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Chapter 1

Aftermath

The maze is riddled with tricks and traps. As I search for the monsters, the blade strapped at my thigh scrapes inside its holder with every footstep. Knox is just in front of me, Alden a few steps behind and we move as one, like shadows through the twists and turns between the hedges. I’m restless. Unmoored in the sea of death surrounding us in the aftermath and I keep reliving those final moments as our world tore apart, just four weeks ago, when the Cold Ones attacked Killmarth.

The great hunt is upon us, and we must fight.

‘DeWinter, do you sense anything?’ Knox asks quietly, glancing over his shoulder. ‘This mist is dense.’

I cast my awareness out, past the hedges, through the drifting spires of fog. I try to sense any threads or glimmers of magic, of anything that isn’t as it should be in this place. But we are alone in the maze on the edge of Killmarth, the site that served as the location for our second Ordeal. Which can’t be right. ‘The gargoyles at the entrance said three entered before us, they mislead at times—’

‘But they never outright lie,’ Alden adds at my back. I shiver, his tone, quiet and serious, kindling something deep under my skin and for a moment, I picture where we would be at this moment if the cold ones hadn’t invaded Killmarth that night. If the great hunt hadn’t begun in earnest over these past weeks. In my new bedroom in Gantry, probably. It’s early still, sunlight just gilding the tops of the hedges of this maze, and I would be stretched out beside him, his hands roaming slowly down my sides, soft kisses dusting my clavicle, a moan escaping my lips as his fingers flutter under the band of my—

‘Oh, but you smell good,’ a voice says from an opening in the hedge on my left, as a figure steps through the mist. Spotless suit, ruthless gaze, a cruel smile twisting his mouth.

A cold one.

Alden doesn’t hesitate. The hedge explodes around the monster, snaring it within heartbeats. I surge forward as Knox covers the other opening, in case any others spring an attack whilst we’re focused on this one. I whip the blade from its holder at my thigh, pressing it against the foul monster’s throat and it grins at me, eyes manic as it struggles against the bindings Alden formed around its chest. ‘A blade? Surely by now you know—’

I stab it with the wooden stake I’m carrying in my other hand, driving it through its chest. ‘That you die when that thing you call a heart is staked?’ I whisper, as its eyes widen before exploding in a plume of ash. I dust myself off, placing the stake back in the holder strapped on my other thigh. ‘Well aware. The blade is just a distraction.’

‘You’re getting faster,’ Alden says as he wields his botany magic to push back the hedges to the sides of the opening.

‘More ruthless, you mean,’ I say with a sigh. ‘Let’s find the other two and get back. Breakfast is calling.’

‘Watch out!’

I spin, finding two more cold ones either side of Knox and as one lunges he ducks, coming up with a stake in his fist. Alden throws out his hand, a branch clawing out of the hedge on the opposite side to skewer the second cold one through the back, straight into her heart. She stares at us, blonde hair hanging in a limp sheet around her grey cheekbones, staring pitifully before disintegrating into nothing but ash. I rush forward as the cold one Knox is grappling with grabs the stake, flicking it behind him.

‘Now it’s just you and me, wielder—’

But the cold one doesn’t get a chance to finish. I’ve already plucked my iron blade from its holder and thrown it. It rips into the cold one’s chest and as it breaks its grey skin, I twist my fingers, focusing on the iron of the blade, imagining it turning into something else. Wood. My magic twists from my fingertips, spearing the blade, now embedded in the cold one’s chest and before it can even blink, it shatters into dust. The blade, now made of wood, although a twisted, rather brutal version of its former self, clatters to the ground and we are left in ringing silence.

We all stare at each other, breathing quickly as the mist rolls away entirely within the maze, revealing the dawn.

‘Just as we practised, DeWinter. Nice,’ Knox breathes, flashing me a grin. He toes the blade with his shoe. ‘How many attempts?’

‘Many, many attempts,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘Bloody hard getting an object to change into a new material and actually keep it that way.’

‘Stone still eludes me,’ he replies. ‘Too stubborn. We should probably work on that.’

A slow clap echoes down a passageway between the hedges as they peel back like curtains, revealing Professor Hess, flanked by two others. Ezra Darley and Caroline Ivey. Ezra Darley, the Collector, the man I believed was my uncle for many, many years … who it turns out was lying, all along. My keeper, my boss, my trainer. I sneak a glance at Knox, his actual nephew and find the faintest trace of a smile as he nods to his uncle in greeting. They get on well, though I have no idea why or how. Clearly Knox sees something in him I don’t. The last time I spoke to Ezra alone was just before the massacre in the Keeper’s Hall. And we resolved nothing.

I already know Ezra Darley is a complete bastard but Caroline Ivey, on the other hand, with her almost silver eyes and sharp cheekbones, is an enigma still. Working for the Crown, she has watched over the Ordeals this past semester, keeping an eye on hopeful scholars with promise. And now we are full scholars, Alden, Knox, myself and now … just fourteen others. She seems to have stayed on as less of an observer, more an assembler. She’s here representing the Crown, and she expects Killmarth to supply her with the very best wielders for the great hunt. Older, more experienced scholars have already been reaped for the Crown’s forces, the attacks coming in waves across Kellend and Theine. But for us freshly minted scholars, we are still in training. Staying in reserve in case we are needed.

