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            Dedication

         
         
            For the students,

            from whom much is demanded:

            attention, dedication, sacrifice,

            compliance, silence,

            and above all,

            cash.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Fabian
                  	Lesson One

                  	Lesson Two

                  	Lesson Three

                  	Lesson Four

                  	Lesson Five

                  	Lesson Six

                  	Lesson Seven

                  	Lesson Eight

                  	Lesson Nine

                  	Lesson Ten

                  	Lesson Eleven

                  	Lesson Twelve

                  	Lesson Thirteen

                  	Lesson Fourteen

               

            

            	Credence
                  	Lesson One

                  	Lesson Two

                  	Lesson Three

                  	Lesson Four

                  	Lesson Five

                  	Lesson Six

                  	Lesson Seven

                  	Lesson Eight

                  	Lesson Nine

                  	Lesson Ten

                  	Lesson Eleven

                  	Lesson Twelve

                  	Lesson Thirteen

               

            

            	Euphemia
                  	Lesson One

                  	Lesson Two

                  	Lesson Three

                  	Lesson Four

                  	Lesson Five

                  	Lesson Six

                  	Lesson Seven

                  	Lesson Eight

                  	Lesson Nine

                  	Lesson Ten

                  	Lesson Eleven

                  	Lesson Twelve

               

            

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Back Ad

            	Books by Linsey Miller

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	ii

	iii

	v

	viii

	ix

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	378

	379

	380

	381

	382

	383

	384

	385

	386

	387

	388

	389

	390

	391

	392

	393

	394

	395

	396

	399

	400

	401

	402

	403

	404

	405

	406

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Fabian

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Fabian
Lessons in Dramatics

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lesson One

         
         The desks were arranged in a circle—an ill omen.

         
         Fabian hesitated in the doorway. This was the first test of the honors class, whether the other students realized it or not.
            Sitting at the desk nearest the door would give him a better chance of escaping if he needed to, but he hadn’t spent five
            years manipulating how his professors and peers perceived him only to ruin it now with a cowardly choice. No, the seat across
            the room from the entrance was perfect for a student brave enough to not run at the first sign of trouble yet shrewd enough
            to not turn his back on the door. His two best friends would sit on either side so he could keep an eye on them.
         

         
         The first term saw the most casualties, after all.

         
         Fabian fished his favorite notebook from his pocket. It had been his first purchase after receiving his Stellarium acceptance
            letter five years ago, a rare indulgence to cut through his short lifetime of sacrifices. He hadn’t written in it until the
            end of his first semester when class ranks were posted, as if one wrong scribble would earn him a demerit, and then he had
            spent the next four years filling the pages. They were nearly solid blue with ink and covered in everything he had gleaned
            about the honors class. He had learned everything he could in preparation for this.
         

         
         He hadn’t failed a class yet and he wasn’t starting now.

         
         Fabian studied the classroom. It looked like all the others, albeit darker given how far underground the room was. The school was built into the earth of an island, leaving the students to scurry about the halls like ants, and the two windows on the northern wall showed nothing but the swirling waters of the River Gor. Running water weakened the divide between the three worlds, which was why the school sat at the center of the deepest, fastest river on the continent. The desks and chairs, old wood worn down by decades of students, weren’t unusual either. But Fabian still leaned down to view the desktops at an angle. The light was glinting oddly off one to his left. 

         
         Words had been carved into the top of it, then sanded down till they were illegible. Carefully, Fabian took an old carpentry
            pencil from his pocket and folded his notebook until he could cover the carving with an unused page. He rubbed the graphite
            across the paper.
         

         
         “The bodies are irrelevant.”

         
         It was rare that vandals and cheaters bothered with grammar. Surely, since the school hadn’t sanded it away completely, it
            wasn’t important; but if it was, he didn’t want anyone else to know. He tore out the page and placed it on his tongue. Consumption
            was the only way to truly destroy something.
         

         
         Footsteps echoed down the hall outside. He leaned against his desk, pretending to study his notebook. It was easy to school
            his expression into one of oblivious disregard. It paired well with his dark under-eye circles and gently wrinkled shirt,
            and the whole of him gave off the appearance of someone too caught up in his studies to have secrets. The door opened, familiar
            ink-splotched fingers curling around the edge. Fabian relaxed.
         

         
         “I should have known it was you,” he said.

         
         Credence Wyndlow was one of two people he trusted. She had beaten him in underworld topology their first year at school, and
            he had befriended her immediately. The smartest student required the smartest allies.
         

         
         “Were you planning on saying that to whoever walked in first?” she asked, whispering despite their being alone, and threw herself at him. “We did it!” 

         
         Such displays felt so childish. They had accomplished what only a handful of magicians ever did, and were very nearly adults
            and honorable magicians, a title only permitted to graduates of the honors class. They would be guaranteed seats in the House
            of Stars, where they could vote on new laws. They would change Cifra and the world.
         

         
         “I know,” he said, trying not to sound as silly as he felt. He patted her back.

         
         “Sorry.” She squeezed his middle (at least they weren’t in public) and backed away. “I know you say that doesn’t make you
            uncomfortable, but are you sure?”
         

         
         He minded, but he liked how happy it made her more. Unlike others, Credence’s affection was always honest.

         
         “Have I ever lied to you?” he asked, and adjusted his robe until unease stopped skittering over his skin. “Did last night
            not satisfy your need for celebration?”
         

         
         The thirteen students who had made the cut had party hopped through the dorms with six bottles of wine stolen from the teachers’
            pantry, and not even Fabian had escaped sober.
         

         
         “You were off with Irene, and I didn’t want to interrupt,” she said, grinning.

         
         “We were playing dominion,” he said slowly, fighting the embarrassment burning in his chest. The strategy game was gaining
            popularity across the continent, and he needed practice. “She lost, by the way, and stormed out.”
         

         
         She hadn’t even shaken his hand, and the astringent aftertaste of wine hadn’t mixed well with his disappointment.

         
         Credence hummed, still smirking. This was exactly why he preferred to keep things private. He hated getting knowing looks
            like that.
         

         
         “At least you won,” Credence said. “Where’s Euphemia?”

         
         “Asleep, last I saw her,” he said with a snort. He had known Mia long before they were roommates, but her ability to snore through anything still mystified him. “Now, I need to make this desk unappealing to sit in before anyone else arrives.” 

         
         He nodded toward the desk he had taken the rubbing from, and Credence approached it, pushing her glasses up to her hairline.
            Small, chubby, and incredibly farsighted, Credence always took off her glasses when considering a problem. The sight filled
            his heart with an affection he couldn’t afford this year, her trust in him burning in some deep nook of his soul. 
         

         
         “But you don’t want me to sit in it?” she asked.

         
         “I want Mia on my left,” he said as casually as he could. Mia wouldn’t notice the carving. She never noticed anything. “She
            always arrives last.”
         

         
         “Punctuality has never been a strength of hers.” Credence massaged the bloodless brown indent on her nose. “Make it wobbly.
            No one likes a wobbly desk.”
         

         
         “Perfect,” he said. He would share what he had found later (if he deemed it important). “With the summoning happening today,
            not even Mia will complain about it.”
         

         
         He dampened a folded piece of paper with his tongue, wedged it under the leg, and made sure it wasn’t visible when the whole
            desk wobbled. Credence settled into the desk next to him and severed, body going still as her soul walked elsewhere. There
            was no reason for her to hide the magic when it was just them. She jerked slightly as if she had been falling asleep.
         

         
         “Irene, Colin, Sorcha, and Berend are coming down the hall, and Headmistress Forscythe is behind them. The rest of the class is with her,” she said and shook her head, glasses falling into place. Credence laced her fingers beneath her chin. It was the standard pose of magicians preparing to work, and she looked like a proper magician despite graduation being a year away. Her hair was in thick, two-strand twists with streaks of spring green twining through the black and wooden beads at the ends. She had even gotten her ears pierced, pen nibs dangling from the small hoops. They clacked together softly as she spoke. “First severance of the term.” 

