

CHAPTER ONE

The colour of magic was gold. Glittering, fluid, and uncommonly bright as of late.

Aurelia kneaded her eyelids, trying to break the blinding, gilded wall resurrecting itself behind her eyes. The annotated pages of her study material lay flat before her, lit by streaks of early morning light, yet Aurelia could hardly read them, and every word had since lost its meaning.

Her housemate, Ryan, cleared their throat from the door-frame of Aurelia’s bedroom. ‘Did you get any sleep last night?’

Twisting in her seat, Aurelia offered a conspiratorial arch of her eyebrow. Years of cohabitation with countless sleepless nights strung between the pair meant that Ryan wouldn’t have to ask twice. They knew better than to question, to tease, to tell Aurelia Schwartz that her habits, no matter how ingrained they were into her daily routine, were unsustainable.

Nothing would change, just as nothing had changed. But that only served to further a miserable point: Aurelia’s magic was faltering for a reason she couldn’t place.

‘How were drinks last night?’ she asked. ‘Anyone miss me?’

‘I missed you terribly,’ Ryan answered, accepting an open invitation to curl up on the twin bed beside Aurelia’s desk. ‘Though, I can’t speak for the others.’

‘Damn.’

Aurelia made herself as attentive as possible for her housemate’s recollection of the previous night, though her stomach was roiling with a hunger she’d been neglecting for hours, her vision teasing sinewy threads of gold at its edges. Ryan’s lethargy was palpable; Aurelia’s was no simpler to mask. For once, it worked in her favour. One of the few odd benefits of her inhuman state was her exceptional management of alcohol, which fielded plenty of jealousy from her housemate when they were stumbling home from the pub on her arm or throwing up their last meal in the bathroom. Ryan didn’t realize, and could never discover, that alcohol had no effect on her, or that every time they’d been drunk together, Aurelia was lying.

‘It was nothing special,’ Ryan said, sighing like a sad dog. They removed the beanie that was practically fused to their shaggy, yellow bleach job long enough to rake a hand through their hair before swiftly replacing it. ‘We talked. We drank. We said goodbye about ten times before anyone actually left. Only difference was I wobbled home alone.’

Aurelia shut the book in front of her, the tabletop mirror’s reflection taunting her from across the cover. ‘I was busy.’

‘Yeah,’ Ryan lamented, ‘so busy. I’d like to think I’m more enjoyable to spend time with than . . . What’s that you’re reading?’ Squinting at the title through their rectangular glasses, Ryan conceded with a shake of their head. ‘I’m losing to Homer the Theologian for God’s sake. Next, you’re going to tell me you don’t want to live with me any more.’

Aurelia scoffed and scraped the remnants of mauve lipstick away from her mouth with a bitten fingernail. ‘And make you look for a new housemate? I wouldn’t do that to you.’

‘Because you love me more than Homer?’

Ryan could ignore the evidence of fatigue on her face, but Aurelia couldn’t stop her gaze from wandering to the blood vessels in the corners of her eyes or the colour caught in her chapped lips. Aggravated roadways of red in all the wrong places. She wished she could excuse it with a hangover, but there was no facet of being a witch that wasn’t a double-edged sword.

Aurelia’s fingers clamped around the ticklish spot on Ryan’s knee and squeezed. ‘Mhmm. More importantly, I wouldn’t do that to myself. I think Frederick’s going to raise our rent soon.’

‘Figures. You know, Lawrence was there last night. Bet he missed you.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Weren’t you seeing him?’

Aurelia let herself snort. ‘You’re really funny, Ry.’

‘I wasn’t being funny. He’s got a nice nose. Like an ancient Greek sculpture. Charming too.’

None of that was untrue about Aurelia’s university colleague. Lawrence Kressler was soft-spoken, tender enough to sink teeth into. Too kind to have been afforded the messy break-up Aurelia made from him. His hair was the colour of walnuts, always soft between Aurelia’s fingers. His smile came with a refrain, a nervous curve starting on one side of his mouth before the other. That smile was the second thing she’d loved about him. The first was that he’d smiled at her at all. He was decent in a way that many of her peers hadn’t been. She’d long since fallen behind socially, and no one else had been kind enough to meet her where she was.

Realistically, Aurelia knew she had no room in her life for variables like him, for decent boys that needed to be assured they were more than decent, boys with doe eyes and soft hands that searched for love instead of short-sighted flings. He’d tell her he didn’t have to do serious, but she never trusted those words. It was a lie when he’d said it. When other men and some other women had said it. Having said it before, pretending that it was the truth, Aurelia knew that Lawrence’s heart was more delicate than hers. It demanded things she couldn’t give, even if he was too kind to ask for them aloud.

She wished often, with the soft and wanting, too-human piece of herself, that she had more to give. Ryan knew that better than anyone, so they added nothing, sensing the sore spot they’d inadvertently prodded.

Aurelia pushed the chair back from underneath the desk. ‘I’m going to make us some tea.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Because I do love you more than Homer,’ she said. That part was never a lie. Ryan’s mouth tipped into a grin beneath the severe tug of their hat past their nose, none the wiser that anything Aurelia could say to them might be untrue.

It was hard not to let such earnest looks of adoration eat at her like a burning candle; the secrecy of her mere existence spawned a welling guilt inside of her. She felt her housemate’s needling affection follow her down the steps of their shared house to the tiny kitchen, staring her in the face through the open drawer of her tea supplies. It had taken years for her collection of teas to grow this large, but each box, jar and loose tea bag encroached into precious drawer space that used to belong solely to Ryan, and every charmed cup of tea she made for them was a payment more costly than anything they could have imagined.

As a green witch, assembling an efficient tonic came as naturally to Aurelia Schwartz as breathing, but the sensation of a working spell – a vital difference between herself and her beloved, human housemate – gave her no satisfaction today. Her fingers hovered restlessly over the jars of loose-leaf blends and various herbs. Seconds passed, and she swallowed hard. It should’ve been simple. She shouldn’t have had to speak the words aloud to source her herbs or imbue her blend with something stronger than botanicals, because true magic was born of blood and intention. Those spells that were born of mere thought, that took more effort to stop than to release, were the easiest to forgive. She let them slip in secret like a held breath.

