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            Prologue

         
         Mina knew the rule was that people could only see Harrowhall if they had magic in them. Yet when their creaking Ford Fiesta
            crested the hill everyone called the Test, and her dad parked in a good spot to view the valley where the university hid,
            she couldn’t bring herself to look.
         

         
         She stared out of the side window instead, at another family who were doing the same thing as them. The mum all dressed up,
            out of the car right away. The dad snapping pictures of his lithe, long-limbed daughter posing in a way that said she’d expected
            this to happen.
         

         
         And the daughter was probably right to. Families with money—they had all kinds of ways to tell if their kids would blossom
            into magic wielders and go on to learn how to use their abilities at universities like this one.
         

         
         Expensive assessments, by rogue witches.

         
         Illegal blood tests, by unlicensed alchemists.

         
         Mina had heard of them all, even through the meager grapevine a girl like her could access. But the prices had always been
            too high for her family to afford. All she had was the feeling of not quite belonging, for most of her life. And a hope that
            she finally would was burning a hole through her body.
         

         
         Just for once, she thought.
         

         
         Then looked through the gap between the front seats. Quick, like ripping off a blood sticky bandage. Every bit of her expecting to bleed in a big frightening rush, and then unable to fully process when something else happened instead. She simply stared at the squashed-down view she’d allowed herself. 

         
         The hint of a spire, so sharp it seemed to pierce the sky. Some sense of higgledy-piggledy bricks stained by years of soot
            from chimneys she couldn’t quite see. A single narrow window like a dragon’s eye, winking in the dying light; a spiral of
            smoke tinged with a strange violet hue.
         

         
         It made her breath catch in her throat to see it. For a second, she couldn’t move or speak—not even when her mother tried
            to commiserate. Never mind love, she said. We still think you’re something special. Then her dad reached back to pat her hand and offer her a tissue.
         

         
         He only stopped when she sat forward in her seat.

         
         Fumbling and greedy about it, every bit of her trying to get at more of that beautiful place. To seize more of it, now that
            she knew it could be hers. She was about to walk those halls, and live among real witches and wizards, and learn those magical
            lessons. And that meant it was okay now to let herself enjoy the view.
         

         
         But as she went to drink it in, the view was abruptly obscured. One second there was that beautiful, sprawling building surrounded
            by trees and rolling greenery and grounds too extensive to follow.
         

         
         The next, there was him.
         

         
         Just him, strolling up to their car in a way that quickly devoured everything she most wanted to see. She watched his broad shoulders swallow the hedge maze by the fountain, and the lake that looped around the easternmost wing. Then his height stole the turrets, the towers, the most fairy-tale parts. 

         
         Until finally he stood there, filling the glass.

         
         Face almost turned into a silhouette by the sun behind him. Most of him nothing more than an impression—of messy, thick, dark
            hair; beautiful bones; blazing eyes. Every bit of him seemingly oblivious to her and her family. Like some monstrous cat that
            finds you so unthreatening it barely registers your presence.
         

         
         It only cares if it wants to eat you.

         
         But he already had something for that.

         
         She saw it more clearly than the rest of him—a fat, gleaming apple, red as a ruby, resting in his hand. He tossed it up, as
            she watched, and caught it again. Then he took a bite, big enough that it verged on disturbing. She caught a glimpse of a
            lot of teeth and a deep curve carved into the flesh. Past the core, almost all the way through to the other side.
         

         
         Followed by slow, lazy-looking chewing. Rude, incredibly rude, she thought.
         

         
         But her parents didn’t seem to notice. Her mother said, “Oh, Jeff, I think she can see it,” and her father said, “You’re bloody
            right, Marjorie. I know that look.” While she sat there, seeing nothing but gleaming teeth and a hollowed-out apple.
         

         
         And the words he mouthed after swallowing that enormous bite.

         
         Clear as anything somehow, despite how little she could see of his face.

         
         You will never, ever belong here.

         
         Then as her face burned, he turned his back to them. He walked back down the hill to the beautiful place he had come from, with everybody he did think was worthy to be with him. A boy wearing something that looked bespoke, another with the most amazingly styled hair.
         

         
         And the girl from the car next to theirs.

         
         Beautiful and perfect, in all the ways she knew she would never be.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Mina decided that the best thing to do was avoid the guy who thought she didn’t belong. But unfortunately for her, the guy
            who thought she didn’t belong did not want to be avoided.
         

         
         She saw him the moment she arrived, as she struggled up to the enormous gates with two suitcases and several bags in her hands
            and under her arms. He was just beyond the wrought iron spirals and spikes, directing students to where they needed to be.
            Face obscured still, but that shape unmistakable.
         

         
         His shoulders looked like an enormous yoke, of the sort someone might use to carry a preposterous amount of milk. And then
            his body arrowed down to a narrow waist, narrow hips, impossibly long legs.
         

         
         He had to be well over six foot.

         
         Maybe even close to seven, she thought, and wished she hadn’t. It made her drop one of her bags. She had to chase it down the hill to her left, instead
            of going through into the grounds. And by the time she’d retrieved it—her best and only boots now muddy and her face pink
            with the effort—they were almost closing the gates.
         

         
         Those tangled swirling metal arches started swinging inward of their own accord, as she clambered back to where she’d been. She only snuck through by turning sideways and sort of scrambling. And just as she thought she’d managed, she felt her skirt snag on a curl of wrought iron. There was the sound of something ripping; she tried to stop. 

         
         But it was too late.

         
         She walked up the endlessly long cobblestone driveway with the hem hanging in tatters. People stared, someone turning to a
            friend to whisper. And every one of them looked so different to her. None of them had slightly crooked incisors. Or hair too
            wavy and unmanageable to style into anything decent. Or thighs and waists and chests thicker than a sheet of paper.
         

