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Chapter One

Mortals came from the South Seas, seeking a magic of their own, to make deals with the darkness that slept beneath the earth, seduced by its lies and promises of power. Such greed unleashed that darkness onto the earth and curses came to life in monstrous forms. Still, those mortals were gluttonous for more, so they sold their souls for power. The world burned as punishment, and the cursed earth devoured them, becoming as gluttonous as those mortals longed to be.

– Compendium of the Lost, 1536

An ancient tale about the consequences of greed, and the beginning of the world’s end. A story made to scare children and keep them from the path of dark magic. I was too old to be entertained so easily, yet I turned another charred page of the story, seeing illustrations of the dark fiends in question, demons made of smoke and curses. Twisted into serpent-like shapes as they rose from the earth.

Verr. Creatures of the deep. Monsters that were nothing but fables now, but all stories start in truth, even if fragments of that truth are lost to time, carried away on harsh winds before campfires or slipping too easily from ailing memory.

There was truth buried in these ancient words. Another mortal king had longed to possess a magic of his own, sold his soul to conquer and devour the world. His forbidden spells and occult worship of those Verr had awakened that darkness beneath, had almost destroyed us all.

A story that had been repeated too many times by too many mortal kings, cursed with greed and a hunger for magic.

Despite how well I knew the history, my hand still traced over the dulling ink, thin paper rough beneath my fingertips. The words lit by a hovering ball of soft white light from my illumination spell, casting shadows across the charred stone walls of the ruins surrounding me.

The Grand Fifth Library. An abandoned quarter deep beneath the Institute of Magic made up of old corridors held together with roots, decrepit vaulted ceilings, crumbling statues and rot-devoured spell books.

My spell flickered weakly, casting long shadows across the stone, threatening to plunge me into darkness at any moment for relying on the spell too long. Forgetting my limits.

I withdrew my hand from the text, the enchantment I’d created to reanimate the destroyed pages dispersed, returning the book to nothing but charred, smoke-stained remains.

Nothing but a memory once more, a relic of the past. Just like the towering, dilapidated maze of bookcases surrounding me that held the fragmented remnants of scrolls from the Third Kingdom of Elysior centuries before, when these very halls had been alive with magic and study. A place dedicated to the exploration of the fey and all the powers they possessed, to understand what magic could do before mortals finally understood they could never possess magic as fey did. Not unless they defiled their blood and mixed with beings they saw so far beneath them. Fey they deemed feral and regressive with their strange, godless ways.

Then knowledge of magic wasn’t treasure, but chains to bind us to a mortal king’s will. To control. To take.

So, the mortals centuries ago began to gather magical texts, like old dragons collecting gold. To keep them from the fey who wanted to know their history, to connect with their ancestors. Those mortal kings brought down lesser fey civil­isations, desecrated sacred grounds and built their new mortal Kingdoms on top of the remains. Then as their kingdoms failed, they rebuilt them. Pressing the ruins of their mistakes deeper beneath the earth with each new mortal king, until the next war claimed them too.

The endless cycle. The curse that the lands of Elysior were fated to endure.

I turned to the old tapestries, sagging with mould against the brick. Depictions of fey in the wildlands centuries before. The fight they’d put up trying to keep their magic, trying to stop a tyrant king who summoned dark power from beneath the earth with his madness. Who allowed the Verr and their old, cursed gods to corrupt this land.

That was how it began, this curse mortals had brought upon themselves by selling their souls.

Maybe they deserved it. Maybe we all did.

As if in answer to that dark thought, the orb of my spell flickered out, abandoning me to the dark. Weak slivers of moonlight pierced through the gloom from small cracks high above, where these ruins had managed to crawl back through the earth.

Remaining hidden in the dark had its benefits, but even the ghosts that lingered here couldn’t offer me comfort in this strange grave so far beneath the earth.

All that awaited me above were rejected applications. Either from the Mages I tried to partner with, healing placements or teaching positions in the north. All too afraid to annoy the Council by agreeing to take a fey like me on.

A partnership … the last requirement to graduate from the institute. To grant me the freedom to wield my own magic under the protected title of Mage. Something no fey had survived long enough to do. Something I was currently failing at. Dreadfully.

The familiar pain of a headache clawed at my temples. How had I lost control of my own future so easily?

You never had control. The voice of doubt hissed in the back of my mind. A voice I’d given too much credence to recently.

A dull clicking echoed across the room, coming from one of the ruined desks in the shadowed, damp corner. A glimmer of silver from the fluttering of a tiny set of iridescent wings caught my attention.

A dust sprite perched precariously on a pile of damp-riddled books that I moved foolishly towards, its small rotund body too heavy for its thin, spindly legs. Its wings only ceasing their clicking to consider me. Large, interested eyes like pieces of coal, dominating its tiny, furry head and minuscule sharp teeth bared in a strange, slightly demented smile.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ I warned, glad no one was around to witness the questionable interaction.

Dust sprites were rare. Most forms of such ancient magic had died in the wars, but that was the power of the pest: to form out of nothing but forgotten spells. Touching one would return it to its unanimated form, such was the fragility of their existence, and I was tempted to do just that.

A heavy, irritated sigh slipped between my lips. ‘I don’t need the kind of trouble talking to you will bring.’

The sprite didn’t appear to be in the mood for negotiation as it skittered across the desk. Sharp legs clicked loudly against the peeling leather of the desk’s top. A warning it couldn’t give with words.

‘Stop,’ I hissed, worried it would set off one of the wards.

The beast’s tiny body trembled in annoyance as it bared its sharp teeth again. Dark eyes glanced down to see the torn scribbled mess of papers I’d left on that desk – my notes on transfiguration and healing that had taken me all day to write. Things I needed for my latest application.

My last hope.

An icy sense of dread washed over me, just as the dust sprite glanced up at me again, something smug about the slight tilt of its head.

‘No.’ The pleading whisper left my lips too late.

The menace snatched up my notes in its grimy, sharp mouth and scrambled away.

‘Stop!’ I shouted, rounding the desk and stumbling after it into the sinister remains of the library.

I needed those notes. Alma needed those notes.

The clicking of the sprite’s wings guided me around corners and between drunken, leaning shelves, every turn guiding me to a more dangerous section of the ruins, my boots skidding on the remains of burnt, ashy books. I stumbled over twisted roots growing out of the wooden floor or jutting dangerously from the crumbling brick.

Dust stung my nose as I rounded another dim corner, only to hear a clamour of motion as I came to a skidding halt behind a derelict bookcase.

Nobody should be down here, especially not me.

Then came a hissed curse, making me duck into the shadows and move the abandoned scrolls aside on the shelf, fingers tangling with thick cobwebs, to see what remained of the entrance to the restricted section beyond. Through the rusted, filigreed gates stood a lone, cloaked figure, lit by the sickly-green light of an eternal lantern.

