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Prologue: On the Care and Harvesting of Botanically Grown Books
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Wymore College of Magical Studies - Library

Aspen Moon, 1645 After Tyto

* * *
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The plant has a mind of its own. Artemis was fully aware of this, and yet the sight of the half-buried folds of a brain will never cease to make her feel queasy. The brain in question is lined with soil and glistening with morning sigil-mist, bleached bone-white by time spent nestled in the artificial light. A very long time, by the looks of it. She checks the log. Sister Fabel was buried here in the latter half of the Thirteenth Century. More than four hundred years ago.

This isn’t all that surprising. Some botanically produced books take ages to grow. In fact, the oldest plant at the library at Wymore College of Magical Studies is over a thousand years old. No one even really knows what the book will be, in the end. Patterson’s dogwood tree is content to soak in the sigil-lights, showing nary a sign of paper mixed in with its blooms.

But, of course, this is the nature of botanically produced books. One never knows what the brain will produce after death. Likewise, the nature of the resulting plant cannot be accurately predicted. Still, she had been under the impression that the root-spirit had some effect on the plant. Sister Fabel, by all accounts, was a kind and gentle woman right up until her death at the mercy of a faulty heart. Surely nothing like the snarling, sharp-toothed bulb that’s towering over Artemis now as she stands in Greenhouse Two.

She has been a student of Wymore for almost a full semester, and the sight of the nine greenhouses that line the perimeter of the library is a familiar one. The sigil-dusted glass panels reach floor to ceiling, encapsulating all manner of plant life inside. Ash trees stand tall in Greenhouse Four, which now seems to have an impossibly high ceiling to accommodate. Brightly colored blooms unfurl next to leafy shrubbery in Greenhouse Six. Roses in every color imaginable share a plot with a creeping pumpkin vine in Greenhouse Nine.

Despite the variety in appearance, these plants do have something in common. Underneath the substrate of each plot lies the bodily remains of someone important who has donated their body to the library collection. The remains are coated in an alchemical solution that preserves an impression of the individual’s consciousness, which is then converted into a growth substance called root-spirit. Root-spirit is used to grow a plant that is the physical manifestation of the individual’s consciousness. As a result, interspersed with the petals and leaves and tendrils of vines, are loose pages of a book, allowing the individual to produce some sort of intellectual material despite their removal from the earthly plane.

Before working in the library, Artemis understood this only in a most basic sense. Students are prohibited from entering the greenhouse for safety concerns, but of course, they consider this a perfunctory measure set forth by adults who revel in hyperbole. Now, she sees it for what it truly is: a gracious act that has thus spared her and her peers from the grueling, demanding, and, quite frankly, dangerous work of botanically grown book maintenance.

Artemis sighs with the prickly reminder that almost all of her preconceived notions about the work and responsibilities of a Second Library Assistant have been horribly, life-threateningly inaccurate.

When she was assigned the post as part of her work study, she pictured herself walking aimlessly through the stacks and providing stress-stricken students with the perfect materials to help them complete their research papers, while she drank tea in the reading nook on rainy days and worked casually on her own studies (which were sure to impress the faculty with her succinct and revolutionary revelations about enchantment theory).

However, from the moment her Second Library Assistant pin was secure on the lapel of her waistcoat, she felt thrust into a war she hadn’t known was being fought. She has battled against disgruntled students (it’s truly not her fault if you’ve spent your nights partying when you should have been studying), requests that lack specificity (a book on curses? Yes, but what kind of curses?), and an overflowing book return (if she didn’t know any better, she would think the books are being magically replicated indefinitely so that the bottom of the basket is never empty).

Her time spent in the stacks has equally left her flustered, as her search for the correct title almost always leads to the realization that the books are wildly out of order. Evenings after her library shifts are often spent merely catching her breath and trying to snuff out the automatic recitation of the alphabet inside her head.

The Head Librarian has a habit of pressing a finger to the lapel pin on her waistcoat and muttering a prayer to Tyto to save her from “these imbeciles.” When Artemis first started, she felt it was all a bit much. Perhaps a little too churlish, even. After a month, however, she finds herself doing the same, much to her chagrin.

