high sphere in the north. Location of Ivercrest University.

			Primemage: Elected leader of the council. The position swaps every four years between a Wielder and a Caster.

			Qevium spell: Dark Magic spell used to attack an opponent’s nerves. It’s extremely painful and can last for hours if not treated by a healer.

			RAKKLEY: Mercer’s poison master. Invented Synth. Wears a plague mask to hide his disfiguration.

			Research: White Magic subject. Casters can specialize in the study of creating new potions and spells.

			Rylan’s shield potion: Shields the user from all spells until the potion wears off.

			Sakaya: Spirit of quiet. Helps repress emotions.

			Scrolls: Casters and Wielders can teleport scrolls to each other as a form of communication.

			Shadowflame: Magic branding every Wielder possesses on their right hand. A mixture between shadows and flames, the branding’s ink turns a lighter gray when the Wielder has spent most of their powers.

			Shielding: White Magic subject. Casters who specialize in shielding can become shield builders or architects.

			Signifier studies: Dark Magic subject. The study of how to gain new signifiers and which ones to choose. Depending on which signifier a Wielder gains, they can enhance or temper each other.

			Signifiers: Magic branding Wielders gain to enhance their powers. A Wielder can gain up to five signifiers, one for each finger of their right hand. The five signifier categories are control, pain, spirits, internum, and sin, and each has its own unique design. The order in which a Wielder gains their signifiers always varies, but the control signifier has to come first. Two signifiers, spirits and sin, are unique to each Wielder. Wielders have different spirits assigned to them, and which sin is the predominant one depends on the Wielder’s personality.

			
					
					Control: Lets a Wielder control and use their Dark Magic. Without it, they can’t wield Dark Magic.

				

					
					Pain: A Wielder with this signifier can inflict pain on others with a simple look.

				

					
					Spirits: Wielders can gain the marking of a specific spirit, which will inform their powers.

				

					
					Internum: Wielders with this signifier can destroy internal organs of their opponents and combust blood vessels.

				

					
					Sin: The seven deadly sins are a powerful tool in enhancing spells, but depending on the Wielder and their most pronounced sin, one of them is more powerful in informing their magic. If not balanced correctly, it can overpower them.

				

			

			Spent magic: Residue left behind from certain spells.

			Spheres: Different countries or city-states. Only accessible through magic gates.

			Synth: Deadly potion developed by Rakkley that became the most powerful weapon during the war. It burns through protective shields and kills instantly. Its victims are poisonous to touch. Synth was destroyed after the war, but many suspect that a final dose of it is still in existence. Rakkley requires the last dose to make more Synth.

			Tallan: Town in the sphere of Osterbury, located outside of Ivercrest University.

			Tenebris: Ingredient used most often to contain Dark Magic.

			Triphea: A high sphere in the south.

			White Magic: Magic that cannot be used to harm others but only for healing, defensive spells, or building perimeter shield spells. White Magic is in harmony with the planet. White spells require less power. Casters can never run out of magic.

			Wielder: Person who possesses only Dark Magic.

			Yaru: Spirit of chaos.

			Yharvan: Non-magic sphere, separated from the other spheres by a fog layer, which blocks magic.

		

	
		
			1

			Mira Winters was about to break her cardinal rule: Never use magic again.

			With each step she took across the polished marble floors of Ivercrest University, her powers—dormant for years—came back to life. Like a beast waking from a long winter slumber, the strands of her magic stretched their limbs. It was a soft prickle on her skin, a gentle hum in her bones.

			And she was terrified. Terrified her magic could wake something else. Something worse.

			Dark Magic always came with a price, and although as a Caster she didn’t possess any, all these years later, she still suffered its consequences.

			Instinctively, she wrapped her hand around her left arm, waiting for the familiar pain to burn her skin, but for the moment, her scar was silent. Some wounds only magic could heal, and she had exhausted all other options.

			Ivercrest had opened its gates for the first time in six years, and enrollment was about to begin. The newly rebuilt reception hall bustled with prospective students admiring the impressive arches and pressed banners. The air still smelled of fresh paint, but magic construction was different, and beyond all the layers of newness lay the true bones of the school. A carcass of stone, brimming with ghosts of magic pasts.

			The laughter and chatter from the crowd were not enough to cover up the noise of Mira’s wet shoes, but she ignored the stares. After all, they hadn’t just walked hours through rain, fog, and mud. While they had coin traveled themselves to Ivercrest in their best formal wear, Mira’s old leather shoes were covered in mud and her coat was soaked.

			Not even sore legs and blistered feet could slow her down as she made her way toward the older woman in a black dress with a high collar, checking names off a scroll. Several students stood in line, waiting to be let into the famous Circular Hall.

			Mira hadn’t come to Ivercrest with the goal of a diploma or an illustrious career. Her sole motivator was the scar currently hidden underneath her sleeve, and Ivercrest’s world-renowned White Magic Institute, with its extensive library and ingredient room, was her last hope for a normal life. Magic had brought her nothing but pain, and now she was convinced only magic could take away that pain.

			She exhaled shakily and focused on the familiar parchment of the acceptance letter in her hand. Getting into the most prestigious magic university used to be her life’s goal, but that was before the war. Before the bloodshed. Before her entire world came undone.

			What would her parents say if they could see her now? When she had graduated from magic base school during the war, her parents had cheered and surprised her with her favorite lemon cake from the small bakery on Amory Lane. If she focused, she could still remember the taste of the frosting.

			The line shuffled forward, and with each step her heart rate increased—the letter didn’t guarantee she would become a student. Ivercrest was the only school that required a magic test to prove someone was worthy of this institution.

			When it was her turn, Mira adjusted the straps of her rucksack and handed the letter of admission to the woman with the stern look and thick glasses.

			“Name and specialty?” She ignored the piece of paper in Mira’s hand, so Mira stuffed it back into her coat.

			“Mira Winters. White Magic. Healing.”

			Healing was one of three subfaculties at Ivercrest’s White Magic Institute, next to Shielding and Research.

			“Winters,” the woman repeated as she looked through the list. “There you are. Graduated Scion with honors. Top of your class.”

			Mira stared at the back of the scroll. What else did it say about her? Did it know about her parents? Did it know about her scar?

			“You worked as a healer during the war, and since then you—” The woman raised her eyebrows and looked at Mira disapprovingly. “Since then you have been living in Yharvan.”