         
         “Third. How do you think Colin got that wine last night?” he muttered and took his seat. “Are you ready?”

         
         She nodded, and Fabian slouched over his notebook, determined to uphold his studious image. Time for the second test.

         
         The hushed conversations of the others reached the room before they did. Fabian didn’t care what they were discussing since
            only Irene ranked within the top three of the school (and most importantly, beneath him). Their plans were only useful insofar
            as knowing how they could mess up his.
         

         
          Fabian stretched out his legs and carefully smudged graphite along his fingers. Despite being first in the class, Fabian
            had made sure to lessen the target on his back. The Fabian his classmates knew was oblivious when reading and easygoing but
            brilliant. Everyone wanted him in their group projects as a peacekeeper and leader.
         

         
         No one would suspect the obedient teacher’s pet of undermining their plans.

         
         The door opened without so much as a creak. His classmates spilled through it in the same order he had written down in his
            notebook yesterday—a monument to his foresight. They were so predictable, Irene desperate to be first but always a step behind
            him, and the other students following cautiously in her wake. They quieted as they entered. The sixth-year silence, the other
            students called it.
         

         
         Headmistress Forscythe stopped in the doorway. “I have never in all my years at the Stellarium seen a more promising class!”

         
         The other students slipped past her to choose desks. A few sat to Fabian’s left only to leap up once the desk wobbled, none of them noticing the carving. Fabian swallowed, watching Forscythe over the top of his notebook. Mia should have been here by now. 

         
         “I think a second congratulations is in order, considering that you all are the most accomplished class we have ever had the
            honor of teaching,” said Forscythe. She was small and getting smaller every year, her white face wrinkled like an old oil
            painting sapped of color. Her ice-blue gaze flitted from student to student, and she brought her hands together over her heart.
            Her academical robes were as black as the students’ but lined in a flashy gold that only honors class graduates were entitled
            to. “Thirteen honorable students who, I am sure, will become thirteen honorable magicians!”
         

         
         The entire honors class surviving was rare, but such was the way of nature. Cream rose to the top. Wheat had to be separated
            from chaff. Only the brightest stars earned names.
         

         
         Fabian faked a soft laugh, and Irene faked a slightly louder one (the charlatan). Mia slipped in behind the headmistress and
            took the last seat as if she had all the time in the world. She spent every waking (and unwaking) moment in the library, studying
            topics they would never be tested on, and then she slept through every class. Fabian’s dark circles were carefully curated
            through late nights and early mornings to give the impression of a student obsessed with learning. That image and level of
            dedication was what the school preferred.
         

         
         Mia—black hair unbrushed and greasy, wrinkled clothes definitely not the ones he had laid out for her, blue eyes ringed in
            dark circles so purple they had surpassed the fashionable sort, and thin lips so dry the cracks were bloody—curated nothing.
         

         
         Mia had gotten the thirteenth and final spot in the honors class thanks to a miracle (by the name of Fabian, who had forced
            her to study endlessly for the final exam), and getting her through the term alive was his second most pressing concern. The
            first, of course, was his own survival.
         

         
         “Thank you for joining us, Euphemia,” said the headmistress, though her lips quirked with fondness, not fury. “Now, I can hardly wait to witness what greatness each of you will achieve, and I’m sure your teacher, whoever they end up being, can’t wait either. If you listen to the gossip, which I am sure you all have, you believe that summoning them requires blood sacrifice, ritual book burning, or the melting down of your tuition into a golden crown. But that’s how we hired your other teachers!” 

         
         She paused for perfunctory chuckles, and Fabian obliged.

         
         “As you all know, the honors class is taught by a devil, and their summoning is quite dangerous for untrained magicians. Luckily,
            there are none of those here,” she said, winking. “It is the ultimate test of your prowess as magicians to deal with the devil
            summoned. You will all link hands, and one of you will hold on to me. I will throw myself through the void and into the underworld,
            and invite the devil into our world. Then, class shall begin. Any questions?”
         

         
         “No, Headmistress,” everyone, even Mia, said. They all knew what they had agreed to.

         
         The Stellarium of Cifra, built upon the traditions of a bloodier time, was the only school on the continent that trained magicians.
            People died for even a chance to enter its hallowed halls, studying years simply for the privilege of sitting the entrance
            exam. Tuition was a small fortune most students gladly paid.
         

         
         The rest (like Fabian) took out loans so astronomically high that the only collateral accepted was a life. Honestly, his mother
            should have been flattered the bank considered her worth fifty-three thousand sil. Not that she was truly at risk.
         

         
         The honors class had been Fabian’s plan from the moment he first heard of it. If he passed, he would graduate with the highest
            honors, have his pick of the best jobs, and have his tuition reimbursed—every single coin of it.
         

         
         “You have all submitted your last wills and testaments, yes?” Forscythe asked.

         
         For the next thirty-six weeks, Fabian and his classmates would have one singular goal, and if they passed, the world was theirs. If they failed, the whole class would be killed. And worse, struck from the records of the Stellarium to die in obscurity, as though they had never existed at all. 

         
         “Fabian, if you would be so kind as to be my anchor?” Forscythe held out her left hand to Fabian, and he nodded. Her skin
            was cold and dry, like one of Mia’s ancient books. “The rest of you, please?”
         

         
         Mia took Fabian’s hand without question, squeezing gently. Slowly, the other students completed the circle. Credence, unable
            to take the headmistress’s right hand, grabbed a fistful of her robe. Credence’s nose scrunched with worry. She overthought
            everything.
         

         
         Forscythe gripped Fabian’s wrist painfully tight and said, “Let’s begin.”

         
         The air thickened. Water condensed on the floor, shivering in perfect spheres atop the gray-green stones. A low hum built
            in Fabian’s bones, and Forscythe’s white bob rippled with a breeze he couldn’t feel. The hand gripping Fabian’s wrist didn’t
            change, but he felt the drag of some great pressure pulling Forscythe down. He knew intellectually that gravity within the
            underworld was different, but he had never considered what that meant. He had never experienced magic quite like this.
         

         
         Credence’s iron necklace rose from her throat and tugged toward Forscythe.

         
         “Honored . . . teach”—Forscythe’s voice warbled, the words muffled as if she were underwater—“ class . . .”

         
         The headmistress’s hand grew cold. The flesh blanched, as if there was no blood in it at all, yet the skin of her arm in the
            underworld was red and raised. Devils could manipulate their soulless bodies however they desired, but mortals were limited
            by their physical forms. Only the most powerful magicians could set a real foot in the underworld without getting torn apart.
            Even the headmistress could not last long severed like this.
         

         
         She was the sole survivor of her honors class.

         
         Without warning, Forscythe fell up. The hand holding Fabian’s stretched in a way that made his head ache. Her other hand gripped something, but Fabian’s eyes refused to focus on it, the image oil to the water of his mind. Then Forscythe’s skin grew warmer, and she reappeared with a smile as if nothing had happened at all. She let go of Fabian. 

         
         Her other hand held on to a man. Only a man.

         
         “Please join me in welcoming your teacher for the year, the Professor,” said Forscythe, and she turned in a circle to unnecessarily
            present him to each student in turn. The summoned devil always went by that epithet to simplify things. The faculty probably
            didn’t want to learn a new name every year, either. “Professor, this is my most promising honors class yet. Treat them well.”
         

         
         And as if she had not just stepped into the underworld and summoned a devil to teach a class, the headmistress left the room.

         
         The man, the devil, the Professor, pivoted to take them all in. He was tall, not unnaturally so but noticeably so. His hair
            was long and silver, as if with age, but his skin belonged to a much younger creature. It was white and freckled, and his
            gray eyes rolled back and forth beneath hooded lids. There was something serpentine about his face and the way his body twisted.
            No mortal spine could do that.
         