There was an irritable clicking as the sprite tumbled onto the shelf next to me and dropped my notes. I eyed it accusingly, considering swatting the winged pest out of existence, but another hissed curse turned my attention back to the restricted section. The figure stepped into the stream of light as the hood of their cloak fell back onto their hunched shoulders, revealing Finneaus Ainsworth. Bright blond hair uncharacteristically unkempt and still wearing his evening robes beneath his cloak.

Master Hale had said Finneaus was failing his classes, and not even his father’s heavy purse could save him from the humiliation of being an idiot.

I watched as he hunched over what remained of a reading table, the lantern sitting precariously on the edge. Head bowed as he grasped at the latched cover of an ancient metal-bound book and pulled, as if he could tear it open by sheer force despite the rusted lock. The familiar ancient family crest of the stag catching that horrid green light.

The air grew thick in my lungs, the pinching irritation of a headache almost overwhelming. My magic flared in response, heating my blood.

I knew that book.

Commander Ainsworth’s compendium, a forsaken text the Council should have destroyed long ago. A book encased in forsaken iron – a cursed metal that ensured no fey could touch it.

The book had been missing since the old Institute had fallen centuries ago, buried beneath the new Institute where the Mage Council now sat, hiding behind the pretence that they’d reformed. That they’d turned their backs on their dark king’s rule for the mortals and fey of this world to exist in peace. Yet, here was a compendium that should have been destroyed long ago.

Finneaus continued to struggle with his great-great-grandfather’s book, not noticing the silver inscription on the spine, the warning. How a creature in service to the compendium’s owner was bound inside – one that would be over two centuries old, probably close to starvation and so rabid from its containment no simple spellcasting could contain such volatile hunger.

I should have retreated, made my way up into the Institute halls, returned to my room and changed before Alma caught me. I should have let the stupid fool open the book, let the creature steal his soul and then pretend to politely mourn at his funeral. I should have …

‘Bugger it!’ Finneaus hissed, the book clattering onto the table as he held his hand to his chest, blood running down his fingers from the sharp spine and dripping dangerously close to the cursed book.

Blood-sealed books require a sacrifice. That warning echoed in my mind as fear overrode my senses. Dark magic had a way of calling to us, even when we wished not to hear it.

‘What are you doing?’ I shouted, emerging from my shadow­ed hiding place. Finneaus let out a cry of alarm, spinn­ing on his heel and almost knocking over his lantern.

His distress was quickly replaced by a sneer of pure disgust.

‘None of your business, troll!’ He shoved his injured hand into the pocket of his dark robes.

I ignored the slur , a vulgar summary of my bloodline. As a fey, I was used to prejudice. Being Kysillian only made it worse, everything from my pointed ears, gold-tinged skin, lavender eyes, and imposing height was met with disdain from mortals.

‘You shouldn’t be touching that book,’ I cautioned as softly as I could, hoping reason would get through to the spoiled halfwit.

‘You dare to tell me what to do?’ His thin lips curled. ‘If you’re looking for a reason to get expelled, Woodrow, I don’t mind providing one.’

‘I think you’re in graver danger of that than me, Finneaus.’ My voice held a calmness I wished I felt. No matter how much he hated me, once he dabbled in the dark magic that text contained, there would be no coming back.

‘We’ll see,’ he challenged tartly, but I could see the slight tremble in his fingers, the distant panic in his eyes. He’d already let it tempt him.

He wasn’t going to listen to me. Couldn’t. Not anymore. He was too far gone. The pull of the dark was always strongest to those with weak minds and desperate hearts. His bloody hand moved back to that book and – by the panic in his eyes – he wasn’t controlling his fingers as they reached out for it.

‘Don’t!’ I threw out a quick enchantment that was meant to send the book flying off the table, but my spell simply simmered on contact, like water on a hot stove, the lavender aura of the spellcasting scattering uselessly.

Thankfully it shocked Finneaus enough to stumble back from the book.

‘You almost hit me!’ he spat.

‘That book is cursed.’ I sneered my warning, struggling to rein in my temper.

‘This is my family’s text,’ he jeered, tipping his chin in defiance, despite the bright pink flush on his cheeks.

‘A lineage just as idiotic as you to curse their own books,’ I replied sharply.

Outraged, he charged towards me, despite the fact I was at least a foot taller. ‘You impudent troll.’

‘Listen you little—’ I began, resisting the urge to throttle him, only for the words to catch in my throat. A strange rattling came from the table, stopping Finneaus mid-stride. Bookcases began to tremble around us, the uneven floor shifted beneath my feet as the rusted gates gave a weary groan.

It was too late.

The buzzing of a hundred sets of tiny wings echoed through the chamber as a dusty wind ripped past us. Finneaus curled into himself with a shriek.

The dust sprites were fleeing, deep into the cracks of the stone arches high above, some diminishing into plumes of dirt in their haste as they brushed past my skin. Becoming unmade. There wasn’t a moment to mourn them. Not when my rage kept my gaze fixed on that table.

That cursed book started coming alive as it bounced and shook, trying blindly to open itself. It knocked the eternal lamp off the desk, glass shattered, and the flames spilled across the floor; devouring abandoned papers that littered the ground. Illuminating the horror of what was about to happen in that sickly-green hue.

‘What did your heathen spell do!?’ Finneaus squeaked, stumbling away from the mess.

‘This was you!’ I hissed.

The book thrashed desperately, moving nearer and nearer to the small pool of blood from Finneaus’s hand. It was then I understood.

Before I could act, the book finally landed on the droplets it sought, stopping its savage dance as black smoke seeped from its pages. Wisps of darkness twisted together to form a clawed hand that slipped from between the yellowed pages. It crawled upwards towards the cover and broke the lock with a careless flick.

A horrid, shrill screech tore through the room, reverberating off the arched ceiling as the book snapped open. Smoke burst forth from its pages in an almighty powerful storm that sent dust and ash swirling around the room, pulling my braid free and stinging my eyes.

I felt it on my skin: a pinching and twisting coldness. Lungs full of the sulphuric stench of dark magic.

The book gave another bone-chilling screech that left a ringing in my ears, and in response, magic burned molten in my veins, willing me to set it free, to fight whatever was trying to tear its way out of those pages. The tips of my fingers glowed with their own soft lavender light.

I curled my hands into fists to resist it. Sweat beaded on my temples. I couldn’t lose control again, not here and not in front of the dean’s son.

There was a cracking of ancient bones, as a shadowed hand reached out of the book and dug its nails into the tabletop. A dark, gelatinous substance spilled from the pages, dripping onto the wooden floor as the creature unfurled, dragging itself out of the text.

‘Bloody saints,’ Finneaus whispered, his voice breaking with fear, as if the useless words could help. The stench of the coward’s urine quickly followed, which helped greatly in catching the fiend’s attention.

It was eyeless, with rows of sharp, yellow and uneven teeth that clicked together as it crouched on the desk. Long spider-like limbs stuck out from a dark, humanoid body, only slightly bigger than Finneaus’s narrow frame. Its slitted nostrils flared as it scented us, large sharply pointed ears twitching with every sound. One flap of its dark sinuous wings sent a gust of wind so powerful that it knocked the dilapidated bookcases to the ground and sent papers flying through the air. Its long leathery tail snapped out behind it like a lethal, barbed whip.