			It was the only region in which magic didn’t exist. Several gates away (five, to be precise), the magicless sphere was mostly inhabited by outcasts. Not students with admission letters to Ivercrest.

			“That’s correct, but I have the admission letter,” Mira responded, hoping her lack of magic practice during the last few years was not going to preclude her from admission.

			“So you’ve said. It is, however, not up to me, Miss Winters, if you’re going to be a student of Ivercrest. I am just checking credentials.” She waved the student behind her to move up. “Next.”

			Mira walked into the room she had only ever seen pictures of, and the sheer size of the rounded atrium overwhelmed her. The dome glittered with painted star constellations, and at its center was a round window, directing light to shine right onto the center stage, where Director Lochron stood in his ceremonial robes at the podium, waiting for everyone to take a seat. Even though gray was peeking through his dark hair, he was the youngest director in Ivercrest history.

			Much of Ivercrest had been destroyed during the war, but this wasn’t an average building and reconstruction took years. Ancient spells had to be repaired by expert Casters. Now the university stood mighty like it had before. Stone walls tall and imposing. Nothing about it was warm or inviting, but she supposed that was the point of it all. This wasn’t a welcome; it was a test, and this was the arena.

			As a teenager, Mira had read everything that was publicly available about Ivercrest. She knew the names of the Highmages and their academic qualifications. She knew the stone circle in the middle of the hall represented energy continuation in ancient spells. If asked, she could recite the incantations written above the door she had just walked through.

			She had been dreaming about this moment for years, and yet she felt nothing but dread standing in the Circular Hall. As she walked deeper inside, students around her shuffling like ants trying to find their seats, she realized this was no longer her dream. She had outlived it a long time ago. Now it felt like a shoe that didn’t quite fit. A life that wasn’t hers anymore.

			She used to love magic. What a ridiculous notion. How naive she’d been. Were it not for her scar, she would have burned the admission letter and never returned to the magic sphere.

			Two large banners hung from the ceiling, representing the two specialties: The White Magic Institute’s banner was gold on white and featured the symbol of Casters, the Healing Hand hovering over a star, surrounded by a laurel wreath.

			But it was the black-and-silver banner that gave Mira pause. She hadn’t seen the symbol of Dark Magic Wielders since the war. A star above a half-moon sigil represented the Dark Magic Institute. The star’s eight edges looked like shards of glass, slicing through the moon.

			All that death. And now the two banners hung side by side once more as if none of it had happened. A show of harmony to cover up the spilled blood.

			Solemnly, students made their way up to the seats. Casters on the right. Wielders on the left. It was impolite, but Mira couldn’t help but stare at the black ink on the top of their right hands. Every Wielder bore the Shadowflame, but the magic brand looked different on each person. On some it appeared like a dark cloud, changing shape before a storm. On others it resembled black flames, flickering with menace.

			Mira clasped her hands together, thankful Casters didn’t require any type of branding. White Magic was a lighter form of magic, in harmony with nature. It could be used only to protect, defend, or heal. But Dark Magic was only destructive. With nothing but a flick of their wrist, Wielders could inflict horrific injuries, maim, and kill.

			Wooden benches groaned under the weight of the future magic elite, and she wondered what side the Wielder students had been on during the war. Had they fought alongside Casters—or killed them?

			Behind her someone yelled her name, and when she turned around, she spotted the familiar face of her best friend in the sea of students more qualified than her. The crowd dispersed to make room for the brunette Caster with a bright blue overcoat barreling toward Mira.

			“There you are!” Ella fell into her arms. Her friend’s hair still smelled of the same honeysuckle soap she had loved when they were kids. For the first time since entering Ivercrest, Mira could breathe. “How was your journey?”

			“Fine,” Mira said, not wanting to discuss the hours she’d walked while others had coin traveled.

			Ella said something about new beginnings and Mira desperately wanted to believe her, but she wasn’t even sure she would pass the entry test. All of these people around her had been actively using magic since the war. They had been practicing and honing their skills, while she had abandoned magic altogether. Ivercrest was going to smell it on her. She was never going to get rid of the scar. Of the nightmares. She would never get her old life back.

			“You’ll see,” Ella assured her. “Things are about to turn around.”

			Not being near her best friend had been Mira’s only regret about living in Yharvan.

			“Can you believe it?” Ella asked, looking around the lecture hall in awe. “We started with simple protection spells, and now we’re here.”

			They had met in magic base school in Edinas, a lower sphere. Back when magic was exciting.

			“We should go to our seats,” Mira added. “The ceremony is about to begin.”

			As they walked up the steps to the rows of seats, Mira had an empty feeling in the pit of her stomach. This was it. Her future would be decided in mere minutes. When they sat down, she spotted Highmage Tinley of White Magic behind the director. The gray curls carelessly pulled into a bun and crooked glasses didn’t make her look it, but Tinley was a legend in her field. She had invented some of the most important potions and healing spells in the world.

			Director Lochron lifted his hands, and everyone fell quiet. Finally, it was happening. Mira’s one chance at a normal life. Now or never.

			“Good afternoon, prospective students.” Lochron’s sleeves were striped silver and gold to represent both specialties. “You’re about to take part in a ceremony dating back 738 years.” His voice was as tense as his posture. “Ivercrest is a beacon of magic. We pride ourselves in educating the future generations of Casters and Wielders and instilling them with the knowledge of thousands who have come before them. This year is not like any other. For the first time in its history, Ivercrest had to close its gates—during and after the war.”

			Mira’s hand went to her left arm, feeling for the sting of her scar. The pain from it had never fully stopped. Not even in Yharvan. But now, surrounded by magic, she was worried it might only get worse.

			“A war that separated us,” the director continued.

			Her scar burned.

			“A war that divided us.”

			Mira bit her teeth together and dug her nails into her arm, attempting to distract herself with another pain.

			“You are the first class to be welcomed back in these prestigious halls, and with that comes a responsibility you all bear. It is you who are going to shape our future and set an example so Casters and Wielders can once again live in harmony together.”

			Applause rippled through the crowd, and Mira focused on what it would feel like to have access to the vast library and medical supplies of the healing wing. Once her scar was removed, she would return to Yharvan and leave magic behind for good. Free of magic. Free of pain.