         
         Their clothes weren’t drab, secondhand, torn.

         
         They all wore what looked like a uniform—but obviously wasn’t.

         
         It was just the right style, the sort only rich people knew. Shirts that looked thick and yet also near transparent, jeans
            that seemed like they were made of something other than denim, chunky sandals that appeared ugly to her untrained eye but
            probably weren’t. And beads everywhere—around necks in loops, on arms almost up to the elbow, strung about waists like belts.
         

         
         Beautiful, she thought.
         

         
         But not as beautiful as what she was supposed to be paying attention to.

         
         There it was. The source of all her dreams and nightmares. Harrowhall, in all its glory. So tall she couldn’t see the top
            of the many towers from where she stood. So wide it seemed to touch the tangled forests that surrounded it on either side.
            And all of it put together so haphazardly you could hardly believe the place stayed standing.
         

         
         It was like looking at a monster made of stones in the middle of sinking into a slump. She almost felt afraid to stay standing
            there. Any second now and the whole place is going to collapse on top of your defenseless body, a little fearful voice in her head said. But that fearful voice couldn’t win.
         

         
         There were too many other incredible things to take in.

         
         Like the shadows that didn’t seem to belong to anything, beneath windows that winked out when she looked at them twice. Or
            the lettering above the archway, sometimes in a language she could read and sometimes in one she couldn’t. Some sort of Underneath
            thing, she assumed, but couldn’t be sure.
         

         
         The guidebook they had sent her hadn’t really explained any of that sort of business in detail. It didn’t name the creatures
            that lived in that shadowy place, or give an alphabet she could learn. A lot of things were just left for her to guess or
            fumble her way through. Like some of the doors she could see, set way too high up for anyone to safely use. Mystifying to
            her, at first.
         

         
         But then she realized.

         
         She thought of that whistling sound even ordinary people could hear, in the dead of night. The way she used to rush up to
            the roof of their block of flats, just to try to catch a glimpse of what that whistling meant. Once she had even thought she’d
            seen something through the darkness—some hint of a broomstick, a flutter of material, the gleam of dark eyes looking back
            at her.
         

         
         But nothing like she would get here.

         
         Here someone could fly out of one of those doors right now. She even tensed, breath held, heart beating like a bird in her
            chest, thinking they just might. And only let that glorious idea go when someone pushed past her. She watched them disappear
            through the great red doors beyond the archway, half hurt, wanting to say something to them. But they spoke before she could.
            “The Brawl is in ten bloody minutes,” they spat over their shoulder, and the words dropped down inside her.
         

         
         Mostly because she knew what he had to be talking about. Placement, he was talking about placement—that was the thing they were all doing in ten minutes’ time. She even got her guide out and frantically flicked through it to make sure. And found it, in chapter 1. At the start of every new year, each student is assessed and placed accordingly, in either novice, intermediary, or advanced
               classes, within their respective years. However, it should be noted that a particularly talented new student may find themselves
               taking the place of a student of long-standing, in some advanced classes, and vice versa for any long-standing student who
               falls short of the faith the school has previously put in them, she read, the words as polite as she remembered.
         

         
         But less polite seeming, now that she’d heard someone call it that.

         
         A fight, he had called it; it was a fight of some kind. And one that also prompted the guide to say something else. A single
            line detached from the previous paragraph, which she now traced with one slightly shaky finger.
         

         
         Many unfortunately find the rigors of placement a trifle too much.

         
         Death, they mean you can die doing whatever the challenge might be, she thought, and for the first time in her life actually considered running away from this place, instead of toward. Even
            though, of course, she had already known the risks involved. She was aware that sometimes students didn’t come back from Harrowhall.
            It was the reason for the liability waivers, and the memory erasures, and the constant refrain of sacrificing for the greater
            good of humanity.
         

         
         It just felt a little different now she was here.

         
         And someone was already out to get her. People probably kill each other for places in the advanced classes, her mind whispered, as she stepped up to the door and stared into the strange empty darkness beyond. Everything silent, so silent, despite all the people she’d seen pour into the building. 

         
         Until she took a steeling breath and stepped inside, and the riot of sounds hit her. As if you could only hear it all when
            you chose to be a part of it. And after you had, there was no going back. She was in the maelstrom of bustling, rushing bodies
            now. The cries of “I think you go this way,” and the crowing of those who already knew just what to do. Like she was in some
            sort of fancy train station at rush hour.
         

         
         It even looked the way fancy train stations did.

         
         The floor was something that seemed like marble and here most likely was. A million heels and heavy shoes clicked and clattered
            over it, before disappearing into a warren of dim passageways branching off from the central space. And the central space
            was round, and domed, and dominated by a staircase.
         

         
         She followed it up with her eyes, until it too dissolved into whatever was up there. More halls, she imagined. More doorways
            to who knew what. It is very easy to take a wrong turn in Harrowhall, she remembered reading, and vowed to move slowly. To take careful steps and always pay attention to where she was going.
         

         
         But that mass of seething bodies had other ideas.

         
         She took one step, and they just swept her along, like some great flesh and fashionably clothed river, until she was somehow
            past the staircase and down the left-hand hallway. Then someone knocked her suitcase out of her hand, as careless as only
            the incredibly rich could be, and she stooped to retrieve it. She buried herself among people’s backs and bags, reaching for
            the handle. Almost suffocated for a second, sure it was going to get kicked away.
         

         
         But she managed to snag it.

         
         She straightened, pleased with herself.

         
         And it was then that she saw him again.

         
         He was just there, in the center of the hall. Impossible to miss—and not just because he stood a head taller than almost everybody
            else. There was also the fact that all around him, absolutely everyone bustled and ran and doubled back. They called out names
            and tossed cases, jostled and pushed and darted down halls.
         