         
         The bodies are irrelevant.

         
         A long-gone student had considered those words important enough to carve into a desk. They must have meant the bodies of the
            students who failed the honors class. Those students were nothing and no one now. Fabian would not be joining them, and neither
            would Mia or Credence. He wouldn’t allow it.
         

         
         “It is such a pleasure to meet you all,” said the Professor, voice raspy and low. His teeth were far too sharp. No, there
            were too many. No, they were too white. “Now, unless I am mistaken, the honors class has the same assignment every year. You
            must kill me before the final bell of the year, and when you fail—which you undoubtedly will—I will kill you all.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lesson Two

         
         Welcome to the Stellarium,” said Fabian, rising and holding out his hand. As the top student, he had an image to uphold. “That’s
            not entirely accurate—our assignment is to kill you by any means necessary, and when a student or group fails during an attempt,
            you may kill them then. If no one kills you by the end of the school year, then you may kill the surviving students.”
         

         
         “Oh, good. I was worried our relationship would be tainted by your encroaching mortality.” The Professor took Fabian’s outstretched
            hand into his own, fingers cool and smooth, and dropped it just as quickly. “Your headmistress left me a syllabus. Let me
            see . . .”
         

         
         He opened the front of his robe. From the stitches to the square-cut sleeves, it was identical to the school’s robes, save
            for the color. Theirs were all black, with hoods denoting their status. His, hood and all, was a pure, eye-biting scarlet.
         

         
         Beneath it, he didn’t wear a tailcoat like the other professors but rather a black, single-breasted waistcoat and stiff white
            shirt with yellowed ivory buttons and black trousers. He pulled small cards like the ones in the library catalogue from the
            air where a pocket might have been, the tips of his fingers vanishing briefly. Fabian’s skin prickled.
         

         
         “Not a very long syllabus,” the Professor murmured and read the first card. “You have one assignment—we’ll have to do something about that—and are expected to comply with the school’s code of conduct. No murdering each other or other students if you can help it, or the cost of their tuition will be transferred to you. No harming the other professors. I do love concise contracts, but this is rather bare-bones.” 

         
         He dropped the card to the floor. The Professor was a different devil every year, and this one was bombastic but promising.
            His nonchalance would eventually provide Fabian an opening to kill him.
         

         
         Colin shifted in the corner of Fabian’s sight.

         
         “Don’t make me kill you before I even know your name,” said the Professor, turning to Colin with a smile. “I am sure that
            your headmistress is correct that you are all the brightest and best and whatever else of your class, but none of you will
            see graduation. It’s not your fault. It’s simply”—he sighed and grasped at the air—“unfortunate? No.”
         

         
         “Unlucky?” asked Mia.

         
         “Yes!” The Professor snapped and pointed at her. “It’s simply unlucky that I was the devil summoned this year. Any other devil
            might have been within your reach, but I am not. With that in mind, I am much better at severance than anyone you have met,
            will meet, or really, could ever meet, and there’s no reason for this year to be a wasted, three-term-long dirge. Even death is a learning opportunity.”
         

         
         Severance was the basis of magic. Any mortal could sever their soul, the intangible manifestation of their will, from their
            physical form. Bodies were bound by the laws of nature, but souls could bend those rules. With the right application of force,
            a soul could manipulate physical objects far, far away from the body. Common people used severance to throw letters to neighbors
            or grab cups from up high. Such simple acts could be done with little risk.
         

         
         True severance, the ability to fully separate the soul from the body and then rejoin them seamlessly, was much more dangerous and only taught by the Stellarium. Few magicians could do it, and fewer survived their first attempt. Frankly, Fabian couldn’t recall anyone who could do it who wasn’t an honorable magician. It was why studying at the Stellarium was so important. 

         
         (Fabian had been, so far as everyone else knew, the first in their year to achieve it. Mia had almost managed it but wandered
            too far from her body, and he had saved her. She hadn’t been successful and, therefore, was not first.)
         

         
         “Will you be drafting a new syllabus, Professor?” Fabian asked.

         
         “Yes, that shall be my first order of business. To accomplish it, I will need some information from all of you.” The Professor
            grinned and pointed to Fabian’s seat. He didn’t have fingernails. “Sit.”
         

         
         Fabian sat, skin crawling. He twisted his hands together and tested the bend of his own nails against his palms. The teacher’s
            pet would sit, bark, or play dead if a teacher asked. Each order was a necessary humiliation all magicians suffered before
            graduation. They had obeyed and survived, so he could, too. Then, he’d be one of them.
         

         
         “What I need from you is simple,” the Professor said and trailed his fingers along the desks as he paced the inner circle.
            A few of Fabian’s (lesser) classmates flinched. “You are going to go around the circle introducing yourselves with your name,
            something you want to learn this year, and how you would prefer I kill you.”
         

         
         Mia slumped deeper into her chair. Save for the question about how they wanted to die, they had done this with every new teacher
            for five years. She would survive doing it once more.
         

         
         At least the Professor hadn’t asked for an interesting fact.

         
         “Oh! No, don’t share how you want to be killed aloud. Write it down.” The Professor slipped between the desks and moved to
            the front of the room so that most of the class had to turn uncomfortably to see him. “The surprise will be more fun.”
         

         
         Fabian’s classmates, most of whom hadn’t brought paper, looked to him (as they always did), and he tore thirteen pages from his notebook. He passed the papers to the right and turned to Mia, but she already had a dip pen and inkwell on her desk. A strange uselessness took hold of him. 

         
         He had never had a good parent, but surely this was how his mother should have felt about him.

         
         The Professor shuffled through his cards, settling on one with a single notch along the top edge. His gaze fixed on Mia. “You
            first.”
         

         
         “Euphemia Galloway.” She tapped her pen on the desk. “The last on your roster.”

         
         “Last?” The Professor fanned out the cards. “I’m not surprised a school that hires a devil to teach lists its students by
            academic rank.”
         

         
         It used to bother Fabian that Mia came first alphabetically, but once they joined the Stellarium, that had stopped mattering.
            He was always first, and she was always last.
         

         
         “So you’re susceptible to some surprises,” said Mia, and Fabian nudged her foot.

         
         She had no sense of dignity or self-preservation.

         
         “I want to learn what severance means to devils and your ilk when you’ve got nothing to sever from,” she said and held up
            the paper. The thumb and first two fingers of her right hand were stained blue from ink, smudges of it darkening her jaw in
            an utterly unartistic way that was the result of her picking at her face and proof she never looked in a mirror. “You want
            this now or at the end?”
         

         
         “End.” The Professor pointed to the student on her left.

         
         “Daphne Friis,” she said and sat up a little straighter. Short and round-faced like a squirrel, she didn’t look intimidating
            at all, and Fabian respected how she had leaned into that over the years. Everyone underestimated Daphne. “I would like to
            learn how to sever body parts from each other and rejoin them at a much later date. Successfully.”
         

         
         Smart and rule abiding, she would definitely be an asset.

         
         “It’s not a riddle. You don’t have to watch your words so carefully.” The Professor sighed as if he had suffered this conversation
            a dozen times already. “I can do that, though.”
         

         
         Fabian had no idea what he wanted to learn this year. Frustratingly (and unfairly), the Professor was probably right about being the best teacher they would have. Since he lacked a soul and could move his physical form through all three worlds, he probably understood action at a distance better than any mortal. The teachers at the Stellarium were all graduates of the honors class, but everyone had limits. Since Fabian would be going last, he was at an advantage. He needed a question that was useful but not suspicious. 

         
         “Can you teach us the history of the worlds and about the underworld?” asked Berend, white face going pink, and he tried to
            hide it by running a hand through his too-short blond hair. His emotions were always clear on his broad face. “Berend de Meyer.”
         

