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“Where love rules, there is no will to power; and where power predominates, there love is lacking. The one is the shadow of the other.”

—CARL GUSTAV JUNG




PROLOGUE
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Behind his white mask, the Magister frowned.

The ritual was proceeding to plan. The eight new Initiates stood around the edge of the mosaic circle on the floor with hooded black robes concealing their faces. They chanted with practiced precision, perfectly intoning the ancient syllables: “Ex infortunio, potenter benedic nobis.”

The male voices echoed pleasantly through the underground chamber, reverberating through air thick with the scents of incense and myrrh.

Within the mosaic circle, the elementals of the ritual were evenly spaced, each given a specific position corresponding to a Fibonacci spiral. The gold ingots had melted into a liquid that was bubbling happily, the powdered bones were swirling in fractal patterns, and the horsehair figurines sizzled before bursting into flame.

But the fourth elemental—the most important part of the induction, positioned at the crux of the Fibonacci spiral—wasn’t behaving properly. It wriggled and grunted and cursed, refusing to cooperate. Which was why the Magister was not pleased.

The girl was bound and gagged. The cuffs had a practical purpose: to keep her in the correct spot, the mathematical center of the room, where she would act as a focal point for the energies unleashed by the ritual. But the manner in which her hands were tied to her feet, painfully bending and contorting her body, had the added benefit of heightening her terror and discomfort. That was important.

The Magister was not a cruel man. Or rather, his cruelty was practical. The power of the ceremony was contingent upon the emotional state of the sacrifice; they would only extract fortune for their own lives in proportion to what she surrendered in this moment. Which meant that they needed pain. Fear. Despair.

The problem was, the girl remained defiant.

She was scared, of course, and the dark streaks of mascara down her cheeks served as testament to her terror. But she was also angry. And fury kept her afloat. Normally, by this point in the ritual, the sacrifice would have soiled herself, weeping in pure and utter dejection. But this girl held out some irrational hope. Perhaps of escape. Perhaps even violent retribution.

The Magister wondered if they had chosen poorly. But it was too late to go back now. This girl had already been plucked neatly from her life. One death was always easy enough to hide, but two in the same year would arouse suspicion.

“Ex passione, potenter benedic nob—”

Brrreeet—the chanting was interrupted by the chipper ring of a cellphone echoing through the subterranean chamber.

The Magister glowered at the Initiates through the slits of his mask, furious at the ceremony being undermined. These young men had no idea how privileged they were to be in the rarefied echelon that would ever witness, much less benefit from, a ritual as forbidden as this.

The boys all shifted uncomfortably, glancing around the circle. Brrreeet. The sound continued.

One of the Initiates—Collins? Davis? Or was it the boyfriend? It was impossible to make out who it was beneath the cloak in the dim—abruptly broke from formation and went to the corner of the room. The girl’s clothes were wadded up in a pile where they had been cut from her body and discarded. He fished in a small tan purse and pulled out the offending device as it gave one final noisy ring, no longer muffled. Brrreeet!

Despite the interruption, the elementals in the circle had continued their reactions. The ritual was still proceeding, and with a nod of his head, the Magister signaled the Initiates to resume the next line of chanting.

“Ex tenebris, potenter benedic nobis.”

The Magister beckoned to the boy with the cellphone. Its home screen showed a single missed call. The Magister contemplated the device until, as he’d hoped, the phone beeped, signaling a new voicemail.

The Magister stepped across the ritual circle. The Initiates continued their chanting, louder now, excited. The Magister raised a hand, signaling them to pause. He approached the girl in the center of the circle and held the phone before her. Even with the gag stretching her cheeks, it recognized her face and opened with a happy chirp. The girl thrashed and grunted, trying to shout something at him, but her words were unintelligible.

The Magister clicked up the volume on the phone and pressed PLAY on the voicemail.

A young woman’s voice, pleasantly husky, issued from the phone’s speaker and echoed through the space, audible to all:

“Hey, sorry for calling so late, I know it’s … what, almost midnight there? Just thought I might catch you before bed if you were studying.”

The Initiates leaned in, beginning to understand now. The girl whimpered loudly, as though hoping the recorded voice might hear her and come to her aid.

“I’m up ungodly early here. Big day today. Wanted to hear your voice before I went in. But if I don’t, wish me luck.”

A muffled shriek issued from behind the gag, and the girl fought her bonds with such ferocity she practically convulsed. But it was useless. The ropes held. The message continued, a tremor of emotion creeping into the voice on the other line.

“Anyway, I know you’re busy, but … I miss you. I’m gonna try to come home and visit soon. And … I hope you’re doing great. Love you.”

The message ended—and at last, the girl broke. Her bitter defiance was replaced by abject defeat, as she understood, finally and truly, that she would never see her loved ones again. Her short life would end alone and naked in this room, leaving those who knew her to mourn in pain and confusion.

Only the abyss was waiting.

A keening wail escaped the girl’s throat.

The Magister beckoned to the Initiates. They all approached, closing in on the center of the circle. Long knives gleaming in the candlelight.

“Ex morte, potenter benedic nobis.”

She screamed as the Initiates lowered their blades, and the Magister held out a chalice to collect the bounty her body would yield. It would be a good harvest. A successful ritual.

Behind his white mask, the Magister smiled.




ELLSBETH
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Ellsbeth tried to blend in among the throng of undergraduates waiting outside the lecture hall for the locked doors to open. It was a few minutes before seven in the morning—the single class that Professor Rawlins offered to undergraduates was set, seemingly purposefully, punishingly early, and still, Introduction to the Principles of Arcane Mechanicals was the most sought-after class on Newlyn’s campus. You could practically hear the frantic clicking through the freshman dorms when the online registration system opened, the frenetic attempts to claim one of the sixty seats. Rawlins did not permit students to audit the class, and there was no waitlist.

It was well understood that T. M. Rawlins believed a lecture for freshmen to be a waste of his time. He was a professor at Newlyn, of course, because of its famous graduate program in the arcane arts, with its handpicked cohort of eight students. Ellsbeth imagined that Rawlins only taught the one undergraduate lecture he did because it was some contractual obligation of his tenure, or else the dean of the College of the Arcane Arts had some blackmail on him.

The September morning was cold enough that her breath was visible, and Ellsbeth stepped out of the shadow of a red-brick building to try to claim whatever faint warmth she could from the watery sunlight. She pulsed her hands into fists in her pockets to try to get the blood flowing as she eyed the undergraduates around her. They were happily chattering in groups of twos and threes, their voices too high from excitement and the falseness of trying to impress people they were just meeting for the first time. Some wore new peacoats and too much perfume, and full faces of makeup masking teenage acne; others were studiedly casual, in filthy sneakers and baseball hats and the same backpack they’d used in high school slung over one shoulder, daring the world to believe that even for a moment they cared what anyone else thought. They were all halfway caught between arrogance and insecurity, still energized by the promise of an imagined reinvention upon matriculating to college—the chance to shed their insufferably suburban high school identities—and still buoyed by their good luck at having managed to secure a spot in Rawlins’s coveted lecture and at being eighteen, and being at Newlyn, and knowing everything.

Ellsbeth was twenty-four years old and she had never felt so old as she did then, standing among a horde of college freshmen. She was not registered for Introduction to the Principles of Arcane Mechanicals. In fact, she was not a student at Newlyn University at all.