But a spell as simple as this should not have resisted her. She could feel her magic pressing on the inside of her skull, her vision pulsating with brightness.

And gold everywhere her mind wandered.

She flexed her fingers impatiently, then cracked her knuckles one by one. She didn’t need magic to make tea. No hangover tonic was worth a bruised ego first thing in the morning. She plucked an unmarked sachet of lavender and chamomile, placed the kettle on the stove, and searched for a task to distract herself while the water boiled.

The house had at least one faulty fixture at any given time; Aurelia had lived with Ryan for almost four years now and tested a number of magical fixes for all of them. None were particularly taxing or intricate. It was all common magic: a foundational toolkit of spells – or intentions – that any witch could access. Common magic required little energy from the spellcaster and made maintaining the creaky, narrow house in Cambridge significantly less costly.

Which Aurelia and Ryan needed direly. Ryan had been renting the house at an unbeatably low price from a friend of their parents’ whose patience was wearing thinner with every house key they lost. Aurelia could afford the rent split with consistent waitressing or tutoring, but only until their landlord, Frederick, decided to evict them, and that possibility was becoming more likely every day.

The persistent leak of the sink faucet was evidence that Aurelia’s most recent charm had worn off. She jiggled the neck of the faucet, frowning.

From upstairs, Ryan asked, ‘Have you eaten yet?’

She couldn’t remember the last thing she’d eaten. At the mere suggestion of food, her gut turned in anticipation. ‘What do you want?’

‘Some toast, maybe.’

‘And jam?’

‘If you’re feeling generous.’

Aurelia nodded to herself, relieved. She couldn’t sabotage toast in any way that really mattered. She needed something to focus on. Even sleepless, her mind was abuzz with worry. If she could not commit herself to a single thought, she’d flit through all of them restlessly until she was worn down and utterly useless. And there were big things waiting for her at the end of this week, promising things that required all her vigilance to make use of. If she couldn’t keep her magic in line, she would make sure every other facet of her life was precisely where it needed to be.

Except for their bread, the lonely, hardened end of which dangled limply at the bottom of its plastic wrap. Aurelia glanced at the time flashing over the stove, then moved to pour Ryan’s cup of tea instead. The window to her left faced an empty street, but she could hear the whispers of a conversation slowly nearing. She drew the blinds shut, turned toward the cup, and mouthed the words to a simple incantation: I wake the body, the soul, the mind.

If it worked, she felt no relief from it. Aurelia brought it upstairs, setting it down on the corner of her desk to cool. ‘Come to Tesco with me. We’re out of bread.’

‘But it’s so bright.’

‘Please? I have to meet with Dr Carney in a few hours.’

‘Again?’ Ryan wiped their glasses on the hem of their sweatshirt so that Aurelia could see their eyes narrowing back at her. Aurelia’s supervisor had seen more of her lately than Ryan did, assigning her small, unofficial jobs like cataloguing the scores on his undergraduate papers or switching out the cartridges in his pens. Dr Carney was old and lonely. His hands were stiff with arthritis, and Aurelia could sit quietly, humouring his long-winded, mumbled musings on the new journal publications he was reviewing.

It wasn’t the worst way to spend an extra hour each week. If it meant she could be ‘astute’ and ‘dedicated’ in any letter of recommendation he wrote for her, Aurelia would nod and hum until she’d made herself his favourite disciple. If she played her cards right, she could stretch his word into a prosperous future for herself in academia.

‘Fine. I’ll go by myself, then. I’ll be quick,’ Aurelia assured them. ‘I’m booked solid with tutoring sessions until the end of term and a faculty dinner at the end of the week. Bread’s the only thing I have time for right now.’

‘So, I lost to bread, then,’ Ryan lamented. ‘That’s even worse than Homer.’

But it was always time that seemed to be the issue for Aurelia Schwartz. It moved too quickly to catch hold of and enjoy. It spurned her advances like an unrequited love. She was constantly out of it, or with too much of it dispersed between periods of sporadic busyness – in all cases, she was left wholly unsatisfied.

She fixed her curls in front of the little mirror, defining the most obedient dark strands with a pinch of her fingers. She grabbed a jacket from the foot of her bed, then her sturdy tote bag from the frame. Leaning against the door-frame, she wiggled her feet into her worn leather Chelsea boots and commanded, ‘Drink. Before it’s cold.’

‘What would I do without you?’

She straightened her back, deceptively proud as if she was not perpetually guilt-stricken over things that were out of her control. The truth was that Ryan Jena would not love her so much if they knew what she was, and that forced Aurelia to become something worse than a witch: a liar. But what Ryan didn’t know couldn’t hurt them, so Aurelia answered, also truthfully. ‘You would miss me terribly.’

Like most things in the natural world, the definition of ‘witch’ had evolved from one form to the next. The tools that made a modern spellcaster could be bottled and sold, priced like produce at a farmers’ market or a carnival prize. Every other bookstore from her home state of Washington, USA to Cambridgeshire, England had a niche dedicated to the spiritual practitioner, prescribing meditation and green eating as magic for the lost soul. As with the word ‘witch’, so did magic take on new meanings.

There was a fine line between the realm of humankind and the realm of the mythical, and Aurelia Schwartz trod it like a tightrope over two high-rises. It corded around her bones, the difference rooted deep within her nervous system, colouring her blood a darker shade of red. It was most poignant on days like these, where the late autumn leaves had all been squashed into piles of mulch along the stone sidewalks of Cambridge, ushering in the frigid temperatures of winter. The sound of rustling branches was as integral to her survival as her heartbeat, thrumming in time with her pulse. Pausing briefly on her walk to Tesco, she bent to pluck an unbroken leaf from the ground, then pocketed it.

For a witch with the gift of green magic like her, energy was a deliberate choice. Cambridge was flowering and replete with vegetation, and life could be siphoned from the deep inhales of any scenic route. She absorbed some energy from the petals on which she stomped – a spell being as simple and undetectable as tearing a leaf or a weed from between cobblestones to pin to her bedroom wall.

If she felt brave enough, she could speak the words aloud: Fulfil me. But that would forever be the extent of her spellcasting. She only performed spells that were necessary to keep her magic functioning and finely tuned like an instrument, and she refrained from all the frivolous casts that could indict her.

