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I loved my friend.
He went away from me.
There’s nothing more to say.
The poem ends,
Soft as it began,—
I loved my friend.

— ‘Poem’ by Langston Hughes


BOOK ONE:

The Stranger


1

the circumvention of a fence
(via a gate, as is traditional)

The Temple School of Thaumaturgy is located eighteen miles north-west of the village of Worth Herring, guarded on all sides by a soaring steel and barbed-wire fence. It’s a mere one hour and fifteen minutes by bike, as long as you’re very cavalier about whether you live to see the school or get smeared across the asphalt by a car en route – but again, there’s that titan of a fence, so it’s not like you can see much of the building anyway.

If you’re ten years old and your best friend is already three inches taller than you, you might glimpse a sliver of Jacobean chimney above the treeline for the three seconds said friend gives you a boost, before he complains that you’re going to break some of his ‘best bones’ – as if any of his bones could possibly be good when he thinks spaghetti is a vegetable. You might wrestle half-heartedly for a while to defend your honour, a brief frenzy of sweaty hands and skinny knees, and then spend another hour and fifteen minutes watching his corduroy shirt fly up like a cape behind him as you lose the race all the way home.

Briar no longer has a best friend. The fence is shorter than they remember; less imposing.

It’s one of those bright summer days that browns the grass and bakes the asphalt until it cracks. Eugenia, the businesslike Greek woman who’s been calling and emailing to arrange the particulars, is waiting by the narrow electric gate with her arms crossed as Briar’s taxi pulls away. She’s wearing acid wash jeans and a crisp white T-shirt, and her dark hair is up in one of those tortoiseshell claw clips that hurt like hell when you let them clamp shut on your nose. She’s younger than Briar imagined. More polished. Sharp edges, like a retired model, or somebody you’d lose a parking argument to outside a posh supermarket.

Look: she’s hot, if you’re into that sort of thing.

‘You had Bill?’ she says. Briar rapidly cycles through every possible meaning of this sentence, and then remembers the ID card swinging from the rear-view mirror of the taxi, stained blotchy yellow despite lamination.

‘I think so, yeah.’

Eugenia rolls her eyes. ‘I hate Bill. He loves to tell me about poisoning badgers. He thinks they should poison more badgers, or he thinks it’s not the right poison, or – I don’t know. Never enough dead badgers for Bill.’

Briar shrugs. ‘I like badgers.’

‘Pfft,’ says Eugenia. ‘No. They have diseases, probably. But I would look them in the eye when I kill them. Come on, it’s hot.’

It is hot. Briar is wearing a cheap shirt so white it’s almost blue, smart trousers and a tartan blazer in shades of maroon and bottle green, the entire outfit an ode to polyblend. The blazer was pulled off the rail at a charity shop last month, and when it turned out to be mid-range designer and up to 50 per cent real cotton, Briar bought it on the spot with hard-earned wages scrimped from mucking out grumpy, wet-lipped horses.

They look like an estate agent on casual Friday, or someone on their way to chaperone a Scottish prom. Entirely impractical clothes for the job they’re here to do, but it would have felt strange to show up in jeans. They’d briefly considered dungarees and a bandana, or a new boiler suit untouched by the farm, tools rattling in the pockets to show they meant business.

‘You want to cosplay as that World War II girlboss,’ Briar’s mum had said, which was horrifying on a few levels.

‘Do you mean Rosie the Riveter?’ Briar replied. ‘Also, please don’t say cosplay. Or girlboss. Or talk about World War II.’

‘That’s exactly who I mean,’ said Briar’s mum. She was fondling the dough for scones at the time, and had quite a lot of flour dusted on her elbows and in the soft parts of her ears.

‘She wasn’t girlbossing,’ said Briar. ‘She was disseminating propaganda.’

‘She was multitasking,’ said Briar’s mum. ‘And you please don’t say “disseminating”. You’re eighteen years old. Go outside and steal a road sign or something, before age fuses your joints and you can’t shimmy up the top of the pole.’ She’d said it lightly, but there’s always an edge of something serious there, an undercurrent of worry that Briar hates.

Eugenia keys in the code on the door pad, and the gate emits a discordant buzz and jumps open. The grass has been allowed to grow to knee-height around the fence, and it’s full of bumbling bees and sticky catchweed, crowned with shocks of blue and yellow wildflowers. Briar is briefly afflicted with whimsy, and imagines wandering through it like a cottagecore waif – making this entrance somehow magical, in spite of the fence – but then remembers about ticks. They pick up their duffel bag instead, hefting it over one shoulder, and follow Eugenia down the neatly mown path that’s just wide enough for one person.

The phrase ‘I don’t care about Temple’ has become something of an incantation for Briar over the past seven years. When they were eleven, they said it to reassure others – ‘It’s not a big deal, I don’t even care about Temple.’ When they were eleven and a half, it grew barbed around the edges. By thirteen, it was impossible to say it with the right sort of conviction without looking like they were also holding in a bit of sick. Eventually, they gave up saying the words out loud.

So what if Sebastian went away to magical boarding school, leaving Briar behind to catch the rattly bus to Dunton and Heaverham High in big town, to get into regular fights with farm-toughened, hard-eyed boys and learn about tectonic plates and fractions? Somebody had to learn about tectonic plates and fractions. Why not Briar?

It’s sort of hard not to care about Temple right now though, descending through the thicket that blocked the school from view whenever Briar and Seb had come to stare through the hot silver bars of the palisade fence all those years ago.

Briar follows Eugenia down the hill, under enormous fir trees that spice the dry air and carpet the path in furry brown needles, past pale lavender bushes and ornamental rock formations, and then, suddenly: Temple.

It’s halfway between a minor castle and a very big house. The main structure is grand and rectangular, ragstone and Tudor half-timber, surrounded by a cloudy green moat sprinkled with a few ducks. Behind it there’s a maze of imposing outbuildings, ivy-strewn walls and blackened iron gates that probably lead to neat gardens. It seems less like a school and more a small town, but one pulled straight from the pages of a fantasy, or perhaps a Gothic romance.