One of the peacoat girls standing nearby was holding a copy of The Arcane and the Ordinary clutched against her chest, as if she was going to ask Professor Rawlins to sign it for her after class. His author photo took up almost the entire back cover, and Ellsbeth found herself staring at it.

Rawlins was young in the picture—probably, infuriatingly, in his twenties—with a swoop of brown hair. Even in the black and white, Ellsbeth could make out blue eyes. He wasn’t smiling. Perhaps he had thought that was too casual for a dense book of nonfiction, a work (as The New York Times Book Review promised in large letters) “of tremendous importance to the field.” Instead, this black-and-white Rawlins was tilting his head back, gazing out at the viewer down his nose. Ellsbeth imagined him practicing the expression in the mirror, hoping to look serious, imperious even. Instead, something about the pose made her smile. He looked like a little boy playing grown-up in an Oxford shirt.

Just as the bell in the tower struck the hour, the heavy mechanical sounds of a lock being undone were audible from the outside, and a TA swung the heavy doors of Hale Hall open. The eager bodies pressed forward in a flood, Ellsbeth among them.
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THE COLLEGE OF THE ARCANE Arts at Newlyn was almost its own university within the university, with a cluster of buildings on the west side of campus curled around a grassy courtyard like a dragon around its hoard. Hale Hall took up nearly one entire side of the quad, a stately granite-and-brownstone structure with a striped roof that peaked in a gothic point and tall, narrow windows.

The Practicum, for graduate students, was across the way, behind a small thicket of heritage elm trees. It had no windows at all.

Though Newlyn University had a respectable reputation as an undergraduate school, it was home to one of the most elite graduate programs for arcane arts in the world—certainly the best program in the United States, next to Yale.

Bertie had been trying to convince Ellsbeth of that when they were back home for Thanksgiving last year. It was after Ellsbeth had graduated from St. Andrews, but she had decided to stay in the UK for another year to study for her Arcanus. Bertie had recently begun her first semester as an undergraduate at Newlyn and they were both back in New Jersey to spend a week half-heartedly forking at their mother’s latest attempt at a fat-free turkey loaf and watching network television with their dad before he fell asleep on the couch.

“You’d love the trees on campus,” Bertie had said, flopping onto Ellsbeth’s childhood bed. “The red and orange leaves. It’s like something out of a J. Crew catalog. So Vermont-y. Makes you want to drink maple syrup.”

“I’m not getting my DAA in arcane mechanicals because I want to look at trees,” Ellsbeth said.

“Well, obviously,” Bertie shot back, grinning. “But if you went to Newlyn next year, we could room together. They let sophomores live off-campus. You and I could get an apartment!” That did appeal to Ellsbeth. While she left for St. Andrews in Scotland, she found she didn’t miss her mother or father nearly as much as she missed her younger sister. Every time she visited home again, Bertie shocked her anew with just how much of a person she had become since she last saw her. No longer a child, the little sibling made anonymous by the four years in between them, but an actual person full of wit and passion and opinions and a surprisingly sharp sense of humor.

The idea of living in an apartment tucked on a tree-lined street near Newlyn with Bertie, boiling water for tea together and studying side by side on the couch, made Ellsbeth smile. “It’s a thought,” she said. Bertie rolled her eyes. Both of them knew that Ellsbeth was planning on getting her DAA in arcane mechanicals at Cambridge. Her undergraduate adviser had already reached out to the dean of Trinity College, a friend of his, and informed him that Ellsbeth was the most promising arcanist he had ever taught. Her slot in the program was a foregone conclusion, merely waiting on Ellsbeth taking the Arcanus.

Because you were only permitted to sit for the Arcanus once, most students, like Ellsbeth, took a few months off after graduation to study before taking the test in January. Cambridge required at least a fifty-five out of seventy-one on the Arcanus for admission to its DAA program; Ellsbeth had taken three practice tests so far, and received a perfect score every time.

Bertie reached over to pull Ellsbeth’s old paperback copy of The Arcane and the Ordinary off her bedside table. “The guy who wrote this teaches at Newlyn.”

“How do you know? Last I heard, you’re studying French. And dance.”

“He’s famous,” Bertie said, thumbing through the book. “Or he was. They brag about it in the school brochures and stuff. Come on. It’s cool that he’s at Newlyn.”

“I mean, sure,” Ellsbeth said. “But I’m pretty sure he went to Cambridge.” Bertie flipped to the back of the book for an About the Author section that she read silently, then scowled and threw the book down onto the bed beside her.

Had Bertie been so insistent on getting Ellsbeth to join her at Newlyn because she was lonely? Because she needed her sister? There were so many moments that Ellsbeth replayed in her mind, trying to make sense of what happened. It was like trying to complete a puzzle, but the pieces were soggy and torn and dissolving in her hands.

In the end, Ellsbeth had not gone to Cambridge. Ellsbeth had sat for her one and only Arcanus that winter, and she had failed, destroying any possible future she would ever have as an arcanist, the only thing she had ever wanted to be. And when she flew home to New Jersey the next time, Bertie wasn’t there. Her clothes were sealed in vacuum-packed plastic and her bedroom door remained shut.
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“DO YOU THINK WE’RE ACTUALLY going to, like, do arcane mechanicals?” A girl in expensive leggings and a ponytail so tight it pulled at her temples was practically vibrating with excitement as the mass of students slowly pressed forward into the lecture hall itself.

Ellsbeth snorted. She couldn’t help herself. The girl shot her a look. “This is a freshman lecture,” Ellsbeth said. “You’ll be lucky if they pass around a piece of compounding clay at the end of the semester just so you can feel it in your hands. This is going to be all theory and basic math.”

The Ponytail Girl continued glaring at Ellsbeth, and now her friend beside her was glaring, too. “How do you know?”

“I mean, it’s kind of obvious. What? You’re really expecting T. M. Rawlins to let a bunch of eighteen-year-olds start doing bone-bindings?”

“Okayyyyy,” the girl’s friend said. “You don’t have to be such a bitch about it.” The two of them, muttering and shooting further dark glances back at Ellsbeth, found seats near the front of the room.

The lecture hall echoed with chatter and the shuffling of books and feet as Ellsbeth slipped into an open seat on the right side of the room, six rows back. It was an older classroom, with its front wall lined with green chalkboards from the floor to the ceiling (and another layer of chalkboards hidden behind the first, accessible via a system of ropes and pulleys). The students sat in ascending rows, forced to squeeze into uncomfortably small wooden chairs with attached desks.

Ellsbeth absently wished she had worn a less conspicuous sweater. Surely Rawlins wouldn’t be able to count visually and see that there was an additional student in the lecture hall, but it seemed unwise to have chosen a red wool jumper. There was no need to draw any additional attention to herself; she was already irrationally certain that there was something indelible about her that made it obvious she didn’t belong here. Her age, yes, but also her sadness. She had lived what felt like a thousand lives in the months since Bertie died. The students around her felt like children.

And then, as if cued by a conductor, the chatter in the hall stopped in an instant. From a small door behind the podium, Rawlins had appeared, and the room was silent.

The handsome boy from the photo in his book was still visible, but he was graying at the temples of his hairline, which was receding into a deep widow’s peak that suited him perfectly. Fine lines spiderwebbed from the corners of his eyes, which were bleary from too much caffeine or too little sleep or both.