The three of us were selected this morning for this illusion to show her how we would handle coming up against the cold ones again. If we could work together as a team and if the training plan that Killmarth had hastily put together was working. I look uneasily over her shoulder, to Killmarth College, proper. Tessa was meant to be here too, but she didn’t leave her room. Has only left it, actually, when one of us has dragged her to training or lectures or to eat something since four weeks ago when Greg and three other scholars were murdered by the cold ones. We’ve covered for her so far when she doesn’t show for something, but I’m just waiting for the moment Caroline figures out she’s not just occasionally absent. And what the faculty and Crown will do about it. It’s a bad patch this week. She’s sequestered herself in her bedroom for the past two days and I haven’t been able to tempt her out.

‘Well done, well done,’ Hess intones, ceasing his clapping and bringing my focus back to him. ‘Of course it’s what we expected of the three of you. Sophia, you are beginning to wield alchemy with intent. Excellent.’

His eyes are bloodshot, ringed with fatigue, hair a shock of unbrushed red. My heart twists as I picture him, holding my mentor, Hester Lewellyn, as she died. The first person to truly believe in my wielding, who was teaching me above all, how to value myself. I swallow, pushing back the image of her glassy eyes, the blood speckling her lilac dress and nod to him. He cared for her too, beneath all that quiet restraint was a pile of love letters charting their shared secret history. When she died, I wasn’t the only person who lost someone. ‘If we’re done here, I’d like to get breakfast. Professor.’

‘You have an hour,’ Caroline says softly, flicking a tiny leaf off her scarlet coat sleeve. ‘We require your presence in Darley Hall for a meeting of your team. Tell no one.’

Alden frowns. ‘Darley Hall …’

‘Is the ideal place for a meeting that cannot easily be … interrupted,’ Ezra says, crossing his arms. ‘Where is Tessa Godolphin this morning? She was meant to be here.’

‘She’s studying,’ I say quickly, holding his gaze. I keep my features relaxed, blinking slowly but I don’t miss the tell, a slight quirk of his mouth. He knows I’m lying through my teeth.

‘See that she joins us,’ Caroline Ivey says, tilting her head slightly. The light catches the thin scar on her cheekbone, the mark she will carry forever of the massacre in the Keeper’s Hall. Her almost silver eyes land on mine. ‘One hour, don’t be late.’
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Chapter 2

Death Becomes Her

‘Tessa?’

I reach for the handle, pushing the door open. It gives with a creak, revealing a room shrouded in darkness. I can make out the slump of her shoulders, her silhouette against a thin gap in the curtains. She’s sat in an armchair before the window, the place she’s returned to almost every day since that night, looking out. As though the sea in all its restless glory may one day bring him back to her.

‘Tess, it’s been two days since you’ve left this room. We talked about this. You’re barely eating—’

‘I’ll eat when I’m hungry. And I’m not hungry,’ she says, voice a feeble scratch of sound that cuts deeper than a scream.

I wince, taking another step towards her. I wonder how long she’s been sat there, when she gave up on all hope of sleep. She’s barely been sleeping. It’s the nightmares which wake her as soon as she closes her eyes. Over the years, I have learned to live with nightmares and still find sleep. But for Tessa, this is new. Loss, grief, becoming a version of herself she does not recognise. Witnessing something she cannot now un-see. ‘He wouldn’t want you to be like this. Greg wouldn’t want this for you. Have a bath, I’ll run you one. Come down to the hall for some breakfast. Just … leave the armchair. Please.’

She draws in a deep, shuddering breath and my heart twists. I rush forward, drawing my arms around her as a sob rattles in her chest. ‘I can’t do it. I can’t … believe he’s gone. It’s not right. None of this makes any sense.’

‘I know,’ I say, closing my eyes, and rest my forehead on her shoulder. She slumps back, tremors running through her body and I pull her closer. ‘Please just come and eat something. Please. Have a cup of tea with me.’

She sighs and I think she’ll refuse, like she has done every time over the last two days. Before that, she seemed to be operating in shock, and I could coax her down for a meal, or a lecture, or a training session. Even if she did just stand at the side, horror glazing her unfocused eyes. But now, she’s barely moving. She’s unravelled over the past two days, sinking beneath the surface of her grief. I’m afraid she’ll wither away, that she’ll drown in the mire of that day.

Finally, she nods. ‘All right.’

I help her into the bathroom, run the taps and soon have a hot bath for her to step into. I close the bathroom door and assemble an outfit for her, laying it all out on the bed. Then when she’s dressed, I neaten her hair, pinning the curls into a bun at the nape of her neck, just as she likes to wear it. I stare at her reflection in the mirror above the dressing table, silvered at the edges, but her gaze is cast down, unseeing. ‘There’s something else. We’ve been summoned to a meeting in Darley Hall.’

Finally, her gaze lifts. ‘By who?’

‘Caroline Ivey and Ezra,’ I say. ‘We’ve got about half an hour for breakfast.’ I brace her shoulders, turning up the corners of my mouth in what I hope is an encouraging smile. ‘It’ll be fine. We can get through this. I won’t leave your side.’

Her gaze drops again. ‘If I must.’





Tessa manages about three spoonfuls of porridge and a few slices of apple. I ply her with tea, hoping she will at least drink something as I eat as much as I can. The session this morning in the maze left me ravenous. I haven’t seen Alden and Knox, but I figure they’ve gone to another hall for breakfast. We’re sitting in Godolphin, Tessa’s house hall, and it’s so different to Gantry. Where Gantry is severe and stripped back, Godolphin is comfortable and chaotic.