Finneaus tried to run, but stumbled over his own feet, landing on the floor. The creature snapped its head towards the sound, launching itself at him within the space of a panicked heartbeat.

‘Woodrow!’ he cried as the creature tore across the floor.

My magic flared viciously in my palms with no spell or incantation leaving my lips. This was blood magic, forbidden and relentless.

Kysillian fire, bright blue and purple flames roared from my hands to form a blockade between Finneaus and the beast, twining effortlessly with the flames of the eternal lantern, turning them deep blue, commanding them to do my bidding.

The creature recoiled from the heat, screeching and clawing at the floor as it was denied its feast. Lethal claws making deep gouges in the damp wood.

It roared, wings slapping sharply behind it, fanning the ravenous flames as they began to climb up the only tapestry still pinned to damp stone. The remaining woodworm-eaten bookcases crashed down in the force of the demonic wind, covering Finneaus in a cloud of dust and ash as heavy volumes hit the damaged floor beside him. There was a terrible splintering as the unstable floor broke apart to form a deep hole. He squealed, clawing at the slanted floorboards, but slid into the dusty abyss with a scream.

‘Finneaus!’ I rushed for him but the creature emerged from the cloud of centuries-old grime and lunged.

I blindly sent out a blast of magic, but as with all dark creatures, the longer they existed, the more they learned, and the dark fiend was learning too quickly about its prey.

About me.

I only managed to catch it on its shoulder, the bone cracking out of place as it darted past my panicked, sloppy spell. It crashed into the old fireplace, bricks crumbling down around it. The room shook with the impact, almost sending me to my knees.

‘Finneaus!’ I coughed the dust from my lungs, leaning over the edge of the opening to find his prone form below, moaning as planks of wood and old plaster covered him. He’d landed on a settee in what looked to be a common room one floor beneath the library.

Clearly, bigoted fools had all the bloody luck in the world.

‘Bastard,’ I hissed under my breath, allowing myself the mere moment of relief that I hadn’t accidently been involved in the demonic murder of a councilman’s son.

The rest of the fireplace crumbled with a worrying crash. I turned, just as the creature’s scaled tail whipped for my head. I ducked out of its path, hearing the impact as it cut through the wall behind me and showered me in sharp brick shards.

I darted beyond its reach, rolling the wild flames of my magic between my palms, as the thing scuttled towards me, belly low to the ground.

I summoned more fire against my palms, illuminating the room in a fierce lavender glow, making the other fire in the room roar in unity. The sharp features of the demon grew all the more horrifying in my magic’s light, before I threw the fireball outwards, hitting the creature’s sinuous wing, searing a hole through the dark flesh. The fiend screamed, mangled wing sagging as it turned sharply in defence.

The potency of the spell left me breathless, too distracted to notice the long serpent-like tail strike. It caught my side, throwing me across the room. I crashed into the table, shattering it into large splinters. The impact winded me as I rolled across the rubble-covered floor. The creature was on top of me in seconds. Its jaw opened with a screech, flashing razorlike teeth as the back of its throat began to glow with demonic black fire.

I wedged my forearm beneath its leathery chin, deadly teeth gleaming in the light of my magic. I grunted and kicked to keep it at bay as I reached blindly into my enchanted bag at my hip, digging past books and papers, feeling the warm hilt of my father’s sword. I wrenched it free, the blade materialising upon recognition of its true heir. The gold gleaming, long and lethal.

I drove the blade up, plunging it into the creature’s throat. Its flesh sizzled and melted around the steel, dark gunk running down my hand, pungent and rotten.

The fiend tore itself back, retching black smoke and glutin­ous dark blood. It howled, wings beating wildly, as it rose clumsily, high into the darkness of the vaulted stone ceiling, claws catching on the remains of a rusted chandelier above.

It perched there as that sulphuric stench of its blood made bile burn the back of my throat. It shook its head, jaw snapping open wider than before, revealing where I’d maimed it as black sour blood rained down. There was a deafening shriek, followed by a cracking and twisting of limbs as its head began to split into two.

The chaos of duality. The words of Insidious Theory came to my mind, a warning lost in time.

I turned to see where the cursed compendium had fallen and spotted it beneath a collapsed side table. I rolled, got my trembling knees beneath me and ran, skidding to a halt to stand over the book, ignoring the horrid burning sensation that came over my skin from being anywhere near the forsaken metal that covered it.

The pages were yellow with age, the symbols inverted and twisted. Ancient scripture with dark intent for only the darkest creatures to feast upon. An Insidious beast.

Unable to be killed, only contained.

The demon roared; the ominous cracking continuing as the chandelier groaned under its weight. I cast my father’s sword aside, allowing the more potent gift he’d given me to flow through my veins and materialise in my hands.

Fluid flames of indigo, sapphire and lavender twisted between my fingers as ancient words echoed through my mind. That’s all magic was, a turbulent dance between knowledge and imagination. A song in the blood awaiting command.

Nothing is stronger than your will. My father’s words whispered in my memory.

No, it wasn’t.

I let my chaos free, aiming the fire skyward with a scream of exertion, heating the chandelier from beneath. It glowed molten red, the creature shrieked, trying to pull away, but it was instantly trapped within the liquid metal that stuck to its flesh.

Kysillian fire. Pure and beyond the corruption of dark magic.

The fiend tried to pull away, wings flapping harshly, but the harder it fought, the more the metal fused to it. Two heads screaming as black smoke curled around it, as it tried to change. Tried to shrink to escape.

My arms trembled from the weight of my spell until another backdraught from the fiend’s fight sent me tumbling backwards, almost extinguishing my flames.

The ceiling groaned, plaster beginning to rain down before the chain of the chandelier snapped, crashing down in a tangled burning mess. I covered my head as sharp debris struck my back and shoulders, curling into a ball, panting as dirt and debris coated my tongue.

Only when the trembling of the weakened floor stopped did I look up, squinting through the dust to see the creature thrashing inside a newly formed metal cage of the chandelier’s remains, still glowing red, the beast now no bigger than a small bird to try and avoid the molten bars.

Fragments of pages fluttered down, dust swirling in the air, as small embers shifted in the darkness like fireflies.

I hung my head, dragging myself to my knees, winded as I wiped sweat from my brow. The fiery magic in my blood was almost unbearable as it simmered, waiting for another command. There was little relief in the ache of my muscles as my magic sank slowly back into my bones but, still, I held out my burning palms, let the sweat slide down my temples and back. Pulling in a dust- and decay-coated breath, silently commanding my magic to silence the flames around me. I pressed them into nothingness, the stench of charred wood and forgotten things my only reward.

Then the distant echo of the Institute warning bells obliterated the silence.

Bollocks. I’d set off the wards with my chaos.

I knew what came next. My heart sank with the thought of the Council’s punishment as I rested my burning palms on the damp wooden floor. Hunched over, arms trembling from the effort, watching through the curtain of my matted hair as the two-headed demon hissed and screeched as it still fought to escape, gnawing hopelessly at the still molten bars.