         
         While he remained so unnervingly still it seemed impossible. She couldn’t make out an expression on his face, or a hint of
            him breathing. Like he had been turned to stone by some spell she didn’t yet know. She even took a step toward him, thinking
            maybe he wasn’t a threat.
         

         
         Then his gaze flicked down, switchblade quick.

         
         And suddenly their eyes were locked. Tightly, to the point where she couldn’t immediately pull herself away. She tried to,
            and it was like running through treacle, through mud, through glue. She couldn’t get any traction. She was stuck fast and
            getting more so by the moment. Maybe this is the assessment, she found herself thinking frantically. Trying to extricate yourself from the gaze of horrible men.

         
         Though of course she knew it wasn’t just his horribleness that held her.

         
         It was finally seeing his hideously handsome face. Because now that there was nothing to obscure her view of him, she couldn’t
            pretend he might possibly be anything else. There was no more hope for something plain or made repulsive by centuries of inbreeding,
            courtesy of a probable upper class family.
         

         
         Every part of his face was perfect.

         
         Eyes the color of spilled ink, wide set enough to almost be unsettling, turned down at the corners like something from a painting by Rossetti. Then there were those brows, thick and dark and just a little untidy, toward the middle, stark against that pale skin. The bone structure hinted at before but so clear to her now. That jaw like something carved from stone, those cheekbones broad and high. 

         
         Almost everything heavy, heavy, heavy.

         
         Until you got to that dimple. The one that looked as if a ghost had pressed a finger over his lips and left a faint imprint
            behind. Part of it above his mean mouth, just underneath his firm nose. Part of it below, down the middle of that strong chin.
            And every bit of that image so oddly familiar she got a little flash of something.
         

         
         Like a memory, of being laid down in long grass. Sunlight making patterns on tanned skin. For some reason, her nails were
            painted blue—they looked dark against the pink of someone’s lips, as she hovered one finger over an indentation very like
            his. Almost exactly like his.
         

         
         Though she couldn’t remember who it could have possibly belonged to. She didn’t know any handsome men, didn’t like them, didn’t
            trust them. And even if she had, she couldn’t recall doing anything of the kind.
         

         
         She was an indoor girl. A lover of evening, midnight, the witching hour. Of curling up in wintertime with a mug of something
            dark and sweet, a book open in her lap. She would have never laid out like that, in heat so fierce she could almost feel it
            now. She could almost taste it, almost smell it.
         

         
         And it was this that helped her finally wrench away.

         
         It was just too real, too weird. Like he was doing something to her mind somehow. Here that’s completely possible, she told herself, then stumbled through a sudden break in the crowd, without thinking. She pushed against the seething river
            of bodies, intent on nothing but getting away. No thought of where she was going, just escape, escape, escape. There was one
            of the passageways—she took it gladly. She kept going until she was far from his cruel gaze.
         

         
         Too far, really.

         
         She looked back the way she had come, but somehow that Grand Central Station mess was no longer there. There was just a pinprick
            of darkness at the end of an endless hall. And the hall itself was no less disturbing. Portraits lined the wall in front of
            her and the wall at her back. Heavy, dark portraits of men with pale, somber faces and steely disapproving eyes.
         

         
         Like older versions of the boy who thought she didn’t belong.

         
         Which explained a lot. He was probably a legacy, who’d never had to crest that hill and pray. Most likely he lived in one
            of those gated magical communities and policed those boundaries like a wolf. Always lying in wait for trespassers, always
            ready to pounce when they set foot where they didn’t belong.
         

         
         They turn a corner, and there he would be.

         
         Though, god, it was a shock when that exact thing happened. She got to the end of the hall and tried to turn in a direction
            she hoped would bring her back to the entrance, and there he was. Somehow, there he was.
         

         
         “That’s not possible, you were just—” she started to say and pointed back toward the entrance. But his expression told her the mistake she’d made immediately. His lip curled, his eyes suddenly lit with a kind of amused contempt. Like he couldn’t believe she was thinking something that preposterous. How could she not understand that this wasn’t an ordinary place, with pedestrian things like passageways that went in normal directions? You may find that the laws of physics are not strictly obeyed at Harrowhall, the welcome guide had said.
         

         
         And here was the proof.

         
         Or was it more like proof of the kind of magic he could do? She saw what he had at his hip. Attached to his belt with a loop
            of leather. Simple looking, for someone like him—just plain, dark wood tapering down to an almost sharp-seeming point. But
            unmistakable all the same.
         

         
         A wand. He had a whole actual wand.

         
         One that he could just use anytime he liked.

         
         She even thought he might, right then and there, on her. His hand hung very close to it, open and just a little tense. Like a gunslinger, she thought, waiting to draw and shoot her dead.
         

         
         And it would shoot her dead, too.

         
         She had absolutely nothing to defend herself with. No wand of her own—students didn’t even get one until they had mastered the basic forms. And she
            was nowhere near mastering anything at all. Sometimes she had strange dreams, and when she woke things had shifted around.
            But nothing concrete. Certainly, nothing that could hurt him. And he plainly knew it. It was all over his smug face. It was
            in the way he stood there, blocking her path. “Are you going to let me past?” she stuttered out finally.
         

         
         Then watched his lips peel back over those unsettlingly large teeth.

         
         Like some approximation of a smile.

         
         “Maybe you should just try,” he said, accent exactly as she could have predicted. Every word seemingly dragged from low down in his throat, and so clear and clean it made her think of cut glass, the good crystal, crisp air. 

         
         Old money, she thought automatically.
         

         
         And it made her bristle. Her face heated; she went to go around him in a blundering rush. But he stepped to his left when
            she stepped to her right, and she almost ran right into him. She got a wave of his scent, like winter air when you open a
            window. Something seemed to brush the back of her hand, the flat of her thigh.
         