Colourful woven rugs layer the cold stone floors, a haphazard collection of art plasters the walls and the breakfast is set up along one long side table in tureens that stay piping hot. Tables are scattered throughout with comfortable, upholstered chairs, some striped, some plain, some patterned. Everyone is chatting, relaxed despite the storm cloud hanging over Killmarth and the notable absence of the most senior scholars, chosen by the Crown to fight. But for the remaining Godolphin scholars, this is the one space they can take a pause and be their true selves.

If it wasn’t for the attack, I expect the atmosphere would be livelier. Masquiers tend to gravitate towards creative pursuits; painting, sewing, pottery, theatre. It’s a discipline of honing and self-expression, of mirroring the world around them and making sense of it, and I suppose this space and their interests are a reflection of that.

Professor Silver wanders in, chatting with a librarian as they both help themselves to mugs of tea, racks of toast and pots of jam and butter. They scoop everything up, still talking quietly together and grab a table in the corner. It’s only when Professor Silver’s gaze shoots up, landing on me and Tessa that I realise most of the scholars in this hall are talking about us. Silver nods briefly, going back to her conversation, but those around us keep stealing furtive glances.

Even a month later, they’re still talking about Greg and what I did in the final Ordeal. I eat a little more, sip my tea but when I hear the words ‘attack’ and ‘werewolf’, I push back my chair and stand abruptly. Tessa looks up at me with those soft, hopeless eyes, so unlike the person caged inside right now. I would give anything to bring her back to life. But the only way of doing that is to tear Greg from the arms of Death herself. And that is beyond an alchemist. It’s beyond even the gods.

‘Come on, they’ll be waiting for us,’ I say, smiling encouragingly. She closes her eyes briefly then pushes back her own chair, taking my arm as we leave Godolphin Hall and its whispers.

As we cross the courtyard, there are few scholars milling around. All eating breakfast at their halls or studying elsewhere or just absent. Taken away by the Crown to bolster the forces fighting back waves of cold ones. I don’t know whether it’s still a secret that Darley is being used by the professors or not, and honestly, I do not care to keep their secrets right now. All that’s on my mind is keeping Tessa going, propelling her forward. And finding out how on earth we are going to fight these creatures, what Ezra and Caroline want specifically from us, now the great hunt has begun.

I push open the door of Darley, finding a figure there awaiting us.

Dorothea Parnell.

Ruthless gaze that misses nothing, stern features harbouring a slight sneer and hands clasped before her, wool skirt and grey jumper blending all together to give her the appearance of an apparition. The head housekeeper, who first showed me into Hope Hall as a hopeful scholar. She sighs through her nose, regarding us, and it doesn’t escape me that she barely ever blinks.

‘Touch nothing, follow me and keep your curiosity in check,’ she says in her grim, monotone voice. ‘Darley Hall is unstable at best, portals appearing and disappearing at will over the years. Hopefuls and scholars have entered here on a dare or a whim and never stepped back out,’ she says over her shoulder as we ascend the staircase. ‘Of course, you will not know any of this. It’s been unstable since my late husband fought against the cold ones in these very rooms and won, but at great personal sacrifice.’

I shuffle behind her, glancing back every now and again at Tessa to ensure she’s still following. Her gaze is on her boots, not even a spark of interest in her. So different to the determined Tessa I know and I wish I could wind time back, tell her and Greg to leave the Crucible before we crossed that courtyard at Alabaster House.

Parnell opens a door at the end of the corridor on the first floor, where we overheard a secret meeting two months ago. It seems so strange that it was only a matter of weeks in the past that Tessa and I broke in here, determined to get ahead in the Ordeals and discover the secrets within this hall. So much has changed.

‘Ah, the other two you mentioned. Shall we begin?’ Edmund Locke says, leaning against a table. The last time I saw him was in the depths of the Morlagh, parting ways as we ventured back to the portals which would lead us here, to claim our victory over the first Ordeal. He seems hardened, none of the humour and pithy remarks from the night we shared in his family’s hunting lodge. As though the great hunt has already stripped Alden’s older brother of some of his humanity.

Gathered around are all the people I suspected would be here, and also a couple I did not. Knox Darley and Alden Locke stand near the window, arms crossed, features unreadable. I dart a look at Alden and he nods to me, even that small gesture sending a fizz of electricity through my veins. Then there’s Hess, sat in an armchair, no less haunted than in the maze this morning. Caroline Ivey is sat with her legs crossed next to him.

Then there’s Ezra Darley and stood next to him … Frances. And beside her, Belle, the masquier from the year above who tried to trick me in the masquier Ordeal. I frown at Frances and she raises her shoulders, features pinched with anxiety. Ever since the attack she’s been keeping a low profile, avoiding the rest of us. But as she essentially outed herself as a werewolf when she transformed and fought the cold ones in the massacre, I expect she’s just trying to avoid the likely prejudice that will follow her. Werewolves exist mainly on the fringes of society in the three territories. It’s unusual for anyone to grow up and learn restraint, even to the point where they can control if they turn or not on the full moon. Almost unheard of for a werewolf to also be able to pursue a normal life as a wielder.

‘Let’s begin,’ says Caroline. ‘You all know Knox and Alden, but Sophia here has been kept in the shadows by Eddie for his own reasons. And Tessa Godolphin has been recommended based on her promising performance in the final Ordeal.’

‘And these two?’ Edmund asks, indicating Belle and Frances. Belle smiles at him like a cat. No … actually, rather like a wolf—

‘Werewolves,’ Caroline says in a clipped tone that brooks no debate. ‘Outstanding control. They’re from the same pack.’