Perhaps I had made a mistake. I should have let the dark fiend finish me off. It would have been a more peaceful fate than the one I was about to meet at the hands of the Council.

Or worse … Alma.


Chapter Two

Only fear can bind your hands.

My father’s warning echoed in my memory, too late to be of any use. I wasn’t afraid; it was everyone else’s fear that held me back. Their fear of my Kysillian blood, and the madness I must have inherited from my mortal mother, who had chosen to lie with a monstrous fey.

To ruin herself.

Thankfully, on this occasion, my inferior, chaotic blood wasn’t my crime. No, that was my reckless pursuit of a dust sprite and trying to help a fool from getting soul-snatched.

The fool in question was safe in the healing wing with a rag over his bloody nose, a hideous black eye forming and one arm in a sling. I shouldn’t have taken satisfaction in his discomfort, but I indulged myself as I sat alone in the east wing hallway, the old wooden bench creaking beneath me. It was supposed to be for nothing more than decoration, carved with hideous depictions of mortal saints, but I was too tired to stand. Too drained to even think of the waiting rage from Finneaus’s father and the rest of the Council. Not allowing myself to begin to wonder how they’d twist my most recent indiscretion against me.

My magic surged in annoyance, flushing my cheeks. The cool night air from the open arched windows down the long dim hallway doing little to calm the heat of it. The lanterns high above flickered with sharp crackles of bright orange light. Each reminding me what I’d done.

Dejected, I dropped my focus back to my filthy hands – smeared with dirt and the blood of the creature – as they lay in my lap. No evidence of the chaotic magic I possessed in my aching fingers, only the slight weak tremble as they gripped my torn and ash-smeared notes that I’d recovered from the ruined shelves. Useless now. What healing house would take in an apprentice as destructive as me?

‘That thing should be on trial for an assassination attempt,’ Master Grima’s voice hissed down the empty stone corridor from one of the Council Mage’s offices just beyond. The door left ajar, so I could hear every word and be humiliated some more. Their shadows moving across the slash of warm light that spilled across the floor.

‘Unjustified claims fuelled by nothing more than prejudice,’ Master Hale snapped, voice brittle with age. Guilt pierced my chest. How quickly he’d come back to the Institute from his visit to the South Courts so late at night. He’d gone there to fight for more fey liberation, and I was here, causing nothing but trouble in his rare absence. Forcing him to return. To clean up after me once again.

‘This is ridiculous! She should have been cast out a year ago!’ Madame Bernard interrupted, shrill and vicious as always. ‘The volatile creature should be cleansed. Immediately.’

I flinched at that. Cleansed. What happened to reckless fey like me with no control of their magic: spellbound to never use magic again. To be stifled and slowly driven mad by the loss of it, just like those forced to work the farms off the southern shores or indentured to the workhouses.

‘Unless you’re trying to convince the records department she’s eighteen for the third year in a row?’ Master Grima mocked. I could almost picture the thin-lipped sneer on the Head Librarian’s face.

Shame burned through me. The lies Master Hale spun, the desperation to keep my ward status, so the Council didn’t have full control.

‘It is possible. Fey don’t keep birth records,’ Master Hale half spluttered with indignation.

True. However, I knew I was twenty-three and so did Master Hale.

‘She still has applications for partnerships pending with—’

‘They’ve all refused her!’ Madame Bernard chortled darkly. I couldn’t hide my wince at her joy, the certainty that the game was over.

They knew.

All my worst fears confirmed, my time really was up. No Master Mage wanted to partner with a fey, especially not a woman, and certainly not a Kysillian like me.

After all their attempts to ruin my chances of independence, the Council had finally won. In my defeat I let their shrill hateful voices become nothing more than a distant hum in my ears, unable to bear the desperate weak defence from Master Hale.

I looked down again at the unusable notes in my hands, blinking back the threat of useless, stupid tears.

Demure. Quiet. Still. Master Hale’s voice commanded in my head. One of the first commands he’d given me. My only defence against the Council’s hypocrisy when I’d arrived at barely twelve years old.

Despite spending over ten years here, nothing had changed. Not their hatred, or the fragile Peace Agreement my presence here had promised. All I could do was pull in another calming breath, knowing my temper wouldn’t gain me any ground. That was what they wished to see. A Kysillian out of control. Wild and undisciplined. A female to be restricted and controlled.

Trapped.

I stuffed the ruined notes in my bag before rolling my stiff shoulders, feeling a strange cool prod at the exposed nape of my neck. A brush of frigid air, far sharper than the night breeze, like some strange presence trying to get my attention.

I looked down the shadowed corridor, the bench squeaking in protest, but there was nothing but the open window and the endless night. Thick shadows lingered in the corners of the hallway. The gold stitched tapestry of Elysior pinned to the wall rippled in the night air. The lanterns flickering more dimly than they had before.

Here. Something whispered in my mind, sending me slowly to my aching legs. To wander cautiously into that darkness, letting my palms run down the worn fabric of my stolen breeches, torn and ruined by my most recent misadventure.

Cautiously my magic flared, making my fingers glow slightly, but I curled them into fists, refusing its help. I wasn’t afraid, not as those shadows seemed to weaken, slipping carefully away, brushing over the stones in retreat to let the moonlight back in through the window. In a blink it was as if they had never been there at all.

‘Katherine.’ Master Hale’s voice sent me lurching around, hand to my chest to see him standing behind me, curiosity marking his weathered features.

The once-great war hero was still an imposing figure despite his old age and ailing health. His greying brown hair was in disarray as he limped down the hall to me, leaning heavily on his cane. Those deep navy Council robes dragging across the ground, the silver pin of the scroll and sword showing him to be a Master Mage.

Guilt and shame rushed through me. ‘I didn’t—’

‘I know.’ He sighed, shaking his head almost incredulously. ‘The ruins?’

‘I’m sorry.’ I let my shoulders drop with defeat. He didn’t ask much of me, but I still managed to break the few promises I’d made.

‘Poor Alma will be scandalised.’ He huffed, leaning more heavily on his cane.

I’d forgotten about Alma. She’d lose her mind the minute she found out. I only hoped gossip didn’t travel faster than I could get back to my room. Silently scolding myself for not trying to slip away sooner. To find her and explain.

‘This hunger for knowledge isn’t going to end well, Katherine.’ Hale spoke softly as he stepped closer, cautious of anyone else hearing the warning. ‘No matter how much I know you enjoy the older texts these fools have forgotten about deep beneath these floors, it will never end well.’

He wasn’t wrong, but stubbornness was unfortunately another flaw I possessed.

‘When did that ever stop you?’ I challenged.

‘You should take this old fool as a warning.’ A small laugh left his lips, which turned too easily into a retching cough that stopped him in his tracks as he fumbled with trembling fingers for his handkerchief.

‘Master Hale?’ I took a firmer hold of his arm, trying to make him sit on that horrid bench to rest, but he shook his head as he pressed a handkerchief to his lips, only for it to come away bloody.