She finds herself doing it now, pressing a finger to the brass rendering of Tyto, the great owl-god who stole magic from the mountains and baptized the people of Elden with the power of enchantment. Tyto is surrounded by a wreath of thorns and crowned with a sapphire, which denotes her rank. She wonders briefly if she will try for a higher role at the end of this. Somehow, she can’t see herself aiming for the opal that denotes the Head Librarian, but the First Assistant emerald would look lovely against her charcoal waistcoat. The emerald would match her eyes, too.

Then again, the First Library Assistant’s duties require even more time in the greenhouses than her current position dictates. Does she really want to arm herself with pruning shears and wyvern-hide gloves thrice-weekly to battle the plants that sprout up from the bodies of important intellectuals and esteemed experts, encountering (most probably) errant body parts and the occasional brain?

There have been injuries, too: several cuts and bruises, one broken wrist, and a concussion. The cataloging system is a nightmare that even her gumption cannot overcome. Her regulation charcoal waistcoat has been replaced twice: the first time, when it was scorched by Aprina’s Advanced Pyromantic Techniques and a second time, after being doused in an acidic solution spewed forth from Elwood’s Exposition on Psychical Exchange.

Once a week is quite enough, thank you, she thinks, as the memory of Elwood’s acidic solution washes over her.

She stands in front of the towering, verdant remains of Sister Fabel, who huffs a hot wave of acrid breath toward her. She spies, in between its spiky teeth and beet-red tongue, the pieces of paper that will ultimately make up The History of the Order of the Severed Souls, which she hopes is a very, very important exploration of the rebellious sect that sprung up quite suddenly in the Second Century. She wouldn’t want to wrangle the botanical beast for anything less than eminent.

Of course, if there’s one thing that Artemis loves, it’s knowledge, and she reminds herself now that her small role in harvesting is incredibly important. The history of Elden would be lost if it weren’t for library workers like herself.

It’s a small, but powerful, comfort.

Sister Fabel huffs again. Artemis wonders if she should have worn one of the protective suits stored at the entrance of every greenhouse door. The plant is triple her size, though perhaps that’s not as much of a feat as it first appears to be. Most of her peers are taller than her, if she’s being honest. The main stalk of the plant is about the same as her arm span. A bulbous green protrusion hangs down amongst spindly tendrils dotted with pale green leaves. It bares its teeth at her with a soft hiss.

She gives her waistcoat a tug and then tucks either side of her short bob behind her ears, wondering if she should indeed go even shorter. It wouldn’t do to be halfway in the middle of pruning only to have her vision obscured by a wayward strand.

Nothing to be scared of, she thinks. She pulls her gloves all the way up and ties them securely around her elbows. She checks that she has her emergency whistle pinned to the shoulder of her waistcoat. If she needs assistance at any time, all she has to do is turn her head and blow. She ensures that her utility belt is complete with tweezers and shears in a handful of different sizes. A quick tug confirms that it is secure around her waist.

She just needs to harvest the pages and then bind them together. Simple.

The plant huffs again, and she wrinkles her nose at the faintest whiff of something sharp and earthy. She reaches out hesitantly, and the plant snaps just shy of her fingers.

“Right then,” she says with a harrumph. She reminds herself that her wyvern-hide gloves are proven to withstand the bite force of a Byron Swamp Crocodile. She selects a pair of pruning shears and levels the pointy end at the plant. “Now, you listen here, Sister—”

One of the lower leaves suddenly flicks outward, hitting her in the side. A sharp pain radiates down her forearm, but before she can even think to look down, another leaf thwacks her torso. The air is knocked out of her, and she has the brief sensation of being lifted from the ground (not that unlike being on a broom, flying into the clouds above) before she lands on the floor. The breath is knocked out of her body, and quite possibly, her pride too.

The force of the leaf has sent her just outside of the greenhouse entrance, and she lies on the threshold, the lip of the doorframe jutting into her lower back. She blinks up at the soft glow of sigil-lights dancing across the ceiling. Her lower lip quivers in something quite like despair.

She hears, rather than sees, the students loitering around the library who have witnessed her fall, and by extension, her failure. She chances a look. Evander Everheart is there, head thrown back in a viciously attractive laugh that sends a shiver down her spine even as it spreads shame through her cheeks. The most attractive and charming boy in class, and he’s just witnessed her catastrophic failure. Rosalind Williams stands next to him twirling a strand of her long red hair as she smirks, having just told a joke at Artemis’s expense.