‘They can both turn at will?’ Ezra asks.

‘We can,’ Belle says, raising her chin. ‘And we are people, you don’t need to treat us like pets that perform for treats. You can address us directly.’

Knox chuckles, quickly turning it into a cough behind his fist as Parnell darts him a murderous look. Belle flicks me a small smile, which I return. Well played indeed, hiding in plain sight for so long at Killmarth.

‘Any more introductions needed? No? Good,’ Caroline says, rising from her chair and crossing to a blackboard in a wooden frame on a set of wheels. In one deft stroke, she erases the few chalk markings scratched across it and sketches a rudimentary map of the three territories with a stub of chalk, before drawing three crosses on the border line between Theine and Alloway, then a further series of crosses across Kellend. She turns on her heel and stabs the chalk at one of those crosses, marking a place just north of the capital city of Dinas Tar. ‘The simple fact is, we are at war. A secret war, but war nonetheless and I can say with absolute certainty, we are losing.’

I assess the array of crosses and bite my lip.

‘Each one of these marks represents where the Crown have deployed our teams of wielders, not only to deal with the cold ones, but also to deal with an emerging situation with Alloway. We are depleted, and we are overstretched.’

‘What’s the situation with Alloway?’ Alden asks.

‘Fion,’ Ezra answers, and I don’t miss the hint of aggravation in his tone. ‘An Allowayan sleeper agent, planted in Kellend to rise up through our own pipeline of schools to gain a place as a scholar at Killmarth College. Then tasked with gaining the trust of her professors, before destroying it from the inside.’

‘Thereby weakening the territory for the next great hunt,’ Caroline adds. ‘Of course, thanks to Ms DeWinter—’

‘That threat was neutralised in the final Ordeal.’ Ezra nods. ‘However, it has created a … situation.’

‘The Allowayans are pissed?’ Knox asks.

‘Not the way I would phrase it … ‘ Caroline’s mouth twists. ‘But yes, they are calling it an act of war. They firmly deny any allegations of purposeful plotting against the Crown and Kellend and are declaring her death a move against them.’

‘What absolute rubbish,’ Knox mutters, crossing his arms.

‘Yes, I quite agree.’ Caroline shrugs. ‘But certain members of the Allowayan leadership have rather seen this as a way of rallying the people against us. Which has successfully divided our forces and meant we do not have enough wielders on the ground in our own territory to fight the latest waves of the great hunt. We were already diminished compared to eight years ago, but now …’

‘In a matter of decades, wielders will be wiped out,’ Edmund says to our left, putting his hands in his pockets. ‘Unless of course, we get a lot better at fighting back against the cold ones. Or …’

‘Develop a weapon deadlier than any blade or stake,’ Caroline continues.

Edmund nods, reaching to the table behind him and picks up a small, glinting glass bottle, no bigger than my thumbnail. Alden steps forward, frowning. ‘What’s that? I can sense it, it seems …’

‘Strange?’ Caroline supplies. ‘It’s an antidote. In development still, named after the wielder who first began the work, Henry Nocturne.’

‘The nocturnal,’ Ezra says quietly, eyeing the milky, glowing liquid within.

‘I hear Nocturne was one of your marks that you collected for your map,’ Caroline says, raising an eyebrow at him. ‘Met a chilling end. Didn’t think to intervene? Surely you must have been watching him.’

‘I was too late,’ Ezra says, removing his reading glasses to blink at her. ‘I collected him for my map to keep a friendly eye on him. But a cold one got to him in the last great hunt. I was … otherwise engaged. Protecting an asset.’

I think back to the last great hunt, the cabin in the Morlagh, this man, Ezra Darley, the Collector sat before that door, day and night. Dolly smoothing back my hair, telling me stories whilst we were cooped up inside. Then the drive back to Dinas Tar, and the silence afterwards. As though I had dreamed the whole journey and never visited the vast sprawl of northern forest in Kellend at all. I’d almost scrubbed it from my memory when I stepped through that portal into the Morlagh Woods on the first Ordeal.

Protecting an asset … 

I pinch my lips together. He means me. I glance at Knox and find him watching me, as though he’s working something out too. And it only occurs to me then … Ezra Darley has just admitted he doesn’t just collect marks for the purposes of blackmail and extortion. He collected Henry Nocturne to protect him … to keep a friendly eye on him. I shake my head. It must have been to benefit himself, somehow. I cannot believe any of those marks on his map were collected for altruistic purposes.

‘When you say antidote, what do you mean?’ Alden asks, still staring at the potion in the glass bottle. ‘An antidote for what?’

‘Vampirism,’ Caroline says.

There’s a ripple of shock around the room and even Tessa raises her gaze to stare at the glass bottle. ‘You mean to say … the cold ones can be cured?’

‘That’s the theory, at least,’ Caroline confirms. ‘The nocturnal antidote Edmund is holding is the result of carefully piecing together Henry Nocturne’s research. Over the past eight years, botanists have been tasked by the Crown with recreating his theoretical vision for a cure and making it possible. The team are almost there. What we lack though is a key ingredient.’

‘What key ingredient?’ I ask, eyeing the liquid. It appears viscous, as though it is bottled moonlight itself.

‘We’re not sure. When Alden says he senses it’s strange, that’s what our team of botanists also describe it as in their reports. A complex set of ingredients that produce an elixir that is unlike any other. It bears no similarities to any of our botanist-made healing potions or tinctures, which I suppose is what Locke means by “strange”. And when we have tested it—’

‘On cold ones?’ I ask.