			“Let me introduce my esteemed colleagues. Highmage Tinley from the White Magic Institute.” Tinley smiled and waved at the crowd. The gold sleeves of her white robe glittered in the light. “And representing the Dark Magic Institute: Highmage Obryn.”

			The gray-haired Highmage in the black robe with sleeves that appeared to be made of liquid silver didn’t move. He didn’t even produce the faintest smile. With a large scar across his left eye, he remained stoic, appearing to judge anyone who dared to look in his direction.

			“It is an honor to stand in this great hall,” the director continued. “But your acceptance letter does not guarantee you a spot. We will separate into two groups, and you will present your magic. Your Highmage will decide if you’re worthy of Ivercrest. I wish you all good luck.”

			Highmage Tinley stood on the left, Obryn on the right. They lifted their arms, and a row of candles on the ground lit up. Mira held her breath as the two Highmages recited an ancient incantation.

			With a gust of wind, the candles on the right blew out and every Wielder student and Highmage Obryn disappeared from view. A gasp went through the crowd. Mira had read about this process and knew the Wielders hadn’t actually evaporated. But it was one thing to read about something and quite another to see it firsthand. Ivercrest wasn’t a regular building. Old magic construction meant there were two different realities of the school: one for each specialty, with no way to the other. The only common areas were the dining hall, the main library, the Circular Hall, and the courtyard.

			The Wielder students were now in a different dimension of Ivercrest, where every Caster student had seemingly vanished.

			Highmage Tinley called the first name, and a student with curly hair stood up and walked to the front. This was somewhat of a formality. Ivercrest hadn’t rejected anyone in decades, but it was always a possibility, especially since the school had just been reconstructed.

			The student held up his hand and white lights drifted in front of his fingers, encasing him in a shield. Although the glass-like structure around him looked particularly sturdy, the spell itself was basic Caster magic. Not something worthy of Ivercrest, Mira thought. The curly-haired boy focused and closed his eyes, and suddenly the shield expanded and wrapped around Highmage Tinley and then around each student. The magic force around Mira shimmered in soft white lights.

			Projectoral shields of this magnitude were difficult and took years to practice.

			“Impressive,” Tinley responded, and handed him a scroll. “Welcome to Ivercrest. Congratulations.”

			The student walked to the Highmage’s assistant, who attached a gold pin with the White Magic symbol to his lapel.

			One by one, students presented their special talents. A healing spell performed on a frog. A miracle potion brewed and tested. A new defensive shield.

			And one by one, they were accepted. With a handshake and a smile.

			Ella’s eyes were fixed on every presentation while Mira could barely stomach to watch. Instead, she unfolded her acceptance letter once more, looking at the writing that allowed her to be there.

			
				Mira Winters is hereby accepted into the White Magic Institute of Ivercrest University.

			

			Perhaps staring at it would remind Highmage Tinley she was worthy. Mira’s heart beat loudly, and each time another student’s name was called, her anxiety rose.

			She knew the healing spell she was going to perform backward, but it had been years since she used it last.

			“Mira Winters,” the Highmage said, and Mira felt like throwing up.

			For the first time in three years, Mira was going to use magic. What if she couldn’t connect with her powers? Was everyone staring at her? Did they all know?

			Ella squeezed her hand and smiled at her. Mira stood up and slowly made her way to Tinley. Whispers drew in closer, and Mira couldn’t tell if they came from the students or the walls surrounding her. From Casters before her.

			Her scar pulsed in rhythm with her heartbeat. It begged for her to use magic again.

			She had requested to perform a specific healing spell. Two assistants rolled in a corpse on a metal gurney. It was a man in his thirties, Mira guessed. His skin as white as the sheet that covered his lower body.

			She had seen her fair share of corpses during the war, when she worked as a healer at a hospital. The patient in front of her was clearly long deceased, his lips blue. That didn’t stop the large laceration on his chest from bleeding. Endare cuts were laced with Dark Magic, and unless healed by a Caster, they would never stop bleeding. Not until all of the blood was expelled from the body.

			Healing endare cuts was difficult, but Mira had developed a technique that was more efficient.

			She closed her eyes and focused on her powers. In her mind, she saw the strands of her White Magic shimmering in bright lights. From the main, large strand came dozens of smaller ones, reaching out in several directions like veins from a main artery or branches on a tree.

			She had worked hard for each one of them. It had taken years to acquire her level of expertise as a Caster. Every branch represented another skill set. Another spell mastered.

			With one swift move of her hand, she would be in charge of her magic again. It would be simple.

			Mira’s hand trembled when she lifted it. The whispers grew louder. Never words she could quite catch. She wanted to press her palm against her scar. To quiet the noise. To make it stop.

			Instead, she moved her fingers in a practiced manner and in her mind reached for the branch representing her endare healing spell.

			Slowly she opened her eyes and white lights began to dance along her fingers, but before they could properly pool in her palm, they evaporated. Behind her, students chuckled. She had come too far to give up or be turned away.

			Magic had taken everything from her.

			It owed her.

			It owed her this.

			She inhaled deeply and focused on her power. White Magic glittered in her palm once more. It was as natural as breathing, something she couldn’t unlearn. Something that had been with her this entire time.

			She then examined the patient. Blood dripped down his chest, pooling on the metal gurney. Dark red, almost black. Hovering her fingers above his body, she felt for the pulse of Dark Magic in the endare laceration. It had buried its teeth deep into skin and bones, spreading its poison and pumping blood even though the heart had long stopped beating.

			Everything around her went quiet as she concentrated on the strand of her Caster magic in her mind and the endare laceration. What took some traditional healers almost half an hour, she was able to accomplish in mere minutes. With another move of her fingers, the leftover Dark Magic in the wound was neutralized. Then the bleeding stopped and skin fused itself together under her command. It wouldn’t even leave a scar.

			Tinley stared at her with a stoic face. Was the healing spell not impressive enough? Mira could perform something different. Did they allow another try?

			“Miss Winters, you—”

			Hot, searing pain shot through Mira’s left arm, and something cold wrapped itself around her wrist, right below her scar. With force, she was yanked to the ground and the back of her head smashed on the stone floor. The impact of it vibrated through her teeth and jaw.

			It knocked the air out of her. Mira coughed, taking a wheezing inhale. Murmurs went through the crowd. She blinked her eyes open and stared at the star constellation on the ceiling. The cold air smelled of incense, burning candles, and damp stone.