“Welcome,” Rawlins said. His voice was lower than Ellsbeth had expected. “This is Introduction to the Principles of Arcane Mechanicals. If you’re looking for British Literature 101, that’s on the North Quad.” There were a few polite chuckles. Rawlins had delivered his half joke flatly, unsmiling; Ellsbeth was certain he opened the lecture the same way every single year.

Before he said another word, he pulled an iron ingot from his pocket, snapped it in two, and let the dust settle on his desk. Using his finger, he traced a circle in the iron filaments. The lecture hall gasped and then burst into applause. Rawlins allowed himself a small smile without looking up. The chalkboard behind him had instantly become covered with messy scrawling handwriting—important dates in the history of the arcane arts, along with basic equations. “Have to do something to impress you all on our first day,” he said. “After all, I know how competitive registration can be. Those of you who managed to enroll in this class are part of a lucky group.”

And at that moment, he looked up, directly at Ellsbeth.

She felt her underarms prickle with sweat and her heart tighten in her chest. He was holding her gaze, his eyes locked on hers. They flicked down to her sweater, and then away, toward the papers he was keeping in a stack on the lectern.

Ellsbeth held her breath, exhaling only once he began talking about Norman contributions to thaumaturgy and she was fairly confident he wouldn’t interrupt the lecture to publicly shame her as an interloper.

The content of the introductory class was basic, information that Ellsbeth had studied back when she was in high school, reading books that made the librarians at the local branch raise their eyebrows. But from the way Rawlins spoke, she understood immediately why his class always had a waiting list. He was clear without being dull, reverential without veering into the poetic. He talked about the science of augury like he was telling a story.

He was brilliant. But more important, Ellsbeth realized, he was bored. He was reciting the same lecture he had been giving on the first day of class for years, probably verbatim.

When Rawlins glanced back in her direction toward the end of the lecture, she was smiling at him. The truth was, Ellsbeth hadn’t snuck onto campus simply to attend a single undergraduate lecture. She had come to Newlyn for her sister, and she had come here for Professor Rawlins.

From: Storer.Ellsbeth

To: Rawlins DAA

Subject: Your Arcane Mechanicals course


Hi Professor,

First, let me apologize for writing an email to you at all given that I’m sure with classes just starting, you’re incredibly busy. And I’m also sorry for beginning said email with “Hi” when you might find that incredibly overly familiar and unprofessional. Please be assured that I went through several drafts of initial salutations. (Dear felt informal and strained; To, robotic to the point of rudeness. And so I’m left with hi.) Hi.

A bit about me: I graduated from St. Andrews, First Class Honors, with an independent study in augury under Professor Arthur Binder that received the Flint-Marxcy Prize for undergraduate achievement. I spent the fall of last year living in London while studying for the Arcanus, planning on applying to graduate programs in the spring. Unfortunately, my plans were derailed by life circumstances that I would be happy to discuss more in person, but suffice it to say, with an incomplete Arcanus score, I was well aware that I would not have merited any significant consideration had I sent in a formal application to the graduate program for admission this term. Which is why I am writing to you now—in the hope that a personal appeal might be the best way forward.

Please be sure, I am well aware of how competitive the DAA program at Newlyn is, with only a small group of hand-selected students each year. But I know I would be an asset to the department and, as I said, I would be happy to offer an explanation of the extenuating circumstances around my Arcanus and convince you why that result is not at all reflective of my passion or my natural predisposition for mechanicals.

Here is where I should offer another apology: I snuck into your introductory lecture yesterday morning (and borrowed your email address off the syllabus). If you happened to notice a twenty-something girl in a red sweater a few sizes too big looking like a child on Christmas morning, that was me.

I’ve never seen anyone talk about arcane mechanicals the way you did—in the past when I heard teachers discuss conservation of matter and the rudimentary mechanicals, they made it sound so sterile. You made it sound like we were conductors in a symphony, like the strings of reality are ours to be teased out at will and played in harmony. (That is not to say I don’t appreciate the incredibly rigorous mathematics required to study arcane mechanicals, because I do (I’m attaching my transcript below, in case you’re curious, and in case this email hasn’t already wasted enough of your time, and if you find yourself curious, please be sure to check my undergraduate coursework in Differential Equations and Multivariables. Top of the class in both)).

I know traditionally you wouldn’t accept students into your program once the semester has already begun, and I realize this is an incredibly unorthodox request, but seeing as I don’t have access to a genie, time travel, or a Fortunatis Favori ritual, there’s only one course of action left to me: you.

If there were ever a chance you could make an exception, I can promise you will never teach a student more willing to work hard than me.

I’ve already taken up too much of your time, and so, I’m sorry (again).

Best (how is that?),

Ellsbeth Storer

P.S. When I was sixteen, my parents gave me a copy of The Arcane and the Ordinary and I practically memorized it. I think I slept with it under my pillow for a few months. Seeing you in person in the lecture yesterday was surreal after only seeing the photo of you from the back cover.



From: Rawlins DAA

To: Storer.Ellsbeth

Subject: Re: Your Arcane Mechanicals course


Ms. Stoller,

Assuming your undergraduate education afforded you some familiarity with the history of persuasive writing, perhaps you can point me to the precedent of a rhetorician who convinced his audience primarily through the use of apology—or indeed, numerous apologies piled upon one another to the point of stupefaction. Or did you expect to be the first to win over a skeptic through a cacophony of “sorry”?

It matters not. The system of selection that we have developed at the CotAA has been honed across generations. Other fields, perhaps, can afford the luxury of exceptions based on such dubious virtues as diligence and presumptuousness. But a cursory overview of the history of the arcane will reveal the danger of entrusting magical knowledge in the hands of those who have not been properly vetted and prepared.

More important, my own experience with students not suited to the study has shown that the costs can be grave. The crucible is not merely a tool of our trade, it is a fitting metaphor for the field itself, which reveals any impurity in the heart of the practitioner.

Many a young applicant has felt improperly represented by her Arcanus score, but often that indignation arises from a misunderstanding of the test itself. The exam does not seek only to measure intellectual capability, but is an instrument intended to assess holistic fitness for the rigors of this study and the responsibilities of its practice. If the face I vaguely recall connected to that unfortunate red sweater is any indication, you are quite young, and as such, you may lack the self-awareness to soberly judge your own shortcomings. Worry not; life will reveal them to you, ruthlessly and relentlessly.

Even if I wanted to admit you, the decision is not mine to make; Dean Lennox oversees the admissions process, and we already have a full cohort of capable students who followed the guidelines and submitted their applications six months ago.

A final thought: I’m sure you intended for me to be flattered by extolling the quality of my first book, but I can hardly take the compliment. While I stand by every word in that text, its author—represented handsomely by that author photo—is a different man than I am. Barely older than you are now, and, while better versed than you in the arcane, no less naïve and foolhardy. It would hardly even be appropriate for me to autograph your copy, since I am so far removed from him, and the intervening years have taken such a toll on my body and soul.

Evidently, I am in a procrastinatory mood and avoiding the quizzes piled upon my desktop, because many words have now been written, when perhaps one would suffice.

No.

Best of luck with your studies,

T. M. Rawlins, DAA



From: Storer.Ellsbeth

To: Rawlins DAA

Subject: Re: Re: Your Arcane Mechanicals course


Hi again Professor Rawlins,

“To be a student of the Arcane is to subject oneself, again and again, to the study of Humility. In fact, it is Humility and a willingness to prostrate oneself before the unknown Mechanikal operations that will ultimately predict one’s success within the Field.”