Caroline nods. ‘On cold ones, it appears to curb the bloodlust a little, but only for very short spans of time.’

‘You— you captured them? To test it?’ Tessa asks as her features harden. ‘Where are they?’

‘Kept safely for the purposes of research only,’ Ezra says cryptically. I meet his gaze and wonder if they are marked on his map as well. I wonder, for the first time, who else he is following and for what purposes.

‘And whilst we develop this elixir and search for that final, elusive key ingredient, we need recruits, wielders like you, who can protect Kellend,’ Caroline says. ‘This is not the first great hunt. Nor will it be the last, if we do not stop them. But in the meantime, we have to fight back.’

‘Which is where we come in,’ Knox mutters.

‘You all have specific skills and showed promise in the Ordeals. You all bring something to the table. Something the Crown needs now,’ Caroline says. ‘Hess has put you all forward in a team, and you will be called upon when the time is upon us to act. We would not usually call up such green scholars, but with our forces divided, you have a golden opportunity to step up for the good of Kellend, and the Crown.’

I suppress a snort. This golden opportunity rather sounds like they’re getting desperate, raking the territory for wielders they haven’t yet called upon.

‘We will train you, arm you, prepare you,’ Edmund adds. ‘This is the whole purpose of Killmarth now, after all. You’ve been in training sessions for the past few weeks with the others, but now we need you to work as one team. To bond, to fight together.’

I look around at the others. My new team, whom I must bond with. Who will have my back, and I theirs if we’re called upon. None of us are properly trained. None of us, if I’m being honest, are ready. My gaze lands on Hess, and he looks away. He knows it too.

They discuss tactics with us, training regimes and drills so that we are prepared to leave at any moment, as needed. All to fit around our studies and our time as scholars here at Killmarth. As Caroline talks, I sense Tessa drifting further away in her thoughts and reach down, clasping her hand, hoping to keep her anchored.

As the meeting concludes, leaving me with more and more questions and very few answers, I feel a hand land on my shoulder. Looking up, I find Ezra’s gaze boring into mine and can’t help narrowing my own eyes. ‘Yes?’

‘Stay behind a moment,’ he says quietly. ‘I have something to discuss with you.’
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Chapter 3

Anatomy of a Team

I wait until the others have left, nodding to Alden when he looks at me questioningly to reassure him. Then after Hess has created a portal, sending Edmund back to Morlagh Manor, he and Parnell shuffle out, the meaning of her piercing gaze clear. Stick to her rules. Touch nothing, disturb nothing. Leave Darley Hall as soon as possible.

Rounding on Ezra, I cross my arms. ‘Well you certainly kept your cards close to your chest, didn’t you?’

He shrugs, unperturbed, and takes a seat. For the first time, I see the true marks of tiredness, the deep grooves of shadow surrounding his eyes. But it doesn’t fill me with sympathy. ‘Secrets are kept that way for a reason. As you’re now aware, the Crown did not know of your existence either.’

‘I’m sure Caroline is thrilled about that.’

‘I can deal with Ms Ivey,’ he says softly. ‘You on the other hand, I believe are quite volatile. Even with Hess’s tutelage—’

‘Tutelage! I’ve barely spoken to the man—’

‘You will need guidance, coaching, mentoring—’

‘My mentor is dead,’ I say. ‘Hester Lewellyn … she … she …’ I swallow, staring at the floor, furious with myself for cracking. For showing any of my real emotions.

‘I am sorry for your loss. Truly,’ Ezra says quietly. ‘Too many have been taken from us. I bear the weight of them too. Believe me. But we must discuss what sparked in your veins, what you now realise you are. An alchemist. A powerful, but very much untrained wielder.’

‘No.’

He blinks quickly. ‘What did you just say?’

‘You’re about to say you’ll be my new mentor, aren’t you?’ I grit out, all the sorrow and grief spilling through the cracks of me moulding swiftly into something else. Something keener, harder. ‘Well, I refuse. You kept me in the dark for too long. How can I possibly trust you?’

Ezra stares at me for a moment, an emotion flitting so swiftly across his features, I almost believe I could have imagined it. ‘Sophia, I don’t wish to quarrel with you. I simply need to mould you into the alchemist the Crown needs.’

‘To what end?’ I ask.

‘To the bitter end,’ he says. ‘The end of the hunting in our world. Or until the end of us.’

‘But Hess—’

‘Is a broken man. The Crown does not wish to overburden him at this time.’

I take a breath, levelling him with a look, summoning up all the fear, the rage, the loneliness he instilled in me, ever since I was a child entrusted to his protection. I know the shape of his training. I was honed by him for years and it cast me into the deepest shadows, until I no longer knew what I was, or what I wanted beyond freedom. ‘I won’t be a burden on Hess, he can train me. Or Silver. I’ll even accept Parnell as a mentor over you.’ Then I turn on my heel and leave the room.





I slink through the corridor on the third floor of Gantry, unlock my bedroom door and close it behind me. It’s a slight upgrade on my room in Hope, the bed is a double and the bathroom is nicer, and even though it’s full winter now, it’s warmer. Cosier. There’s a soft rug underfoot and a bookcase that I’ve already placed a few library books on, as well as some of Hester’s books. The day after the attack, when we were moved out of Hope Hall to the castle proper to be less cut off, Hess left a pile of them for me outside my door with a note saying simply, She would have given these to you. They are yours now.