It’s beautiful. Undeniably beautiful, and Briar has wanted to see it for so long, so it makes no sense that the first thing they think, taking in all that splendour, is: I shouldn’t be here.

It’s a gut pull, an instinctual flinch. A trespasser’s foreboding. The feeling that at any moment, someone could release a pack of guard dogs to drive Briar from the land.

Briar shakes this off. It’s not Dracula’s fucking castle. Really, it looks exactly as it is: a decadent manor once owned by a knight, lost in a bet, sold four times to those intending to better it, before being repurposed for the private tuition of the especially gifted. At least, that’s what it said on the website.

Temple. Finally. Finally.

For a moment, Briar is eleven years old again and full of unblemished wonder – and then they experience what seems to be a small bout of hay fever, something they’ve never suffered from until precisely this moment. It tightens their throat, makes their eyes sting and their lungs feel like party balloons being scrunched into sausage dogs; they have to blink a few times and cough to shake it loose.

‘Do you need a hankie?’ asks Eugenia.

‘No,’ says Briar, clearing their throat again. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Good.’ Eugenia marches away at a brisk pace that forces Briar to half-jog down the slope to keep up. ‘Because I do not have a hankie. If you need to send a text or make a call, do it now before it’s too late.’

Briar’s hand clenches reflexively around the phone in their pocket. It’s so sweaty in there now that it feels like they’re smuggling a loose bar of soap. ‘Why? Do you have to take my phone?’

‘No. They just don’t work down there,’ says Eugenia. ‘It’s like a … you know.’

‘A ward?’ Briar says, trying not to sound excited.

‘No. Ha! A ward. It’s a signal hole? A pit. The towers are high up or … low down. I don’t know, I don’t ask. There is internet, but it is only in the technology suite. I like the landline. I used to twirl the cord around my finger. It was very cool, I think.’

‘That sounds … very cool.’

‘You are taking a tone with me, Brian.’

‘It’s Briar.’

Eugenia sighs. ‘It is.’

Briar slips their phone from their pocket, the screen cracked into a near-perfect Y. A cursory glance at the group chat with their closest friends, other recent graduates from Dunts & Heaves, reveals twelve messages in a row about Kirsten Dunst. Kay Chan – saved in their phone, not by Briar, as special k!! – is the culprit.

special k!! 2003’s Mona Lisa Smile saccharine nonsense obvs but also some stunning character work?

special k!! or am I just getting sucked in by 50s light academia aesthetic pointy bras smoking and draping themselves over the dorm room etc and Ginnifer Goodwin playing cello

o’connor I refuse to engage in a conversation about a film with 34% on Rotten Tomatoes.

special k!! then I have terrible news for you re: 1st thrilling instalment in the Paul Blart: Mall Cop franchise

Briar slows to a crawl, and writes back:

Dunst’s ‘he doesn’t want me’ speech should have won something. maybe not an Oscar but a fruit basket

I’m at Temple now, no signal for a while, probably not dead

Kay replies so fast that the screen becomes a sea of skull emojis. Last year she was diagnosed with an actual, bona fide texting injury that swells the cords of her tendons at random; when her joints are out of commission, she hands her phone to Briar and dictates long sermons and diatribes like they’re her scribe. Connor will reply in ten minutes with a daddish thumbs up. Rhys won’t reply at all. He’s baffled by the concept of a group chat, and insists he’ll just get the salient points from Connor, like it’s a team meeting he’s missing at an office job.

Briar’s text to their mum is short and simple. She’ll definitely try to ring, but by then it’ll be too late. Connor surprises with an early salute emoji just before Briar picks up the pace, and their signal flatlines.

It’s easier to look at Temple now, like Briar’s eyes have adjusted to its lustre. As they get closer to the moat, they can see red valerian sprouting from the walls and slow, florid eddies of duckweed and algal bloom. At the building’s base there are dark, milky-filmed windows partially hidden below the waterline. There’s no way that they’re remotely safe in a place as old as this, but as soon as Briar has this thought, it’s followed by another: Maybe thinking about health and safety regulations is why nobody invited you to go to the make-believe school of delight and enchantment.

Eugenia leads Briar across a short, broad, stone bridge that passes under a gatehouse with a faded blue clock face set into it, the hands painted baroque gold. Beyond is a cobbled central courtyard, the stones grouted with thick, spongy moss. The building rising up on all sides reveals the centuries like layers of sediment; one side is knobbly, unhewn stone, but it’s shacked up next to bleached black-and-white timber framing, which is leaning drunkenly against the more austere ornate Gothic arches and stained-glass windows. All the doors are different sizes and shapes, and none of them look like they’ve ever met. There’s a soaring tower at one end, proper fairy-tale stuff, but it sports an orange-rusted TV antenna halfway up it that sort of ruins the effect. There’s also a glut of tall red chimneys, strictly regimented in platoons of six.

‘It can be confusing to find your way around,’ says Eugenia, fumbling with a keyring, as Briar tries to gulp down every detail while also appearing casual and unbothered.

‘Why? Do the doors switch places?’

Eugenia shoots Briar a stern look, like they’re a cat that’s jumped on the kitchen counter. ‘No. It was just built by an idiot. Many idiots, over many years. Okay, here we go.’

The door – heavy, oak, studded and barred with iron to keep battering rams at bay – opens very reluctantly, and Eugenia has to lean in with her shoulder and shove. The contrast between bright sunshine and interior gloom is too high to make out any details.

‘Are you afraid of bats?’ asks Eugenia. ‘Or spiders? Or old pieces of chewing gum, stuck in the walls where people think I won’t see it, with little teeth marks in?’

‘Um,’ says Briar. ‘No. To all.’

‘Good,’ says Eugenia. ‘Then I do not think you are going to have any problems here.’

This is unlikely – but that isn’t the sort of thing you admit to your summer employer on the first day of the job.

Briar hovers on the threshold, savouring this last moment where everything inside Temple is still wild and unknown and precisely as fantastical as the limits of their imagination, and then steps inside.


2

so-called ‘best buds’

Worth Herring, where Briar and Seb grew up, is the south-east tip of a close triangle of villages, with Langton Herring to the west and Herring Bridge to the north.