I admit, it feels silly to quote the Mythikum Mythicarum to you (I believe you actually wrote the introduction to Dawes’s new translation several years ago?). But I was thinking about your email, and I decided to consult the original Latin text. While most translators (Dawes, quoted above, included) land on the word “Humility,” in the original Latin text from 1402, the word used is paenitere. The root word for “penitent.” Repenting. Apologetic. And so, I think we should reevaluate my “cacophony” of apologies as evidence NOT of my being star-struck and intimidated by any communication with you, but instead of my inherent proclivity for arcane mechanicals.

And here is where you get a chance to apologize: My name is Ms. Storer, not “Stoller.”

Yesterday (before I went down a rabbit hole of Latin translation) I had messaged Dean Lennox and explained the unusual circumstances surrounding my incomplete Arcanus score. I mentioned that you had communicated that any decision regarding a late admission to the arcane mechanicals course would be entirely up to her judgment, which came as somewhat of a surprise to her. Dean Lennox seemed to be under the impression that you are the one with the power to admit a student outside the conventional channels if you were willing to independently supervise their thesis and account for their progress.

I will offer no more apologies, but I will offer you a proposition: tea, over which I can tell you the story of what happened to me on the day I took the Arcanus. I promise to buy if you agree to sign my copy of The Arcane and the Ordinary. (I would have asked you to also sign my copy of Dawes’s translation of the Mythikum, but when I revisited the translation again this morning I found it so infuriatingly lacking that I … threw it out the window.)

I am not someone accustomed to asking for favors, nor am I someone who relishes being granted any special treatment. But as you’re aware, the Arcanus can only be taken once, and I fear that if I don’t get the chance to explain to you what happened on that day last January, you won’t have a full understanding of who I am as a student and what I’ll be capable of in the arcane mechanicals.

I’ll be at The Puddle Jumper from 9 to 11 a.m. this Friday if you’re willing to submit yourself to a hot beverage and a good story. I’ll try to find a less unfortunate sweater to wear.

Best,

Ellsbeth

P.S. I am, in fact, vaguely aware of the Maxwell Keene situation, but I am not Maxwell Keene. For one thing, I would never attempt a thaumaturgy ritual alone or without a rune circle. Also: I’m a little better looking.






RAWLINS
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Rawlins slept poorly.

This was true as a general statement, stretching back to his earliest memories of childhood, but it was particularly true that first week of the new semester.

There were all manner of suitable causes to which he might accredit his insomnia. The obscene workload he had taken on—three (!) graduate students he was advising, in addition to the advanced studies seminars he taught. His needlessly time-consuming undergraduate lecture. Pressure from Lennox to draft the wholesale order of ritual elementals for the Practicum. His failure to get his editor a draft of his manuscript over the summer break (and his knowledge that he had hardly begun).

Yet when he woke on Friday at 4 a.m., after falling asleep past midnight, the first name on his mind, against all odds, was not that of the chancellor or the dean or his publisher. It was Ellsbeth Storer.

He had noticed Ellsbeth Storer, of course, in his introductory class the other day, sitting off to the right—a girl with long brown hair in an oversized sweater. The animal part of his brain had immediately been alerted to her presence in his lecture hall, as though instinctively registering a threat. Upon scrutiny, of course, the notion that a twenty-something pseudointellectual posed any sort of danger to him was laughable.

But now, he realized, his intuition had been reasonable: She was a threat. To his serenity, certainly, and to the sanctity of the subject of arcane mechanicals. If youthful entitlement and “passion” were sufficient to force oneself into a life of magical study, the field would be overrun with power-hungry dilettantes. There was nothing more dangerous than a young mind that felt it was owed knowledge and power. That was a lesson Rawlins had learned the hard way, and he would not repeat the mistake. Not with Ellsbeth Storer or anyone else.

Still in bed, he reread her last email several times. The invitation to meet her could be construed as casual, but he knew better. She was assuming he would be there. Counting on his curiosity about her misfortune to drive him there … and counting on his guilt to prevent him from standing her up. But he saw right through her. He imagined her sitting there, brown hair still damp from a recent shower, waiting to drink a cooling cup of tea while glancing for him at the door, and felt irritated with himself for feeling bad at all. She did not deserve his guilt, or even his pity. She had presumptuously thrust this situation upon herself.

Yet he kept returning to her in his mind. Something about the girl’s name felt familiar to him, though he was certain they had never met. The image of her face, for reasons he could not articulate, kept projecting intrusively upon his closed eyelids when he tried to sleep. It was preposterous; of all the things to lose sleep over, another arrogant student to whom he owed nothing. Ellsbeth Storer was just another among the handful of usually young, usually pretty women who emailed him about their admiration for his long-ago book, idealizing a life of magic, with no appetite for the rigorous dedication it demanded. (And, he allowed himself to think, idealizing a version of him, the decades-ago boy with bright-blue eyes and a knowing smile. A boy that no longer existed in the man now past forty.)

Rawlins pondered his options for getting back to sleep. In the past, he had occasional success with Winograd’s Soporificum—but it was forty-five minutes of work and required several expensive elementals. Far simpler to take a sleeping pill, and he had a medicine cabinet full of options—but at this hour, they would leave him foggy for the entire morning, and he’d rather be bleary-eyed but sharp.

So Rawlins surrendered to the day. He pulled back the sheets and stepped out of bed, the floorboards creaking loudly as though mocking his defeat.

Rawlins often had the impression that his house was a living being—and if so, it was a real asshole. It was nearly two centuries old, a quasi-gothic two-story that hugged the side of the hill, showing its age but nonetheless commanding in its perch over the town. The arched windows resembled half-lidded eyes, perpetually passing judgment on the campus below.

The house had come up at auction five years earlier, when Rawlins had recently gotten tenure and was thus (barely) in a position to afford it. Most of the other residents of the town found its grandiose eeriness off-putting, but Rawlins was instantly drawn. It was more house than he needed, and even at auction a stretch for his budget, but he’d dipped into the reservoir of savings from his book sales to afford it.

He grumbled about the decision nearly every day, especially as the perpetual need for repairs ate into his limited free time. Every burst pipe or leaky roof tile felt like a taunt from the house, as though it knew he would resent the intrusion and took pleasure in mocking his scholarly fastidiousness by forcing him to learn more about replacing copper pipes and repairing drywall than he ever wanted to know. If he were ever fired from the university, he was confident he could now make ends meet as a handyman, thanks to the litany of complaints the house had demanded he correct.

The stairs squeaked on his descent as his hand skimmed across the well-worn wood of the banister, finding his way in the dark; at the bottom, he navigated around boxes of books that were still awaiting a home on a shelf. Rawlins’s book collection had long since overflowed the library, and he had added more shelves whenever possible, packing them with volumes of arcane study and items collected on his scholarly travels: a ritual mask from Fiji, a pewter cauldron from ancient Mesopotamia. Even though the house was immense, every room and nook and hallway felt full.

Dean Lennox, on a visit last summer to discuss the curriculum, had remarked on the indiscriminate expansiveness of his collection, then asked pointedly, “You afraid that if there’s any space, someone else will try to move in?” Rawlins had frowned at the question. Not because she was wrong, but because it revealed an assumption that he should want to share his house, his life, with someone else. That there was something wrong with his commitment to a life of the mind.