         
         However, when she looked, she could see she had never actually gotten close enough to touch him. It was just the space between
            them, so strangely heavy it rubbed against her. It left her wanting to scratch, to shake it off. She thought of spiders running
            across her skin and dropped a bag.
         

         
         Then two more followed when she went to pick it up.

         
         She scrambled for them, on her hands and knees now, and was sure she heard him laughing. But when she glanced up, red-faced
            and sweaty and full of things she wanted to spit at him, the look on his face stopped her dead. His eyes had darkened to the
            deepest black she could imagine, entirely lightless and empty. And there was a kind of strain about his features, a tension—as
            if he was trying to force himself not to do something.
         

         
         And she suspected this something was very wicked indeed.

         
         It made her heart jump in her chest, just seeing a hint of it. Every angry word fell back down her throat so abruptly she
            had to swallow to stop them choking her. Then somehow, she found herself scrambling back across the floor. Heels digging into
            what was probably marble, hands behind her, frantically sliding.
         

         
         While he stood there, calm and still and cruel-eyed.

         
         Almost impassive in a way that somehow felt more terrifying. She could only stand ten seconds of it before she turned, and stumbled to her feet, and ran back the way she came. And she only stopped when she realized: 

         
         She had left her suitcases behind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         She expected him to do something terrible to her belongings. After all, that was what bullies usually did. Michael Matheson
            had once hung her PE shorts from the falling-down eaves of their high school roof. Her life was littered with boys throwing
            her books, her homework, her bags into places she couldn’t reach them.
         

         
         She couldn’t imagine this would be different. She’d get to the assessment hall and find her underwear hung across it like
            a banner. Or arranged on the floor to spell something out. She would almost make it through and find the words fat ass blocking her path. Then end up being decapitated by some lobbed spell, because the sight of it had thrown her.
         

         
         But when she finally made it, there was nothing of the kind.

         
         There was just a great drafty room, divided into four lines of extremely nervous-looking students. And he didn’t even seem
            to be among them—though she knew he was definitely supposed to be. At Harrowhall, it didn’t matter how many years you’d been
            attending, or what kind of advanced level you’d made it to, or how many perks you had attained prior to right now.
         

         
         You faced the assessment, all the same.

         
         And you risked losing every bit of privilege you’d managed to grab, she thought, as she took in all the greedy gazes, lighting on anyone who looked particularly weak. Which, of course, only made the whole thing scarier. Her heart was a trapped rabbit in her chest when she finally forced herself to join one of the lines. Sweat prickled beneath her arms and over the nape of her neck. And her head swam with everything she’d tried to memorize from the guide. 

         
         Cupped, closed, clenched, she murmured to herself over and over.
         

         
         Though she wasn’t entirely sure what good that would do. There was no guarantee that knowing the names of the basic forms
            would make magic happen. All she knew for sure was that so far, there was nothing. Nothing when she’d tentatively tried in
            her bedroom at home. Nothing now, as she fumbled through each move.
         

         
         Furtively, because nobody around her seemed to be doing the same. In fact, the girl behind her—as pretty as Mina was plain,
            doe-eyed and skin glowing a deep brown, hair as lustrous as black ink from a pot—looked positively mystified by what she was
            doing. Her lips parted, as if to ask. But then she seemed to draw back, embarrassed. As if it was wrong to even inquire about
            it, somehow.
         

         
         It made Mina nervous enough that she had to find out. “Are new students not supposed to practice?” she asked as quietly as
            she could. But the girl’s frown only deepened. And she shook her head.
         

         
         “I don’t even know what it is you’re practicing.”

         
         “It was in the guidebook. The chapter on basic forms.”

         
         “Oh. I see. We couldn’t afford anything like that.”

         
         “But we didn’t buy it. It was sent to me. I thought it was sent to everyone.”

         
         The girl didn’t say anything to that. She didn’t need to, however. Mina could tell what her expression meant. It was half angry and half resigned, as if she knew full well how brutally unfair that was but also hadn’t expected anything better from a place like this. It was run and ruled for rich white people. 

         
         Honestly, it seemed like a miracle that she even had a guidebook.

         
         But she didn’t intend to keep its secrets to herself. She glanced around to see if anyone was watching for illegal sharing
            between the sort of students who didn’t quite fit the aesthetic, and then lowered her voice even further. “Okay, look. You
            have no reason at all to trust me. For all you know, I’m a rival trying to sabotage you for a place in some advanced class.
            But we don’t have time for me to prove otherwise, so you can either take this advice or not. The five basic forms are these:
            cupped, closed, clenched, reached, and opened. You start with cupped—cupped hands, like this.” She made the shape the diagram
            had shown her. Two curves through the air, as perfectly symmetrical as she could make them, and ending with something that
            looked like she was gathering water to drink. “That’s to draw the magic to you. And then right after that move, fast into
            closed. Arms together, hands together like you’re praying. Or you can do clenched too, with your fists. Those are the ones
            that are supposed to be good at creating something to defend you. Does that make sense?”
         

         
         No, she thought despairingly.
         

         
         But the girl’s expression said something else.

         
         She watched Mina put her arms together, hands clasped, and a spark seemed to light her eyes. Like she’d seen something she recognized on some deep level. Or maybe knew, in that moment, that Mina wasn’t trying to trick her. It’s my earnestness, Mina thought. And for once in her life, she didn’t regret it.
         

         
         There was no punishment waiting for her because of it.

         
         The girl grabbed her hands instead. “Thank you,” she said in a tone Mina recognized all too well. It was the same one she
            would have used upon realizing someone was actually doing right by her.
         

         
         Instead of the usual.