Anything more than the bare minimum was a risk she didn’t dare to take.

Not that green magic was inherently dangerous. It was one of the more benign gifts among witches. Gifts gave a witch the secret language of more specialized intentions – some strange, some deadly. Some, like Aurelia’s, could make feasts blossom, fill bellies with fresh fruits and well-rounded potatoes.

With words unspoken, she made things grow. She only needed to know the right ones.

Still, even the most harmless spells felt dishonest when they were failing.

Aurelia didn’t know when it began, but she remembered the first time she’d been afraid of it. Two weeks previously, in mismatched levels of inebriation, she and Ryan had been walking home from a gathering not unlike the one she had missed last night. Their street was vacant, save for a few chittering birds collecting tourist litter off the ground. Some more silent ones watched from above, nimbly dodging the spikes on apartment rooftops.

She remembered thinking to herself that the local birds were too watchful for their own good. Just before her boot caught on a crooked cobblestone and sent her stumbling. A spell burst free from Aurelia’s outstretched hand to keep her from kissing the rain-slicked road. She hovered above the ground in shock, silently cursing the birds for their distraction, scrambling to her feet before Ryan noticed anything amiss. A trail of gold dust settled between the stones in her wake – a signature in the shape of her hands. It was the colour of magic, the residue of spellcasting. It could have been a beautiful thing if it wasn’t so damning.

Had it been only an hour earlier in the evening, an accidental outburst like that would have been met by the disbelieving stares of other university students or the inebriated, half-shut gazes of people stumbling out of pubs – any of whom could have called attention to the peculiarity.

Of course, she was more than a peculiarity. More than a trick of the light or an inconsistency. More than a mirage or a liquor-fuelled vision. But being just that in the eyes of a human was all she could hope for. With any luck, they’d blink, and she’d vanish.

She took a different route to Tesco so as not to pass the scene of her slip-up. Paired with the uncertainty of the morning, Aurelia didn’t know if she could stand to return to that street. She’d been avoiding it like the plague and stepping on cobblestones as rarely as possible.

Her turning stomach sabotaged her beeline toward the bread. She reached into a refrigerator and turned a pre-packed, hard-boiled egg over in her hand, skimming for an expiration date.

‘Fancy seeing you here.’

That voice had her grimacing within mere seconds. She recognized it immediately, her fingers digging relentlessly into the soft egg. They’d had enough overlapping classes over the years to recognize the sound of each other’s footsteps, to know the face behind the words written on all their assignments.

Theodore Ingram. It was almost impressive how immediately he made her recoil.

‘Oh. You.’

Her nose wrinkled involuntarily – he was like a foul smell she couldn’t clear from her sinuses. He was a tall, pale boy with deep auburn hair and small features that were perpetually turned up in smugness. Seeing his face so often across lecture halls, through library shelves, trained into a mask of arrogant determination, had cursed her with the urge to touch her finger to his brow and push him hard like a sticky button.

His eyebrows now knitted together in irritation like he was trying to banish a ringing from his ears, but it wouldn’t subside . . .

Like she was an itch he couldn’t get rid of.

‘Don’t look so pleased to see me,’ he said, bearing a shopping basket full of assorted produce like armour to defend against her vitriol. His unbuttoned tailored coat swayed at his knees, making him a shapeless shroud of black wool and misery.

‘I try not to,’ she said, stuffing the egg back in its refrigerator slot. ‘I’m just surprised, you know. I didn’t think you’d have time to leave your house with all those grant applications you’ve been submitting.’

Ingram smiled shrewdly. ‘Have you been following my work, Schwartz?’

‘No,’ she rushed, teeth gritting as the clear door shut heavily. ‘It’s just impossible to ignore that the Venn diagram of our applications is a circle.’

‘There’s no point in being jealous,’ said Ingram, which was already more than he usually said to her on any given day. Aurelia bit her tongue as she moved to her intended aisle to pick at the plastic wrappers of bread loaves until she found one she wanted. He was exceptionally skilled at uncovering her hidden insecurities, but she didn’t need to start laying them bare for him any time soon. ‘I know you got one of the fieldwork awards recently. What do you plan on doing with it?’

‘Don’t you have something to do today? Elsewhere?’ As Aurelia scanned her item at the self-checkout, Ingram began unloading his basket of produce at the station adjacent to hers.

‘Since you asked.’ He had a habit of speaking in fragmented sentences, as if every word was a white-hot iron in his throat. ‘Might go home and read. Nice day to relax.’

She pictured him in a house by himself, plush slippers by the door, and heirloom furnishings scattered about a sitting room. The kind of comfort and elegance Aurelia could only dream of seemed like nothing, like the bare minimum, when she was picturing him there. His presence constituted a finer way of living. She was torn between resenting people like him and wanting to be one. How she ached to be so cavalier – to belong to his group of posh socialites just to know what the view was like from so high up.

Pity she hadn’t figured it out yet. Three years in opposition with the same group of peers should have been more than enough time to decide she didn’t care for most of them. She discovered second hand how intimate they all were with one another – unearthed the sensitive promises they made and ruined like relics of a bygone era. She gathered that, for a collective whose common trait was wealth and abundance, they built their allegiance on the things they didn’t have. Love, attention, trust. They all spoke in debts and currency. Of time that was wasted and patience spent.

And she was certainly well aware of the comments they made to undermine her work.

Before Aurelia had befriended Lawrence Kressler, she’d overheard him in conversation with the taller, dark-haired boy in the library. Aurelia’s name in Lawrence’s mouth was like a sweet candy as he bolstered her latest work on medieval occultism like it was his own to be proud of. Ingram had spoken, it seemed, just to tear her down – the beginning of a pattern that’d run for years. The inception of a never-ending cycle.

‘She’s a novelty,’ Ingram had said, thinking they were alone. ‘Nothing more than some American fad that Carney’s dieting on.’

For days afterward, Aurelia replayed that moment in her mind, wishing she had never heard it. But she did. It was then that she realized some words flowed from him like honey and silk, but he was keener on the type that would sting.

Aurelia dragged them to the forefront of her mind whenever her thoughts veered into idealism.

‘I heard Tricia’s doing something tonight,’ Ingram added in what was obviously an afterthought while Aurelia twisted her fingers into the loose plastic.