He wasn’t a recluse, or even antisocial, by any means—he spent hours every week teaching and interacting with his colleagues. He wasn’t immune to the pleasures of sex, either—just careful to set expectations and keep it separate from any lasting entanglements.

Why did Lennox, and everyone else, seem to find something morally wrong with him knowing his priorities and keeping his life orderly? Why did people assume that being alone meant he had to be lonely?

Rawlins didn’t begrudge anyone else their relationship, he just didn’t see what was to be gained by romantic partnership. Inviting someone into his home and his life would allow them to make demands upon his decor, his space, his time. In exchange for what? Company? It struck him as little to gain relative to the immense cost.

Lennox, of all people, ought to understand why he felt that way.

The espresso machine hummed as it warmed up; he packed grounds into the tray, loaded it, and while he watched it fill, his thoughts returned to Ellsbeth Storer. Sitting in that café, waiting for him. He did want to know why a girl whose entire life seemed to revolve around arcane mechanicals would fail to even complete her exam. Perhaps he could stop by and see her, just to get the answer. Just to show her that her sob-story would still not compel him.

But no. He would not give her the satisfaction of arriving on her terms. He sipped his espresso, preparing to face the day and attempting to banish her from his mind.
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THE GRADUATE COHORT WAS WAITING for him in the Practicum when he entered, all straight-backed and eager. He had been instrumental in selecting the group, and he could not have hoped for a more impressive and well-heeled collection of students, carrying eager minds and impressive résumés; they were a credit to Newlyn. Neither he nor the institution would ever be embarrassed by a single one of them.

Yet as he surveyed the group, searching their eyes, he could not help but wonder: Would any one of them push the field further? Would any one of them make a genuinely new discovery or challenge a long-held assumption?

It shouldn’t matter. The goal of his instruction was not to revolutionize the field of arcane arts; it was to produce responsible stewards, practitioners, and instructors. That was enough.

And yet.

The Practicum was an airy but windowless chamber with a gleaming black-and-white-tile floor. Down one wall, neatly labeled cabinets and drawers contained a bewildering array of materials, from the prosaic (table salt) to the volatile (mercury, hareheart). On the opposite side, glass cabinets displayed a variety of vessels (beakers, vials, cauldrons) and tools (mortar and pestle, droppers, tongs). The center of the room was dominated by a twenty-by-twenty platform with a chalkboard floor.

Rawlins sat on the edge of the platform, and the students gathered round. Once the pleasantries were out of the way, he began the speech he had delivered at the start of the term for more than a decade already. “We will have sixteen weekly sessions of this Practicum, along with two exams, midterm and final. Each Practicum will be devoted to a different advanced ritual.”

Rawlins paused. He knew the next words of his script by heart, but he was struck by the immediate realization that if he continued, the rest of the semester—and by extension, the rest of his career—would be utterly predictable. Predictability had been the goal for a long time … but suddenly it felt like death. He had been rendered a passenger on the ride of his own life.

He blinked and looked out at his students. “Today,” he said, “we’ll be starting with chronomancy.”

A ripple of interest coursed through the cohort. For years, his first Practicum of the semester had always been a sneaky little bit of numerology—fairly simple, but still impressive enough in its demonstration to leave the students excited for the semester. But today would be different.

He continued on, as though oblivious to his students’ murmurs and confused glances among themselves. “Manipulating time is considered an advanced practice but is in fact one of the more mathematically straightforward applications of arcane mechanicals. As long as your variables are carefully defined, the outcomes could not be more predictable. Now …” He opened the textbook to a lengthy treatise on the ritual of dilation. “Who will serve as our first Initiator?”

There was a long silence and an exchange of glances. Rawlins shook his head, irritated: “You’ll all go first eventually, so one of you might as well get it over with.”

In response to his prodding, Gracie Fitzwilliams raised her hand. She was exactly the sort of student the graduate program attracted: ambitious and competitive and eager to prove herself. Perfectly suited to a life in academia.

Rawlins nodded and invited Gracie to step up onto the platform with him, entering the ritual circle. “Time dilation is the localized acceleration or deceleration of the passage of time,” he said. “We will narrowly define the casting radius so that the effects remain limited to the object we target.” At the center of the platform, Rawlins placed a Newton’s cradle. “What are our other variables?”

“Degree of dilation,” Gracie answered. “How fast or slow we want time to go.” Rawlins nodded and looked to the rest of the class.

“Duration, obviously,” said Victor Hamada. “I think that’s it.”

“One more,” Rawlins prompted, raising an eyebrow and drawing blank stares; when it was clear no one had the answer, he gave it: “Direction. It’s often ignored, and it usually can be ignored, because we default to using positive values. But it’s important to ensure that time is moving forward at the speed in question.”

“So it’s possible to reverse it?” Gracie asked, clearly skeptical.

“In theory,” Rawlins answered. “But if the anecdotal reports are to be believed, it’s a disaster. So—let’s get started. The floor is yours.”

Gracie presided over the preparation for the ritual, taking charge of the class. She consulted the textbook and told her fellow students which elementals to fetch, in what quantities, and calculated their placement on the ritual circle. A rope protractor was used to draw concentric circles, then Gracie calculated the divisions she would need—eventually subdividing the circle into sixty-four sections. Rawlins didn’t correct her, though it was possible to achieve the ritual with only sixteen, if you knew what you were doing. A whiteboard was used for the trigonometric calculations, which Rawlins noted she handled easily.

After ninety minutes, Gracie was ready to initiate. Rawlins pulled back one ball of the Newton’s cradle and started it clack-clack-clacking. He dimmed the lights. Even if near-darkness was not technically necessary for the reactions to unfold, Rawlins enjoyed the theatricality of it.

Gracie chanted the incantation, her voice rising and falling in perfect time—like a computer-generated approximation of music. Perfect pitch, no melody. Then she lit the fuse, touching a match to the catalyst. The sulfur sizzled, and in a chain reaction, other elementals throughout the ritual circle started to react. Eight vials of lamp oil, evenly spaced, began to bubble; rolls of vellum paper burst into flame and the smoke wafted upward, quickly pulled away by the ventilation ducts overhead; geometrically cut pieces of jade and amethyst glowed. A low, vibrating humming expanded through the hall, a sign that the ritual was working. The sound, barely audible but still perceptible, wasn’t the direct result of any part of the ritual itself. So much of the arcane could be explained, but the humming simply existed.

The students all scribbled notes furiously; Rawlins, irritated, wondered if any of them were watching.

As the ritual took effect, the air at the center of the ritual circle subtly distorted, like a mirage appearing midair, and the clack-clack-clack diminished to a clack … clack … clack as the Newton’s cradle slowed. It was beautiful to watch the way the silvery orbs arced through the air like they were swimming through amber, seemingly in defiance of gravity, though in fact defying only time. Twenty-four years since he had first seen this demonstration and Rawlins was still enchanted by it.

Gracie had calculated for a sixty-second duration, and Rawlins intended the class to watch the full minute in silent appreciation. But the reverie was broken thirty seconds in by a question from Curt Ladove, a handsome Connecticut prep-schooler who had gone straight from Newlyn undergrad into the graduate program and was now wearing a polo shirt that tightly hugged his biceps: “Professor, what are the practical applications of dilation?”