“You’re bleeding,” says a voice just out of her sight.

She turns her head to the other side and is greeted by the pointed toe of a pair of black boots, skimmed by wool trousers. She follows the wool trousers up to the tucked-in white cotton shirt and black waistcoat, the striped tie, the neck framed by dark hair. She ends her journey with a pair of dark eyes squinting at her over a strong nose and a thin line of a mouth tight with disapproval.

River Starling is only a handful of years older than her, but it’s an easy fact to forget. He’s slated to become Wymore’s youngest professor next year after he graduates. He has a book tucked under his arm—a normal book, written by a living person and published by Winfield Press in Granville judging by the distinctive red cover. Not surprising, considering that Winfield Press titles account for nearly sixty percent of the library catalog. The greenhouses, in contrast, account for only twenty percent. And yet it requires the most work, she grumbles to herself.

“You’re bleeding,” he says again, motioning toward her arm. His fingers are lined in silver rings of various designs and the soft glow of sigils dances across the metal. River Starling is not from the nearby capital city of Meriwether, a fact made conspicuous by the small mark of a mage on his forehead. She’s never been able to make out what the shape actually is, however, as it seems perpetually creased by a scowl.

She turns her head, lifting her arm up to reveal a large gash, her shirt torn and stained with blood. Hex me, she thinks. Sister Fabel has fangs and sawtooth leaves. She’s going to need specialized equipment for this one. A protective suit, larger shears, maybe even a machete.

River clears his throat again, staring pointedly at the blood dripping down her arm. When she doesn’t move, he produces a world-weary sigh accompanied by a shake of his head. Reaching into his waistcoat, he extracts a crisp white handkerchief and brandishes it in her direction like a sign of surrender. She wonders if he, too, says a silent prayer to Tyto.

She scrambles to her feet, feeling suddenly like a gangly child and not the sophisticated eighteen-year-old that she is. Then again, River Starling has always had that effect on her; despite their small separation of age, he always seems older, more serious perhaps.

“Sorry,” she says, taking the proffered handkerchief, pristine white and smelling faintly of juniper and smoke. There is an RS embroidered in the corner with silver thread in the style of his heritage, a distinct form of lettering made up of geometric shapes. She runs a thumb over the letters, tracing the edges that are as sharp as his personality. He clears his throat again, and she startles, pressing the handkerchief to her arm. There must be some sort of enchantment worked into the cloth, as an immediate coolness spreads through her skin. A flash of homesickness rambles through her body carrying memories of her mother’s cool fingers applying healing salve to the scrapes and bruises she seemed to collect when she was a child.

She wonders what River’s childhood was like. Did he too find himself subject to the carelessness of youth? That special sort of whimsy and felicity that lends itself to resilience?

She doesn’t know much about him. No one does, really. There are rumors, of course, and they seem to hang about his person like the fog that sits atop the highest peak of Claremont. Whispered criticism of his mage mark. Stories of the brutality inherent in Claremontian society. Accusations that he’s made a deal with Malakai the Hungry, which is why he seems to excel at every type of magic he attempts.

“Do try not to bleed on the books, Fairchild,” he says. She looks up sharply, his gaze narrowed at her in a way that is annoyingly familiar. She feels as if she’s just failed an exam. His look shifts from mild annoyance to a lightly concealed worry. “Are you alright? Did you hit your head?”

Perhaps she did. Her brain seems to be buzzing.

He takes her gently by the elbow, his cold rings a stark contrast to the warmth of his skin. He leads her to a small alcove set just outside of the greenhouse and entreats her to sit as he opens the first aid kit attached to the wall. He kneels in front of her with a waxed cloth pouch, extracting a medicated swatch of cotton fabric. The sweet and soapy smell of yarrow fills the air.

She watches as he traces a sigil for cleansing and disinfection, leaving a faint trail of magic hovering in front of her. He arches an eyebrow in her direction, a silent request for consent. She nods, and he pushes the sigil toward her arm. It adheres to her skin, dispersing into magical trails that coat the wound in a shimmering silver hue. He returns his focus to activating the bandage. She watches as he reads the directions quickly, consulting the chart of sigils compatible with the enchantment interwoven in the cotton.