			What happened? Had she fainted? Did she fail?

			Embarrassed, she got up. “I’m so sorry, I don’t know what happened.”

			Dizzy and confused, she adjusted her coat, but whatever had gripped her left wrist was no longer there. Did she imagine it? Was using any magic too much for her now?

			She looked at the Highmage, ready to explain that she could give it another go, but the words died on her tongue because it wasn’t Tinley who stood before her.

			“Miss…Mira Winters,” Highmage Obryn said, adjusting his glasses as he checked his scroll.

			Mira’s heartbeat was in her throat, her breath the only sound she could hear. Her fellow Casters were no longer behind her. In their stead, Wielder students stared at her like an experiment gone wrong. Wide-eyed. Mouths hung slack. Some were standing to get a better look.

			Slowly, she turned to her left—the side she had just been on—searching for Ella. But the seats sat empty, Highmage Tinley was gone, and the row of candles on the floor had been extinguished. Not even smoke rose from them anymore.

			A coldness settled in her bones.

			Obryn stuffed his scroll back into his pocket. “Congratulations. You have been accepted to Ivercrest’s Dark Magic Institute.”

		

	
		
			2

			Ivercrest was playing a trick on her, she was sure of it. It was another hurdle to pass. A test perhaps?

			“This isn’t happening,” she whispered to herself.

			The Wielder students in front of her remained dead silent.

			Highmage Obryn folded his arms and cocked his head to the side. “I must say, this is a surprise. I did not have you on my list.” The crease between his eyebrows furrowed in displeasure.

			“It’s a mistake,” Mira blurted out, and stepped over to the left as if she could merely walk back to the Caster side. “I’m supposed to be on the other side. I’m a Caster.”

			Obryn pursed his lips as if contemplating that fact. “I’m afraid, Miss Winters, magic makes no mistakes.”

			Mira felt trapped. Behind enemy lines. She balled her hands into fists, realizing her fingertips had gone numb.

			The Highmage watched her like she was an unusual artifact he was evaluating.

			“In all my years at this school, I have never seen anything like it.”

			Mira tried to slow her breathing. She couldn’t have a panic attack in front of everyone. She had to just talk to the director and get this sorted.

			She swallowed the scream that was forming somewhere in her throat about the injustice of it all. Of course magic would not allow her a win. Was it laughing at her? Taunting her?

			Had she made a mistake with the spell? Was it her fault?

			“I will concede this is a rather unusual turn of events, but according to my records, you have been accepted to Ivercrest,” Obryn sighed.

			“To the White Magic Institute,” she amended.

			Obryn’s eyes fell on her right hand, and when she looked down, everything began to spin.

			There, covering the top of her right hand in black ink, was the Shadowflame. The school had already branded her with Dark Magic.

			Impossible. You were either born a Caster or a Wielder. You couldn’t just become one or the other. Even children born from a Caster and a Wielder parent could never be both. Casters possessed only White Magic and Wielders only Dark Magic.

			“There is no misunderstanding,” the Highmage continued. “No error. You are free to leave Ivercrest if you prefer, but you cannot change your specialty. Neither can I, and neither can the director.”

			Her head swam and her heart raced as she stared at the Shadowflame on her hand that moved and danced. Flames licking higher. Threatening to burn her.

			“Make your decision, Miss Winters,” Obryn urged, holding out a scroll. “You can either become a student of my department or leave Ivercrest for good.”

			She couldn’t leave. Not until she healed her scar. Quietly she accepted the scroll and made her way to the Highmage’s assistant.

			“You’re lucky I always carry extra ones,” the assistant said in a low voice, plucking a pin from the black velvet cushion.

			Delicate silver formed the Dark Magic symbol. Depending on how the light caught the edges of the star, they looked like either sharp daggers or violent flames. Mira held her breath when the assistant stepped closer and attached the pin to her coat.

			“That concludes the acceptance ceremony,” Highmage Obryn announced.

			Mira didn’t dare to look up at the faces of the Wielder students when she sat back down. She moved her hair to cover the Dark Magic pin on her lapel, but the Shadowflame on her hand she couldn’t just ignore. Even with her eyes closed, she could feel it move like a cold breath across her skin.

			“As Director Lochron mentioned in his speech, this year is extraordinary, and as a result, you bear additional responsibilities to represent the best that Ivercrest has to offer. Magic is a flame.” In his hand he created blue magic flames, burning hotter than natural fire. “What does a flame need to survive? Heat, fuel, and oxygen. Kill one of them and extinguish the flame. That is the fine art of Dark Magic, ladies and gentlemen. Magic is a balance. Use one element too much and you will extinguish your humanity. The war has damaged the reputation of Wielders.”

			That’s what he was worried about? Reputation? She swallowed away angry tears, thinking of everything she had lost.

			“We are the keepers of the Shadowflame,” the Highmage said, standing before them like a general in war. “We carry on the torch.”

			With a snap of his fingers, the blue flame jumped and lit the large torches that lined the hall.

			“To reiterate just how unusual this year is, two students have been rejected from the university today.”

			Two? Did Ella make it?

			“Should have been three,” a student said under his breath.

			A soft chuckle went through the crowd, but Mira didn’t care. She didn’t want to be part of the Dark Magic Institute. She didn’t want the Shadowflame on her hand.

			“Classes will begin tomorrow,” Highmage Obryn continued. “You’re free to explore today. You will find a map of the school grounds in your acceptance scroll. Only students and faculty can coin travel in and out of the Wielder side of Ivercrest.” The Highmage’s dark eyes settled on Mira accusingly. “It goes without saying but perhaps it warrants repeating that you cannot coin travel into the Caster faculty.”

			She was well aware. The healing library. The supply room, stuffed with every ingredient one could hope for as a healer. All of it off-limits. Inaccessible due to some antiquated magic system.

			“The expectations on you all are high. Do not disappoint. I will see you tomorrow in class.”

			A set of large wrought-iron doors appeared on the opposite side of the Circular Hall where stone had just been. Then, with a loud scraping sound, the gates of Ivercrest’s Dark Magic Institute moved. Slowly, as if old age plagued them, they opened inch by inch. On the other side was nothingness. A dark emptiness.