The sharp sting of fear consumed my heart. This man, who used to be the greatest warrior in Elysior, who once served the Mage King before joining the Lord’s rebellion to free Elysior, was reduced to nothing but a weakening husk. This strange illness that no healer could cure was like a curse put on him for helping me.

‘Go on, it’s best you get out of sight for a while. I’m certain Alma will want to sort you out.’ He cleared his throat, avoiding my concern as he tucked the bloody fabric back into his robes, revealing the cuff to be speckled with more blood from a previous bout. ‘We’ll talk in the morning.’

He was getting worse.

‘The Council …’ I began, letting my gaze wander down the hall to closed doors of the Council Chamber, where the disciplinary hearings usually took place.

‘It’s late.’ There was a sharp dismissiveness to his voice. ‘They’ll take a day or so to gather if they wish to raise a complaint. Let us hope they lose interest in their pettiness before then.’

Hope. What a fickle and cruel thing. Crueller for how long ago it had abandoned me.

My lips parted in protest only for a distant ringing to begin, halting the very breath in my lungs. A sound I knew all too well.

Warning bells. Loud and thunderous from deep beneath the stone floor, making it rumble with the sound. Something from the ruins beneath had awoken, something big enough to set off the wards.

The lanterns flickered violently, almost plunging us into darkness as the guards down the hall jumped to attention, rushing off in the direction of the old entrances to the ruins beneath.

‘Go to your room, Katherine.’ Hale patted my arm, something in his expression guarded before he left me standing there in the draughty hallway as he hobbled away. That feeling of unease remaining inside me, nibbling insistently, telling me that something wasn’t right.

I ignored it, knowing nothing was ever right here.

‘Idiot,’ I hissed to myself, as I finally took my chance to flee. Moving through the stone hallways, the echoing taunt of those warning bells made the dread sink deeper. Ignoring the old leering statues of previous Mages holding scrolls of wisdom, feeling their judging stone glares as I passed each one.

I moved up the narrow spiralling staircase, past the students’ floor, higher and higher until I reached the cramped fey quarters. A dark corridor greeted me, considering I was the only remaining resident and had to light my own lanterns.

Too tired and troubled to bother, I pulled the key from my bag and retreated into my room, not allowing myself to be relieved until I was pressed back against the closed worn, wooden door. Thanking the ancestors for the small mercy of Alma’s absence as I took in the confined space, a magical lamp still burning in the corner as the moth-nibbled curtains let moonlight spill into the room.

Home, I lied bitterly to myself, ducking under the low wooden beams to my small, dilapidated desk, untying my bag from my belt and dumping it on top. I leaned over the desk to push the small murky window open, letting the night air try and cool my flushed skin.

I needed to change, hide my clothes, put my nightgown on and pretend it all wasn’t as bad as it seemed. I pushed my papers into a neat pile as the wind disturbed them, hiding the ones from the ruins deep beneath all the others. I was almost done covering my tracks when a sharp smack to my arm and the distant slamming of the chamber door startled me.

‘Ouch!’ I snapped, turning to see the annoyed face of my assailant.

Alma stood there, brow creased, dark curls in disarray beneath her maid’s cap. The imprint of scales beginning to show on her left cheek with her wrath. Her vibrant green eyes alight with fury.

‘I can’t believe you have the audacity to be reading!’ she hissed, hands resting on her small, apron-covered hips. Her maid cap flopping onto her brow before she pushed it back with irritation. ‘Look at the bloody state of you!’

‘Alma, I wasn’t—’ I grimaced, not prepared to duel with her.

‘Don’t Alma me!’ she seethed, her cat-like pupils thinning into reptilian slits as she smacked my arm again for good measure. ‘I bloody told you not to go down there. You could have brought a ghoul back with you like last time!’

I winced at the memory of the flesh-eating ghoul still locked in a tin box beneath the floorboards under my bed. How thunderstorms made it rattle and try to escape. Reminding me I’d forgotten to put it back once again.

‘That wasn’t completely my—’ I began, but the sharp glare she sent my way made me swallow down the lie. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘If I have to listen to one of those fucking saint-loving maids say another horrid thing about you in the kitchens, I’ll lose my mind.’ She tore the maid’s cap from her dark head and tossed it onto a stack of my papers with disdain.

‘I needed a book on Vercarus theory to finish my paper. The last copy was in the Fifth Library before it fell. I really think it’s going to work this time.’ Or at least I did, before Finneaus Ainsworth and a demented dust sprite had ruined everything.

‘I don’t care about bloody papers, you menace. I care about you.’ Her words were followed with a heavy sigh, defeat clear in the fall of her narrow shoulders. A softness darkened her feline gaze. ‘The last fey student to go wandering off anywhere near the ruins got themselves killed, Kat.’

I flinched at the memory. The white sheet-covered lump at the bottom of the restricted stairs. An unlucky tumble while practising with an unpredictable spell. Out after curfew. Enough to deserve a death sentence for the likes of us in the Council’s eyes.

Lie. The word hissed mockingly through my mind, bringing the sharp pinch of a headache that threatened to return with all my worries.

‘We both know I’m not that lucky,’ I smiled, only her serious expression didn’t falter. Worry burning fiercely in her eyes.

‘I’m serious, Kat.’ Those words were softer, weighted with everything that had come before.

‘I’m not going anywhere.’ I ignored the weight of that truth as it sank like a stone in my gut. Clearly, my fate was to be locked in these dusty walls until the Council came up with some use for me, or worse, dispatched me the same way they had all the others.

Alma’s petite form flopped down onto the stool with a heavy irritated grumble that was close to a growl.

Quiet. Demure and still. Master Hales’ command coming back to me. The same simple rules Alma was forced to follow. To pretend. To lie.

Alma didn’t have magic. This was the falsehood we had dedicated ourselves to for the last ten years. She possessed something beyond simple magic and the Council’s control. As I watched, those scales slipped back beneath her smooth, tan skin.

Wild magic. Too feral and easily spread to be taught reason. To be leashed.

It was why she’d ended up at Daunton, the lost children’s home with me all those years ago. Another unwanted creature for the horrid Lord’s entertainment, in a place for beings nobody was looking for.

The last place she should be was here with me. Right under the Council’s watch. But greed had always blinded mortal men, and a Kysillian in their control was enough to distract them. Enough of a danger to keep them occupied and keep their gaze off Alma, the poor serving fey Master Hale had taken pity on.

I didn’t allow myself to wonder why Master Hale had brought Alma with me. Whether it was his guilt for the wars, for the fey that had died in these very halls that he didn’t save, or to show a little lost girl he meant no harm … but the older I got, the more the truth burned through those lies, leaving me with a sour taste in my mouth. Alma had been something to keep me in line.

She was the only thing of value to me that they could take away. The reason why I’d shackled myself to the Institute’s peace treaty until I could graduate, why I’d become their toy to keep the rebellion quiet, to keep a revolution against mortal power at bay.