         
         His family in Hove held more titles and money than Fabian could dream of, so Meyer was here for the honor, not the money.
            A liability if Fabian had ever seen one.
         

         
         “It’s rare I get to discuss history, so that will be enjoyable,” the Professor said, waving his hand for the next student.

         
         “Ikeda Ayako, and I would like to learn about long-distance severance.” Ayako folded and unfolded the note with her preferred
            cause of death between ink-stained fingers. Against her golden-brown skin, it looked like fresh blood and matched the inscrutable
            marginalia of her notebook. She’d tied her robe shut, right over left, as if it were a dressing gown, and pinned her long
            hair into an intricate knot with a bone dip pen. “Specifically in regard to throwing oneself to other worlds without the use
            of a summoning or invitation.”
         

         
         She would be a clever asset.

         
         “Would you, now?” the Professor said, raising a brow at her. His forehead didn’t wrinkle at all. “Fine, but if any of you
            get lost, I’m not sending out a search party.”
         

         
         Stratford cleared his throat. “I’m Henry—”

         
         “Hold on,” said the Professor. “Names and faces are boring and very unreliable. Well, not here, I suppose. Regardless, tell me something interesting about yourself, your favorite color or number or something.” 

         
         Mia, hidden behind a curtain of tangled hair, stuck out her tongue at Fabian. He kicked her.

         
         Just like her to escape the worst part.

         
         “Oh, I like blue, I guess,” said Stratford, as if the trousers and shirt peeking out from under his robe weren’t the same
            deep shade of blue as the eyes of the girl on his other side. His freckled white skin was still pink, as if he had only gotten
            out of the bath minutes before class started. “I’m Henry Stratford, and I would like to learn more about devils.”
         

         
         The liability to end all other liabilities. Mia might have been ranked lower than Stratford, but he came by rank twelve honestly.
            He tried so, so hard to be smart and always ruined it with overconfidence. At least Mia was thirteenth without trying.
         

         
         The Professor blinked (for the first time) and shrugged. “Next.”

         
         “Irene Barrington, and I prefer zero.” The tallest, prettiest, and smuggest member of the class, Irene (liability) probably
            did have a favorite number. Mathematics was her strongest subject. “I would like to learn how devils circumnavigate the issue
            of conserved momentum when throwing themselves from the underworld into our world since they have no souls.”
         

         
         “Specific,” said the Professor. “I’m sure answering that will have no repercussions for me whatsoever.”

         
         Irene (liability) smiled. There was this smirk she had, a slight lifting of the right corner of her lips and a peek of her
            tongue caught between her teeth, that was as infuriating as it was captivating. Only she (liability) would think she could
            get away with such an obvious question.
         

         
         He tore his gaze from her mouth.

         
         The worst liability until they graduated. He just had to wait until then.

         
         “Speaking of repercussions, I would like to learn where your souls went when you gave them up to create the world. Same with the bodies from the overworld,” said Colin, putting on their best winning grin. The expression stretched out the white scars from a severance accident (third year, very impressive, and very nearly deadly) running down the center of their face like a ripped seam. “One thousand seven hundred and twenty-nine. Colin Chapel. Hate nicknames.” 

         
         Asset if they didn’t pair up with Irene like they sometimes did.

         
         “Thank you, Colin,” said the Professor, squinting at the cards. “Next.”

         
         “Sorcha Madan. My favorite number is one hundred eighty thousand.”

         
         Fabian would never have considered the cost of their tuition his favorite number, but students not from Cifra did have to
            pay significantly more. Thankfully, his was only one hundred fifty thousand.
         

         
         The Professor nodded. “What do you want to learn, Sorcha?”

         
         “When you’re killed here, do you really die, or do you only get sent back to the underworld?” she asked, leaning her chin
            on her laced fingers. She was too similar to Mia for Fabian to think of her purely as an asset, but behind her apathy hid
            a quick (if pessimistic) mind. Fittingly, the pink blouse and green skirt beneath her robe reminded him of thistles. 
         

         
         The Professor mirrored her pose and expression. “Sending me back will not count as killing me, though the details of what
            happens to a devil after death are third term material, I think.”
         

         
         “Do you know how you’ll divide up the terms?” asked Marnie, the next in the circle.

         
         “Do you want that to be what you’ll learn this year?” the Professor asked.

         
         “No, but I’m trying to decide when to kill you. I don’t want to do it before you teach something interesting,” they said.
            Stocky and strong, Marnie tilted their chair onto its back legs and shrugged the end of their long brown braid over their
            shoulder. There was a mouth-shaped bruise on their throat. “Marnie Newton. Purple. Why don’t angels visit the world anymore?”
         

         
         He laughed. “That’s more like it. Next?”

         
         “I’m Hè Florence, I like purple, too, and I would like to learn the best way to die,” said Florence, holding up a blank sheet
            of paper and showing off her lavender-painted nails. Her wavy black hair already had streaks of white at the temples, and
            she wore it pulled back with two flower pins that matched the one tucked into the top buttonhole of Marnie’s robe. “Which
            term will that be?”
         

         
         Most students refused to date members of the honors class. Ayako’s girlfriend had left her the moment the roster went up,
            but Florence and Marnie had solved that conundrum by dating each other. Liabilities, the both of them.
         

         
         Unfortunately, Florence had been Credence’s roommate since first year, so the heartbreak was inevitable (which was why he
            was avoiding Irene).
         

         
         “We’ll discuss manners of death next class,” the Professor said flatly and gestured at the next student. “We’re nearly done,
            and I need to plan the year.”
         

         
         “I’m Henry Carew, and—”

         
         “There are two of you? Two Henrys?” The Professor groaned and slapped the cards against his hand. “One of you try to kill me early. Draw lots or something.
            I don’t want to deal with that.”
         

         
         Henry made a face, and Stratford shrugged. He loved a challenge.

         
         That would be an asset. Fabian was curious as to what methods might not work and how the Professor would survive them. If Stratford
            tried early and failed, then Fabian would learn what not to do.
         

         
         “I’m Henry Carew, and I will pass on attempted murder, thank you,” Henry said and didn’t laugh. “I would like to learn how
            to sever and rejoin others’ bodies.”
         

         
         “Good,” said the Professor. “Your favorite number?”

         
         “Don’t have one,” said Henry, tossing his long, thin braids over his shoulder. The ends of his hair were dyed the same scarlet as their new hoods, and delicate gold filigree decorated the braids. Black ink speckled the warm brown skin of his hands like freckles. “I do like copper, though.” 

         
         Everyone (even the stuffier of the two Henrys) had dressed to impress today.

         
         “Color or metal?” the Professor asked.

         
         Credence’s brown eyes could be mistaken for copper with the right light and poetics.

         
         “Both,” Henry said. “Useful and beautiful.”

         
         Credence sighed. Fabian glanced at her desk, careful to keep his head still. Her familiar handwriting was easy to read sideways.
            She wanted to die quickly and painlessly (boring). It was old news that she had a crush on Henry, and Fabian was thrilled
            her answers didn’t involve him. He had told her to leave Henry alone this year.
         

         
         There would be plenty of time for relationships after graduation, but she was terrible at ignoring her feelings. She would
            probably say her favorite color was hazel (like his eyes).
         

         
         “My name is Credence Wyndlow, and I would also like to learn about the medical applications of severance,” she said quickly.
            “My favorite color is dark green.”
         

         
         Close enough.

         
         Medicine was one of the only subjects not taught at the Stellarium. Magicians who could sever others’ bodies and souls were
            so few in number that Fabian couldn’t name any.
         

         
         “Excellent third term topic,” said the Professor. He turned to Fabian. “Now, put us out of our misery.”