			She didn’t dare look at the ink on her hand. I’m a Caster. She repeated it like a prayer in her mind. Perhaps Ella could convince Highmage Tinley to switch Mira to the White Magic Institute?

			With trembling hands she unfurled the scroll, and before she could fully make sense of the map, she headed toward the exit. She needed to get out of this room immediately. The door she had come through had disappeared, so her only way out was the magic gate.

			Students shuffled to the exit, and Mira pushed by them until she stepped into darkness and disappeared from the world for a split second before reappearing in a hallway.

			The air itself felt ancient. Heavy with spent magic, the scent of it—sage and pepper—was everywhere. But she didn’t dare look at any of the details of the building for too long, fearing that if she remembered them, Dark Magic might never let her go.

			Her steps quickened as the panic in her flared, and by the time she had gone down a windy staircase to another long hallway, she was running. She had come here to remove her scar, and instead, Dark Magic had marred her again.

			When she walked through an arched doorway, there was a second of darkness before she stood under an imposingly large tree in the middle of the courtyard. Its leaves had fallen, and the barren branches stretched out into the overcast winter sky like veins.

			Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. A group of Casters with their gold pins proudly displayed stopped their conversation and stared at her. Mira searched the crowded courtyard for Ella, but there were too many faces. Too many eyes. Strangers who glared at her with contempt.

			She could barely breathe. Her chest felt tight, and her right hand…her right hand tingled with the cold touch of Dark Magic.

			Mira looked up at the imposing building of the university. Gargoyles stood watch on both sides of the tall towers of Ivercrest, guarding Wielders and Casters. She was both. She was neither.

			Tears stung her eyes and then she spotted Ella, standing on the perfectly trimmed lawn, scanning the crowd.

			Mira darted over to her, almost stumbling on the uneven cobblestones.

			“Thank the spheres you’re here,” Ella sighed with relief as Mira fell into her arms. “I was worried sick. What happened? You just…disappeared. Is everything all right?”

			Mira couldn’t say it, so instead she lifted her right hand just a smidge. Ella sucked in a breath as she stared at the ink on Mira’s hand.

			“This is just a nightmare, right?” Mira’s voice trembled. “I hit my head pretty hard back there. Probably knocked me out. I’m about to wake up in Ivercrest’s infirmary and you’ll tell me this was all a bad dream.”

			It seemed more plausible than having a Shadowflame. Anything seemed more plausible than that.

			Mira hid her hand in her pocket, but Ella’s mouth remained slack. It wasn’t often that her friend was speechless. In fact, Mira could think of only two times when she’d seen her stumped for words. One of those moments was when Ella’s brother died after a group of Wielders raided the potion lab he worked at.

			“Can you talk to Highmage Tinley?” Mira asked frantically. “Convince her I belong in White Magic?”

			“Of course. We’ll get it sorted,” she said, but didn’t sound convincing.

			Mira knew what Ella was thinking: Once magic made its choice, there was no turning back. The Shadowflame wouldn’t just disappear.

			“The most important part is that you’re here.” Ella tried to be her typical uplifting self.

			And yet—this, too, felt like a punishment. A continuation of her magic purgatory.

			“Regardless of which department you’re in,” Ella continued, “being part of Ivercrest is a huge accomplishment.”

			But it wasn’t about the diploma for Mira. Ella knew about her scar, of course, but after a few years of pain and nightmares, she didn’t seem to understand why Mira didn’t get better. Everyone else wounded in the war had, but as the others regained their former selves, Mira didn’t.

			Since the war, Mira shared less and less about her scar and its complications with Ella because she wanted to be better and complaining about debilitating nightmares and stabbing pain didn’t seem to accomplish that. If Ella knew why Mira was at Ivercrest, she’d tell her what every healer before her had: that there was nothing that could fix her scar.

			Some part of Mira feared that if she spoke about her plan aloud, that hope, too, would die.

			“I feel like I messed up the test,” Mira stammered. “I…I probably did something wrong.”

			“It was nothing you did. We will figure out a way. You are a Caster. We all know that.”

			Perhaps her magic was so rotten Ivercrest could no longer recognize it as White Magic.

			Ella fished a velvet pouch out of her pocket. “Here,” she said, grabbing Mira’s left hand and dumping an impressive collection of crystals into her palm. “Did you even bring crystals?”

			“Yes, some.”

			Casters used crystals to enhance spells. Mira’s old crystals were somewhere in her rucksack. She wasn’t even sure they still worked.

			“Have you cast a protective spell yet?” Ella asked.

			“No…I don’t think—”

			Her friend lifted her palm, and the collection of crystals lit up. A calmness washed over Mira.

			“Ella, I really don’t think that—”

			“You’re right. Maybe a cleansing spell?”

			Mira shook her head and stuffed the crystals in her pocket. “I don’t think anything we are able to do can fix this.”

			A cleansing spell wasn’t going to rid her of the dark ink that tied her to the wrong institute.

			Today was supposed to have made Mira feel like she was on the right path. Back to her old self. Reunited with Ella. But with the Shadowflame on her hand, she never felt more separated from her.

			“I know what will lift your mood.” Ella’s face lit up, making her green eyes shine like emeralds. “I overheard some students talking about going to the Catacombs. There will be music and alcohol.”

			The last thing Mira wanted to do was be surrounded by a bunch of drunk Casters and Wielders, dancing, laughing, and using illegal potions.

			But perhaps there was something positive in all of this. Mira was in Osterbury, a high sphere where people probably had access to all sorts of ingredients.

			Then it clicked. All she needed were books and ingredients to continue her work on removing the scar. She might not have access to Ivercrest’s ingredient library, but because people mixed all kinds of things illegally into potions to consume at parties, they would surely sell them to her for the right price.

			She stared up at Ivercrest’s impossibly tall towers, overgrown with ivy. Hundreds of years old, they looked like sharp daggers cutting into the low cloud cover.

			Magic didn’t seem to play by the rules—so neither would she.
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			Her steps were the only sound on the old stone floor as she walked to the room assigned to her. Every so often, Mira looked over her shoulder, expecting other students. But she was alone, walking Ivercrest’s long corridors and dimly lit staircases. She felt like a ghost, haunting the halls. Most Wielders accepted into Ivercrest came from money. They would return to their mansions after classes and did not rely on school housing.