The games they played and my place as a pawn at their centre left me exhausted and burdened with guilt for the things I pretended I didn’t see, didn’t hear.

A guilt I couldn’t escape, even as I worked at getting out of here, travelling beyond the Council bounds. Maybe finding a healing house to practise in, or even a small teaching position in a fey village. Anything. There was a whole world beyond these walls.

Thoughts of my past might have kept me from sleep, but that small glimmer of a future pulled me back to the present, to consider the profile of Alma’s dark, annoyed face. Her gaze distant, looking at the tiny window, how it sagged sadly, dark mould staining the wood. Her brow furrowed with too many thoughts.

‘You seem irritated,’ I mused, regretting the words as her sharp murderous gaze came back to me, ‘by something other than me for once.’

She shrugged, reaching back to rub her shoulder as if it were stiff. I saw the darkness at her nailbeds, the threat of the claws that could emerge at any moment. How weakly those fingers trembled. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Alma, I—’ I leant forward, trying to reach for her but a sharp knock at the door sent her surging to her feet, grabbing her cap off the table and forcing it back on top of her raven curls. Back into her role.

‘If these are disciplinary summons, I swear on the ancestors …’ she seethed, unable to finish before something slid beneath the door and she stormed over to claim it.

I waited for her to whirl on me with rage but she went deathly still, back tense and I wondered if she was even breathing.

‘Alma?’ I asked.

I’d gone through quite a few trials. Most done when Master Hale was in better health and had more support within the Council. Now, with fey rebel attacks growing in the north and the Council’s contempt for magical beings stronger than ever, I doubted I’d get much sympathy.

‘They’re not trial summons.’ Her voice was nothing but a trembling breath, turning to me as that paper shook in her grasp, green eyes wide as they shifted from owl to feline pupils and back again. ‘They’re partnership papers.’

I didn’t remember leaving the desk or crossing the room. All I remembered was the weight of that paper in my grasp, the fire at my back and the short, panicked breaths of Alma at my shoulder.

Papers in presentation of a Mage Partnership Agreement

between:

Lord Emrys Silverous Blackthorn and Miss Katherine Woodrow.

The words were embossed in gold, and the strange dark wax seal of the Blackthorn crest covered in thorns. The paper was thick, luxurious and sealed in an envelope with singed corners telling me it had been delivered by fire-post.

Lord Emrys Blackthorn.

The Blackthorns specialised in occult studies and were one of the Mage King’s most trusted before the war. The last experts in dark magic and its effects on the earth. There were many stories about Lord Emrys Blackthorn, the only surviving member of the family. That he served in the Great War. How he’d commanded the Lord’s rebellion to bring that Mage King down and quelled the dark entities who had consumed the south fields of Elysior.

Ever since the monarchy had been overthrown, the rebellion settled and the High Council of Elysior formed, Emrys Blackthorn had become something of myth. Some records claimed he was dead, others that he’d gone mad.

He was little more than a rumour that plagued Mages’ meetings, whose name was spoken in whispered tones like one mention would summon him.

Dark magic had a habit of consuming those who paid it too much attention, which was the reason most rumours stated he was dead. Yet the papers in my hand were very real.

I supposed this new dangerous twist of fate was my own fault for wondering just how much worse this could all get.


Chapter Three

The clamouring chaos of the morning after was unbearable. The hissed gossip of my demonic worship, constant irritated scowls from passing tutors and the silence from Master Hale.

Worse were the muttered rumours about a potential sighting of the mysterious Lord Blackthorn in the Institute last night, which only sharpened my fear.

I’d already checked the partnership papers three times as Alma and I moved through the arched hallways and high-walled Mages’ Garden on our way to the portal office. Still real. Still there despite the impossibility of them.

I reached up to make sure the sharp points of my Kysillian ears were tucked neatly beneath my braided crown. A foolish habit considering my strange, luminous skin was impossible to hide, along with my bright lavender eyes.

The papers in my hands were nothing more than a crumpled cylinder that I rolled tighter with every panicked thought as my anxious eyes dragged over every detail of the portal office, drenched in the low winter sunlight.

It was a vast space, with a decorative, tiled floor of reds and golds polished to a high gleam so the chandeliers’ light could bounce around the room. The curving staircases to the higher levels were set back against the ceiling-high record shelves, depictions of phoenixes sitting on each banister with torches in their grasp.

The stench of dust from the old books was pungent, as the smell of bitter coffee and men’s cologne sat thick in the air. The portal clerks scratched away at their desks, writing incantations for the Council Mages’ travel plans that week.

I’d hoped Master Hale would be here to greet us, but the waiting benches were all vacant. I glanced down at the pages in my hand that had sent Alma into a frenzy of nervous energy last night, only to get worse when a message arrived from Master Hale, a hurried note asking me to leave at my earliest convenience this morning. More things he wasn’t telling me.

I couldn’t decide what worried me more – that a supposedly dead Lord was offering me a partnership, or how unbothered Master Hale was about the whole affair.

Run. That voice mocked in the back of my mind just as a sharp pinch came at my forearm, jolting me to look down at the annoyed face of Alma.

‘Ow!’ I shoved her hand away, rubbing the underside of my arm.

‘This whole bloody mess is your fault. The least you could do is pay attention,’ she scolded. Her pupils taking on the horizontal slits of a prey animal, needing them to better sense the threats lingering here.

‘I thought you weren’t talking to me,’ I noted dryly. She’d slipped into silence despite her frenzied activity after the papers arrived, which only deepened when Master Hale’s orders came next.

‘I’m taking a reprieve to make certain you’re not getting any more reckless ideas.’ She straightened the sleeves of her dull maid’s dress, as her eyes darted accusingly around every inch of the office she didn’t want to be in.

‘What trouble could I get into in a portal office?’ I tried to smile in reassurance, but her glare only intensified, dark, bumpy scales of slate-grey becoming more prominent beneath the collar of her dress.

‘It wouldn’t surprise me.’ She slapped a crease out of her simple black cloak, my art folder and our meagre bags at her feet. ‘You should have let the bastard get soul-snatched.’

‘Alma!’ I hissed, glancing around to see if any of the clerks had heard her.

‘It’s what he deserves.’ She shrugged. I couldn’t argue with her there. I wasn’t in the business of wishing foul fates on people, but the spoiled brat deserved more than he’d got.

Alma quickly resumed her hawk-like watch of the room. Ignoring the messenger boys who hurried by and the glances they gave, almost stumbling over their own feet at the fierce, dark beauty of Alma that no drab maid’s uniform could dent.

‘The maids spread terrible rumours about Lord Blackthorn,’ she said quietly, oblivious to the commotion her mere presence had caused. ‘They say he killed his sister and that he was born of a witch’s curse.’

‘They say many things,’ I hedged, being slightly relieved they hadn’t said he was a lecher at least.

‘Apparently he doesn’t make appearances because he’s riddled with a rotting disease after the war,’ she continued, straightening the cuff of her dress. ‘He probably only has one tooth left in his head.’