         
         “My name is Fabian Galloway—no relation—and I think the number one is interesting.” He smiled, meeting the Professor’s gaze.
            “I would like to learn something you think mortals should know but don’t.”
         

         
         “So many things to choose from,” the Professor said. “Class dismissed. I’ll see you all dim and early tomorrow.”

         
         He shooed them out the door, and Fabian collected the slips of paper without prompting or peeking. The devil’s gaze followed his every move. 

         
         “I don’t care for pets,” he said, accepting the papers once the others were gone. “That’s what you are, yes?”

         
         Fabian laughed. “I’m a student. Pets don’t pay room and board.”

         
         “They don’t have such restraint, either,” said the Professor, shuffling the papers into his cards. “Go. Your unrelated Galloway
            is waiting.”
         

         
         “Welcome again, Professor.”

         
         Fabian couldn’t wait to kill him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lesson Three

         
         The city in northern Cifra that they were named after might have been Mia’s namesake, but it was Fabian’s birthright. His
            ancestors had founded the town after the Great War, and his mother had gambled away most of the family fortune before he was
            born. She had lost the estate, dragging their family name and Fabian through the mud when she had to turn over the deed to
            the bank. Mia had been there with her father (Fabian couldn’t recall why) and had been throwing an apple from one side of
            the entry hall to the other without moving a muscle. Fabian had befriended her immediately.
         

         
         “What did you write?” she asked without so much as shutting the classroom door first. “How did you ask to die?”

         
         “He’s not going to kill us, so it hardly matters,” said Fabian, allowing himself to squeeze her hand. She needed it. “If he
            manages to kill me, I want people to talk about it even if I’m struck from the records.”
         

         
         There was no point in dying if no one noticed.

         
         “You are the worst person I have ever met,” said Mia loudly enough for everyone in the hallway and probably the Professor
            to hear. “The depths of your self-confidence are unfathomable.”
         

         
         Thankfully, only Credence and Henry Carew were lingering, and Henry left with a chuckle.

         
         Fabian rolled his eyes. “Heights.”

         
         “Heights?” she asked.

         
         “Yes, heights,” he said. “Depths sounds so negative.”

         
         Mia glanced over her shoulder at Credence approaching, frowned, and whispered, “Nearly everyone said they wanted a painless
            death.”
         

         
         “You looked?” Credence asked. “Is that allowed?”

         
         Mia shrugged. “No one said they were secret.”

         
         “What did everyone say?” asked Fabian, appalled he hadn’t noticed her spying.

         
         The three of them started walking slowly down the empty hallway. Their classmates had almost certainly retreated to their
            rooms or the library, and spying on a moving target from the void was much more difficult.
         

         
         “Irene and Colin requested deaths using meteoric metals that no longer exist in this world. Credence, Ayako, Sorcha, Daphne,
            and Berend all asked for some variation of a gentle death. Florence wrote down nothing. Marnie wrote ‘I don’t want to die,
            thank you.’ I quite like that one.” Mia took a deep breath and shut her eyes, and he could practically hear her turning the
            pages of her memory. “And Fabian asked for a dramatic death.”
         

         
         “What?” Credence stopped walking, and he took her by the arm. “Why?”

         
         “Because we’re not dying, so it’s irrelevant.” Her lack of faith stung, and his voice was shriller than he meant for it to
            be. “You didn’t list Carew or Stratford.”
         

         
         “Henry asked to die by the venom of a black-diamond viper,” said Mia, and Credence stiffened.

         
         Black-diamond vipers were extremely venomous—and long extinct.

         
         Credence sighed, glasses slipping down her nose. “Did he specify more? He didn’t request to be bitten? That was exactly what
            he wrote?”
         

         
         “Stratford requested the snake,” Mia said and winked. “Your Henry Carew requested that his heart stop. ‘Only cardiac arrest,’
            he wrote. I like that one, too.”
         

         
         Henry Carew would technically die but anyone could restart his heart. Fabian loved technicalities.

         
         “Clever,” he said, furious. “Though it probably won’t work since his soul will be gone.”

         
         “Probably is better than nothing.” Credence relaxed and pushed her glasses back up. “Stratford’s idea is interesting. Could
            a devil, a being with dominion over flesh, create a viper?”
         

         
         Stratford wasn’t good enough at improvisation to have considered that. The boy wasted more money and time organizing his life
            than he spent living it, and Fabian was almost envious of his color-coded calendar. Stumbling (inadvertently, to be sure)
            across an interesting question didn’t alter the fact that Stratford was already primed to be taken advantage of. With a few
            choice words, Stratford would try to kill the other Henry.
         

         
         And fail, of course.

         
         “If he can’t, then does that mean snakes have souls?” asked Fabian.

         
         Mia interrupted his laughter. “M. Sutherland, volume nineteen, page ninety: ‘The common understanding, while not wholly inaccurate,
            is terribly imprecise. Flesh is not all that is within their grasp. A more appropriate phrase would be “dominion over matter.”
            They can manipulate the fundamental particula of the physical worlds.’ ”
         

         
         “That hardly answers every question,” said Fabian. “However, we know for certain that devils cannot create matter. So, he
            can’t create a viper.”
         

         
         “But could he sacrifice some of his own particula and not create but transform?” asked Credence softly. “What’s a lost limb
            compared to death?”
         

         
         “The real question is how much of our world can he affect?” Fabian asked. “None, I would assume, since he’s not a part of
            the human world. He’ll only have his own body to manipulate.”
         

         
         “You can’t spell ‘assumption’ without ‘ass,’ ” Mia said and grinned.

         
         “Wordplay won’t save us. Magic will.” Fabian’s mind was overcome with nothing but assumptions and possibilities. “We need to find out what everyone else is planning and figure out how we can identify exactly why their murder attempts fail.” 

         
         It wasn’t that Fabian didn’t care if his classmates died, but he cared far less about them than he did Mia and Credence. If
            the three of them were the only survivors, the others would still be granted posthumous passes, anyway. Their tuition would
            still be waived and their bodies sent home (for a small fee). The only thing they wouldn’t get was to be in the class portrait.
         

         
         And to live, of course.

         
         “I’ll go talk to Henry, then,” Credence said, glancing at Fabian and then away. “Right?”

         
         “Right,” he said. She would be more willing to undertake any plan if Henry Carew was included in it, and he was the better
            of the two Henrys. “Remember that we agreed to no entanglements until after graduation.”
         

         
         “Because we have images to uphold,” Mia and Credence said in unison.

         
         (Imitation was the highest form of flattery.)

         
         “I hardly want to broach the topic with him now. It’s far too late,” Credence said, but her freckled brown skin was redder
            beneath her collar. “Two hundred and fifty-two days. We have plenty of time.”
         

         
         She took off the way they had come, and Mia leaned close to his ear.

         
         “Hypothermia with no frostbite. She added it after you peeked,” she said. “She’s worried but confident.”

         
         “Good. She deserves to be confident,” he said. Credence’s self-doubt might have made it easier for him to look out for her,
            but she was too clever to be so uncertain. “Are you ready?”
         

         
         “Of course,” Mia said.

         
         He looked her up and down and nearly died.

         
         “Of course?” asked Fabian, staring at her feet. “Here we are walking the halls of the legendary Stellarium, where the world’s most influential, powerful, and beloved magicians once stood, our hard work paying off and our dreams finally within reach, and you’re in mismatched shoes, Euphemia?” 

         
         She glanced down. “My mistake.”

         
         “We can’t afford mistakes,” he hissed and dragged her toward their dorm. Mistakes were for people with money. “How did you
            not notice? I set out shoes for you.”
         

         
         She let herself be dragged. “They feel exactly the same, and it was dark.”

         
         No one appreciated him.