			The wooden door to her room creaked open. Narrow with tall, vaulted ceilings, the space wasn’t much bigger than her dingy apartment in Yharvan. There was just enough room for a bed, a small desk, and a closet. The heavy velvet curtains, even when pulled open, only let in so much light. She placed her rucksack down with a thud. Unpacking it seemed wrong. Too permanent.

			On her desk sat a scroll with her syllabus for this academic year: combat, signifiers, and demonology. None of them would help her remove her scar. In the confines of her room, she dared to move her sleeve and look at the deep cuts on the inside of her left arm, carved by black liquid that had burned hotter than anything she could have ever imagined. It had leapt at her like something alive, winding its way up her arm. To her, the scar looked like roots. It felt like it, too—because something had taken hold in her that day. A darkness had settled in her and never let go.

			All the healers she had visited over the years told her there was no Dark Magic residue in her scar. Her symptoms were psychological. Maybe they were right, but staring at the scar on her arm, she still wanted it gone—this constant reminder of the darkest day of her life.

			She pulled her notebook from her rucksack, feeling the familiar worn leather beneath her fingertips. It was the notebook her father had given her as a birthday gift. Now it was riddled with notes on her attempts to remove her scar. Pages torn, writing crossed out. A catalog of her frustration. Of her failure.

			Potions weren’t simple recipes. Even with the right formula, it was difficult to stabilize the different magic elements to make it work.

			Her latest research had pointed her to a new mixture she wanted to try. So far, she had been lacking two key ingredients: serrumptase and nightgale shade. Both were difficult to come by, especially without access to the White Magic Institute’s ingredient library. She had never solicited ingredients at a party before, but there was a first for everything.

			In Yharvan, she had been somewhat of a recluse. Her run-down apartment had been her safe haven. There, she could surround herself with books and research and lock out the rest of the world. During the day she used to work at a small apothecary. Separated from the other spheres by a thick fogbank, magic didn’t exist in Yharvan, but her knowledge as a healer was sought-after.

			She might carry the Shadowflame, but she was still a Caster, capable of using healing magic. All she needed were a few ingredients for her potion. Beginning tonight, she had a real chance at healing her scar—even if she had to attend one of Ivercrest’s infamous parties.
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			Mira pulled on her long sleeve, checking for the sixth time that her scar was covered, as she stared at the ruins of the old citadel on the outskirts of town. Where political prisoners were once tortured by the order of Osterbury’s governor, parties were now held. The decapitated statue of the former governor standing out front was overgrown with moss. The building had fallen victim to the First Sphere War 237 years ago. Despite all the wars during the course of history, she never expected to see one in her lifetime. She had imagined it to be different. Big battles and large armies fighting each other. But the war she witnessed had been slow and relentless. Years of small victories and large defeats.

			She had lived in Edinas, a sphere far away from the active fighting. She and Ella never saw open warfare—only its victims. They had arrived at Edinas’ hospital in droves. And as the years went on, their injuries got more gruesome.

			Mira walked down the uneven steps on the side of the building and opened a wooden door. The cold, wet catacombs were illuminated by a few torches. Her only guide was the loud music, traveling along the arches of the passageway. She had deliberately waited until two in the morning, when those seeking potions would be less than discreet. Finally, she arrived at a heavy set of doors, pulled them open, and was instantly overwhelmed by the number of people.

			Purple lanterns illuminated the crowd. A band played, and the music thrummed through her. Sweat whipped off people who had been dancing for hours. Potions and alcohol flowed freely.

			Mira looked for the quiet people in the back—she felt they were the ones most likely to be selling potions. It didn’t take long until she noticed a guy with dark curly hair handing a vial of blue liquid to someone.

			She squeezed through the dancing crowd. The floor was sticky with spilled alcohol, and the room vibrated with the heat of all those moving bodies.

			Mira had never bought drugs before and wasn’t quite sure how to go about it. In her scar-healing journey, she had only tried a mind-altering potion once. Her friend had given it to her at a party. It had taken her mind off the pain for a moment but had made the nightmares even worse.

			Awkwardly she approached the potion-seller. It was hard to gauge who in the crowd was an Ivercrest student, but he could be one. At least he looked to be around her age.

			His dark eyes scanned her. “Mira…Winters, right? You’re the Caster who disappeared mid-test. Good to see you’re still alive. Rumor had it you were dragged straight through the floor to the dark dimensions.”

			Perhaps the rumors were true. This could be the dark dimensions. That seemed more plausible than her bearing the Shadowflame.

			“Did the people of the White Magic Institute come up with an explanation for it yet?”

			“No, you have everyone quite stumped. Did you get admitted in the end?”

			She nodded and pushed her right hand with the Shadowflame into her pocket.

			“Good. Your endare healing spell was impressive. I’m Rylan, by the way.”

			“Nice to meet you.”

			“So what can I help you with?”

			“Do you sell serrumptase?”

			He chuckled and pulled a vial with a shimmering white liquid from his jacket. “Nobody calls it that. Serrumptase is the technical term for Frost.”

			She would never use that name. “What about nightgale shade?”

			“I’m not an ingredient library.”

			“Did you use it as an active ingredient in any of the potions you’re selling tonight?”

			She could easily extract nightgale shade from a potion.

			He stared at her quietly, and for a moment she was convinced he was going to just walk away. But the expression of confusion on his face lifted and his grin reappeared. “Yes. I used half a blade of it in the direweed potion.”

			Direweed, a narcotic painkiller that had become a popular party drug.

			“Great. I’ll take one of those as well.”

			He shook his head. “I just sold my last one of the night.”

			“To whom?”

			She could offer that person more money and buy it herself. The alternative of having to attend another party in a few days was unacceptable. Mira wanted to try her potion as soon as possible.

			Rylan scanned the crowd and then pointed at a tall man with silver-white hair. “To him.”

			“How much for Frost?” she asked.

			“Twenty.”

			She handed him the bills and put the vial of serrumptase in her pocket.

			“Please consider me for your next drug purchase.” Rylan grinned.

			The bar was lined with eager patrons trying to gain the attention of the bartender, who was busy mixing drinks. Magic cocktails exploded with glitter, purple and yellow. One of them brimmed with rainbow-colored foam in the shape of a unicorn. Another sparkled like tiny fireworks. Mesmerized, Mira stared at the drinks, one more outrageous than the next. What ingredients and spells were necessary to create those particular reactions?