She’s never been this close to him. She takes in his dark hair, swept back from his forehead and his deep brown eyes. His brown skin is paler than usual, perhaps due to the lack of natural lighting in the castle and the lateness of the semester. Or perhaps he feels similarly stressed about mid-year exams, which are creeping upon them all with a preternatural speed.

Regardless, he is not classically attractive, owing in no small part to the nose he inherited from his mother, who is clearly from Byron. Between his Byronic nose, his perpetual frown, and his otherwise brooding nature, he has little to contribute by way of physical appearance. Still, he is striking enough, and, in some ways, his lack of physical attractiveness is a point in his favor. She is predisposed to place intellect and magical skill far above looks any day.

And he has plenty of both.

He closes the instruction booklet with a light scoff that tells her that he is less than impressed with the options. The mark he traces in the air instead is one she doesn’t fully recognize. She sees aspects of other marks—the diagonal line of a suture symbol, the open circle of a healing mark, the three dots of a rejuvenating emblem—but the arrangement is not like any sigils she has worked with in class. She has half a mind to ask him to explain and the question is on her tongue when a snicker from the stacks draws her attention away. Rosalind is at it again, whispering in Evander’s ear. His eyes dart toward Artemis, his mouth wide in a mocking smirk. Warmth creeps up along her neck and into her cheeks.

River glances over his shoulder. His scowl deepens, and he leans closer, just a fraction, so that only she hears what he says next. “Don’t pay them any mind, Fairchild.” He presses the bandage to her arm and the warm rush of magic sends goosebumps skittering down her side. The emblem sinks into her skin, absorbing into her blood. It begins diligently cleaning the wound to prevent any potential contamination, magic or otherwise, even as it works to knit her skin back together again. His eyes glitter at her with his reliable bluntness. “The inhabitants of the greenhouse have laid flat many a librarian and even myself from time to time.”

Then he stands, turning swiftly on his heel, and leaves. She is left holding a handkerchief that smells of juniper and smoke, the words “Thank you,” barely formed against her lips. The wound on her arm is halfway to healing, and she has a sudden image of River Starling battling an unruly plant dancing through her mind. It’s incongruous enough to bring out a smile and a huff of a laugh. Right then, she tells herself, let’s get back to it.

She squares her shoulders and reenters the greenhouse. She pulls on a pair of safety goggles for good measure, which has the additional bonus of keeping her hair pulled back and out of her eyes. She folds the handkerchief and arranges it in her waistcoat pocket, one pristine corner sticking out at a rakish slant. She grips her pruning shears in both hands, and approaches Sister Fabel’s plant once more.

* * *
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Later, as she arranges the papers in the correct order—a difficult task as they are unnumbered—she pauses to read the first few paragraphs only to realize that the book she just harvested is not The History of the Order of the Severed Souls, but a revision of a memoir that Sister Fabel published while she was still alive. On the heels of this revelation is the memory of the Head Librarian’s voice reciting Artemis’s task for the day as not to harvest Sister Fabel, as “it’s just a revision and not too urgent of a task.” The Head Librarian then pointed toward a different plant, requesting that she focus on harvesting Silas Fabin’s Native Eldenian Flowers and Their Uses.

She looks across at the correct plant, with its neat stack of parchment nestled in a large rose-like flower—soft and welcoming and practically begging to be harvested—and sighs.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Arrival at Wymore
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Patient Name: Artemis Dawn Fairchild

DOB: Feather Moon 1, 1628 AT

Diagnosis: Unidentified Curse Manifestation

Treatment Plan: Unknown

— Spirit chart for Artemis Fairchild, Patient Number UCM-28-03

* * *
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Wymore College of Magical Studies

District XXII, Meriwether, Elden

Blood Moon, 1665 After Tyto

* * *
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Artemis Fairchild lands heavily on the ground, a tree root digging into her back. Beside her, she hears the telltale clatter of her broom as it falls. Her suitcase follows, skidding across the ground until it reaches the unyielding stone wall. The clasp springs open and out of the corner of her eye, she sees her silk blouse picked up by the wind and tossed across the dirt.