         
         The sixth-year dorms were in the deepest, quietest part of the school. The hallway that housed the honors students was along
            the outer wall, the seven doors lining it identical save for the nameplates. Fabian and Mia were in one of the middle rooms,
            Credence was with Florence at the end of the hall, and Irene was in the only single. They had drawn lots to see who got what,
            and nearly all of them had cheated. Fabian hadn’t taken part in the childish display because he knew Mia would rather die
            than room with anyone else. Only he would put up with her mess.
         

         
         “Change your shoes, liability,” he muttered and pushed open their door. He could allow some sentimentality since it was the
            first day of class. “What do you think the Professor meant by saying we’re unlucky he was the one summoned?”
         

         
         Mia slipped past him and fell face-first onto her bed. It was pushed into the corner to the right of the door, and her desk,
            covered in papers and books, faced the back wall. Fabian had no idea how she could stand to work with her back to the door,
            but he couldn’t dictate all her choices. The left side of the room was his, and he tossed his things on his desk. The dull
            golden glow of the gaslight eased his headache.
         

         
         Mia flopped over. “‘The devils of the underworld, countercreations to the formless angels from the overworld, are comprised solely of flesh, leaving them to pursue souls relentlessly when unchecked. Older devils can resist the hunger, and their machinations can be hundreds of years in the making. The more souls a devil has consumed, the more powerful and able to resist their desires they become. Unfortunately, their hunger will never be fully sated.’” 

         
         It was like she was regurgitating the pages of an old tome, and Fabian never had been able to prove she didn’t eat books.
            Quotations were her favorite method of communication.
         

         
         “So you think he’s old?” asked Fabian.

         
         “Pursue them relentlessly,” she said and threw one arm over her eyes. “Speech sounded rehearsed.”

         
         “He should have hired a speechwriter, then.” Fabian gently slapped his cheeks. It was much harder to think when the room was
            cluttered. He picked up the clothes he had laid out for her that morning, each piece still neatly folded, and set them on
            her bed. “Change.”
         

         
         She groaned but obliged. As frustrating as it was, her displeasure comforted him. She had always done this, and she always
            would. Not even devils could change her.
         

         
         His back to her, Fabian cleaned a little path to their wardrobe. Sharing it saved money and space, and removing the second
            wardrobe that usually came with the rooms allowed their sole window to remain uncovered. The glass was thicker than he was
            tall and stained with an amalgamation of vivid colors meant to represent the three worlds. Fabian traced one of the silver
            lines connecting them. Even through the thick glass, he could feel the roar of the river surging past them.
         

         
         Sometimes, late at night when Mia was asleep and he was stuck on a problem from class, he thought about breaking the window.

         
         “Can you go to the library and find out what our classmates read last year?” he asked. He needed to be alone for what he was
            about to do.
         

         
         “Professor Pendleton won’t like that, but all right,” said Mia. She eyed him for a moment, her eyes two icy slits, and left
            without a second glance. “Be careful.”
         

         
         He smiled, not unsettled at all that she knew what he was up to. It would be easier to get Stratford killed if he never had to say aloud what he was doing. 

         
         Fabian took a deep breath. True severance, a soul fully leaving the body, was allowed to be taught only at the Stellarium
            because of how dangerous it was. He had been practicing with Mia all summer, trying to increase the amount of time his soul
            could be away from his body. Her father, before he’d died, used to tell them the same story whenever he thought they were
            practicing too much as children. It was an old story, the sort most parents told wayward children to keep them safe. His mother
            had never told it to him.
         

         
         The first mortal to sever had sloughed off their body like a cloak and reached a hand into the voids between the worlds. Two
            hands had reached back, one from the underworld and one from the overworld, and the two odd denizens had shown the mortal
            the secrets of all three worlds. However, the mortal strayed too long from their body and could not redon their flesh. Other
            mortals had studied the abandoned body until they, too, learned to free themselves of their forms. The first magician’s soul,
            adrift, had never been seen again.
         

         
         According to some, the body was kept in a special freezer that only the Stellarium professors had access to, but Fabian had
            never found any proof of that.
         

         
         Fabian eased his soul from his body, slumping so it would look as though he’d simply fallen asleep. The school forbade graduates from teaching true severance to anyone who hadn’t matriculated, and so only Stellarium-trained magicians could traverse the void between the mortal world and the underworld. It was a shadowy reflection of the real world, every piece of matter hazy as though made of smoke; and the threads holding it all together, the most fundamental particula of the worlds, slithered through everything. The smallest particula even changed when they were only observed, but Fabian wasn’t interested in them. He focused on the glowing stitches of force that held everything together. The void was the most beautiful thing Fabian had ever seen. 

         
         And there, in the doorway of Stratford’s room, the light refracted hideously.

         
         “Fool,” muttered Fabian.

         
         If a soul got near the stones in the doorway, their structures would change ever so slightly and signal to Stratford that
            someone had been spying on him. There would be no way for Stratford (truly, the lesser of the two Henrys) to know who had
            done the spying, though.
         

         
         Henry Carew’s room was three doors down. Fabian calculated how close to get, how much speed to approach with, and the exact
            angle to be at in order to deliver a force that appeared to come from Henry’s room. Stratford would assume Carew was out to
            get him.
         

         
         Fabian raised his hand toward the wall, massless soul flickering, and a few bonds broke. Then a low voice destroyed his concentration.

         
         “Thank you so much. I do not want to go through the effort of remembering which Henry is which,” said the Professor.

         
         Fabian froze. Uncalculated movement when truly severed was deadly. If he ran back to his body, the momentum of his soul reentering
            would split his cells at their seams. But he itched to move, to rear back from the Professor and escape his gaze. Panic skittered
            across the back of Fabian’s neck.
         

         
         “Good. You’re not a runner. So messy.” The Professor walked around Fabian, as if he were simply out for a stroll, and bent
            at the waist so they were eye to eye. “I was under the impression that killing your classmates resulted in failing?”
         

         
         Rules! Fabian could talk his way out of any rule.

         
         “Actually, there are no rules banning students from interfering with their peers,” said Fabian, grasping at his thoughts.
            “And what I’m doing wouldn’t kill him.”
         

         
         Fabian couldn’t recall exactly what the school called this type of interference. Mia would have recited it to the Professor verbatim, left without being dismissed, and taken a nap, forgetting to mention the run-in entirely. 

         
         “I love technicalities,” said the Professor, sighing. “I must confess to being behind on human laws. Do I need to account
            for this in your syllabus?”
         

         
         This was good. Fabian needed to escape this topic and learn more about the devil.

         
         “Then I must confess to being up-to-date on syllabus protocol.” Fabian inclined his head to show off his control. A lesser
            magician would have snapped their neck regardless of how far away their body was. “You only need to address rules for the
            classroom, the schedule you wish to keep, and if you will be in your office regularly.”
         

         
         The Professor nodded. “Did you assist your prior professors with their syllabi?”

         
         “Oh, no!” Fabian chuckled, the lack of echo grating, and shook his head (basking in the Professor’s slightly arched brow and
            assessing stare). “I would be superfluous to the Stellarium’s illustrious professors.”
         

         
         The devil hummed. Unlike Fabian’s voice, the Professor’s didn’t carry. If they kept talking, then Fabian would start to attract
            the attention of lesser devils (and, worse, his classmates).
         

         
         “But you wouldn’t be superfluous to me?” the Professor finally asked, meeting Fabian’s gaze unblinkingly.

         
         Fabian raised one shoulder in nonchalance. “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far. I’m sure the other professors could be more helpful.
            I could give you last year’s syllabus for another course if you would like?”
         

         
         “Pass,” mumbled the Professor.

         
         “That I would like,” Fabian said.

         
         The Professor laughed, shoulders shaking, and he shook his head. “Let’s hope the Henry you’re setting up is the superfluous one, or class will be quite awkward for you. How did you pick which Henry?” 

         
         “Stratford will take the bait,” said Fabian. Perhaps he finally had a professor he could speak freely with. “He’s curious
            by nature and has never been able to resist a hook.”
         