‘Tricia Werner from class?’ she asked.

A touch of bemusement etched itself into his features at the thought of knowing something she didn’t, and she wished she could crush that look beneath her foot. ‘Another study group,’ he said.

Tricia’s study groups were known among the history students to be more akin to dinner parties than study groups – the kind Aurelia often saw in movies where everyone wore turtlenecks and loafers and smoked cigarettes while draped over the couch. In her mind, the weight of old money lined the pockets of each attendee and shrouded their faces in silk. There was something hip and elite about being there. Maybe it was the fact that Aurelia never got invited.

‘I wouldn’t know,’ Aurelia said, allowing the edge in her voice to creep through. She hated giving him the satisfaction of being a scab on her mind, hated that one of many things he had to be so good at was knowing her faults. Every conversation was infused with something devilish and superior, like he knew well how easily he could wield her discomfort like a weapon.

He always looked like that, though. Like he was in on a secret that no one else knew and hung it over their heads like dread.

‘Are you going?’ she asked.

Ingram shrugged. ‘Not my thing.’

‘Then why did you ask?’

‘Curiosity.’

‘Super.’ With a squeak of her boots on the tile, Aurelia took her bread and left the checkout station and—

Whiplash. Perhaps it was the immediacy of the turn. She kneaded the inner corners of her eyebrows and shut her eyes for a moment against the gloom outside. Nothing seemed to help. A shimmering gold spark ricocheted between every wall in her mind, dizzying her even further. The whisper of an enchantment: Let me out. Let me out.

‘And one more thing.’ Ingram brushed past her with a gentle clearing of his throat. She adjusted to the light, the dark shape of his coat like wings behind his body. She didn’t want to think of the birds any more, wanted to leave them in that regrettable, unrepeatable moment. Her body demanded relief. It forced her to exert a tendril of the power that was overwhelming her bloodstream. It had been asking for permission for weeks, but she’d had little time to answer it. In a moment of weakness, it let itself in – poured itself out.

‘It’s slippery out there,’ Aurelia heard Ingram say, fuzzy like a thought lost to time. ‘Be safe.’

The sounds of pedestrian traffic around her reduced to a solitary whistle in which only her pulse remained. Loud and clear. Like it was a prisoner within her ribcage. Her heart was pounding, her neck craning beneath the weight of her teeming head.

Ingram didn’t know what he was talking about. He couldn’t have known about the fall that was weighing so heavily on her. But the ground beneath her boots was not slippery at all; it was rough and spongy, darkened by the constant patter of rain, but not slippery. There was something missing from his words, and figuring out what that was would drive her insane.

Taking herself home was an ordeal. She didn’t pause to right her breathing. She stumbled more than once, her hip knocking into the brick pillars of the fences she clung to for stability. By the time she’d reached her front door, the pinpoint of her vision had all but collapsed in on itself like a star, and her fingers were fumbling over the keychain in her coat pocket.

‘That was quick,’ Ryan remarked, poking their head out of the kitchen doorway. ‘Are you OK?’

Aurelia shook her head, dropped both her keys and her bread. ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’

Ryan threaded their arm around her shoulders, catching her just before her knees buckled in. ‘Rory, what happened?’

Nothing. And that was the truth. Though Ingram’s comment had roused her paranoia, she was caving under the culmination of a dozen small magical failures and the guilt of a lifetime. She habitually spread herself so thin that cracks would form that allowed mistakes through. It wasn’t so much a question of why as much as when her magic decided its limits.

Ryan helped her tug the bright orange puffer coat down her arms and followed her to the bathroom, all their reassurances softer than a whisper, so that Aurelia could answer at any point. Her teeth ground tightly together – partly from the physical pain that flooded her head and partly from the fact that she could not tell Ryan why.

‘You’re OK,’ Ryan whispered, soothing a hand down her back. ‘I’ve got you.’

Sometimes it hurt, being loved so much, knowing she could never realize the same kind of affection herself. How could she when half her nature went unknown? When she would only ever be half of herself in their presence?

This was the part of witchcraft Aurelia had never made peace with: conjuring white lies to save face with those she loved. Because she was a witch. And they were human. Love transcended time and death, but rarely did it thrive among creatures like her. The prospect of it had been nothing more than a shared delusion in which she pulled the wool over someone else’s eyes, and they trusted her enough to walk blindly.

‘I don’t deserve you, Ry,’ she whispered.

They scoffed and forced a smile that only made Aurelia’s heart lurch. ‘Don’t be stupid.’

The colour of magic was gold, yes; but sometimes, it came up murky, with the acidic taste of panic and a half-digested lunch. Aurelia hadn’t eaten anything in hours, but as the pain amassed to agony, she doubled over on the bathroom floor and vomited.




CHAPTER TWO

After the events of the past week, seeing their housemate weakened by something she could not explain to them, Ryan’s attention became frivolous. They followed Aurelia everywhere, constantly questioning if her forehead felt clammy or her stomach was upset.

The faculty dinner seemed to make Ryan uneasy. It was the one place they could not go, the one place where Aurelia, who’d quickly grown irritable about her housemate’s constant fussing, could choose to turn off her phone and ignore them.

She’d thought that having Ryan around while she got ready would quell some of their worry. They both slipped into familiar positions, with Aurelia in front of a warping standing mirror and Ryan dawdling on the bed behind her. Perhaps, if Ryan saw how steady she was on her feet, they’d stop hovering.

It had become a ritual for them over the years to dress each other up like dolls.

Aurelia had never made a conscious decision to slight nice things, but constant frugality and all her sister’s hand-me-downs made a personal sense of style tertiary to the factors of need and cost until she’d moved abroad for uni. Perhaps, if her sister Annette had favoured skirts and dress shoes, Aurelia might have come to Cambridge with a more intimate knowledge of herself; but she came clothed in the shadow of a family who had only ever been like shadow to begin with. It had swathed her in her sister’s boxy athletic jackets and skin-tight yoga pants, clothing that had a purpose, sure. Just not the kind Aurelia cared for.

Thankfully, Ryan Jena had come with an identity to shed too; and, to their American housemate’s delight, a much keener eye for fashion.