‘Really, Alma. The rubbish you listen to.’ I sighed in an effort to resist asking just exactly what rotting disease they thought it was and just what dark entity had caused it. In Blackthorn’s line of work, the possibilities were endless.

‘Katherine Woodrow.’ My name echoed around the chamber. The scratching of quills stopped.

Clerk Roberts strode towards us, considering me over his small oval glasses, a stack of portal papers in his grasp.

‘Clerk Roberts, I hope you’re well.’ I bowed in greeting.

‘Well enough,’ he replied curtly, reaching up to straighten the collar of his maroon tunic. ‘Weren’t you causing chaos in the ruins last night? I’m certain that’s a removable offence.’

Of course he’d know about that. The whole Institute probably knew.

I ignored the remark, my smile sharp as I held out the papers. ‘I have my partnership papers.’

The old bastard reluctantly took them, his beady eyes growing wide as they drifted over the papers, once and then again. From his suddenly grey pallor, the papers were real.

Roberts’ eyes darted from the papers to my face, the edges of his glasses beginning to fog.

‘Is there a problem?’ I asked politely, ignoring his hateful gaze. ‘If you wish to summon Lord Blackthorn, I don’t mind waiting.’

He continued to glare, something working behind his eyes, building up to a familiar cutting insult. Master Hale’s whore … or maybe his bastard.

‘Does she need to repeat herself?’ The deep voice of Master Hale came from behind me, making the clerk nearly drop his papers in shock.

‘No, sir,’ Roberts grumbled as he bowed deeply, turning on his heel and snapping commands at the gate assistant perched on a low stool, awaiting instructions.

Hale hobbled closer, his breath laboured as his navy robes were buttoned up wrong and his cloak was in need of a good pressing.

‘Good morning, Alma,’ he greeted, laying a reassuring hand on Alma’s shoulder, which slumped in relief, colour filling her pale cheeks.

‘Good morning, Sir.’ She smiled.

His tired gaze came to me, a redness to his eyes. There was something distant about his expression, which worried me that his ailing mind was catching up to him.

‘Master Hale?’ I frowned in concern, wondering if he’d taken any of the healing draughts I’d made for him.

He shook his head as if to dismiss a dark thought with the weakest of smiles, and instead extended the large volume he had tucked under his arm, holding it out to me, a thick red ribbon tied around it like a gift. The roughness of the leather was familiar to me, as were the delicate spine and yellowed pages.

The Myths of Shadow by Bartholomew Browbeak. The most revered text in the ancient study of magic. Few volumes remained, and none in such good condition as Hale’s. It contained the most powerful spells, even those of forbidden dark magic that lingered beneath the earth. A complete collection of magical histories without the Council’s sterilisation. Hale had allowed me access to his copy a few times, but it was closely guarded in his study.

‘This is your first edition.’ I took it from him reluctantly. It was his most prized possession.

‘Now it’s yours. To commemorate your achievement.’ He smiled.

My being under his care put him at risk, almost as much as it protected me, so perhaps this was for the best. A dying man deserved some peace after all.

‘Thank you.’ Yet, I couldn’t stop myself from asking, ‘Is this Lord Blackthorn the same one the Council have recorded as deceased?’

I’d made it my mission to know all my enemies within the Institute, and being dead meant Blackthorn hadn’t been added to my list.

‘The Council have recorded numerous things incorrectly,’ was his dry response as his gaze drifted absently around the portal office and the gawping portal clerks pretending they were working.

‘Besides, occult studies has been one of your interests for as long as you’ve been here. It could help with your dark healing papers and Lord Blackthorn is an expert in that field. There is much you can learn from him.’ His smile didn’t falter despite the lie I sensed pressed between his words.

‘I’m sure Alma will be glad to see the back of this place and experience the countryside too,’ he continued, sensing my suspicion.

I couldn’t argue with that. Alma hated the Institute more than me, and the further I could get her away from prying eyes the better. Her magic was just as deadly as my own and less inclined to behave.

‘Trust me, Katherine. Blackthorn is …’ He hesitated, seeming unsure of his next words before he reluctantly pushed on. An intensity crept into his gaze that unnerved me more than my current situation. ‘See this as a blessing. You need all the help you can get.’

‘I do trust you.’ I hated the bitterness that lie left on my tongue. He had done nothing but protect me thus far and he didn’t deserve my doubt.

‘I have other clients who need the portal,’ the dry tone of Clerk Roberts interrupted us.

The gate loomed behind him, a large doorway made of metal dials and cogs that contained magic from the earth, meaning it responded to incantations and opened with the right level of skill. The clattering of the wheel grew louder with the potency of the spell.

‘Go on.’ Hale nudged me forward. ‘I’m sure I’ll see you when you’re settled in your new role.’

Of course, having a partner Mage finally got me a Grand Library key, but even such an elusive gift couldn’t distract me from the horrid feeling in the pit of my stomach that I might not see him again despite his words.

There was too much to say and I knew my hesitation was only causing Alma further discomfort.

‘Come on, Alma.’ I smiled weakly.

Thankfully she gathered our belongings and followed without argument.

‘I expect you’ll be back for another disciplinary shortly.’ Roberts smirked, pushing his glasses up his greasy nose, as he returned the papers to me.

‘I look forward to your disappointment,’ I retorted as the clacking of the portal grew louder, telling me it was safe to cross. The waft of heat from the spell drenched my exposed skin like a flaring hearth. The doorway glowed, the marble dissolving with magic as bright white light filled the space.

‘Kat,’ Alma whispered cautiously, her hand finding my own as I pulled her through the doorway, unwilling to linger a moment longer.

There was a brightness, the familiar sting of enchantment, before we were greeted with the bustle and noise of the busy, crowded streets of the carriage station, with the unnerving screeching of steam engines in the distance.

I should have been joyous at the bitter fresh air on my cheeks, but all that consumed me was dread. Dirty smoke filled my lungs as the bustle of the crowd bumped into us, knocking the bags from Alma’s grip. I bent to retrieve them, tucking my art folder under my arm, straightening only to catch sight of the continuous trembling of Alma’s hands, sweat on her brow catching the lamp light.

This was more than nerves.

‘Have you taken your tonic?’ I asked, a new fear creeping into my chest.

‘There wasn’t time,’ she admitted weakly, the unusual paleness to her darker skin more obvious beneath the harsh station lights. No, I hadn’t given her time.

I moved us out of the crushing swell of passengers, through the station and out towards the carriage stops. Beggars rattled their cups under my nose, thin boys sold hot pies wrapped in newspaper and women gossipped while waiting for their trains. But there was nothing that the loud bustle could do to distract me from the large sign hanging on the back of a waiting-room door.

No beggars.
No fey.

‘Miss Woodrow!’ came a voice from across the packed platform, almost swallowed by the shrill whistle of a departing train. The gangly form of a young man hurried towards us, skilfully navigating the busy crowd. He had fiery red hair, a handsome young face covered in freckles, warm brown eyes and dimpled cheeks emphasised by his beaming smile. He came to a stop, pulled off his cap and bowed in greeting, revealing two short dark horns that protruded from his curls.