Residents tend to refer to themselves as citizens of the Herring Triangle at large, unless someone from one of the other villages has done something embarrassing (drunk-driven into a living room, fucked a married neighbour without discretion, sprayed illicit bee-killing chemicals at the allotment), in which case suddenly they’re only from their specific village, where nobody would ever do anything so foolish.

There are three types of people living in the Triangle. The first are standard locals, the majority of whom are over the age of sixty and care deeply – achingly – about loitering and pothole management. The second flavour are those who visit to spend the summer in their lavish second homes, newly gated estates with mile-long driveways. This sort does not tend to be hugely popular among those who can barely afford their first homes, and think having two might be taking things a bit far.

The third and final type are rarer: the wealthy year-rounders, who might keep a flat in London, pop to Gstaad or St. Moritz for a bit of skiing in the winter and spend a good stretch in the Maldives or the south of France come September, but otherwise live full-time in ancient, stately houses swaddled in acres of land. Such houses are usually passed down through the generations, but are on occasion purchased at great expense by the newly rich, who like the idea of striding about the great outdoors in padded gilets but have never seen a real owl.

Seb’s family, the Wolfes, have lived at Grove House since it was built in 1758. Before that, the Wolfe ancestors lived in a different palatial manor further south, until half of them died of smallpox and the vibes were altered so significantly that they sold up and had a new one built, a fresh start on a hundred and eighty-nine acres. The Wolfes have three water features and six living rooms, although three of the living rooms and two of the water features are defunct and/or mouldy around the edges, and probably only count as halves.

Briar’s mum moved their family to Worth Herring to live with her organic dairy farmer boyfriend (Sean) when Briar was four. They have no water features, one living room, and only the homemade goat’s cheese is mouldy. Sean likes to say that it ‘puts hairs on your nipples’, and then beat his chest with one hand encouragingly, to demonstrate that hairy nipples are very desirable. Briar likes to throw the mouldy stuff away, and buy balls of Edam in wax jackets and shiny orange cheese strings from the corner-shop-slash-post-office, which is only open from 1–5 p.m., and closes early on Wednesdays so that Elizabeth can go to stitch ’n’ bitch.

By rights, Briar and Seb’s paths shouldn’t have crossed. The Wolfes are that blood-soaked, musty sort of rich that involves coats of arms, odd traditions that go back generations and seemingly unlimited Labradors. Their cars are all thirty years old with interiors that have never met a vacuum cleaner. They have lineage. They have staff.

Unfortunately for them, there was only one decent school to send their children to in the vicinity of the Triangle, and Seb’s mum wasn’t ready to send him away to board just yet.

Briar doesn’t actually know when they met Seb. It’s like trying to picture life before you were born; the time before their friendship is a featureless void. There are old photos of the two of them somewhere at a brightly coloured nursery school performance, pink-cheeked and blurry, both dressed as flowers. Briar’s head is on Seb’s shoulder, Seb squinting as he almost loses an eye to one of Briar’s cardboard petals, smiling shyly. Sometimes it feels like Briar’s entire childhood took place in the damp corners and rambling grounds of Grove House, hiding from Seb’s rail-thin, chain-smoking mother and subsisting on the gold boxes of slightly stale Ferrero Rochers they found piled high and untouched in the pantry.

As a child, Seb was narrow all over. He had a mop of colourless hair, and skin so pale you could identify all his major arteries from half a mile away. He read voraciously, claimed to love tea but only drank it with four sugars, was fascinated by every variety of insect and ran incredibly fast for someone who generally avoided all sporting exertion.

He loved to read, and to write, and kept a series of diaries secured with heart-shaped padlocks. On Friday evenings he’d take his mother’s crack-spined romance novels into the bath with a wine glass full of cranberry juice. He’d underline the particularly anatomical bits (in pen – Briar was always aghast) and then make Briar read them aloud the next morning, both of them laughing and squirming, sitting with muddy trainers in the wizened knuckles of a tree. Briar had been obsessed with fantasy then, head full of ethereal elves and sharp-tongued wizards, who never seemed to have much time for kissing.

In the summer, Briar and Seb biked everywhere and camped in the Grove House grounds, toasting premade croque-monsieurs over fires and leaving the solar lamp on all night to ward off evil spirits, so they woke up riddled with bug bites. When the weather started to cool, they lit the drawing room fires to read by, and watched horror films traded on the primary school black market until Seb insisted they put on something happier so they’d be able to sleep. Briar was already devouring cinema thanks to Sean, and petitioned for westerns and noir while Seb begged for Shrek.

In the depths of winter they borrowed Venetian tea trays and sledged down the ha-ha, a hangover from when the Wolfes still grazed livestock just outside the boundary of their formal gardens. When spring finally came, they’d go on short, wet hikes, and visit the lambs born to the tenants, playing at being farmers as opposed to the real, boring work that went on at Sean’s. Seb would always get the most horrific hay fever, the severity of which ruled their days like a planet in retrograde.

One spring there had been a lamb born in half, some birth defect that meant only one side had developed as it should. Briar hadn’t wanted to see, but Seb insisted, with the macabre resolve of a scientist or an exterminator. They found the lamb already dead, left to rot in a back field, bloated and shivering with maggots. Briar had only taken one glance and asked to leave; Seb lingered, wanting to turn it over, to see the proof that it had come out all wrong. Blood on the grass, on Seb’s knuckles. Had he really touched it – been up close and personal with all that ugliness? Briar’s mind spared them the details.

In some ways the two of them were imperfectly aligned, two halves of a whole. Seb talkative, Briar quiet. Seb liked to eat the bitter cores of Briar’s apples, and Briar would eat the crusts of Seb’s sandwiches. They shared bottles of cloudy lemonade with perfect equality, two sips at a time, passing them back and forth like they were sharing a joint.