A sharp stabbing pain radiates outward from her lower back, bleeding into her chest and lungs. Only a choked sound comes out when she opens her mouth, and she gasps for a few seconds, blinking against the pain. When she finds her voice again, the whispered word that comes out of her mouth would make her blush, if only her dignity wasn’t still reeling from the impact of cold, hard earth.

It was a foolish idea to trust her magic enough to fly her all the way to the outskirts of the city, when it can barely be trusted to do the simplest of tasks such as opening a door or tying her bootlaces. That she would end up on the ground should have been considered an inevitability, rather than a possibility. It is, after all, how her magic became damaged in the first place: a random sequence of events that culminated in a reckless stream of hex-fire that pierced her skin, knocking her backward, and, eventually, down into unconsciousness. The visage of Nicholas hovering over her as she lies on the floor in a stranger’s kitchen rises unbidden in her mind, and she imagines, for a brief moment, that she can still smell the hex-fire, its scent swirling around her like a sleepy cat.

Those haphazard streams of magic did much more than knock her flat on her back, however. The hex-fire tore into her body, wrapping around her magical core in a roaring black wave that, even now, pulses warmly against her rib cage, and accounts for the pain and discomfort that she feels on a daily basis.

The doctors called it an Unidentified Curse Manifestation because it has thus far refused to be categorized by any of the known curse archetypes. There was some attempt to alleviate her symptoms, but the curse has resisted all of the standard counter-curse protocols. Most frustratingly of all, the consequent injury, similar in size to a stab wound from a medium-size blade, has left her magical ability erratic, unreliable and, in some cases, nonexistent. After two weeks of treatments and very little to show for their efforts, she was released from the hospital by a medical professional who shoved her out of the door with an apathetic shrug.

Even now, the blackened patch of skin on her chest festers with corruption, and she can feel the wretched magic inside of her rib cage, rolling around like a tangled mass of brambles. A hot tear slides down her cheek as she lies in a pile of dead leaves and watches the clouds pass overhead.

“Can’t even fly a broom,” she tells the sky above, her voice wobbly. “Can’t open up enough to have a satisfactory sexual relationship. Can’t stop nagging. Can’t do my job. Can’t—”

A soft tsking sound interrupts her self-deprecating list, and she sits up with a gasp at the sudden appearance of the warlock who is looking down at her open suitcase with a scowl. Professor River Starling, having just come through the wicket gate set into the stone wall, steps closer to her. His shadow falls ominously across her midsection as he tilts his head to the side, a wave of dark hair blocking out the sun. “Self-pity is not an attractive look on you, Mrs. Everheart.”

His voice is exactly as she remembers. The contradiction of it—soft in volume yet all hard edges in tone—washes over her with a wave of surprising nostalgia. His voice has lived only in her memories for the past twenty years, softened and treasured by virtue of time.

His physical appearance, on the other hand, is far more jarring than she expected it to be, particularly when viewed against the bright, late-summer sky. His brooding brow and cumbersome nose, his persistent scowl and creased forehead belong in the cool depths of a dungeon, surrounded by stone and iron. His attire only adds to the effect, a dark charcoal suit, coupled with a matching waistcoat. A subtle pattern of silver is threaded through his tie, kept in place by a silver clip in the likeness of a running wolf. His long fingers are adorned with silver, too: one ring on the first three digits on either hand. His left forefinger is the exception with two rings. The sunlight arcs off the metal as he folds his arms against his chest.

He takes a step closer, so that his body blocks out the sun entirely, and she can see his face better now. His brown skin remains smooth and youthful, though his age is seen in the silvering strands of his otherwise dark hair. His hair is a little shorter now than it was when she was his student, though it just touches the collar of his shirt. The precise line of a white scar stretches from the top of his left eyebrow to his cheekbone, and the mage mark in the middle of his forehead is creased with scrutiny.

“It’s Ms. Fairchild again,” she says, standing up gracelessly. River doesn’t ask for clarification, nor is he particularly interested in receiving such. Regardless, she feels compelled to add, “Evander and I filed for divorce eight years ago. I use my maiden name now.”

“Apologies,” replies River, though his tone is decidedly lacking in remorse. “Ms. Fairchild, then
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