         
         “Don’t thank me. It’s only fair,” she said. Then before she could offer her name, the girl lurched forward. Someone pushed
            her from behind, she pushed into Mina, and finally Mina stumbled, half turning, and almost crashed into the professor waiting
            at the front. The bored-looking one, with the clipboard and the pen that definitely wasn’t fueled by anything ordinary.
         

         
         No ink flowed from the tip.

         
         Only a kind of silvery light.

         
         “Name?” he asked. Because apparently this was it.

         
         “Mina Morrow,” she replied, the words barely out before he started in on the same spiel she could hear all the other register
            takers spinning out.
         

         
         “Wands and other magical aids go in the lockers provided; none are permitted during the assessment. Flying spells are prohibited,
            and attempts at performing them will be punished. Other than that, there is only one rule: Make it as close to the center
            of the maze as you can before the clock strikes midnight, to secure your place in any of the classes. Good luck,” he said
            in the flat drone of someone who had been forced to say it a thousand times.
         

         
         Then he pushed her through the door behind him before she could ask any of the million and one questions she had. If you don’t get there in time, do you get expelled? she thought frantically, as she stumbled from a well-lit hall into whatever was out there. And after that, she had no time to think at all. She barely even managed to register the grass under her feet, or the towering walls of a hedge maze on either side of her, or the fact that there was an inexplicably night sky somewhere above them. 

         
         Cool air and cold darkness slapped her in the face, and a second later it was followed by heat. A searing, blazing heat that
            actually seemed to singe her hair as it flew past her face. She smelled burning. Her cheek was suddenly hot.
         

         
         But it was only in the aftermath that she grasped what had happened. She shot a look down the narrow alley behind her, and
            saw the blazing glow of it as it disappeared into darkness. A fireball. Someone had hurled a whole goddamn fireball at her
            head.
         

         
         And if she didn’t move fast, they were definitely going to do it again.

         
         She glanced back at the direction it had come from and saw them there, at the end of this shadowy lane. Hands already cupped
            to try a second time. Confidently, too. Like they’d done this a million times before. Like they’d been coming here for years
            or understood everything about the place before they’d even walked in the door, and finally they were going to get access
            to the elite classes they belonged in. That they were entitled to. How is this fair? she found herself thinking for the thirtieth time. Though this one definitely had a keener edge than all the others. Now
            she wasn’t just sitting in her bedroom, reading that new students were assessed alongside old. She wasn’t just thinking about
            what an advantage people would have if they could pay for the information early or came from families who already understood
            and taught and practiced all this.
         

         
         She was about to be murdered by that deranged level of inequality.

         
         Unless, of course, she did something about it.

         
         The only question was: What?

         
         She glanced behind her and saw nothing but a dead end. In front, the next turn out of this lane looked to be a good thirty
            feet away. This guy was going to reduce her to cinders before she covered half that. And there was nothing to use as protection
            just lying about. No bin lids, no big rocks, no tree branches to use like a cricket bat.
         

         
         The only thing she had was magic.

         
         But she shook when she tried cupping her hands.

         
         The curves through the air came out juddering, awkward, not as symmetrical as they needed to be. The sides of her hands met
            in the middle offset. One slid awkwardly over the other. And after this first failure, she made the mistake of looking up,
            down that narrow lane, to her tormentor.
         

         
         She could see him grinning now.

         
         All teeth, in the electrically bright light that was gathering in his palms.

         
         It made her even clumsier. For a second she couldn’t even remember what she was supposed to do. She stood there, paralyzed,
            hearing the word cupped in her head but not the action that went with it. Then she finally tried, and it was too frantic. It was too fast. Her hands
            smashed together, hard enough that it hurt. A little sound of pain escaped her, even as she went to do it again. And again.
            And again.
         

         
         Like someone trying to make a flame spurt out of a faulty lighter. Worse than that, really, because she wasn’t getting so much as a spark. There was nothing happening, nothing at all—as if there’d been some mistake. She didn’t have any magic in her after all. She was ordinary, and now she was going to die for it, courtesy of a fireball so big and bright she could see it without even looking up. 

         
         It lit the whole of this dark lane. It bloomed through her eyelids when she squeezed them tight shut. She could almost feel
            the heat before he hurled it, yet still she kept at that busted lighter. That match that wouldn’t strike. Right to the last
            second, right to the point of him jeering as he went to throw.
         

         
         And that was when she heard it. Above her, someone hissing through the dark and the quiet. “Hey, hey, hey,” she made out.
            And she looked, and there the speaker was. The girl from the line, all liquid eyes and one reaching hand. “Grab it,” the girl
            said the second Mina saw her. She even shook it frantically. Stretched down further, like she’d never been more desperate
            for anything to happen in her life.
         

         
         It made Mina get hold before she’d even had a chance to doubt.

         
         Though she didn’t expect it to work. The girl hadn’t looked particularly strong. Thin and barely an inch taller than Mina’s
            five foot three. Yet somehow the moment their hands connected, her feet left the floor. She scrambled, searching for purchase,
            finding it and then not, finding it, then not. Then that light suddenly boiled bright, and she felt heat blooming against
            her lower legs, and she yanked them up. She tucked them to her stomach and pulled with her arms.
         

         
         And suddenly she was on top of a great bristle of twigs and leaves.

         
         On her back, breathing hard, unable to believe what had just happened.

         
         But there was proof it had. She could feel it on the backs of her legs. And when she finally caught her breath enough to twist around and look, she could see it, too. Two perfectly shaped ovals burned through her woolen tights. Then in the center of each, a lot of suddenly too-pink skin. Like she’d been very weirdly sunburned. 