Seb’s mother, who had grown so obviously lonely that you could hear it chiming through everything she said, refused all suggestions that he might live with his father part-time in London, so Briar got to keep him and all his eccentricities; his wild mood swings from jubilant to guarded, his obsessions, his near-photographic memory. By eight, he’d memorised Carroll’s Jabberwocky and Poe’s The Raven, and would sometimes mutter snatches in time with his steps, combining them at random: Beware, beware, and nothing more. There was no functioning Wi-Fi at Grove House and very little phone signal, so when Seb got a silky black smartphone at the age of nine, they would tramp to the top of a nearby hill together so that they could read vicious arguments on forums and watch videos of newsreaders making mistakes live on air.

That was also the year that the teachers at school started hinting that they should think seriously about their higher education, after which Temple became practically the only thing Briar talked, thought and dreamed about. They’d discussed it before, of course, in the matter-of-fact way kids do: Seb had older brothers who’d been to Temple, so of course he and Briar would both be going when the time came. They would be first years together, become obscenely talented wizards, and go off into the world to do whatever it was that talented wizards did. At nine, it suddenly felt like the time really was coming, and fast.

It was difficult to find any hard facts about Temple. It was more a matter of faith. To believers, it was the only magic school in England – perhaps the whole world – and was deeply exclusive, only taking a hundred or so students a year. To the more practical, it was simply an elite private school that leaned harder than usual into its own mythos, with about as much mystery as a Masonic hall. Without a doubt, Templetonians graduated with secrets, connections and advantages, but so did Harrovians and Etonians. It was mostly talked about with the reverence given to those other schools of its calibre, although sometimes with the snide implication that rumours of magic somewhat dulled its shine.

Whatever the case, Temple graduates went on to do extraordinary things. Oxbridge, Ivy Leagues. Whether the masses believed they were magic or not didn’t seem to bother tight-lipped Templetonians. They got results.

Briar was a believer. Seb’s brothers had kept to the code and reported nothing to him of their school days, but the fact that they had been genuinely magical was undisputed. Later, despite life’s disappointments, Briar held on to that belief – that life could be more than this – like a sworn vow.

The school website was criminally vague and somehow looked like it had been made in PowerPoint, the name listed as The Temple School with the of Thaumaturgy part silent, and the current cohort of students and decorated alumni would only talk in very broad strokes about what a lovely time they’d had there with all their chums. At Temple, secrecy was law. But there were plenty of message boards dedicated to second-hand stories, rumours, obsessing.

Briar yearned for a phone of their own, so that they could stand on the slope outside Sean’s goat shed, where you could get two bars of signal if the wind was blowing right, and trawl those message boards at their leisure.

I heard it costs like £20k a TERM. Not even Eton charges £20k a term!!!

Eton doesn’t teach magic it just teaches you how to be a prick

[image: Right arrow symbols] I think you mean how to be a Prime Minister

[image: Right arrow symbols] same thing

[image: Right arrow symbols] There have been more Temple PMs than Eton PMs just FYI. Some of them are cagey about it but you can see the signs if you dig

[image: Right arrow symbols] my cousin got in. didn’t even tell me he’d applied. now when I see him at family things he acts like the biggest dickhead, like he knows every secret in the world, and he’s just sooo sorry he can’t tell the rest of us. he can’t even tell us what his job is now he just says ‘marketing’ I think he must be a spy

Not to burst your bubble, but he probably does know a lot of important secrets, and I’m sure he is sorry he can’t tell you? Why would you assume that in bad faith, there are probably good reasons they can’t just hand magic out to whoever, some people wouldn’t be responsible

[image: Right arrow symbols] oh yeah imagine how bad it would be if power was accessible to everyone equally. nightmare

[image: Right arrow symbols] Well exactly!

[image: Right arrow symbols] whooosh

[image: Right arrow symbols] There’s no way it’s real magic. We’d have noticed some cunt flying by on a broomstick. It’s just a cult for posh people. Just a secret handshake and maybe some weird religious stuff like a ceremonial dress

Wouldn’t you be embarrassed though if you were a politician and had a really serious job and everyone knows you went to a fake magic school?

[image: Right arrow symbols] you could have ended that sentence at ‘wouldn’t you be embar

rassed if you were a politician’

[image: Right arrow symbols] Sorry if I’m not posting this in the right place but I just found out I didn’t get in. I didn’t get in and I thought I did everything right and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now this was everything

[image: Right arrow symbols] mate I’m not being funny but you’re literally 10

[image: Right arrow symbols] What’s that supposed to mean??

[image: Right arrow symbols] go outside and play with a ball

[image: Right arrow symbols] ?? This isn’t the Victorian times

Briar could have spent weeks reading these, but Seb usually got bored after an hour or two of research – his family had been going for generations after all, his father somehow involved in the school’s administration, which made it less novel although no less mysterious – and wanted to talk instead about what he and Briar would do together when they got in. Briar was fixated on heroism, grand quests, proving their mettle; Seb liked sorcery, magic-carpet rides, talking cats, escapades in the dungeons. Briar once pointed out that they didn’t know if there even was a dungeon. Seb said, ‘There’s always a dungeon. It’s got chains on the walls. And there’s a vampire in it without his shirt on.’

‘Stop reading your mum’s weird books.’

‘I’m doing research!’

‘Into what? Shirtless men?’

‘Shut up, no,’ Seb said, wrestling his phone out of Briar’s hand and jamming it into his pocket. ‘Into what we’re going to find in the dungeon. You’re going to feel like such an idiot when you don’t know what to say to the vampire without his top on.’

‘Sir, please put some clothes on, this is a school for children.’

‘That’s definitely not what they say in the books,’ Seb had intoned, very gravely. Then they had gone back to the house to jump around on the patio to trip the motion-sensor light, which attracted moths, and usually led to bats.

The truth was that Briar was obsessed with Temple, and Seb was maybe a little obsessed with Briar. For reasons Briar had never fully understood, Seb hadn’t managed to make other friends. Certain boys in the village gravitated towards him, but only because they found him so deeply punchable. Briar had learned to land a hit early in life as a direct response to this, a natural evolution for their joint survival.

Seb’s brothers were no help. They were already working in London, and their exact relation to him was always half a mystery, because he might have been half a brother, but never wanted to talk about it. Seb’s father was very proud of Alexander and Hugo. He showed up at the house about twice a month, bringing chocolates and vodka in a cloud of woody aftershave, and told everyone so, loudly. He didn’t seem entirely sure what he was supposed to do with Seb.