			The man with silver-white hair was downing one shot after another, and she hoped he hadn’t used up the last vial of direweed potion yet. He was talking to his friends when Mira made her way through the crowd. There was no way to make this interaction not awkward. If she didn’t know how to purchase drugs from a dealer, she was even less stealthy when it came to buying them from a customer.

			“Hi,” she said with the utmost charm she could muster, but the man in front of her didn’t even turn to face her.

			She didn’t need to see his right hand to know he was a Wielder. He exuded arrogance. She and Ella used to guess a person’s specialty based on their look. The man before her was an easy guess. His high-collared shirt was tailored perfectly. The silk brocade on his black waistcoat shimmered in the candlelight. She spotted a signet ring on his left hand. Legacy money.

			There was something in the way he carried himself—a bit too sure of himself, as if he was untouchable—that was a dead giveaway. Plus, he ignored her. Definitely a Wielder.

			The vial of green liquid poked out from the breast pocket of his waistcoat.

			“Sorry, this is going to sound strange,” she tried again, not sure if he was even listening to her. “I’m a first-year at Ivercrest and had a really terrible day. I guess I was hoping you would sell me the vial of direweed? I’ll pay you double for it.”

			Finally, he turned toward her. His face was sharp and angular, as if cut from marble. When his gaze settled on her, she suddenly wasn’t sure if she wanted any of his attention. His cold gray eyes locked on her. They were unnaturally colorless. Inhuman. Violent.

			She held her breath, waiting for him to speak, wondering if she should run.

			“I don’t know which I find more offensive,” he said in a voice that could only be described as aristocratic. “The fact that you think I care about forty quants or the lie you just told.” Elegantly, he crossed one foot over the other like it was a rehearsed dance move.

			“I’m not lying.”

			A grin spread on his otherwise motionless face. “That’s another lie. You don’t strike me as a person to consume direweed.”

			She huffed a laugh. The fucking audacity of him. “You don’t know anything about me.”

			“You’re at Catacombs entirely sober at two in the morning, and based on the expression on your face, you’d rather be anywhere else but here.”

			Observant bastard. “You seem sober yourself, though not for a lack of trying.” So much for her plan to charm him.

			“You’ve been watching me. I’m flattered.”

			“Doesn’t take a genius.” She gestured at the empty glasses around him. “So are you going to sell me the direweed or not?”

			“I’m not selling it. But I’ll play you for it, Caster.”

			The word was a stab to the heart. She wasn’t really one anymore. Her Shadowflame danced over her skin, sending a cool shiver through her. Part of her wanted to ask him why he assumed she was a Caster. She buried her hand even deeper in her pocket.

			“What did you have in mind, Wielder?” She hissed the term like an insult.

			“Fireshield.”

			She hadn’t played that stupid drinking game since her days at Scion. “So you can watch me get drunk?”

			“So I can watch you use magic.”

			The words slithered past his sharp teeth and made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. There was a challenge in those vacant eyes of his, and she didn’t want to stand down.

			“What for? Your personal amusement?”

			“Call it curiosity.”

			“Sure. You do strike me as an ever-curious person.”

			He chuckled and ran his long fingers through his silver hair. The Shadowflame looked different on each person. His was sharp and violent.

			Wielders were able to amplify their powers by gaining signifiers. Once they did, a corresponding symbol would appear on each finger—one for each signifier.

			Mira had come across powerful Wielders with three signifiers, and she had seen the occasional one with four signifiers. The man before her had all five.

			“By the looks of it, you haven’t even used a shield spell against the rain.” His eyes fell on her wet shoes. “Incompetence or reluctance?” he mused.

			Wielders with five signifiers either had positions at the council or were highly paid demon slayers. Mostly, they came from influential families who could afford expert signifier tutors and trainers.

			Mira countered his sharp grin with one of her own. “And how did you acquire your signifiers? Talent or your family’s money and connections?”

			His gray eyes narrowed. She was quite certain nobody had ever dared to speak to him like that. “Well,” he said, and reached over the counter to collect a stack of glasses and a bottle of alcohol. “Why don’t we put your little theory to the test.”

			She watched him arrange the shot glasses on the bar counter and fill them with alcohol. “People normally pay for drinks.”

			“I have. I supplied all the bottles of Genieve whiskey. I can’t drink the drivel they normally serve.”

			“Spheres, you’re insufferable.”

			He laughed. A sharp and cold sound. Even her insult seemed to only further inflate his ego.

			“Incompetence or reluctance?” he asked again when he had filled six shot glasses with Genieve whiskey. “I guess I’m about to find out.”

			She bit her teeth together so hard her jaw started to hurt. “You really want to play a stupid drinking game?”

			The right corner of his mouth ticked up just a tad. “You’re free to leave.”

			She wanted to throw a shot glass of his overpriced whiskey in his face and go. But she wanted the direweed more.

			“Go on,” he challenged. “Prove me wrong.”

			Mira couldn’t even do that. He had pegged her correctly because of her wet shoes. A dumb mistake on her part. She should have changed into a different pair or used a drying spell.

			“If I play your stupid game, regardless of the outcome, I get the direweed?”

			He nodded. “Ready?”

			“Ready,” she confirmed.

			She might not have grown up in a high sphere like he surely had, but at her magic base school, she was the undefeated Fireshield champion. No Wielder was able to get past her reflexes.

			The Wielder would shoot fire at the shot glasses. She was supposed to shield against each. If she failed, she had to drink. If she succeeded, he had to.

			His eyes were locked on her and gave no indication of his intended target. His right hand sat unmoving on the bar counter. Mira waited for one of the typical telltale signs before a Wielder cast a spell. A slight twitch of their fingers or a flicker of their Shadowflame. But not even his tendons moved when the second whiskey shot lit on fire.

			She tried to look unimpressed, but by his widening smirk it was obvious she had failed. The blue flame in the glass danced higher and higher.

			Fucking show-off.

			Before he could revel in his masterful talent any longer, she downed the shot. The flame extinguished as it hit her mouth, but she swore she could feel the cool sting of his Dark Magic on her tongue.

			The second she set down the glass, triggering the next round, flames appeared in one of the shots on the left.

			“Drink up,” he said with wicked satisfaction.