I run my fingertip over the spines, remembering her floor-to-ceiling bookcase, the history spilling from the pages and pull out a random title to stare at. It’s a heftier tome, the complete works of an alchemist who specialised in creating what they call bridges and portals as two separate endeavours when crossing between two points, or what Hess simply refers to as portals. I do wonder if Hess is ducking his responsibilities of training me, as the only alchemist on the faculty. As if he just can’t summon up the will right now to do much except go through the motions, or … more likely, he can’t stand to be alone with me, her final mentee.

I understand it, I really do. But I know that if it was Lewellyn, if this situation were reversed and Hess was the one who had died, she would have gathered herself together. She would have stood up, calmly, with a stoicism I would marvel at, and chosen to fight. She would have begun my true training immediately and saved her emotions for later. She would have accepted what was at stake, even as her heart crumbled. We’re all mourning. But I need Hess more than this book on the theoretical work of portals. I need him to step in so I can legitimately push Ezra Darley and his offer away. I need him to fight past his grief, delay the moment when he falls apart completely for just a little longer. Just like I have.

There’s a knock and I call over, ‘It’s open!’ just as Alden walks in. He eyes me carefully as he closes the door and I place the book back on the bookshelf.

‘So … an elixir,’ he says, leaning back against the door and crossing his arms. ‘They kept that quiet.’

‘Annoyed you didn’t know?’ I ask.

He raises an eyebrow. ‘No. It’s merely a comment. Even Edmund guards the Crown’s secrets well. Something ruffled you?’

‘It’s just …’ I throw up my hands. ‘Ezra wants to mentor me. He wants to train me and I said no.’

‘You said no.’

‘Aren’t I allowed to say no?’

He shrugs. ‘You have every right.’

‘There’s a “but” there, isn’t there?’

He moves to sit down on the edge of my bed. ‘But, you have to train. After the final Ordeal, we know you have untapped potential and with the great hunt underway—’

‘Treat me like your girlfriend and not an asset, please. Don’t see me the way they do.’

‘Girlfriend?’ he says quietly, a small smile flickering on his lips.

I open then close my mouth. ‘Yes.’

‘Which makes me your …’

‘Boyfriend,’ I say, smiling, and wander over to him. He opens his knees and I stand between his legs, wrapping my arms around his neck as he peers up at me. His eyes catch the light from the window, fracturing into chestnut, oak, caramel … I could stare at him for hours. ‘I’m frustrated. I was hoping Hess would step up. I can’t stand to work with Ezra. It took everything in me to get away from him, and now he’s here. Like I didn’t risk my life to escape.’

‘And you’re grieving. Hester, Greg …’ he says. ‘I don’t see you as an asset. Well, not in the same way they do …’

I chuckle, lowering my face to his and kiss him, relishing the distraction, even if it’s only temporary. ‘What exactly makes me your asset, Locke?’

‘Hmm,’ he says, kissing me again before wrapping his arms around me and falling backwards onto the bed. I gasp, tumbling onto his chest, my hands trapped behind his neck still as his gaze sweeps over me slowly, as though drinking me in. Instantly, my heart matches the steady thump of his, calm and rhythmic. ‘Maybe this …’ he says, moving his hands down my back, spreading them over my thighs and gripping them through the workout leggings I’m still wearing. ‘Or this …’ His hands move up to my backside, squeezing gently and I bend my mouth to his jaw, nipping kisses along it. ‘Maybe just all of you,’ he says, his voice a gentle rumble that warms me right to my toes.

I pull back slightly, tracing the planes of his face, taking him in. ‘I love you, too.’

He growls, low in his throat and flips me so I’m beneath him. ‘We have twenty minutes before our next lecture, DeWinter, and I think you’re distracting me on purpose.’

‘Can’t we stay here? They won’t miss us,’ I say, grinning as he kisses me again, closing my eyes as the weight of his body settles over me. ‘Just a few more minutes …’

He’s quiet for a moment and I look up at him. ‘What is it?’

‘I’m just thinking about what I could do to you in just a few minutes …’

I chuckle, but the sound is swallowed up by his lips, his kiss deepening deliciously. I open my mouth, allowing his tongue to sweep inside, and arch my hips slightly, pressing into him. I feel him respond, swelling against me, and all I want is to pretend we’re anywhere but here. Lock the door and forget the great hunt, Killmarth, lectures … everything. My heartbeat quickens as he runs a hand down my side, his fingertips grazing my skin. I shiver. He’s all deep kisses and heat, the curves of us melding together and everything outside this room dissolves. His kisses trail down to my throat and I moan softly, wanting more than anything for time to stand still.

He groans, breaking off the kisses and buries his face in the bed next to my shoulder. ‘You’ll be the death of me.’

I grin, arching again, and he rises, leaning on his elbow to stare down at me beneath him. ‘Stay here tonight.’

‘Is that a command or a request?’ he says, smiling down at me.

‘Both? No. A command,’ I say. I check my wristwatch and wince. ‘All right, we really do have to get a move on.’

He nods, rolling off me, and I get up, tidying my hair, peeling the workout clothes from my body, and cross to the bathroom. ‘Tonight,’ I toss over my shoulder with a wink, as I lean my naked hip against the doorframe, feeling his gaze burn into my skin.

‘Tonight,’ he agrees readily.