He didn’t understand Seb’s love for entomology, or poetry, or Briar. He made a few bleak attempts at toughening Seb up with blood sports and roughhousing, which had the opposite effect. Seb took life very personally. He had a tendency to become withdrawn and untethered when he was upset, and the time he spent upset could last from hours to weeks. Mr Wolfe hated this.

He hated that Seb didn’t want to go shooting with him, or visit Alexander and Hugo in London, or Do Rugby. One of the only things Mr Wolfe ever talked to Seb about was his cross-country running (Seb was briefly a junior county record holder, basically by accident, before somebody knocked him off the top spot the next year because he’d completely forgotten to attend), and when he gave that up, the conversation dried up with it. Seb always looked about three inches shorter when his father was at Grove House. Because he knew he wasn’t interested in the right things, he stopped being interested in anything at all.

He’d show up wordlessly at Briar’s door in the morning on hard days, with the unspoken expectation that they’d be within touching distance until one or both of them eventually fell asleep. None of Briar’s other friends ever tucked their heads into Briar’s shoulder and just listened, curled up and perfectly silent, to a half-hour story about one of the hobby hens getting her head stuck in a broken toaster. Then again, Briar didn’t have any other friends that they loved as fiercely and unquestioningly as they did Seb. Their mum had once explained the concept of must-haves and nice-to-haves in the context of job hunting. Everyone at else at school was a nice-to-have. Seb was the only must.

As they staggered into the last year of primary school, Briar’s mum pulled them aside and said that it might be time for Briar and Seb to stop sharing beds and sofas and the back seats of cars the way they did, draped on top of each other, hands gripping each other’s ribs and wrists, inextricably entangled.

‘I’m just saying,’ she’d said, trying to neaten Briar’s hair as Briar jerked out of her grip, ‘that you’re getting older, and these things might start to mean something a bit different.’

‘For Christ’s sake, Louise, they’re just kids!’ Sean had said, through an explosive mouthful of homemade granola. ‘Let them have fun! They’re best buds! What a great thing, to have a best bud like that!’

Briar had run upstairs just so they didn’t have to hear Sean say best buds again.

The first part of that school year felt like one long, held breath. Briar and Seb painstakingly completed their printed-out Temple applications lying side by side on the dusty floorboards of Seb’s bedroom during October half term. They’d found an enormous spider inching out from under the bed halfway through, and there was a dramatic interlude during which Seb named it Olga and insisted on trying to catch it in a jar for further study, and Briar counter-insisted they should shoot it with a small gun and then set fire to the entire house, just to be safe. When the spider was gently but involuntarily abseiled out of the window and the applications were finished, they’d swapped them to check for spelling mistakes, and Briar hadn’t said anything about Seb’s lacklustre personal statement, and Seb hadn’t said anything about Briar ticking the box that indicated a need for some sort of financial aid.

Sean’s farm wasn’t exactly making a killing then, and that was before he’d hurt his back. He’d worked at a sprawling, soulless superfarm in his twenties, and then had some kind of spiritual awakening about cow sentience and decided to buy his own place, where the cows had names and were never hit with chains to hurry them up ramps. It wasn’t very successful as a commercial venture, especially after Sean had invested almost everything he had to spare in a voluntary milking system, and while Briar’s mum worked in the café at a local garden centre, shifts were few and far between.

Briar didn’t know exactly how much Temple would cost, but they hadn’t held out much hope for a secret vault full of private school fees hidden somewhere under the Jones-Cox household. Their mum insisted they reuse every teabag at least three times before interring them in compost, and Sean sometimes turned the kitchen light off out of habit while Briar was still sitting in there slicing a misshapen apple to dip in runny peanut butter, plunging them into darkness while they were holding a very sharp knife.

Briar hadn’t shown their parents the application. All that mattered was getting in: afterwards, everything else would fall into place. They knew this as they lay cradled in a basket swing with Seb in the village playground over Easter, huddling together for warmth when the breeze cut through their flannel shirts, making Temple plans that ran the gamut from midnight feasts to world domination. They knew it every night, when they lay awake waiting for the time to tick over to 11:11 p.m. and then squeezed their eyes tightly shut and wished pleasepleaseplease in a painful rush until it was 11:12, and they could unclench their fists and go to sleep.

The letter that came for Seb in July had been neatly folded into a fat, midnight-blue envelope that felt silky to the touch.

Temple hadn’t bothered to respond to Briar at all.
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what exactly constitutes an attic person

The job listing had been sparse in detail. The only Temple giveaway had been the local postcode.

Temp work, 4–6 weeks.

Responsibilities include: cleaning, small repairs, organising, filing, handling delicate objects, heavy lifting. Rural academic location. Enhanced DBS check required. Accommodation and meals provided.

Discretion a must.

Discretion was such a must that once Briar had been aggressively interviewed over the phone, they were asked to sign an NDA, printed out in the quietly humming vestibule of the tiny library in Herring Bridge and then reluctantly brought to the Worth Herring corner-shop-slash-post-office, where Elizabeth and her work husband Gee had put down their tea and custard creams and asked Briar what exactly they were sending in such an expensive envelope.

‘I don’t think you’re allowed to ask,’ Briar said, flustered, trying desperately to hand Elizabeth the money for a stamp while she pretended not to notice. There was a rotating stand of gift cards slanting at an angle next to the counter, some of them faded, as old as Briar. Sean had definitely given them the gurning frog one once. HOPPY BIRTHDAY.

‘I am,’ Elizabeth said, so affronted that she almost smudged her raspberry lip gloss. ‘What if you were sending a battery? Batteries are on the list of prohibited items.’

‘It’s a flat envelope.’

‘Some of the batteries they’re making these days are ever so flat,’ said Gee, unhelpfully. He had approached the counter with his glasses swinging from their chain, his hands clasped officiously in front of his argyle sweater vest. ‘You’d never know how they get all the electricity in.’

‘Or it could be a biological weapon,’ said Elizabeth.