         
         Though she didn’t understand how she could make out that part in the darkness. Until she looked up at the girl crouching over
            her, and saw what she had in her hand. A little ball of magic light, sputtering a little but never to the point of going out.
            And it seemed to be getting stronger, too. More sure.
         

         
         “Yeah,” the girl said, half a grin visible in the glow. “That’s because of you.”

         
         But Mina didn’t have time to be happy about that. Or relieved. The asshole who had just almost burned her legs off was now
            apparently trying to aim lightning up at them. And though he wasn’t succeeding, the crackle and spit of it wasn’t doing the
            hedge beneath them any good. The acrid scent of burning leaves filled the air. Embers glowed too close to her hand.
         

         
         She had to scuttle away over something that wasn’t meant to be scuttled over. Twigs bit into her palms, hard enough to hurt.
            And when she went to get on her knees, her hand sunk into a gap between the branches, right up to the elbow. She almost face-planted—and
            probably would have, if it were not for the girl.
         

         
         The one who got a hand under her left arm and heaved.

         
         The one whose name she didn’t even know.

         
         “I’m Mina,” she gasped out, as they stumbled and fumbled their way down the top of the hedge to some dark and entirely deserted
            corner. No one wants to linger where they might end up in last place, she thought, once they were huddled there, hugging themselves, burned and breathless, but still in one piece enough for the girl to answer her. 

         
         “Anaya,” she said, and Mina felt a hand clasp hers. For a shake, it seemed like. Though her new friend held on long past the
            usual point for a greeting. Like she needed the comfort of it.
         

         
         But who could have blamed her?

         
         They had just almost been murdered. And now they stood with nothing but strange black behind them, like the world simply cut
            off beyond the hedge. And in front, the view was even more disturbing. Pure carnage, of a kind that sent a jolt through Anaya
            the moment she took it in.
         

         
         Mina felt it through their still linked hands.

         
         She squeezed that hand back, as the Brawl hit her, too. Someone somewhere was screaming that their eyes were on the wrong
            way. In the distance, what looked like a set of horns were peeking just over the top of the hedge. Then this horned thing
            moved, and when they did, the ground shook.
         

         
         Like they belonged to some mammoth thing.

         
         “A minotaur,” Anaya whispered, seemingly awed and terrified at the same time. And Mina understood that. It was one thing to
            read in the guidebook that mythical and supernatural creatures could be encountered here. It was quite another to see them.
            To know that they could possibly be summoned or maybe transformed into, and then kill you.
         

         
         And there was more than that, so much more.

         
         Tears in the sky above various places around the maze that disgorged hungry, searching tentacles. Followed by multiple hapless students obviously trying to seal them back up. They saw one jagged mouth zip closed, and the great gooey tendril that had emerged got cleanly snapped in two. It tumbled down into one of the lanes where they couldn’t see. 

         
         But they could hear.

         
         Screams followed.

         
         As if it hadn’t quite died. As if it was still squirming away down there, squeezing people to death. Or sliding over them,
            leaving a trail of burning acid. While they quite obviously tried to fight. Great gouts of rainbow-streaked flames flew up
            from between those hedges. In fact, great gouts of rainbow-streaked flames flew up from just about everywhere.
         

         
         One of them hit a shield someone made out of thin air, two lanes over from them, and then careened so close they both ducked.
            They watched it paint the sky purple behind them, breaths held.
         

         
         And all of it was only half visible to them.

         
         Only something they could guess at.

         
         Because everybody was on the ground.

         
         “Why don’t they try to escape each other up here, too?” she found herself asking. Faintly, almost like she was talking to
            herself.
         

         
         But Anaya answered all the same. “I don’t really know. I think maybe . . . maybe it’s not that easy to. Honestly, I don’t
            even know how I managed. It was like one second I was on the ground. And the next I was up here. With absolutely no explanation
            as to how. Or how I managed to get you up, either.”
         

         
         “Maybe you used some kind of teleportation magic.”

         
         “But all these experts can’t? That seems really unlikely.”

         
         “You could be a prodigy.”

         
         “It was hard enough lighting this to see my way, once I was up.”

         
         Anaya held it aloft as she spoke. That faint blue-tinged ball of light, incredible to Mina in more ways than she could count. But she had to concede the point. “So maybe one of them hit you by accident. Like a blowback from something they only intended for themselves. I mean, look at this mess,” she said, pointing to something they could more clearly see. Someone had turned themselves into a giant spider for some reason, and the person behind them now had a pincer where a hand should be. 

         
         “Well, whatever did it, we probably shouldn’t waste it,” Anaya said in the middle of trying to calm her frightened breathing.
            “We could get pretty far, pretty safely like this. Enough to not get expelled, anyway. And seeing all of this, being not expelled
            is pretty much all I’m going for.”
         

         
         “Same. I mean, god, can you imagine what the third-year advance classes are like?” Her new friend shuddered, as if picturing
            it.
         

         
         And Mina had a good idea what it was she had in her head.

         
         “You probably step into one and find Cthulhu waiting for you.”

         
         “Or else some asshole just murders you immediately for daring to turn up.”

         
         “You mean like the asshole who was staring at you in the entrance hall?” Anaya asked, and when she did, Mina felt those liquid
            eyes on the side of her face. Staring through the darkness, waiting for an answer.
         

         
         Though when she dared to look back, the expression she found was not unkind. It was something else, something softer, something
            that made her want to confess what had happened in the hall of headmasters. That coldness, that feeling that he might do something
            very bad indeed.
         

         
         She had to force herself to keep it light. “That wasn’t anything,” she said, but Anaya didn’t back down.

         
         “It was enough that other people noticed. I heard a bunch of students wondering if he found you so fascinating because you were secretly something other than human.” 

         
         “I don’t even know what something else I could be.”

         
         “A succubus, they guessed. Come to suck out his soul.”