The day passes in a blur, Tessa’s seat empty beside mine. I try to focus, reminding myself that I fought to be here. I completed four Ordeals, I danced with death and somehow, walked away with my heart still beating. I push away all thoughts of the cold ones, Ezra, Lewellyn’s final moments, Tessa’s grief … and I make notes. I listen to the professors. I try my hardest to forget the war beyond these walls.

Even in the midst of turmoil, Killmarth carries on with its scholarly endeavours. And as a freshly minted scholar, along with the other first years, we gain an introduction to each type of wielding. It’s botany this afternoon, a few hours to inhale the scent of green and loam in the glass structure in Fetlock. Professor Grant, our esteemed head, leads us through a workshop on how botany can be used to heal. Charlotte, one of the botanist wielders, coaxes a collection of seedlings into faster growth, biting her lip in concentration as she pauses their acceleration before they begin to wane and wither away.

Grant’s keen eyes flash in my direction before she nods to Alden. ‘Locke, your turn. A demonstration on Frances. Make a small cut on the back of your hand if you will, Frances, that’s it, staunch the flow, that’s it … now Locke, talk me through a poultice you would make, laced with your magic that will accelerate healing.’

‘Then apply it?’ Alden asks.

‘Precisely.’

Alden blinks quickly, then moves forward as Professor Grant wheels back, everyone gathering close to watch him grab a pestle and mortar, a bottle of boiled, clean water, Epsom salts, a bowl and a tiny bottle of oil. As he begins selecting leaves to shred, explaining their properties and how they will act together to draw out infection, speed healing and reduce inflammation, Knox leans in closer to my ear. ‘Makes sense they’ve selected him for the team.’

‘Do you think they’ll assign him to work with this team of botanists developing the nocturnal?’ I murmur back, watching on as Alden makes a small joke, Frances smiling, and offering up her cut hand.

‘Perhaps,’ Knox says. ‘I was more considering the kind of situations we’ll find ourselves in. A botanist with a good grasp of plant lore and application for healing is useful, yes?’

I pinch my lips together. I hadn’t considered the attributes we are all bringing to this newly formed team, and why. ‘A botanist, two alchemists, a masquier, two werewolves …’

‘Who are also adept wielders …’

‘The healer, the portal makers, the what, thief? The brawn.’

‘Or spy.’ He shrugs. ‘And all of us trained in combat.’

‘Knox, something to share with us all?’ Grant asks quietly and I look around, finding her eyes not fixed on him, but on me.

‘Merely making an observation to DeWinter here about how good Locke is with his … hands.’

The group of scholars titter quietly, glancing at me, and I battle the flare of heat in my cheeks. Grant clears her throat, looking away, and Alden continues on, his audience recaptured as his magic weaves over Frances’s hand and the poultice.

‘Are you sure you were included in the team for your strength as an alchemist, Knox?’ I mutter.

He smiles knowingly. ‘Sleight of hand, I would say. Draw lots of attention in one direction, say with the snap of moonlit jaws …’

‘Whilst you slip a stake beneath their ribs?’

‘Exactly.’

The rest of the afternoon trails away into a candlelit supper in Fetlock, surrounded by plants and botanists, before I take Alden’s hand, lead him back to my bedroom in Gantry and finish what we started. I tug at his pullover, and with an easy grin, he shrugs it off, discarding it on the floor. Then I move to undo the buttons on his shirt, but he captures my hands. ‘One for one?’

I chuckle. ‘All right. But I get to choose.’ Then I kick off one of my brogues and he laughs. ‘Now the shirt.’ I tip my face to his, his fingers caressing my jawline as he kisses me softly, my heart fluttering within the cage of my ribs. I kick off my other shoe next, as he’s stood before me, shirtless, his lean frame muscled from all the training we’ve been doing over the last semester.

‘Socks next, or are you feeling brave?’ he murmurs.

I raise my chin, keeping his eyes pinned to mine as I undo the buttons on my trousers, sliding them slowly over my hips. His eyes travel down, watching as the waistband skims my thighs and pools around my feet. ‘I’m always brave.’

He leans in, kissing me again, unbuttoning my own shirt slowly as I reach for his belt buckle. The heat builds beneath my skin, the longing for him. I’ve wanted him all day. ‘Watching you wield earlier, creating the poultice to heal …’

‘You like watching me wield?’ he asks, undoing the final button before bringing his hands up to my shoulders to drag the shirt slowly down my arms. His movements are controlled, slow. Methodical. And I find it’s driving me wild. My blood hums beneath my skin, hot and thrumming, as heat pools between my thighs.

‘I like watching you work with your hands, Locke,’ I tease, my pulse racing faster, the ache in my core growing more insistent. ‘Now your turn, trousers.’

When we’re down to our underwear, I draw him to my bed, the contours of his body moulding with mine as he kisses me, still feather light. I run my fingers down his arm, the one that bears the scars from our final Ordeal. The threads of silver, the burn of intense magic that covers his skin from shoulder to wrist. We are so fortunate to be here after all that has happened and I don’t take him, or us for granted. I sink into the warm light of his touch, taking it slowly, allowing him to coax me until I’m ready, even as I twist the sheets in my fists, the anticipation overwhelming all other thoughts. I gasp as he enters me, as our bodies twine together. ‘Like this?’ he asks.

‘Yes,’ I manage, matching his rhythm, building in tempo as our control breaks. He rocks against me, every fibre of my being alight at the sensation of him, every fibre begging for more, more, more. And Alden, generous as he is, complies with wicked abandon, pressing deeper and closer and harder until I can no longer tell where his body ends and mine begins. His mouth finds mine, hot and wet, and I taste the salt of his sweat on his lips before I catch his lower lip between my teeth, nipping, drawing out a low growl, the friction between us delicious and overwhelming. And then we are both falling, tumbling over the edge together.