Briar’s mum always reminded them to be nice to her – her grandson Jason had been in a terrible accident when Briar was eleven. A freak thing, sad and unpredictable, the whole village coming out to watch the ambulance take him away. Everyone was supposed to have unlimited patience with Elizabeth, and conveniently forget that Jason had been uniquely horrible. One of Seb’s tormentors, back in the day, tracking him down like a heat-seeking missile. Briar had never been able to feign disappointment when he never returned.

‘You know,’ Elizabeth continued. ‘A disease. Sent from another country to start a war.’

‘It’s a letter,’ Briar said desperately. ‘Applying for a job. It’s just a letter.’

Gee licked his forefinger and thumb and flicked through the folder of stamps, then brightened. ‘You know what you can send? Ashes. Human ashes. But only fifty grams. After that, you need to get another envelope. You’d probably need a few. Multipack.’

‘Multipack,’ Elizabeth agreed.

They continued in this fashion for another five minutes before Briar was allowed to pay and flee. When their mum found out about the NDA she’d been worried, as she always was, and Sean had shaken his head and said lots of things about ‘the establishment’, his midlife nemesis. Neither of them had ever understood Briar’s longing for Temple – they called it insular and elitist, didn’t believe it played host to any real magic, and said Briar would do perfectly fine without it – and their bewilderment back then had made Briar feel even more desperate.

They certainly hadn’t understood why Briar would want to go now, seven years after the rejection of a lifetime; seven years since Briar and Seb had last spoken, and the black hole of a week after the acceptance letter came when Briar pretended to be laid up with flu to avoid Seb’s calls and knocks, followed by the even blacker hole of no calls or knocks at all.

‘Are you sure?’ Briar’s mum had asked a thousand times after Briar accepted the job, hovering in their bedroom doorway, her eyes roving around the film posters, the open dresser drawers and pile of clean laundry, the mess of dumbbells in the corner. ‘It just … it took you such a long time to feel okay again when you were little, Briar, and it feels like this might … start it all up again.’

It was agreed with some reluctance that they’d manage on the farm without Briar for a while, and that Sean’s cousin Mick, a burly offshore rig worker currently between gigs, would come and pitch in over the summer, but Briar felt bad about leaving anyway.

There has just never been anything magical about Briar’s life. They’d waited to see if that spark might find them even without Temple – an inciting incident, a calling – and instead: Sean’s slipped disc, their mum’s struggle to find regular employment and unfounded belief that things would always come right. Briar had no choice but to set 4 a.m. alarms to help with the first milking, to hurry home at the end of the day to make the most of the remaining daylight, or pick up shifts mucking out horses for pocket money when time allowed, while everybody else their age loitered in playgrounds or went to find a field to drink plastic bottles of cider in. They tried not to fixate on it, but even so, there must have been a hundred times they’d been standing in the yard in the ungodliest hours of the morning, boots already caked in manure, thinking about that nasty break in the timeline, the point at which their life and Seb’s had diverged, wondering what mornings might look like at a school of Thaumaturgy.

Briar had accepted that they clearly weren’t meant for extraordinary things, but still: they just had to know what lay beyond that fence.

The answer right now is a dark stone spiral stairwell, cavernous in climate, musty and damp. They climb higher and higher, past squat wooden doors on half-cut landings carved with thick braided reliefs and knots of flowers, until Briar is sure they must have bypassed absolutely everything interesting in favour of the roof.

It’s not quite the roof, though, when Eugenia finally stops and opens a door. It’s the attic. A vaulted, churchlike space crisscrossed by huge wooden beams that look soft with woodworm, impossibly dark in the corners, and crammed from the warped floor to the cobwebbed ceiling with junk as far as the eye can see. Papers, instruments, crates, blankets, trunks, an abandoned wheelbarrow, ancient furniture … and above all, books.

Books that look as old as the building. Books that have fossilised over the years into solid bricks. Books that have been half-eaten to pulp by enemies small and hungry.

‘This is your job,’ Eugenia says, waving around at the room, her bracelets ringing against each other like bells. ‘A hundred years of this. Maybe more. The teachers use it as a dumping ground. Lots of heavy lifting, but you look like you probably have the muscle. There might be some interesting things, if the scholars found them, but they would never bother with a dirty place like this. And some very boring things. Mostly boring, I think. To you it will all be boring, because you cannot do the Work.’

Briar reaches out to touch a stack of thick, dusty books as tall as their head, and then thinks better of it. It might cause an avalanche. ‘The Work?’

‘That is what they call it here. The Work. Thaumaturgy. Thaumaturges. They don’t want to say it’s magic, abracadabra and bangs and whizzes, because that does not sound so smart, and also there is not so much of the abracadabra or the rest. You are normal like me, so a book is just a book, even if you cannot read it. There are not many of us here. You, me … the caretaker, the cleaners. Some of the Dames. Your work is to sort, categorise, and then we will put everything in its right place, and I will no longer have the headmaster always asking me if I’ve made a start on the junk rooms, which is very annoying, because I always haven’t. We are always understaffed. Anyway. Make sense?’

Briar’s fingers are itching to touch everything. Magical rubbish! Or thaumaturgical rubbish, they suppose. It’s real. There don’t seem to be any cauldrons and wands, as Briar might have expected, but it’s magic nonetheless. It doesn’t matter how old and broken it all is. To go from a painfully ordinary life of cheap school blazers, waiting at bus stops, power-washing the milking shed, crisps from the vending machine as a treat on Fridays to this is so wild and unbelievable that they almost smile.

‘You look happy,’ says Eugenia. ‘It won’t last.’

A sensible thought occurs, and Briar grabs the trailing end of it before it floats away. ‘How will I know how to sort it all? I don’t know anything about … thaumaturgy.’

Eugenia shrugs. ‘You don’t need to. Not for most of this stuff. You know what a chair is? You can read the title of a book, yes? Yes. Okay – now I will show you the rest.’

Briar’s mind conjures medieval classrooms crammed with potions and spellbooks, grand dining halls, a well-stocked library.