         
         “Curious” was the polite word for “rash” at the Stellarium.

         
         “Even when they look like hooks?”

         
         “That makes them more interesting.” Fabian shrugged. “Is there anything else?”

         
         “No, go plot your murders, Galloway-no-relation,” the Professor said and turned to leave, as if he were in a hallway and not
            the void. He hesitated. “I’ll have office hours. Come to them if you like.”
         

         
         A thrill like lightning shot down Fabian’s spine. A professor had never invited him to office hours, leaving the visits entirely
            up to him.
         

         
         “Thank you, and it’s just Galloway.” He would never be defined by Mia. “Fabian Galloway.”

         
         “Funny word, ‘just,’” the Professor said and vanished.

         
         His toothy grin hung in Fabian’s vision for longer than it should have. Fabian’s experiences with devils were brief and unhelpful.
            He’d only encountered them as starving specters on the horizon of the void or aloof strangers at the teachers’ table during
            the rare suppers they attended. Gnawing mouths without stomachs, Credence called them. She was a terrible poet.
         

         
         The Professor, though, had been almost amicable, and Fabian loved a challenge. If he could connect with the Professor, then
            perhaps killing him would be easier.
         

         
         He might have been a teacher’s pet, but he still had teeth.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lesson Four

         
         On the second day of class everyone, even Mia (Fabian had brushed her hair and watched her put on the right shoes), arrived
            before the first bell rang. The door to the room was open and the desks arranged in three rows of four facing the Professor’s
            lectern, but there was one desk missing. Everyone hesitated in the hall, blocking the doorway. Fabian nudged his way to the
            front.
         

         
         “Which one of you requested to die in a game of musical chairs?” he asked.

         
         “My mistake,” Colin said and winked, slipping past Fabian. “I was counting on your lack of rhythm but didn’t think we’d play
            so soon.”
         

         
         Berend laughed but it broke the unease, so Fabian swallowed his anger. Colin was wealthy and Berend was noble, and both had
            taken dancing lessons. Fabian hadn’t had the luxury.
         

         
         Selflessly, he stood in the back of the room, so that everyone else would have a seat (and owed him). He would have to nudge
            Stratford into taking out Henry or the Professor after class.
         

         
         In the third row, Irene touched Stratford’s arm. “Henry, I have an idea.”

         
         Stratford leaned across the gap separating them. She whispered something Fabian couldn’t hear over the murmuring of the class, sliding her fingers up to Stratford’s shoulder. Envy tightened about the base of Fabian’s spine, a cold and cruel serpent. Stratford already had a family and money. He didn’t need Irene. 

         
         Stratford smiled, stood, and threw himself from the room.

         
         The pale glow (red for away, blue for toward) that illuminated objects thrown by severance was child’s play to get rid of,
            but he’d left it, as well as scorch marks on the floor.
         

         
         Irene couldn’t possibly want the lesser of the two Henrys. She faced the front of the room again, pulling her supplies from
            her bag. Fabian inhaled, flicked his hair back, and dropped his bag into the newly empty chair. She, like him, was setting
            Stratford up to fail.
         

         
         “Is this seat free?” he asked.

         
         “Free? It’s about thirty thousand sil per year.” She twirled a strand of hair around a finger (his favorite tell of hers).
            “I can’t imagine what he thought was more important than class.”
         

         
         “Creativity has never been your strength,” Fabian said cheerfully. “End of the month, do you think?”

         
         “You would bet on our classmates dying?” Irene’s fake smile dropped, and her shrewd-eyed appraisal made his chest tighten.
            “You’ve been holding out on me.”
         

         
         “We’re all betting on which of our classmates will die, whether we put money on it or not,” he said. Stratford’s death would
            surely reveal something useful about the Professor. “I say ‘we,’ but your money hardly counts as yours.”
         

         
         She leaned across his desk to speak to Berend, drowning him in her perfume (bitter almonds, orange peel, and a sharp aromatic
            he couldn’t identify). “I don’t think he’ll ever forgive us for working as hard as him and being able to pay our tuition.”
         

         
         “His pride would fester less if you stopped spitting in it,” Berend said, smiling pityingly at Fabian.

         
         Neither of them needed the tuition waiver. Berend already had everything Fabian was owed, and thought he had earned it, but he wanted the esteem to repair his family’s reputation. Irene, at least, needed to be an honorable magician to oust her spoiled cousin Anthony as heir. She understood the desperate hunger of ambition. 

         
         Not as much as Fabian did, of course.

         
         “If either of you had ever ranked higher than me, then perhaps it would bother me,” Fabian said and laughed. “Difficult to
            spit at a bird and not hit yourself in the face.”
         

         
         A muscle in Irene’s jaw twitched, wrinkling the shiny white scar above her lip.

         
         Once, when they were in their second year, she had called him ‘a dim-witted pet of the lowest order’ after she scored higher
            than him on a mathematics test and he asked the professor for half credit on a question (because he had been half-correct),
            bringing his grade up to match hers. She had never forgotten or forgiven him for that. A pity Irene always let her pride get
            the better of her.
         

         
         “Oh, good. I picked the right number of desks. One of them was terribly wobbly,” the Professor said, sliding into existence
            at the front of the room. He was crouched as if sitting and crossed his right ankle over his left knee. “If Henry is about
            to kill me, you have to tell me. A surprise attempt will throw my whole agenda into disarray.”
         

         
         The Professor wore a black robe today, the hood as red as Fabian’s, and a matching ribbon kept the high collar of his white
            shirt closed. The mockery of an honors student made Fabian’s skin itch.
         

         
         “I hope you have all been hard at work planning your last months alive,” the Professor said, loose tail of silvery hair falling
            over his slouched shoulder. His freckles, Fabian was sure, had moved. “I have created a syllabus for the class, though I am
            open to your input. If you wish to publish before you die, Professor Pendleton has agreed to facilitate the preservation of
            your research. If you don’t want to do anything at all, wonderful. Any questions?”
         

         
         Discussing a research project with the Professor might be a good use of time, and Fabian had been invited to office hours.
         

         
         “I have two,” Ayako said. She was sitting in the back row of the class with Mia and Credence. “If we don’t attend class, what
            will you do, and will you be honoring the methods of death we selected even if none of us attempt to kill you?”
         

         
         “Nothing and yes. If none of you attend, I won’t either. It will be a lovely little break,” the Professor said. “If we’re
            all here on the last day of classes, I’ll go down the roster. So my condolences, Galloway.”
         

         
         Fabian shrugged.

         
         “I will be in my office for the two hours before breakfast and after supper to meet with any student who wishes. If at least
            one of you comes to class every day, here is what I plan to discuss,” said the Professor, producing thirteen handmade booklets
            from his robe and handing them to Henry Carew in the front row. “Pass these around and look them over. We’ll discuss the schedule,
            then close with a fun activity.”
         

         
         For a devil who had only been in the world for a day, he certainly had a solid grip on the most terrifying sentences a teacher
            could utter. Their second-year topology professor had considered throwing pairs of them into the void and letting them find
            their way back a “fun activity.” Fabian and his partner (a very unhelpful student who rightly hadn’t applied for the honors
            class) had been stuck for six hours.
         

         
         “We’re going to discuss the ethics of severance?” Colin asked, flipping through the booklet. “There’s nothing about practicing
            complex severance itself until the third term.”
         

         
         Fabian opened his syllabus with careful hands. It was held together on one side by a pair of oddly thin metal fangs and contained
            an outline for the entire year. The first term was almost entirely historical and philosophical fluff.
         

         
         The Professor slouched over the lectern. “Is anything you asked me to teach you missing from this syllabus?”

         
         “Well, no,” Colin said and sank down into their seat.