Aurelia held an emerald silk slip dress to her body by the hanger. ‘You think I could get away with this again?’

‘You’re going to freeze.’

‘I’ll have a sweater on underneath my gown,’ Aurelia noted.

Ryan’s chest lifted slowly and fell with an audible huff. Aurelia tried not to notice, but Ryan pressed on anyway.

‘You don’t have to go tonight, you know.’

‘This is big for me, Ry. I don’t want to miss it.’

‘What’s the worst that happens if you don’t go? It happens every year, doesn’t it? You should tuck into bed for the night with some soup and a candle or something.’

With every comment they made, she’d bitten back a grumble. This was supposed to be a chance at relishing in her successes as much as it was to create opportunity for more. One of the few occasions in which she could plant the seed of her name into the minds of respected research historians. Ryan would not be allowed to know the true reason behind her sudden hot spells and nausea.

Truthfully, she didn’t entirely know either.

Her power had been insistent against the cage of her skeleton, causing it to quiver and jolt unexpectedly. Aurelia continued taking familiar routes for all her errands, stopping at landmarks of foliage that she’d always counted on to grant her some relief and sustenance, but they were no longer sufficient.

So, it wasn’t completely her fault. But it had become much more apparent to her how much of her life had been a lie to her best friend. That thought was enough to keep her tossing and turning a little later into the night.

‘We could watch a movie,’ Ryan offered meagrely.

Aurelia lowered her head and gave the hanger a half-hearted wiggle.

‘Promise you’ll text me if you need anything.’

‘Yes,’ she conceded. ‘Can you just . . . Tell me if this looks OK? Please? I’ve worn it so many times that I think even the fellows will know it’s the only nice thing I own.’

The squared neckline draped from delicate straps of the same colour across her shoulders, and the bottom hem glided over her calves when she walked. It was a nice dress, and its wear shouldn’t have made it any less elegant. But it was old, and she could feel it in every step. She’d gotten it at an antique shop back home, and while its age had been the appeal for her initially, it never once felt new to her.

After a considerate silence, Ryan responded, ‘Of course. It’s hot, but not too hot. Like the person everyone wants to bring to their company office parties.’

‘Perfect,’ Aurelia muttered to herself, taking in her reflection in the mirror. Her dark curls were almost long enough to graze the tops of her shoulders and barely long enough to fasten behind her head in a pathetic, doggish ponytail. She pulled the top half of it up with her fist to visualize it and shivered, barer without it around her neck.

Her murky brown eyes and olive-toned cheeks had a new-found sullenness to them that caught her off guard. Every day, she sat in front of a tabletop mirror and layered the same shade of lipstick over her honeydew ChapStick, but she hadn’t noticed the formation of dark shadows in her skin until now.

Maybe everyone else would see it too. If they kept a tally of every night she lost to studying and graphed it beside her old, starred papers and her rewarded grant work, she might have felt less embarrassed of the bags beneath her eyes or the hollowness beneath her cheekbones. But no one else really cared about Aurelia Schwartz. That was fine, of course. She didn’t think much about anyone else if she didn’t have to; so why now? She wasn’t there for student body recognition, and certainly not for anything other than her work.

Still, it mattered a great deal to her that she’d be a poor figure in that gown of emerald silk – that she’d worn it a dozen different times, and somehow it didn’t look like it belonged to her at all. It mattered to her that she’d moved to Cambridge years ago with the bare minimum and hadn’t since owned enough to make her bedroom feel lived in.

Try as she might to deny it, she held on tightly to so many things that did not matter. Of all the godforsaken weights she carried, the worst were those she kept just to ignore.

She didn’t know what to expect from the faculty dinner and King’s College. Dr Carney had given her the dress code – formal, gowns required – and a note of encouragement via email, but the last formal event she’d been to was as an undergrad, when having a job outside of classes was prohibited and she’d had more time for things that warranted beautiful dresses.

From what she did know, there were a handful of other PhD candidates that had been invited. She assumed, having herself been invited by Dr Carney, that they were meant to be displayed like tokens of achievement by the older, tenured professors and alumni. Aurelia didn’t mind it as much as she probably should have. She arrived, nails needling into one another, to find her folded name badge on a table with those of a mix of seasoned and burgeoning historians, and the sight filled with an unspeakable amount of pride. For that, she could play a part gracefully, mingle frivolously, and employ that charming tilt of her head that people seemed to find so trustworthy. By the end of the night, no one – at least, no one that truly mattered – would be able to deny how much she belonged here.

She had arrived precisely on time, shivering beneath her gown, and a little damp from the rain that snuck beneath her umbrella. Most of the others were still trickling in, and she meandered around the dining hall, searching for a familiar face with the folded card wedged between her fingers. She traced the font, committing the crisp swoop of her middle initial to memory. When she got home, Aurelia would pin it to her wall like an award beside the various leaves and gifted drawings from Ryan.

Chances to socialize with researchers from other colleges didn’t come as often for her as they’d done for others in her programme. So many of them had been propped up by generational wealth or their pre-existing nepotism to get to where she’d wanted to be; and where she found herself scrambling, clawing with all she could muster, others could often wind up on whims.

None of them tried to hide it either, which Aurelia used to think of as admirable. But that was when she first came to Cambridge, and academia was still rosy and simple enough to touch. Since then, she’d mastered Latin and laboured through Greek, yet she still couldn’t comprehend her former classmates’ language of contempt. They were a watchful flock of birds, one pearl-white wing extended over each of them, and she was a creature less dazzling. Like roadkill no one wanted to look at.

Aurelia felt a tap on her shoulder, and then, ‘Hello, stranger.’

Margarita Palermo was a rare exception. Another international student who studied at Caius whom Aurelia had met by chance after squandering any and all social relevance among her peers at Pembroke. Meeting Marga had felt like an olive branch from the universe amidst the endless ego torment. She was smart, uncommonly beautiful, and exceptionally kind. It was a kindness that Aurelia took for granted. They didn’t talk much these days.

Seeing Marga brought an instant smile to Aurelia’s face. She turned, embraced her, and mumbled a silent, cordial apology for standing her up at the pub. Marga’s hair smelled like jasmine tea. Her curls were tighter and more even than Aurelia’s, though just as dark. A bold red, unbothered grin laid Aurelia’s apology to rest. ‘I get it,’ Marga said. ‘But now that I’m seeing you, it’s been too long. Come sit with me.’