Rawlins sighed. “Contraction is often used in conjunction with the sciences. We can help study chemical reactions by slowing them down to a fraction of their speed. Acceleration has applications in botany and farming in particular—we can speed up a growth cycle for a given plant. Of course, it’s a lot of effort and energy, certainly not going to happen on any industrial scale, but for small quantities. You know, if you just planted your crop and found yourself very, very hungry.” He looked to his students, none of whom found his comment funny.

As the sixty-second duration ended, they measured the change in speed and calculated that it had gone from one collision per second to one every eight, exactly to specification.

After that, Rawlins had each of the students lead a variation on the experiment, speeding or slowing the cradle by different degrees, trying out various durations, occasionally altering the radius. Each fresh instance required a recalculation of quantities and distances, but the procedure was essentially the same. Their errors were minor and easily corrected, and they finished all the rituals he had planned with fifteen minutes to spare. The students shifted, clearly waiting to see if they would be dismissed early.

But Rawlins, perhaps due to his sleeplessness, was feeling ornery. The Practicum had gone well. Too well. His students were going to leave the hall thoroughly untransformed, unchallenged, unawed.

On another day, he might not have been bothered by that; he would’ve been satisfied with their competence. But even that bothered him today—his own complacency, and theirs.

In that moment, his thoughts leapt to Maxwell Keene—to the young man’s excitement, his rapture, at the wonders of arcane mechanicals. Rawlins wondered if a single one of these graduate students was even capable of such passion. He could teach them everything he knew and they could memorize it easily, but how could he ever awaken a sense of boundless curiosity?

Well, at least he could try. Rawlins cleared his throat. “Seems we have time for one more ritual,” he said, his voice unnaturally loud in his ears. “Would anyone like to try being the object of the time dilation?”

The cohort froze, stupefied by the proposition. Rawlins went on, noticing the sweat prickling unpleasantly in his underarms: “I’ll lead it myself. All you have to do is stand at the center. We’ve seen it work numerous times on the cradle, without a major error.”

Rawlins’s gaze scanned the cohort, seeking to lock eyes with one who would accept his challenge. “Come on. Aren’t you curious what it would feel like? For time to crawl, or race by?”

The students all exchanged looks—simultaneously eager to answer correctly and not entirely certain what was happening. Gracie was the one who broke the silence. “It’s illegal,” she said. “Time-dilation spells have been limited to non-human objects since the Hagia Sophia Accords were ratified.”

All eyes went to Rawlins, anxious for his reaction. A line had been drawn in the sand. For Rawlins to continue insisting on a volunteer, he would now have to do so with acknowledgment that it was forbidden. Part of him, the prickly part, wanted to do just that—to defy Lennox and an entire generation of overcautious orthodoxy, and enlist these students in his quiet rebellion. To make them feel the power of arcane mechanicals.

But then, again, he thought of Maxwell. And this time, the images were much darker. Blue flame consuming a tower.

Three charred bodies, draped in sheets, wheeled into ambulances.

And Maxwell’s face, eyes wide in shock and terror as he was taken away by the police, leaving Rawlins alone with the guilt and shame of what he had wrought.

“Professor?” Gracie chirped, breaking Rawlins’s reverie, and he snapped to attention, forcing his mouth into what he hoped was a pleasant smile.

“Very good, Ms. Fitzwilliams. The final test of the day, and you have admirably demonstrated yourself to be a conscientious practitioner of arcane mechanicals.”

The students exhaled, and a few laughed nervously; all were relieved not to have volunteered, and a few seemed irritated that they had not been the first to offer the correct response to the professor’s eccentric test.

Rawlins surveyed the students in the cohort. They would all make diligent and capable scholars, and for that, he should feel grateful, even relieved. He could teach their lessons and grade their papers and write their recommendations without fear of any catastrophe like the one Max had caused.

And yet … there was something he missed, even if rationally he knew better. Rawlins had always been fascinated by the mysteries of the arcane. His first attempts were simple levitation rituals undertaken surreptitiously in his childhood bedroom, and ever since, his investigations in the field had been shot through with a current of illicit excitement.

As he grew older and built a career as a scholar, he had tried to accept the limitations that academic institutions and the culture at large had placed on that study. But on some deep level, he could not. Some corner of his mind still yearned for arcane practice that felt dangerous. For a ritual that might surprise him, and a student who was not merely a pupil but a protégé. Someone who could challenge him, who had a curiosity and an intellect that matched Rawlins’s own. Someone who could make magic feel magical once again.

For a time, he had found exactly what he was looking for in Max. The boy had arrived on campus when Rawlins was still in the bloom of his idealism about teaching. Max was a cocky freshman, but Rawlins soon found that Max’s talent and intelligence exceeded even his considerable ambition. For a few glorious months, Rawlins had provided academic counsel that evolved into private tutoring, far beyond the reaches of whatever would have been permissible to teach an undergraduate; he delighted at the discovery that Max would read books as quickly as Rawlins could recommend them, memorizing passages and reciting rituals as if they were nursery rhymes. Rawlins encouraged him—more than encouraged him; he pushed him, thrilled by Max’s accelerating progress—without ever pausing to consider the potential consequences.

Even after everything that happened, as he looked at his graduate cohort, Rawlins couldn’t help but feel a guilty twinge of disappointment. That none of them would ever ask questions with the same impatient, carnivorous hunger for knowledge. None of them would ever possess the arrogance needed to challenge dogma and revolutionize the field.

But he tried to remind himself: That is a good thing. Because none of them was likely to cause the death of three other students. None of them would ever end up in the back of a police car, staring out at Rawlins with terrified, hopeless eyes. None of them would break down in tears when they were sentenced to spending the rest of their lives in prison. And none of them would haunt his dreams for years to come.

From: Rawlins DAA

To: Dean Lennox

Subject: Max


Maggie,

Hope you’re well.

I’m writing to remind you that Tuesday is Max’s birthday. While I’m sure that the date is not one you’re likely to forget, I suspect you may need some encouragement to actually make an effort to reach out. A card at least, or even a visit, would go a long way.

I understand that you feel the need to protect your status as dean, and you might be fearful of keeping him in your life. Might even convince yourself that he doesn’t want to hear from you. But he needs to know that he has not been forgotten. We owe that to him, at the very least.

Sincerely,

Tad



From: Dean Lennox

To: Rawlins DAA

Subject: Re: Max


Thaddeus,

What a cruel and unnecessary email. Benjamin and I do not need a reminder of the birthday of our son.

I’m sure it helps alleviate your guilt to take a position of moral superiority toward me and the whole situation; perhaps casting me as a cold, uncaring mother allows you to feel less guilty for the direct role you played in the disaster seven years ago.

I do empathize, and so I will forgive your unsettlingly casual tone, writing as though Maxwell were an undergraduate organization I had forgotten I had agreed to chaperone. I greatly value both our friendship and the important role you play at the university. If you do the same, this will be the last time you mention Maxwell to me.

I hope your arcane cohort is as promising in person as they are on paper. I look forward to getting to know them more at our department’s autumn dinner.

M






ELLSBETH
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She had waited at The Puddle Jumper for three hours total, or the duration of two milky mugs of tea and one and a half slices of slightly dry lemon loaf. The Puddle Jumper was a cozy café, with vintage bicycles strung up on the ceiling and bulletin boards plastered with a decade of advertisements for piano lessons and Latin tutors. Ellsbeth had brought a book—The Letters of Madame de Staël—but she found herself too distracted to offer it much focus. She would skim a paragraph and glance up at the door to see if Professor Rawlins had arrived, look back down at the book and realize she hadn’t retained a single thing she read. It took her forty minutes to get through a single page.