Instead, Eugenia leads them down another set of stairs, just as dark and cramped as the first; they reach what Briar guesses must be the ground floor and then keep descending, the space constricting, the air taking on a marshy, slightly fetid quality. There’s a constant trickle of water here, the source unidentifiable.

It clicks: they must be under the moat. It’s not as exciting as a spellbook or a library with ladders, but there’s something about secret tunnels that must appeal to the rabbity part of the brain, because Briar is one happy rabbit.

‘Sorry about the shit tunnel,’ says Eugenia. ‘It’s the fastest way. There are hundreds of them down here, for escaping in a siege or something. Don’t get lost.’

They aren’t underground for long, and when they emerge out of the stairwell and exit through another thick slab of a door the sunshine is so bright Briar is temporarily blinded. When their vision blinks back in, they’re in the grounds; ahead is a fastidiously mowed lawn, alternating stripes in shades of green, with hedged gardens to the right and dramatic outbuildings ahead and to the left. Each of those buildings could be its own little school – they’re mostly Victorian, faded clay red and fussy around the edges, with wrought iron gates curling malevolently at each entrance and rows of arched, pale-trimmed windows.

‘These are the halls of residence,’ says Eugenia. She gestures vaguely to the left. ‘This is Hawthorn. There’s a courtyard and then Stuart, which looks the same but with everything backwards. Baldwin is around the corner, and Cavendish is across the other side of the grounds, by the maze. Griffin is next. Then the extended residential block … Sterling, Montague, Windsor, Sinclair. You will not remember any of this. I’ll get a map. There is staff accommodation, but it is all full. Because you are temporary, we put you in Eden. Any trouble, there is the Dame – she sleeps here, looks after the scholars – on the ground floor. There is the Housemaster, too, but they do not like to be bothered.’

Briar hasn’t given much thought to accommodation, because it was hard enough to believe they’d really be here at all. Now it’s suddenly a pressing concern. These dormitories will doubtless be divided by gender, a subject that’s been carefully avoided during all of the arrangements so far, a conversational minefield. The binary looms as large as the building as Eugenia leads them across the lawn from the main school and through the front entrance.

The porch is muddied and full of discarded umbrellas. There’s a disappointingly normal blue felt notice board in the entrance hall covered in miscellaneous scheduling announcements and behaviour warnings, a myriad of scuffs on the very brown carpet, but the ceilings are high and iced like wedding cakes, and through the door to the left Briar can see what looks like a common room lined with bookcases and strewn with cracked leather sofas. It’s clearly a boys’ dormitory, based on the pinned pictures of rugby teams and what looks to be a small troop of prefects. Fine. Boys can be oblivious, incurious. Briar will just have to be careful.

‘You are at the very top,’ says Eugenia. ‘Sorry. It’s a lot of attics for you. But you look like an attic sort of person.’

Is this an insult? Briar’s almost wearing a suit. Their palms might be calloused, but their nails are neat and clean. It’s been ages since they’ve punched anybody. Their hair is freshly cut, and although the barber had been slightly confused by the vision when given a few photos of the long-haired guy from the terrible 2000s Dorian Gray, he’d done a passable job, even if Briar’s gentle curl likes to mess with the lines. What part of any of that screams attic person?

On the way up, there’s nothing to see but plain wooden fire doors, presumably leading to corridors full of dorms. They reach the top of the third floor and traverse a small grey-carpeted hallway that leads to a second, much more understated set of cramped stairs. At the top of this, there’s only the one door. Briar’s door.

‘I have a key,’ Eugenia says. She grasps the handle with one hand as she rummages in her pocket to find said key, and to both of their surprises, the door falls open.

The room is miniscule, and has a steeply slanted ceiling with exposed rafters; there are twin chests of drawers instead of a wardrobe, because a wardrobe wouldn’t even make it through the door, let alone fit against one of the angled walls. A space heater has been left unplugged next to a standing fan. The single bed has been built up on a platform that fits perfectly into the nook of a window, with a last little set of steps that need to be ascended to reach it.

These details are somewhat eclipsed by the fact that the room is already occupied. Three students sprawl within, one of them smoking something suspiciously joint-shaped, all of them looking like startled owls. They’re about Briar’s age, and they’re wearing a uniform – dress shirts, dark waistcoats, black silk cross ties affixed with a silver pin that must be the school crest.

‘Whoops,’ says one of them, a pale, angular guy with dishwater hair brushed away from his face and a very pouty mouth. He’s lounging on the steps with his blazer balled up beneath him, his long legs draped one over the other. ‘Morning, Eugenia.’

He’s unbelievably posh. Royalty posh, vowels and plum. It riles Briar immediately.

‘Good morning, Westby,’ says Eugenia. ‘Adams. Watson.’

Adams seems to be the Black boy with the buzz cut and the delicate gold-framed glasses sitting cross-legged on the platform bed, and Watson is the well-eyelinered and bleached girl next to him, with her chequered grey skirt hiked up so high that Briar can see about a mile of peachy leg before her black knee socks kick in.

‘We didn’t think anybody was using it,’ Adams says, gesturing vaguely to the room as he sits up straighter. ‘Sorry.’

Watson is the one nursing the joint. As Briar watches, she casually reaches down and puts it out by pressing the cherry to the inside lining of her discarded blazer, where it smokes briefly and dies.

‘Congratulations,’ Eugenia says tonelessly. ‘You have all just volunteered to be my helpers. This is Briar Jones. Briar is going to be staying here and helping me with caretaking duties. I am too busy to provide a tour. I think I will invoke the buddy system. It is usually for scholars, but it will do. Three buddies for you, Briar! Probably the record for the most buddies, but between them I think they will only be as good as one. Take some time, settle in, then come and see me in the morning after breakfast and I will get you started.’

Before Briar can ask any more questions, Eugenia leaves, shutting the door behind her.

Adams lets out a long whistle and flops down on the bed.

‘Hope you don’t mind,’ Westby says, sounding as if he’s already decided that Briar won’t. ‘They never usually fill this room, so nobody checks. What was your name?’

‘Briar.’

‘First or last?’

Briar blinks at him stupidly. ‘Oh. First. Last name Jones.’