Another student sat at their table that she didn’t recognize – likely from another college. He was a non-intimidating boy with shaggy hair who appeared much younger than Marga and her, though make up tended to do that. Aurelia had opted for her usual shade of mauve lipstick, which aged her enough to look like she could be a seasoned scholar, paired with a cherubic blush, which emphasized that she still possessed the kind of youth reserved for prodigies.

Marga asked, ‘If I fall asleep, will you kick me underneath the table to wake me?’

‘I can be nicer than that.’

‘You, nice? There’s no one else I would’ve asked to wake me like that, but I know you’ll get the job done.’

Marga’s knees pointed toward Aurelia, her weight balanced in the seat on the side of her hips. ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what I would have done with myself for an hour if I’d been by myself.’

‘What about your supervisor?’

‘She’s sick,’ Marga said with a beleaguered sigh. ‘Besides, it’s different than having a friend here, especially when it’s one I have so much to catch up on with. Tell me about what you’re working on.’

So, Aurelia did, folding and unfolding her name card within her fingers, while the faculty members trickling in continued their chatter around her. The question quickly swept her away, and Marga, despite her earnest listening, interrupted Aurelia before the table filled.

‘Hold on.’ Her gaze swept across Aurelia’s hairline, and she leaned forward, lifting her fingers apprehensively to the mass of curls pinned away behind her ear. ‘I promise I’m listening. You just have . . .’ The fleshy heel of her palm brushed Aurelia’s cheek as her fingers plucked a green stem from within Aurelia’s hair. ‘A leaf? No, a flower? It’s absolutely charming, but I should take it out before everyone else gets in.’

Inspecting the stem in her pinched fingers, Marga didn’t notice the vivid shade of red Aurelia’s cheeks had assumed. If she did, she said nothing, sparing Aurelia the embarrassment of explaining the heat in her face or the sudden, starved clench of her jaw.

Nor did she comment on the tension between Aurelia’s scalp and what had been uprooted from it. To Aurelia’s relief, the stem simply appeared to stick in her curls.

‘It’s a dandelion,’ she said, before Marga tucked it into her napkin.

‘Well, now it’s gone. You can keep going if you want.’

She smiled, mingled, spent her words like currency and ate her food primly. Her voice rang confidently, holding its own among the scholars. They absorbed the explanation of her work with full investment; she felt for the first time that she would not have to bend to fit the mould, at least not as much as she had already done.

If this was a glimpse into what lay ahead for her, Aurelia was satisfied with it – irrevocably and shamelessly satisfied.

The last empty seats filled; she spotted Dr Carney several seats away, who greeted her mid-sentence with a wave before approaching. He must have been in his late seventies. The hair that remained on the back of his freckled head was white with age, and the crow’s feet around his eyes were carved deeply from decades of laughter and grimaces. He wore thick, round spectacles with a prescription strong enough to enlarge his eyes to the size of tablespoons atop a bulbous nose. He was as tall as Aurelia, with just as much weight to him as a step-stool. She suspected she could lift him onto her back and carry him without any hesitance or strain – and that he might allow it if she asked.

She stood, escaping the bubble of conversation at the table to speak to him. Clasping her hands between his, Dr Carney whispered, ‘Are you ready for the evening? I’m so glad you decided to join us.’

She nodded once, quickly.

‘I shared your most recent research paper with a few of my colleagues from the other colleges. They’re very interested in meeting you.’

She raised an eyebrow, as if the praise was unprecedented. As if it didn’t vindicate her efforts and terrify her simultaneously.

‘They had wonderful things to say. For you and for me. It may come as a surprise that I was once heralded as a patron for the next generation of Pembroke medievalists. I can’t help it – it gets to my head. I wanted to share my gratitude with you. I owe much of that to students like you, Miss Schwartz. I am old,’ he explained. ‘No one expects me to produce the same results as I did twenty years ago, and I fear my time is running short. The faculty believe I should have retired long ago.’

Had Dr Carney not been so easy to read, Aurelia would have agreed. There was something to be said about a man who could hardly grade his own assignments at the head of a programme full of new adults that needed grace and sensitivity. He was older than most of the professors she’d seen at Pembroke, but he was also, for the most part, more lenient. He’d seen and learned enough to know what made successful academics and what broke them. That he could see something shining in her made it easier for Aurelia to make it through everything else life threw at her. She wanted to make him proud, to prove him right, to show that a prodigal medievalist from the States was capable of leaving a lasting mark in her field.

After the meal, which consisted of French onion soup, followed by braised lamb shank with a medley of fresh vegetables, and a slice of lemon meringue pie, Dr Carney began to introduce her to his aforementioned colleagues. She shook the hand of an older professor – not older than Dr Carney though, who moved into another conversation as soon as they’d become acquainted.

‘You must be Miss Schwartz,’ the man said, introducing himself as Felix DiBroggio, PhD. ‘I’m very curious to know how your studies at Cambridge are treating you. You see, I read some of your undergrad thesis on occult symbolism in early medieval religious texts. It’s impressive work for a student.’

‘I’m flattered,’ Aurelia answered, grinning ear to ear at the old man’s praise.

She normally hated compliments followed by the phrase ‘for a student,’ but the professor seemed to show enough of a profound interest to quash that thought; it didn’t bother her enough to dwell on it.

He was taller than Dr Carney and wore a brown and green tweed tie beneath his formal robes, with silvery grey hair combed back to expose his receding hairline. Aurelia glanced back to Marga with her jet-black curls and smooth brown skin, wondering if she would have felt this unafraid without her there at the table.

But the sight of her was not comforting, and she found Margarita Palermo’s face consumed with worry, her fingertips consumed with the task of tearing her cuticles to pieces.

DiBroggio offered Aurelia another comment of praise; but in the same way she was distracted by Marga, Marga was distracted by something else – her gaze faraway, so far that Aurelia couldn’t follow it to find the origin of her concern. She wanted to see it. She wanted to kill it. She wanted to clutch Marga’s hands within hers the way her father had when she was young and chewing her nails down to the nubs.