         
         “That’s insane. That isn’t a thing. I’m as human as anybody.”

         
         “You don’t have to convince me. Your hand is the hottest, sweatiest thing I’ve ever held. If anything, I’m worried you’re
            too alive,” Anaya said, kindly enough that Mina couldn’t help laughing. Even with the thought of him in her head and all this
            going on, she laughed.
         

         
         And got a laugh back.

         
         Half hysterical, like her own.

         
         But it was there. It was enough.

         
         “Feel calm and strong enough to go for a little bit farther?” she asked.

         
         “I do now,” Anaya replied. Then they just went. Aisha in front, Mina behind, both still linked by that too-long handshake.
            Each step more like wading than anything else, and wobbly as hell. But they managed. They got to the end of the first lane
            still in one piece.
         

         
         Then it was just a matter of jumping to the next.

         
         A couple of feet.

         
         Fairly doable, Mina thought. Though she wasn’t relishing a landing on the other side. Or particularly happy about what she could see when
            she made the mistake of looking down. That was a severed arm, sprawled across the grass. And said severed arm was still moving. It crawled slowly but steadily toward a hunched dark shape, by a corner across the way.
         

         
         So of course she could guess what the hunched dark shape was.

         
         Her stomach turned at the thought. She had to look away, at Anaya, as she got ready to jump. A little clumsy run up, and then what looked like the easiest leap in the world, and she was over. 

         
         No big deal, Mina thought, as she took a few steps back and then ran, just like Anaya had. Exactly like that, it seemed like. Yet something
            happened the moment her foot left the safety of the hedge. Shapes seemed to disappear into darkness. Darkness became suddenly
            solid. And somehow there was way too much empty air in front of her. She passed right through the place she was supposed to
            land and kept right on going, down, down, down, legs flailing, hands snatching at twigs and leaves, body spiraling as she
            went.
         

         
         She actually twisted all the way around in the air.

         
         Though that turned out to be a good thing, of sorts. She didn’t face-plant right into the grass and end up with a bloodied
            nose, at least. She just got a flash of pain from that bone at the base of her back, and a thump to the head, and some of
            the wind kicked out of her.
         

         
         But even that passed pretty quickly. She managed to take a breath after a second. Another second after that and she could
            sit up, slowly. The base of her spine protested and one of her arms groaned, but she got there. Now all that was left was
            taking stock of her situation. Because the maze had shifted mid-leap pretty obviously. And that was most likely the reason
            people didn’t clamber around on top. But where exactly had it put her?
         

         
         A moment away from Anaya? Or a mile?

         
         More toward the beginning, or less?

         
         She couldn’t tell at first through the gloom.

         
         It took until something lit up the sky, somewhere above her head, for her to work it out. She got a flash of open space around her, square in shape instead of a narrow lane. Then stone beneath her, like she’d somehow landed on a sort of table. Moss riddled and ancient looking, but sturdy. She hauled herself up using the edge of it, no problem at all. 

         
         The maze must have really shifted, she thought, as she looked around, a little dazedly. But she wasn’t sure that explained why she was here. Because now it
            was dawning on her where here actually was. Not somewhere useless, not an inch from the start, not a millisecond from being expelled.
         

         
         She was in the middle of the fucking maze.

         
         She knew she was. The little square the hedges had formed just screamed it; the stone plinth almost hummed with the energy
            of it. A fool could have guessed this—even before she saw the person who was in here with her. Standing at the only way into
            this little area, back to her.
         

         
         But obvious, all the same.

         
         Those shoulders.

         
         That hair like midnight.

         
         And good god, the things he was doing. A million movies and books and best guesses could never have prepared her for what magic looked
            like, in the hands of a master. Even the things she and Anaya had seen—they didn’t compare. He curled his arm over his head,
            wand gripped in his hand, the tip of it trembling with tension. Like a conductor, urging his orchestra to even greater heights.
         

         
         Then from the end came a kind of shimmering wave. It rose up, from the ground to somewhere above the hedge walls. And she
            got to see in great and glorious detail what rose up with it—people. Students. They simply lifted in the air like they were made of nothing. They floated and flailed impossibly.
         

         
         But flight isn’t allowed, she found herself thinking.
         

         
         It took her a second to realize that flight wasn’t the thing happening here. That he hadn’t gifted them with the ability to swim around in the air. No, no—it was gravity he had affected. He had turned gravity upside down. And now they all batted against some invisible boundary, most likely put there in anticipation of outlandish spells just
            like this.
         

         
         Though somehow, she doubted many were capable of it.

         
         Few here seemed anything like his equal. Someone tried to sneak in by making their body some sort of porous thing—able to
            pass through one of the hedge walls, to the side she and this bastard was on. But the bastard caught it. He made a series
            of movements with his free hand, so fast she couldn’t even make out what they were. A fist maybe, followed by two fingers
            straight up, and then something else, something tricky.
         

         
         And suddenly the sneak had turned to stone.

         
         He stood there, in the corner—a statue of himself.

         
         While the first set of victims screamed from the sky. “Let us down, Harker,” they yelled. “Come on, mate, just leave it out.”
            And she processed two things when they did. His name, as horrible and snooty as she’d imagined. Then hot on its heels, the
            fact that these people, these people who he had just sent into the sky and turned to stone—they were his friends. They knew him; they were pally with him.
         

         
         But he was ruthless with them regardless.

         
         Apparently, the top spot was for him, and him alone.

         
         And here she was, accidentally occupying it. This is a mistake, she wanted to say. I don’t know how this happened, she wanted to say. But she knew he wouldn’t listen, that none of that would hold any weight with him. So instead, she slid toward the edge of the stone table she was still sprawled on. Slowly, slowly, slowly, breath held, no clue in her head where she was going to escape to but doing her best to do it anyway. If she could just get down onto the grass, she told herself, as she squirmed one foot over the edge and down. Toes straining for the ground inside that shitty patent leather shoe she shouldn’t have worn, hands tight on the stone to stop herself sliding all at once, body trembling like a plucked wire. 