The café buzzed with the September energy of students excited to be back at school, undergraduates with faces still pimpled from their teenage hormones. She listened in on the way they talked to one another in proud declarative statements—convinced their every opinion was brilliant and every obvious, self-evident observation was a philosophical breakthrough. It should have made her smile, the ability granted by a few short years to float above their harmless youthful arrogance. But instead, Ellsbeth realized she was grinding her teeth. She hated them—the rosy-cheeked strangers in new sweaters, peeling plastic off their textbooks and playing grown-up with their newly cigarette-stained fingers. She hated them. What did they know of life, of pain, of loss?

Ellsbeth had never visited her sister back when Bertie had been an undergraduate here at Newlyn, but she still felt her presence lingering like smoke from a cheap candle in a small room. Had Bertie sat in this very café? Had she ordered coffee during those lonely months, waiting for a friend or professor to sit across from her and ask if she was all right? Waiting for Ellsbeth to call? Students and faculty members bustled through The Puddle Jumper, clutching their coffees in to-go cups. Any one of them might have known Bertie last year, might have passed by her, might have guessed she was suffering and done nothing. Ellsbeth knew what happened wasn’t their fault, but still, she hated them all the same.

Ellsbeth was well practiced in the art of self-flagellation, of resurrecting memories of her sister that became weapons of masochism. She forced herself to turn her attention back to her book. One must, in one’s life, make a choice between boredom and suffering, Madame de Staël wrote. Ellsbeth wished she could be the type of person who might be satisfied with boredom. With contentment. Instead, she was here at Newlyn, torturing herself with the memory of her sister and the pursuit of a professor who was not showing up for tea.

Ellsbeth checked the time again on her phone. It was certain now that Rawlins wouldn’t be coming. He was probably across campus, already beginning his next graduate seminar. She sighed and returned Madame de Staël to her backpack, brushing a handful of crumbs into her palm to throw away before a trio of infuriatingly perky students in matching a cappella group sweatshirts swooped in to claim the table.
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STRICTLY SPEAKING, THE PRACTICUM WAS off limits to all but the graduate students of the College of the Arcane Arts. But the entryway, an airy rotunda inlaid with mosaic tiles, was open to the public—it was a frequent stop on tours of wide-eyed high school students applying to the university, easily awed by the centuries-old architecture designed as a celebration of Greek and Roman philosophical ideals.

Still, as Ellsbeth stood there, chilled by the marble, she felt conscious of her intrusion. She could hear voices from inside: a chronomancy ritual, she guessed, based on the rhythmic chanting of one of the students, who, even muffled by the door, Ellsbeth could tell was pronouncing the phrases with an accent so exaggeratedly perfect it verged on smug.

Ellsbeth waited. The Practicum would end soon enough, and she would get her chance to talk to Professor Rawlins face-to-face. She straightened her sweater and flattened the back of her hair with her hand. She reapplied her lip gloss. And then she waited some more, pacing the tiled floor and reading and rereading the motto carved into the marble in the archway above the door to the Practicum: HIC, FIDES ET RATIO AMBO VINCUNT. HERE, BOTH FAITH AND REASON PREVAIL.

Finally, she heard the energy in the room let out: the sound of books being gathered, bags being zipped. But then she heard Rawlins’s voice, and Ellsbeth pressed her ear to the seam of the wooden door to try to make out his words: “Would anyone like to try being the object of the ritual?”

Ellsbeth almost had to stifle a laugh. It was illegal—everyone who had taken a middle school arcane mechanicals class knew that. She heard Professor Rawlins commend whichever of the cohort students pointed that out, but Ellsbeth identified something unmistakable in his tone: disappointment. He wanted to try the induction. But more than that: He wanted someone who was willing to try the induction with him. She was right about him.

A few seconds later, Ellsbeth pulled away from the door just before it swung open and the graduate students filed out from beneath the archway. A few of them shot Ellsbeth sidelong glances as they passed. She straightened her back and tightened her grip on the two cups of tea she held in her hands, steam still inexplicably pulling itself from the narrow openings in their lids. Finally, when all of the students had exited, Professor Rawlins emerged from the Practicum, closing the heavy wooden doors behind him and locking them with a large metal key.

“Professor,” Ellsbeth said before he finished turning around. “I’m Ellsbeth Storer. I emailed. You missed our appointment to meet for tea, and so I brought some to you. I have Earl Grey and jasmine. Whichever you prefer.”

He was taller than Ellsbeth had realized, with lean shoulders hunched beneath a well-fitted blazer and long, aristocratic legs. He turned, and Ellsbeth saw, for the first time, just how startling the blue of his eyes was.

Rawlins blinked. “Ms. Storer.” He eyed the cups as if they might be poisoned. “Seeing as we had not formally agreed to meet, this is less of an accommodation and more of an ambush.” He deposited the Practicum’s metal key snugly into the pocket of his blazer. “And I dislike tea.”

Without hesitating, Ellsbeth took a sip from one of the cups.

Rawlins inhaled through his nose: “The Practicum is restricted except to those admitted to the program.” Ellsbeth thought she heard his voice catch with a mocking lilt on the word “admitted.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Were you listening in at the door?”

“No,” Ellsbeth said. “Of course not.”

He took a step closer to her and allowed his height to loom. He was close enough for Ellsbeth to smell his aftershave, woodsy and tannic. “Auditing an undergraduate lecture is one thing. The content of a graduate-level Practicum, that is …”

“I’m not here to eavesdrop,” Ellsbeth said. “I’m here because I want to do meaningful research. And because this is where I belong.”

“Your Arcanus score—or rather, the lack thereof—tells a different story,” he replied, and he strode past Ellsbeth, out of the entryway rotunda.

Ellsbeth followed through the breezeway and onto the green, trying to match the pace Rawlins managed with his long legs. His speed increased as he approached the department building; Ellsbeth sensed he was looking forward to sealing himself behind his office door. “I’d like to tell you what happened,” she said, to his back. “If you’ll just listen. If you’re not so closed-minded that you can’t consider the possibility that—”

“That what?” Rawlins said, stopping suddenly in front of the bronze statue of Gregory Hale, a railroad magnate who donated enough in the nineteenth century to fund half the buildings in the College of the Arcane Arts. “That your feelings about what you deserve are more important than the rules of this institution?”

“No,” Ellsbeth said. “No, that’s not it at all. If we could maybe go to your office—”

Rawlins shifted his weight slightly. Perhaps he sensed that indulging Ellsbeth might be less trouble than the alternative. “If you have something you feel the need to say to me,” he said stiffly, “you may do so here.”

“Fine,” Ellsbeth said. “It’s about my sister.”

Though she had planned exactly what she wanted to say to him for weeks, thought about the words and how they would feel in her mouth, now that she was standing in front of him, Ellsbeth felt shockingly naked, exposed, and vulnerable. She sat on a bench and cleared her throat, inviting Rawlins to sit beside her. Mercifully, he did. She placed the two cups of tea at her side.

“Okay,” she said. “It was January twelfth. My Arcanus. Obviously, I had prepared, and it was going—forgive me—very, very well. But—” She paused and sucked in, trying to pull courage out of the air. “Then came the augury portion. It was—”

“Scrying,” he said. It was a ritual in which an arcanist could conjure an image in a shallow basin of water. Though theoretical arcanists had proven that foretelling the future should be mathematically possible, it had yet to ever actually be achieved in practice. That the ritual was still called scrying was a quirk of academic convention; the image was always, stubbornly, a scene happening somewhere concurrently, in the present.