The professor prattled on obliviously, although it was for the best that he didn’t realize that she had lost all interest in his words. In her periphery, Marga’s hand flew to her head. Aurelia’s stomach lurched simultaneously. She hoped it was nothing more than undercooked lamb.

‘Anyway, I was just noting to Victor that the output coming from his students is beyond the likes of most. Do you find yourself challenged by his supervision?’

She used his conversation as a device to pull herself back to the present. The question was loaded enough that she could almost ignore her vision blackening at the edges.

‘I do,’ she answered, growing indifferent to the conversation. ‘He asks an unanswerable question, and I strive to answer it.’

The man smiled, the corners of his eyes filling with creases upon creases.

A plate fell to the ground where Marga should have been sitting, and when Aurelia’s attention flew to the seat, she found it empty.

‘Is everything all right?’ DiBroggio asked.

‘Oh. Yes, sorry.’

‘This room,’ the professor chuckled. ‘It carries a strong echo.’

It was impossible to shake. Aurelia’s head was throbbing again, her vision pulsing with colour. Blue. Black. Gold . . .

‘Where was I? Yes. Victor. He has fostered a great number of burgeoning minds. I’m sure you’ve met Mister Ingram, yes?’

Then, DiBroggio turned and gestured to Theodore Ingram, who couldn’t have been a more unwelcome sight.

She couldn’t help the rate at which the smile dropped from her face. The professor may not have seen it, but she and Ingram were never a comfortable pair.

Even here, given the chance to prove herself to the fellows with her brightest smile, she was haunted by his mere presence.

‘Hello, Schwartz.’

He shifted uncomfortably in his gown, similarly haunted by her.

Without acknowledging him, she told DiBroggio, ‘We know each other.’

‘Ah, excellent! I was in the middle of telling Miss Schwartz that the work coming from Victor’s students is incredible. I’m sure you must see the benefit of working under him as well.’

She grimaced. From the encouraging nod that Ingram gave, she didn’t think he cared. In fact, he might have considered it a hefty boost to his already bloated ego.

‘I’m very grateful for his instruction,’ Ingram replied. Maybe he, too, understood that Carney’s career was on treacherous ground.

‘He’s done marvellously, then,’ Felix DiBroggio said. ‘I’d say that no medieval studies professor has brought up brighter students than he has. The next few years will be so promising for you – I’ve no doubt. I look forward to seeing more from you. Hopefully, in one of my seminars.’

Aurelia’s smile had dimmed. Theodore Ingram met her eyes, lips pulled tightly into a grimace of his own, and she turned her gaze to the floor.

‘Thank you, sir,’ she said. ‘Your well-wishes mean a lot.’

‘They’re well deserved,’ DiBroggio replied. ‘I must finish making my rounds here, but I’ll leave you two talking. I hope our paths cross soon, Miss Schwartz.’

‘So do
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PROLOGUE

Water pooled around Alaric’s leather shoes, trickling towards the front door of a humble – rather bleak – South London flat. It descended from each step of a rickety staircase before him with a faint hiss. The caretaker lowered himself to one knee, enough for the hem of his trousers to droop into the water but not his kneecap. Rolling up his shirt sleeve, Alaric let the water pass through his fingers and made a note to himself: Clear.

Then again, diluted with so much of it, he’d miss even the darkest colour of witch’s blood.

A soft, distinctly male whimper trickled down from the flooding loo.

So, his witch was still alive.

This, Alaric had not expected. He smothered a spiteful urge growing in his stomach.

Mercy, mercy.

He was bound to this man’s survival, to being abundantly forgiving, which wasn’t much of a stretch from his general unwillingness to overexert himself on a job. Alaric rose again, throwing his shoulders back to protest against the ache in his body. He’d endured far too many years of this profession. The caretaker role would have long since drained any good man. Who could blame him for wanting one easy job when his muscles ached as much as they did – when he’d been carrying the weight of this thankless role for as long as he had.

Much of it was tedious. His days consisted mostly of paperwork, inventory, making sure that every borrowed magical artefact was within arm’s reach and returned to his care promptly. Sometimes, a low-ranking offshoot of the royal family would call upon him with a hush-hush task like demon banishing or divinatory reconnaissance, and he would have to pretend he hadn’t been singing songs about the downfall of the British monarchy every night straight through his youth.

This particular excursion, which had him skulking cautiously around every corner, should have been rarer. But fate had been rather unkind to him lately, and the only person he knew who could have ever truly made sense of it had disappeared eight long months ago.

He knew fate favoured patterns. One peculiar house call became two, then three; and this one, which was not technically a house call because it was a flat, marked the eighth visit of the past two months. Certainly the first that would follow him home.

And spell trouble for all of them.

At least it would be quick. Alaric’s silence on the matter of the witch in question meant he wouldn’t stand any trial with the council. He’d kept the peripheral details of the shapeshifting witch Leona Sum’s case as quiet as he could. He explained with the confidence of a man past the need for concern that Leona Sum had come and gone and left little mess to clean up.

What he did not say was that his town’s resident diviner, Gemma, was still gone, and her family, waiting for her back home, were reluctant to believe that Leona worked alone. He did not divulge the specificities of Theodore Ingram’s lying low on account of the accidental shattering of London’s Tate Modern museum, though the council had begun to take interest in the influences stealing Alaric Friedman away from his work all the time. He was hiding something – they were all sure of it – but he remained seemingly, stubbornly oblivious to any and all inquiries regarding the current instability plaguing the witches of England due to Leona Sum’s violent harvesting of magic.

Which was a difficult balance of omission on both sides. The council was eager for Alaric to devote more to them – to give his unwavering commitment, sacrifice his loves, and divulge his dirty secrets, which included the large cover-up for Townsend’s new resident reaper. On the other hand, the boy grew restless in Townsend whenever Alaric left for too long, asking for his whereabouts when Alaric wanted to keep him as uninvolved in council assignments as possible.

He’d always had a soft spot for Gemma’s family, and Teddy Ingram was no different, woven into the sordid bunch with an invisible stitch. But there was only so much he could give in reassurance that he was doing everything in his power to find Townsend’s missing matriarch and bring her home.

Trust me, thought the caretaker as he pushed himself onto the last step, I’m tired too.