‘William Roydon,’ he announced in a thick Devrick accent. He couldn’t have been older than sixteen, and if he was put off by the imposing nature of my Kysillian height, he didn’t show it. ‘I’ve come from Blackthorn House to fetch you.’

‘Mr Roydon.’ I bowed, trying not to seem too flustered by how strangely this day was unfolding. I was startled as to how he had recognised me. Then again, Kysillians weren’t a familiar sight in the south.

‘William,’ he corrected, looking past me in confusion. ‘I thought you had a maid?’

I turned, expecting to see Alma standing safely behind me. But in her place, sitting on the dirty platform, peeking out from the pile of Alma’s dress and underthings, was a small tabby cat.

‘Alma.’ I reached for her, just as another swarming crowd surged forward, kicking one of her shoes across the platform and trampling all over her dress. My hand was almost crushed as I yanked it from beneath the passengers’ filthy boots. Alma let out a hiss of annoyance as her small body leapt onto the safety of my shoulders.

Frustrated tears burned in my eyes as I stuffed her dress into my enchanted bag. Feeling her small paws kneed my shoulder.

I should have noticed, should have known she was close to changing. I mentally cursed myself turning for her shoes and underthings, only to find William kneeling next to me on the grimy platform, stopping the crowd trampling over us. The rest of her things were neatly folded, along with her shoes, piled in his hands.

‘Thank you.’ I smiled with a relieved breath, pushing them into the bag as I got back to my feet. William picking up the rest of the luggage effortlessly, like he dealt with stray clothes and vanishing maids all the time.

‘This is Alma Darcy. She’s working on her transform­ations,’ I explained, as I clutched my art folder to my front, waiting for his harsh comment or disbelieving glance as his warm eyes fell to the cat on my shoulder. Alma meowed in greeting from her perch, her tail brushing my other cheek, clearly more sociable in her feline form than her human one.

‘Pleasure to meet you, Alma.’ William bowed again with that same welcoming smile as he put his cap back on. ‘I have the carriage waiting for us.’

His polite businesslike manner returned as he struggled with the bags through the packed crowd, leading the way. I gathered up my skirts and tucked my art folder more securely under my arm and followed, knowing there was no turning back, and that might have been the most terrifying thing of all.


Chapter Four

Alma let out a disconcerted meow from where she sat curled up in my lap. It was late, but darkness hadn’t completely enveloped our surroundings. A fine grey mist fell upon us the minute we left the city outskirts and travelled quickly through the workers’ towns that surrounded it. We only stopped once at a small travelling post for a pot of tea and hard travellers’ cake before we went west across vast moorland, heading for a border of dark forest in the distance that soon swallowed us.

The road was craggy and forgotten between the towering ancient trees. The everlasting lamp at the front of the open carriage guided the horse easily across the uneven terrain.

I couldn’t speak feline, but I shared Alma’s meowed concerns as we finally came upon a gravel path almost overrun with weeds.

Before us was what once may have been a cottage but was now nothing more than a hulk of crumbling stone. Plaster peeled from walls to show uneven bricks beneath, the thatched roof sitting drunkenly and the window supports sagging with rot. If it wasn’t for the small flickering of light behind the filthy glass of the windows, I would have given up hope completely.

The suspicion I’d been duped was almost overwhelming as I waited for the Council Mages to come running out of the surrounding dark wood laughing as William brought the carriage to a stop and jumped down, humming cheerily to himself.

From what rushed research I’d been able to do before leaving the Institute, Blackthorn resided in a grand manor house in the western fields, surrounded by an ancient wood. The family had owned an excess of land before the wars, land that had mostly survived, but the rundown cottage building before me didn’t speak of wealth or the power of a family that possessed such old, magical blood.

Alma let out a growl of unease at my silence. I shook my head and petted her in reassurance.

‘Miss Woodrow?’ William called, holding his hand out as he waited on the path.

Could such a kind and curious creature be involved in such a horrid ploy? Then again, I’d seen everything beings were capable of, so nothing should surprise me.

I took his offered hand. Whatever trap I was in the centre of was bound to reveal itself shortly. There would be no benefit in delaying it for my pride.

‘Transfiguration is fascinating. McDale’s research into it is my favourite,’ he continued effortlessly with our earlier conversation regarding Alma, oblivious to my suspicion. ‘Lord Blackthorn has the original texts on the theory. I’m sure Miss Darcy will find them useful when she returns.’

‘You’re studying?’ I asked as I pushed my art folder neatly beneath my arm. I’d never seen him at the Institute, and I knew I’d recognise another fey, especially in a place like that. Although our conversation on the journey about earth magic, root curses and perilous forsaken weeds should have told me as much.

‘When Lord Blackthorn has time. I’ve passed the majority of my summoning tests. It’s the research element that lets me down.’ He retrieved our bags quickly and turned sharply on his heel in the direction of the decrepit cottage. I rushed to follow, Alma growling cautiously from where she remained on my shoulder.

Blackthorn was teaching William, a fey who hadn’t attended the Institute. The thought stunned me.

‘Come along. I’m sorry about the house, it’s how it’s chosen to look today,’ he called over his shoulder as he made his way down the path at an alarming pace. ‘It’s wary of visitors.’

He juggled our bags awkwardly as he reached the door and produced a key from his pocket. Surely an irrelevant item considering the door was so warped, and oddly hung. I doubted it offered much in the way of defence.

Nevertheless, he unlocked it and stepped inside, giving me no choice but to follow. Alma leapt down from my shoulder to go first, and I tried not to trip over her as we were greeted with the pungent scent of herbs and the tartness of old spells.

I ducked inside with caution, expecting to bump my head on a low-hanging beam, but instead, I straightened easily.

A grand entrance hall opened before us, boasting a sweeping double staircase with chequered black and white flooring. Thick burgundy carpet covered the stairs, held in place with gleaming golden rods that reflected light onto the dark wood-panelled hallway. The passage into the rest of the house was lined with varying doors, painted or stained different colours, differing in size and age. Brass knobs glinting in the light, where others possessed rusted latches or exquisitely carved golden handles.

It had a strange, majestic warmth. Nothing like the Institute or the formal mage buildings I’d been permitted to visit. An opulent chandelier hung above, surrounded by a beautifully carved and arched ceiling. Wooden depictions of wrywings and griffins resting on the beams, peering down with interest at their new guests. Smears of painted figures and flowers marred the walls at a child’s height, flaking with age. Small wooden fairy doors were nailed into the skirting boards – despite the fact fairies hadn’t been seen for centuries.

The house creaked and groaned in greeting, the lights flaring brighter in recognition of our presence. Alma meowed in response and I put my art folder precariously on the side table to pick her up before she went wandering.

‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ William smiled as if the magic had been his personal accomplishment as he shut the now grand door behind me. ‘The first Lord Blackthorn made a bargain with a powerful witch who owed him a debt. Her magic has kept this house hidden for centuries.’

I hadn’t seen anything like it, nor the mess of clutter that covered sideboards
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