“I’ve always been very good at scrying. And the ritual worked. I saw my sister.” Ellsbeth looked at her skirt then. “She was … in the bathtub. And there was so much blood.” Ellsbeth could feel Rawlins stiffen next to her, but she tried to continue on, forcing out the words. “My younger sister. She was still breathing—I thought she was, at least. I had to go tell someone. I had to call someone. I had to try and save her.”

Finally, Ellsbeth allowed her eyes to meet his. Light blue and unblinking, narrowed with something that might be concern or pity as he nodded absently. Ellsbeth knew that expression well. It was the one that happened when she gave an account of Bertie’s death that rang a bell in someone’s memory—that poor girl who killed herself, the tragedy whose details they had forgotten. But Rawlins didn’t say anything, so Ellsbeth kept talking. “It was a choice between my future … and my sister’s life. I had been selfish enough. I went to school overseas. Left her alone. She was a student here, actually. Undergraduate. She had just finished her first semester. It was there—” She tilted her head toward the south end of campus. “In the Perkins bathroom. Her name was Bertie. Roberta, but I always called her Bertie. She didn’t make it. Suicide.” She wiped at her nose with the back of her hand. “Or they said it was suicide, I guess.”

When Rawlins finally spoke, his voice was low and neutral. “I am sorry,” he said. “I understand that must have been difficult to see.” He cleared his throat, ineffectually, unnecessarily. “But it sounds like you made your choice. And personal tragedy is not a qualifier for admission into a graduate studies program.”

It took Ellsbeth a moment to register what he was saying. She felt her eyes prickle with tears, and for a moment she was afraid she was going to begin crying. But then fury rose to the surface in the form of a tiny laugh of disbelief. “I’m not asking to be let into the program out of pity. Look at my records. Look at my examination scores. Test me! Try me! Ask me a question—any ritual, any initiation.” She rose to her feet. Rawlins remained sitting. “I belong in this department and I would have been here—or at Cambridge, or at Yale, or at Persky—if I had finished my Arcanus.”

Rawlins didn’t remove his gaze from the patch of grass between his feet.

“The graduate student cohort was selected months ago,” he said. “I don’t allow late admissions.” His voice sounded very far away.

“So you won’t even consider allowing me into the program,” she said. A statement not a question.

He didn’t respond.

Ellsbeth turned to walk away, but she spun back on her heels before she could stop herself. “I have one more thing to ask you,” Ellsbeth said, relieved that there was no quiver in her voice. “It wasn’t really a test, was it? Back in the Practicum, when you asked for someone to stand in for the time-dilation ritual … you played it off, but you would’ve gone through with it.”

“I thought you weren’t listening,” Rawlins said. “But if you were, you would have heard what Miss Fitzwilliams said. It’s illegal.”

Ellsbeth twisted her lips into a bitter smile. “I just want you to know, I would’ve volunteered. They’re scared. But I’m not.”

She held Rawlins’s gaze for as long as she could manage before she turned away again to begin her walk back toward her apartment on Governor Street, the shame and disappointment in her stomach slowly souring into something closer to heartbreak. Rawlins called her name as she was walking, but Ellsbeth didn’t turn around. She would not let him see her cry.

From: Rawlins DAA

To: Storer.Ellsbeth

Subject: On Second Thought


Ms. Storer,

After our last encounter, I had not planned on emailing you, or (to be frank) even thinking about you, ever again. But since I have been compelled to do the latter, I find myself doing the former. As such, let the record show, I have at least gotten your name right this time, and can assure you that the error will not be repeated. You are many things—impolitic, insistent, and infuriating come to mind—but forgettable you are not. For better or worse.

The story you shared regarding the events of your Arcanus exam are indeed rather singular, and I am sorry the scrying you undertook revealed such devastating personal news. Arcane mechanical practice is often frustrating in its limitations; while it is incredible to be able to see at such a distance, what is the point, if you cannot avert the events you witness? When someone in my life was endangered (not a sister, but a person equally dear), I learned of the tragedy as most do—when it was too late to do anything. As a diviner of fortunes, I tormented myself for years wondering what I might have done to save him, if only I had been practicing the right ritual at the right time.

Alas, one arena in which the arcane holds no sway is upon the past. And the past, indeed, is where my mind has gone, ironically, as I’ve pondered your future. The downside of age is that memories—particularly the painful ones we keep at bay—accumulate like water behind a dam. It can be dangerous to open the floodgate even a little, for the deluge may prove unstoppable. Last night, while struggling to focus on the Herbanicum Journal editorial work I foolishly agreed to, I found myself distracted by thoughts of your situation, and stepped out onto the veranda to enjoy my last taboo pleasure (tobacco, gloriously perfected in its cheapest form, the cigarette).

From my home on Partridge Hill, the entire town is visible, and in the wee hours of Saturday morning it hums with the festivities of undergraduates, as they set aside their studies and lose themselves in the restless pursuit of excitement and human collision. I am normally energized by proximity to that natural force. But lately I have felt estranged from it, and alienated from the thrum of human vitality. Perhaps it is middle age; perhaps the silence of the home I now occupy alone; perhaps the weight of those damn memories.

When I review the last few years of students I have taught, and the diminished state of our field—increasingly regarded as an Ivory Tower relic, with limited innovation to offer the world—I am compelled to consider that I may, in my tenure, have become a rusty cog in a creaky machine. The invigoration of that device may require not only the same grease we’ve put to it for ages, but new parts with clever design. And as your emails and your academic record have made abundantly clear, you are nothing if not clever.

Thus it is with some trepidation that I am willing to reverse my earlier course, and offer a different, albeit qualified, response to your request:

Yes, with provisions, for now.

Your syllabi, course schedule, and reading lists are attached. I expect you to be fully caught up by the time class starts on Monday.

Do not make me regret this.

Sincerely,

T. M. Rawlins, DAA



From: Storer.Ellsbeth

To: Rawlins DAA

Subject: Re: On Second Thought


Dear Professor,

My apartment is on Governor, down the street from Banestooth Club. The neighborhood is nowhere near as charming as Partridge Hill, but it does have its occasional perks. Such as: Last night, the Banestooth boys were having one of their many raucous parties, and if it had not been for the thumping bass, loud enough to vibrate my windowpanes, then all of my neighbors would have heard me yelp out loud when I got your email.

Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

I recognize that taking on a new arcane student even a few weeks after the start of the semester, especially one without the qualifications of the Arcanus, is an incredibly rare concession and I do not intend to waste your faith in me. I assure you, the assurances in our earlier communication with regard to my discipline and the work I intend to put into this course were not made frivolously. (Would you believe me if I told you I had managed to procure an old syllabus and already did all of the required reading? I suppose it doesn’t matter what you believe, but do feel free to quiz me in detail in class on Howland’s Principles.)

Again, thank you. Looking forward to Monday. I will wear my best sweater.

Best,

Ellsbeth



From: Rawlins DAA

To: Storer.Ellsbeth

Subject: Re: Re: On Second Thought


Ms. Storer,

Before you pop the proverbial champagne, let me dispel any cause for celebration with a bracing dose of reality.
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