A limb, hidden past the elbow, poked out from behind the bathroom door. Alaric reached for the inner pocket of his leather jacket, tracing the ridges of two bronze bangles through the fabric.

He cleared his throat. The man’s wrist twitched in response, and he choked something unintelligibly.

Alaric answered presumptuously. ‘Alaric Friedman. Your resident council seat—’

The witch pitched forward as a mucus-drowned cough leaked out. Bile spilled from the corner of his mouth. He’d been poisoned. Perhaps, he’d poisoned himself. Everything Alaric had learned about the man subverted whatever his former expectations had been, and he turned from villain to victim to vulnerable. In any circumstance, he should not have been the type of person who would drink his own draught of destruction.

The caretaker crossed over the body, twisting the shrill tap until the water stilled. Surely, the man wouldn’t care for Alaric’s title, or his duty, or the fact that he was bound by magical decree to keep the man alive. More likely, the man wanted to curse him for the intrusion, for what Alaric knew that the man did not want discovered.

It was too late for the man to have secrets when those secrets affected his family.

Alaric slipped the bangles from his pocket and shut them around the man’s wrist, the pooling over of bathwater back crawling up his trousers fully. Whatever curse sat on the edge of the man’s tied tongue fizzled out ineffectively while his dark, quivering wrists were circled in those flimsy bronze bands. They were small enchantments that would stifle even the darkest spells.

There was no struggle, which gave Alaric a stricter sense of urgency. Up until now, he’d taken his time, built himself up for a slow interrogation; the man would live, after all. And from what Alaric knew of him, the suffering in-between was not entirely undeserved. He had been watching, studying him, from a safe distance, the periphery of known existence. From a shadow wedged between dimensions. And though the man had walked a careful path, Alaric knew it was because the man had created a monster.

The caretaker would concern himself with that later. The monster in question was dead now, and her maker was in too poor a state to withstand even the gentlest questioning.

The man forced a response, mustering up the strain of a hundred crushed breaths. ‘Here to . . . kill me?

‘No, Mr Sum.’ Alaric propped the man against the side of the tub with a groan. The man didn’t seem fazed by the sound of his surname in a stranger’s mouth, though Alaric suspected he lacked the energy to seem much of anything at all. The caretaker clasped the man by his chin, examining his eyes, then his teeth, before delivering his verdict. ‘You’re not going to die today.’




CHAPTER ONE

Ingram –

It dawned on me about a week ago that you might be trying to text me, or call me, but can’t, seeing as I have ten plus messages denoted on my phone in red as never having reached you. Then again, you could have written to me if you’d wanted to. You’re the one with the other’s address. I might have sent this sooner if I knew where to send it, but it seems Martin’s address is just as difficult to remember as the cottage’s – without the quick identification that comes with being ‘the cottage at the top of the hill’. I’m not even sure if this will get to you.

I can’t remember the last time I wrote a letter to anyone.

Do you miss me there yet? Using up your room, rifling through your cabinets for tea? Pembroke’s campus is different without you. Better, but in a worse way. No one strikes me as insufferable and thought-consuming the way you were. However, I’m partial to spite as a motivation for greatness.

You already know that, don’t you? Aside from Ryan, you were the only person who knew me, faults and all. Faults, especially. You could spin them in a way that made me palatable. You were always better with words than I was. I used to hate you for it. Mostly, I hate how much I still think of you every day.

The other night, Ry invited me to this party. It was mostly uneventful, but I left feeling uneasy, which is the tempered way of saying I hated myself. I wanted to be alone, or at least, I thought I did. I keep your copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight on my desk beside my bed, and I thumb through it sometimes, whenever things get particularly bad. You’re with me still, but not enough.

Write to me if you’d like. It’s getting embarrassing, having to read the same things again and again. But I do read them – your letter and your notes. I’ll read anything you write to me.

I’ll resort to your papers if circumstances are dire enough.

Aurelia J. Schwartz

Ingram,

Teddy,

I wasn’t sure if you got my first letter. It’s been a while since I got any messages from you. I assumed it was the lack of cell service up there, but obviously, I can’t be sure. I wish I didn’t have to wonder so much. I wish you were closer. Sometimes, when Ryan gets late-night package deliveries, I think it might be you showing up unannounced. I get really excited, and a little nervous.

Have you been OK? Have you read anything good lately? I picked up Middlegame by Seanan McGuire about a month ago, but I’ve been so busy that it’s still sitting on my desk untouched.

Write back to me. Tell me something. The only thing worse than you telling me off for the intrusion is sending these out into the ether just to wait and wonder. It’s eating me alive.

Aurelia J. Schwartz

Teddy,

Please say something.

Ingram,

I wrote your name down on the page knowing I wasn’t going to mail it. It’s clear to me that your magical wards must have incinerated everything I’ve sent to you before; that, or you’ve seized the opportunity to ice me out completely now that you’re not stricken by my presence every day. Still, some of your texts have come through. Mixed signals don’t sit well on the ego, but you probably know all about that.

I had a great cup of tea today. It’s not a blend I’ve put together before. I tend to err on the side of sweetness, because what’s the point of having a drink if it doesn’t taste good? It’s why I could never be a coffee snob. I made a cup for myself, then one for Ryan, but I had some leftover water and couldn’t bring myself to dump it. So, I made another cup to put the excess in since mine was full and set it on my desk in case of emergency.

I didn’t always have this issue; I was good with my water estimations. Never made too much, and sometimes didn’t even make enough. Lately, I’ve been trying to fill this space I brought back with me with excesses of everything. But the extra tea, I save for you.

I’d taken sips from each this morning without realizing it. Ultimately, they were the same drink, so I wasn’t going to notice by taste. (I put saffron in it, which spiced it pleasantly, just on the cusp of too much.) By the time I was full, both mugs were nearly empty, and I could see the white ceramic on the bottoms.

As I write, I’m compelled to apologize to you for it, as if you’d known a cup for you was sitting on my desk, and you would have gotten to it eventually. I cling to a hope that that might be true. To think that what we had might never happen again scares the shit out of me. I can feel that absence inside me growing large, calcifying.

If it’s yours, there is a part of you that I can still have. It’s much easier to think that way.

Talk soon. x
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