I fall asleep in his arms, listening to the waves beating the rocks outside the window and wonder how many nights we’ll get like this. When it’s just me and him, tangled together in the soft candlelight of my room, safe within the walls of Killmarth. If we’ll both survive.
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Chapter 4

A Fine Night for a Wedding

The bells clatter and clatter. I’m running, running from something, something with teeth and a shadow vaster than the world and the air is so heavy, I can’t make my limbs work. There’s a portal up ahead, in a sea of darkness, the intense imprint of that shadow almost consuming me whole. I gasp, but find I can’t breathe, everything is turgid and wrong, I try to scream, grasping at nothing, that portal disappearing beyond my fingertips, even as I’m reaching, reaching—

Air floods my lungs as I fling myself upright.

But the bells are still clattering, the shadows still looming and as I flatten my palm against the cold wall, I know I’m at Killmarth.

But the bells … the bells aren’t in my nightmare. They’re real. It’s the alarm bell in the Keeper’s Hall, chasing me awake. And we’re no longer in reserve; this is a call to arms. To fight.

‘Alden,’ I croak, shaking his shoulder before bolting from my bed and stubbing my toe. I swear, the jolt of pain setting my teeth on edge as I pull on my underwear. ‘Alden!’ He stirs, then swears as well.

‘An attack,’ he says, rising swiftly, grabbing his shirt to pull on. ‘I’ll meet you in the courtyard.’

‘Unless they’re in Killmarth again,’ I say, crossing to look out of the window. But all is still, full night wrapping the panes of smoky glass.

‘It won’t be here. They never attack twice in the same location.’ He bends down to kiss my temple then walks swiftly to the door. ‘Bring all your stakes. And Sophia …’

I look up at him. ‘I know.’

‘Nothing foolish.’ He grips my arms, kissing me again, this time on the mouth, deeper. Harder. When he breaks away, he searches my eyes. ‘I can’t lose you.’

‘I promise,’ I whisper before he releases me, heading once more for the door. I pull on a shirt, a jacket made of supple fabric I can move in and thick close-cut leggings. Before pulling on my boots, I turn up the collar on the jacket, feeling the phantom bite of those teeth from a month ago. This will be the first time I work with my team outside of training and my entire being is fizzing and sparking. I don’t know if we’re ready. But we have to be.

Suppressing a shudder, willing the phantom sense of that jaw clamped around my throat to subside, I hurriedly strap a stake to each of my thighs and rush out of the door. Scholars are moving through the dimly lit corridors, either dressed as I am or shepherding other scholars to the common rooms. We have been instructed to assemble in those if the attack bells ring, unless we’ve been told to be in the courtyard. We’re all divided into teams now, some on alert, some in reserve and if one fails … I swallow. Another team will be ready to take their place. Most of the senior scholars are still in the field and the scholars that are still at Killmarth are on a rotation.

This time, I will be in the first team to respond.

‘DeWinter, what a pleasant evening for it,’ Knox says, falling into step beside me as we make for the staircase. He turns briefly, casting a glance at a young man stood in the corridor, watching us leave. Knox ruffles the back of his head with his hand, a pensive look crossing his features. ‘Blake is worried.’

‘I hope you told him you’ll be back by breakfast,’ I say, smiling at him. ‘He can save us seats in Gantry.’

Knox huffs a small laugh. ‘Your optimism is either misplaced, or naive.’

We take the stairs two at a time, passing the other landings. ‘You don’t think we’re ready?’

‘Not in the slightest,’ he says quietly, eyes flitting to meet mine. ‘They’re calling us up because everyone else is exhausted. You can’t wield from an empty well.’

‘Fall into your lines!’ Caroline calls in her clipped, icy tone as we enter the courtyard. ‘Knox, DeWinter, so glad you could join us.’

I get into place behind Tessa, who is trembling. I almost tell her to sit this one out, but as I glance at Caroline and Hess, I realise that’s not an option. And knowing Tessa, she would never admit to being too weak right now for a fight.

I look back, seeing Alden, Frances and Belle, all stood in line before one mirror. Knox, Tessa and I are in front of another. ‘Only one Darley on this one?’ I ask Knox softly.

‘He’s probably already there,’ Knox says through the corner of his mouth. ‘Most likely the person who raised the alarm.’

‘Oh. Of course.’ He wouldn’t sit this out at all. He’ll be there already. I keep finding it hard to marry up this Ezra that Knox knows, who works for the Crown, who defends Kellend … with the Ezra I grew up with. The Collector.

‘Remember, no isolating yourselves. Stay with your team, cover each other, communicate. Another team is already in place, sent by the Crown. A fuller response is being prepared,’ Hess says, striding towards the mirrors. ‘This will be triggering after the attack on Killmarth.’ He blinks quickly, turning to the mirrors. ‘But you have the advantage. We are surprising them this time. Use every weapon at your disposal. Act without mercy.’

Hess holds his palms out to the mirrors and gold threads blast from his palms. I squint as the light burns my retinas, knowing that no one else here can see what I see. His wielding. His alchemy magic at work. The mirrors settle into distorted images of another place. A lawn before a great, sprawling house, chairs and tables and strings of beautiful, delicate lights. Flower arrangements, a platform swathed
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Hell is empty and all the devils are here.
~William Shakespeare