			She couldn’t help but grimace as the liquor burned in her throat. The list of her current grievances was long, but on top was the fact that even if she wanted to use magic, she wouldn’t be able to best him. It made her blood boil. On her hand, buried deep in her pocket, she felt her Shadowflame dance across her skin.

			The purple lights around them vanished in his colorless eyes. His pupils were the blackest black she had ever seen and then she noticed them dilate just a smidge. She immediately took hold of the strand of White Magic in her mind, reached out her left hand, and just as she pulled on the strand to cast a shielding spell, she caught herself. He almost made her use magic.

			A deep chuckle reverberated through his chest. “Reluctance,” he proclaimed, bathing in his victory. “I was right.”

			The experiment was over. With an obvious twitch of his fingers, flames lit up the remaining shots. Without hesitation, she drank shot after shot, wanting to get away from him as fast as possible. When she reached for the last glass, he took it from her, his fingers brushing hers.

			He downed the drink, and she watched the liquid travel down his long throat. Even that felt like a threat. “You don’t seem like someone who can handle their liquor.”

			She held open her left hand, awaiting her prize. He pulled the vial of direweed from his breast pocket and, with an overexaggerated swirl of his hand, presented it to her. When she tried to take it, he didn’t let go and leaned in closer.

			“Good luck not using magic at Ivercrest.” His cold breath hit her neck.

			She yanked the vial out of his fingers, and the last thing she saw before she disappeared in the crowd was that stupid smirk on his face.
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			Mira stared at her own reflection when she got dressed, leaving the Dark Magic pin for last. It was a requirement to wear while attending classes. Another outdated rule. She removed the center spire of the pin and threaded the sharp silver through the fabric of her waistcoat.

			She winced in pain as the sharp metal sank into her flesh. She dropped the pin and stared at her finger where blood bloomed. A dark red. Droplets fell to the ground, covering the pristine silver of the pin. Her blood wasn’t red…but black. The liquid moved on its own. Synth. Impossible.

			She jumped back, but it was too late. The liquid leapt at her, grabbing her arm.

			“No, no, no,” she rasped, trying to roll up the sleeve—the cuff was too tight.

			It couldn’t be back. The black liquid that had killed her parents and maimed her. There had to be an explanation. And then her scar burned. She unbuttoned her shirt frantically as the pain sunk deeper into her left arm with old familiarity.

			Gasping for air, she removed the shirt and stared at her skin. Her scar oozed black liquid, seeping like lava.

			With a scream, she woke up. Covered in sweat, she looked around her dark room. Nothing appeared out of place. She moved her blanket and exhaled when she saw her scar was unchanged. White and raised. Long healed, or so it appeared on the surface. Around it were new scratch marks from her clawing at her sleeve.

			Usually, she was able to tell when she was in a nightmare because it was always the same one. Her walking into her parents’ clinic, the smell of death already in the air—and that of Dark Magic. Black liquid everywhere.

			But this dream had been different. Was her minimal use of white spells already stirring her scar? How would it react to her using Dark Magic?

			The vials of direweed and serrumptase were safely tucked away in one of the drawers of her dresser. She had paid for the direweed with a splitting headache. She was so nauseated from all that booze, the thought of food made her almost vomit. When she closed her eyes again, she could still see the Wielder’s grin. He would love seeing her hungover from five shots. It would prove him right again.

			She got dressed and made sure the Dark Magic pin on her vest was hidden by her hair. An hour later, Ella greeted her with a cup of coffee under the tree in the school courtyard.

			“I brought you this,” Ella proclaimed as she held a pastry wrapped in a napkin toward her.

			“Thank you.” Mira left out the fact that the sight of it made her stomach turn.

			“You should have come to the party last night,” Ella said into the quiet. “It was fun.”

			Mira could hardly answer with the truth—I did go…to illegally solicit ingredients for a potion.

			“I was just so tired after a day of traveling,” she lied. “Did you ask Highmage Tinley about me changing faculties?”

			Ella sighed, and her expression told Mira everything she needed to know.

			“She said there was nothing they could do.”

			It didn’t even feel disappointing because Mira hadn’t really expected anything else. “It’s all right. I just wanted to give it a try.”

			Even through the cloud cover, the morning seemed entirely too bright. She ripped a piece from the pastry. It was flaky and soft, but she chewed it extra slowly, hoping that way it wouldn’t make her throw up.

			“They have surprisingly good pastries,” Ella said. “Remember our first successful spell?”

			“I would hardly call it successful.”

			As kids, they had turned spinach into cake.

			“It looked like cake,” Ella protested.

			“And still tasted like spinach, which made things even worse.”

			Ella’s infectious laugh made her smile. “How is your room?”

			Mira shrugged. “Fine. I’m all by myself, which is nice in a way. What’s your first class?”

			“Shielding. Yours?”

			Mira wrapped her fingers around the warm coffee cup. “Combat.”

			“That’s so exciting.”

			The last word Mira would use to describe her current predicament was exciting. Despite her headache, she was already thinking about trying out her potion tonight now that she had the ingredients. First, she had to survive combat class with a major hangover. Theoretically, as a Caster, she could heal it with a white spell.

			Reluctance. She heard the Wielder’s voice in her head again. Perhaps the vial of direweed hadn’t been worth all the trouble.

			

			
				—
			

			The Dark Magic symbol and Ivercrest’s logo shimmered in bright silver on the otherwise entirely black combat training suit. All that mattered to Mira was that it covered her scar. Combat focused on using the signifiers a Wielder already possessed. When she entered the training hall, she was very aware of the fact that she had none. Surely, she was the only student here without a single signifier. Fantastic. As if she needed anything else to set her apart from the rest of the students. It seemed pointless for her to be in combat class. Without a signifier, she couldn’t wield Dark Magic at all.

			Highmage Obryn’s short gray hair stood out against his dark tweed jacket. Impatiently he watched students fill the room, which was equipped with training mats and dummies to test spells on.

			She stood in the back, hoping not to draw attention to herself. An impossible task. Around her, students whispered and eyes shot her way accusingly. The Caster girl who was dragged into their department.

			The two girls in front of her, however, had a different target for their gossip.

			“Oh my spheres, it’s him, isn’t it?” the blonde asked the other.

			“Who?”

			“Aidric Dawson, as in heir to the Dawson fortune.”

			Mira had heard of the name. Son of Arthur Dawson, who was a top financier in the war
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