         
         Irene unfolded the metal and pried the papers apart. “Why doesn’t the last week of class have a topic?”

         
         “It felt mean to schedule class when most of you will die that week,” said the Professor. “I know it’s hoping for too much,
            but if all of you just want to go home for the year and relax, that’s fine. I can track you down quite easily.”
         

         
         The Stellarium didn’t tolerate such cowardice. Greatness demanded sacrifice.

         
         “No, thank you,” Daphne said so cheerfully the Professor made a face.

         
         Florence nodded. “We want to be here.”

         
         “Have to be here,” muttered Sorcha.

         
         “If we go home now, all our work will have been for nothing,” Credence said, and Fabian twisted to give her his full attention
            and a small smile. “All the work our families and friends did will be meaningless. We are here because graduating from the
            honors class was the only way we could afford the Stellarium, and the Stellarium is the only school that teaches true severance.
            We have to be here to become magicians.”
         

         
         Only a Stellarium education would give them the finances, jobs, and connections to change anything. Fabian would never have
            been able to afford even the least prestigious of the nonmagical universities, much less turn his family’s reputation around,
            and honorable magicians were the only ones permitted to join the House of Stars. Without graduating from the honors class,
            no one in this room would ever have a say in governance. The Stellarium opened doors people didn’t even know existed until
            they matriculated.
         

         
         “Right . . .” The Professor glanced at a scrap of paper on the lectern. “For the tuition waiver. And you all just had to be
            honorable magicians?”
         

         
         “I thought logical fallacies started next week?” Mia asked and yawned.

         
         Fabian winced. That was too pointed for the Professor to believe she had been sleeping.

         
         The Professor snorted. “Your ability to read without opening your syllabus is impressive, or is that your desperation to prove an authority figure wrong?” 

         
         Fabian could taste the shit-eating grin Mia probably wore as she said, “What are you an authority on?”

         
         “Not dying.”

         
         “Impossible.”

         
         Fabian inhaled slowly. He needed to end this before she went too far. If they wanted to have any hope of surviving, they couldn’t
            assume they would never kill the Professor. Every problem had a solution, often more than one. It was (as so many of Mia’s
            actions were) inadvertently a good rallying cry.
         

         
         Each of them loved to prove people wrong, and nothing would be more satisfying than coming together to prove the Professor
            very, very wrong.
         

         
         “We all want to be here. Some of us have to be here,” Fabian said. “Whether you like it or not, you will have to teach this course.”
         

         
         A chorus of agreement rang out, even from Irene.

         
         Perfect.

         
         The Professor threw his hands up. “Fine! Who wants to learn the best way to die?”

         
         Florence raised her hand, and the Professor winked at her.

         
         “It’s got to be painlessly, right?” Berend blurted out. “Like going to sleep?”

         
         “You would think that,” the Professor said without a single drop of derision. He pointed at Berend and darted to the chalkboard
            at the front of the room. “But consider the terror of awareness.”
         

         
         Berend shook his head.

         
         “I wasn’t, but now I will never stop considering it,” muttered Henry Carew.

         
         “Your brains are, despite your bodies’ other faults, works of biological architecture unlike anything else in the worlds,” the Professor said, drawing a straight line across the board. He marked the middle of it with a circle. “Let’s say this line is time and the circle is your death. What’s the issue?” 

         
         “Time,” said Sorcha, downturned expression too sad for only the second day of class. For once, her shaggy black hair was pulled
            into two short fishtail braids instead of hiding her face. “For us, it will always be time.”
         

         
         Florence shook her head. “So make it painless and quick.”

         
         The Professor smiled. “Experience and perception do not necessarily align, especially if perceiving time as passing more slowly
            could be beneficial, like in a life-or-death situation.”
         

         
         “Or in a classroom in which someone is discussing something useless,” Fabian said under his breath while the Professor carried
            on talking about time.
         

         
         Irene, the only person who had heard him, rested her face in her hands and slightly covered her mouth. “And yet it’s exactly
            what you wanted.”
         

         
         “I simply agreed with Credence,” he whispered.

         
         “Congratulations. Your pet mathematician is finally developing other skills.”

         
         “Don’t call her that,” he said, the connotations leaving a terrible taste in his mouth. Irene and her coconspirators had always
            been critical of his friendships with Mia and Credence but never so blatantly. “Credence is hardly mine and certainly not
            a pet.”
         

         
         “You collected her the moment you realized she would do anything you asked to avoid making a decision,” Irene said. “A pity.
            You’d be so good at court.”
         

         
         The syntax stung, and he shook his head. Irene might not have been the heir to her family’s title, but she knew exactly how
            far his family had fallen.
         

         
         It helped that she was wrong. Credence didn’t hate making decisions. She hated making the wrong decisions.

         
         “I didn’t realize spares attended court,” he said. “I don’t care what you think of me, but I do expect you to not be foolish enough to attempt passing alone.” 

         
         Irene’s skin flushed a pretty pink, and she muttered, “Lower your expectations.”

         
         “My expectations?” he asked, imagining her stretched across the desk in his dorm, his thigh between her legs and her mouth
            shut. “If you don’t play nicely, the only thing I will lower this year is you into a grave.”
         

         
         “You wish you could get me on my back.”

         
         “Excellent point, Wyndlow,” the Professor said loudly, slamming a hand on the lectern. “What about consciousness!”

         
         Fabian didn’t speak or so much as look at Irene for the rest of class. She was unbearable and outspoken, always desperate
            to have the last word. The Professor spent the remaining time going over different methods of death and making snide remarks
            about what each student had chosen. Fabian would have preferred the requests remain secret (since he already knew all of them),
            but the Professor’s response to Mia’s mysterious death was interesting. He called her cruel and her request unteachable. Fabian
            had never considered Mia cruel.
         

         
         But most importantly, the Professor saved Fabian’s for last and called him bold.

         
         Bold!

         
         Fabian didn’t mention it as he walked to the library with Mia and Credence. Pendleton, the librarian, had been too busy with
            the new students yesterday to speak with Mia, but Credence had gotten Henry Carew to confess that he, too, would prefer the
            class work together in some capacity. Fabian suspected Ayako and Sorcha would feel the same way, giving them an easy majority
            to press the others to share their plans. Not all information shared would be useful, but he would rather know it than not.
         

         
         The bodies are irrelevant.

         
         “Professor Pendleton isn’t technically a professor, so talking to her can’t hurt,” said Fabian as they climbed the stairs to the fifth floor. The library separated the honors class from the rest of the school. “We just need the right approach.” 

         
         The honors class wasn’t supposed to seek out help. He really wanted to speak with his favorite teacher, Professor Ward, but
            he was certain Ward wouldn’t let Fabian in his office. The only thing Ward loved more than his students was rules.
         

         
         Mia sighed. “How did you become the optimistic one?’

         
         “I’ve always been optimistic, but even stars get covered by monstrous storm clouds parading about as magicians,” he said.

         
         “Clouds don’t parade,” Credence muttered, and Fabian glanced at her. “Sorry,” she said.

         
         “Never apologize for being right,” said Fabian, walking into the library. “You’re forgiven.”

         
         The library took up the entire floor above the sixth-year dorms. The thick wooden doors were open wide, but no light spilled
            into the dim labyrinth of bookshelves beyond. Muted covers shivered in place like autumn leaves in a breeze, and the potent
            taste of parchment aged too long coated Fabian’s tongue. Some magicians, who didn’t trust their legacies to live on (cowards),
            severed before death and existed in a half-life between the pages of their research. Whispers too soft to comprehend echoed
            in the stone stairwell.
         

         
         There were no other students about, and soon enough the muffled cacophony of the library gave way to the crinkle of turning
            pages. Mia had a favorite desk, which no one else ever sat at (because she was always there), and she headed for it on instinct.
            Fabian grabbed her elbow, directing her to walk in front of him
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