         
         She had almost made it, when something scratched the back of her shin.

         
         She felt it bite into her skin and couldn’t help her sound of pain and surprise when it did. Just a small one, and she managed
            to cut it off immediately with her hand over her mouth. But it was enough, she could tell. His back clearly stiffened the
            second it happened. That raised wand lowered, slow, slow.
         

         
         While she stood there frozen, quivering, awaiting her doom.

         
         Barely able to breathe. Barely able to think. Almost wanting to plead.

         
         And still, it was a jolting horror when he suddenly turned. Whip quick, wand ready, face so hungry for whoever was trying
            to steal his prize. He looked like a demon in the slanting moonlight. So when he took a menacing step toward her, she did
            the only thing she could.
         

         
         She hauled herself up onto the plinth. Then she scooted back across it, too fast for her frantic hands. One of them gave as
            she went; she wound up sprawled on her back. Her head clunked against the stone, hard enough to briefly daze her.
         

         
         But she still felt that hand on her ankle.

         
         Like she had imagined him doing in the hall of headmasters—only somehow even scarier. It tugged, and she slid so fast and
            so easily across the surface it stole her breath. For a second she thought, God, I’m just going to fly right off the end and directly into his mouth. And just as she was coming to terms with that terrible thought, he simply launched himself up. All in one move, like a great
            cat pouncing on its prey.
         

         
         Before landing like an enormous cage over her completely defenseless body. His hands slapped the stone on either side of her
            head, hard enough that the crack hurt her ears. She tried to immediately move her legs and encountered what had to be his
            thighs on either side of her.
         

         
         It was bad; it was really bad.

         
         But having to look up into his face was worse.

         
         His black eyes glittered, as deathless and cold as they had been when she’d first been at his feet. And now they practically
            crawled over her face, the messy cloud of her dark hair, the hands she had somehow bunched into the beige blouse she shouldn’t
            have worn. He saw it, and a flicker of distaste crossed those classically handsome features.
         

         
         Though strangely, they looked a little less classically handsome up this close. She could see now that he had a slight gap
            between his two front teeth. That his scything cheeks were a little softer than she had first thought. That his mouth was
            too curlicue, his eyebrows too messy.
         

         
         They almost met in the middle.

         
         Yet somehow, none of those things seemed to make him ugly.

         
         They just made her flash on the boy in the long grass again. That face different, but the resemblance was there. It made her
            flinch, when whoever was laid with him whispered some soft words. You are so pretty, she said, in a voice that felt even more familiar than he did.
         

         
         She had to bat it away.

         
         Clearly, he was just fucking with her mind somehow.

         
         “Get off me,” she spat, with all the anger and frustration she hadn’t been able to aim at him in the hall. She even somehow managed to shove at his chest—for all the good it did her. It was like striking stone. The impact hurt the wrist she’d already pranged, painful enough that she clutched at it. 

         
         Much to his amusement.

         
         “You made it all the way to the heart of this terrible labyrinth, and that’s all you have? A little love tap? I’m afraid you’re
            going to have to do better than that if you want to keep cheating your way through the ranks,” he sneered.
         

         
         As if that was going to make her give in.

         
         “I didn’t cheat, you asshole. It just happened.”

         
         “Of course it did, of course.”

         
         “The maze moved.”

         
         “So it just favored you, for no reason.”

         
         “You think I want to be here, trapped underneath you?”
         

         
         Something dark flickered across his face—anger maybe.

         
         Though it didn’t linger long enough to say for sure. That smug smile widened, and he leaned down to speak a little closer
            to her ear. “Well, let me see what I can do to make you more comfortable,” he said, so low and soft it felt like a caress
            against the side of her face. She flinched away and almost went to shove him again.
         

         
         But when she did, something happened.

         
         Something went through her—a sort of silvery sensation. Like her blood had suddenly turned into mercury. And for just a moment,
            just the smallest little fraction of a second, she thought she saw a light. There, in the hands she had reached up to him.
            It gleamed between their bodies, clear enough that it seemed like he saw it, too.
         

         
         He glanced down, something like surprise on his face.

         
         And he acted fast. He shifted so he could use his wand. To defend himself, she thought, or attack her maybe. However, just as she braced for him turning her guts inside out, she saw him aim at the stone, at the side of her. He drew a swift line, between his arm, and his leg, and her head, and her body. 

         
         Puzzling, at first.

         
         Harmless seeming almost, despite the brightness of that line, the heat of it. And then he slashed another one above her head,
            and she got what was happening all in a rush of horror. He was drawing a rectangular hole. He was drawing a rectangular hole
            for her to fall into. In a second, the stone was going to give way beneath her and dump her god knows where.
         

         
         The Underneath, she thought automatically.
         

         
         Then she didn’t even stop to think. She just tried to shove past the bar of his arms, his legs. She scrunched up and pushed
            herself into that gap between both, fighting to get through. But just as she got hold of the edge of the stone plinth, just
            as she started to haul herself to freedom, half of her body just fucking dropped.
         

         
         Suddenly her legs were dangling, instead of laying flat on something solid. They flailed behind her, like a puppet with half
            its strings cut. And that tenuous grip on the stone simply wasn’t enough to keep her stable.
         

         
         So she did the only thing she could.

         
         She grabbed a fistful of his sweater with her free hand. And when she lost her grip on the stone, she held on tight to him.
            Bizarrely tight, she thought—until she saw what her clenched fist looked like. There was that light all around it. That little spark still
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