‘Right, right. I’m Crispin Westby. Westby or West, usually.’

Briar has never met somebody actually called Crispin before. It’s like meeting a character from a cartoon. Then again, there’s probably a healthy clutch of Tarquins, Humphreys and Octavias within the school walls, too. Disturbing and fascinating.

They can’t help but notice that not one of these people has offered to leave the room, now that Briar has turned up to occupy it.

‘Tate,’ says the bespectacled guy, giving Briar the nod. He looks expectantly at the blonde girl, who’s now trying to scratch crusty joint ash out of her blazer with a black-painted thumbnail and a bored expression. ‘And this is Hadley.’

‘You can’t be a pip,’ she says. ‘Unless you’re freakishly tall and built.’ She’s got large, wide-set eyes like a pedigree cat, an alien look about her, modelesque in her weirdness.

‘No, Hads, you beautiful idiot – weren’t you listening to Genie?’ says Westby. ‘Not a pip. Staff.’

‘Staff?’ Hadley looks at Briar properly. Her fringe is so long it’s caught in her sticky lashes. ‘In Eden?’

There’s a brief silence. Then Briar says, ‘What the fuck is a pip?’

The tension breaks. Tate laughs and adjusts his glasses, and Westby smirks.

‘Younglings,’ says Hadley. ‘Ripe for the slaughter.’

A bell rings very suddenly in the near distance, tolling twice, and Westby somehow saunters up from the floor like an ice cream melting in reverse.

‘That’s chambers. Anyone want a sad croissant? Jones, I’ll take first buddy shift and squire you about the place. Or at least squire you as far as the croissants.’

This is met with apathetic shrugs. Apparently, nobody else yearns for sad pastries.

Briar puts down their bag and follows Westby silently out of the door, glancing back at the room’s inhabitants, who still look disinclined to move. Westby, for his part, seems content to hum tunelessly under his breath as they descend the stairs and emerge back out into that brilliant sunshine.

‘Briar, eh,’ he says finally, as they cross the lawn. He sounds like a gentleman in wartime, preparing to read bad news on a wireless, but he’s handsome in almost the opposite way; delicate, washed-out, boyish but underfed. He would have been exempt from the draft on account of a sickly disposition. ‘Interesting. Interesting, interesting. Lot of those gender-neutral names are botanical, aren’t they? But they’ve stuck you in Eden. I suppose you’re …?’

‘I’m non-binary,’ Briar says, trying to deliver it with the nonchalance of ‘I’m right-handed’ or ‘I’m a Pisces’. It comes out more like an admission of guilt under light torture. ‘My pronouns are they—’

‘All right, I get it, don’t hurt yourself. You’ll give some of the scholars a fright … It’s all very Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell around here. Luckily you stumbled into a den of iniquity, we’re not so easily ruffled. Oh, watch out – pips incoming, and they look feral.’

A ragtag regiment of children round the corner. Mostly boys, mostly white, no older than ten or eleven. They’re ununiformed but well dressed, self-consciously neat, tugging at their shirt collars, and they’re obviously trying to keep quiet but finding it impossible, because there’s constant muttering interspersed with the occasional shrill outburst that’s quickly shush-shush-shussssshed. At the rear, a stern-looking woman with her grey hair in a bun is chivvying them along.

‘That’s intake,’ says Westby, as they pause to let the group stream past. ‘New firsties.’

‘It’s July,’ Briar says, and Westby gives them a sideways, inscrutable look.

‘Indeed. School years work differently around here – no six weeks of summer hols for the wicked. No prep school, either, so we’re not tainted by any other institutes. Plus they don’t like us to go home very much, if they can help it. We get a week here and there, quick stop off for Mummy to tell us we’re too thin and Daddy to ask if we’ve beaten anyone at rugby yet. I’m a seventh year, a legal adult thank you very much, and I’m still stuck here. Not quite as stuck as this lot, though. They bring the pip harvest in for initiation now, and then lock them up until Christmas, just to make sure.’

‘Christmas?’ says Briar, accosted with an unsolicited memory of the first December without Seb. Before Temple, they’d always stayed up until midnight on Christmas Eve at Grove House to swap second-hand paperbacks, the more outlandish the cover the better, then met up after lunch at the farm on the big day so that they could eat sickly slices of Briar’s mum’s hazelnut yule log and watch The Sound of Music. For pudding, they’d pound enormous bags of village shop fudge by the fire until their tongues were furry with sugar, and then they’d lie on the floor with the cat and play old-fashioned card games Seb had learned from his brothers until they inevitably fell asleep.

The first year without him, December had been a yawning void. Briar was too wounded, too embarrassed, to walk to Grove House and demand to know why, after the lesser insults of the summer and the October half term, Seb had committed the ultimate crime and abandoned Christmas.

Except now it seemed that was a miscalculation. If the new students were called to Temple as early as July, then Seb hadn’t necessarily stopped trying to reach Briar soon after his acceptance letter dropped through the door, as Briar had always thought. He’d already packed up and left. Every time Briar had passed the driveway to Grove House that summer, slumped down in the passenger seat of their mum’s tiny car, they’d thought of Seb inside, excitedly making preparations for magic school. But Seb hadn’t been there. They’d been looking the wrong way.

He’s in Westby’s year. The knowledge that Briar is almost certainly no more than half a mile away from him right now makes them feel … twitchy.

‘Yeah,’ says Westby, although it comes out more like yah. ‘You signed an NDA, didn’t you? Nice and ironclad? No room for wriggling?’

‘Yes.’

‘A gentleman always checks. Anyway, yes, Christmas – have to make sure the infants are properly indoctrinated before they head home, so that they don’t start bragging about the Work the moment they cross the threshold of the Range Rover. They have initiation, and the Trials, and then a little light summer school before term truly begins.’

Briar looks closer at the children shuffling past. Tailored dress trousers, monogrammed cardigans, Italian loafers. The handful of girls are wearing pleated skirts and velvet headbands; Victorian ghosts, all. Their illicit, muttered conversations are taking place in well-polished RP. They look like a flock of baby bankers breaking for lunch to find sushi. Briar can practically smell the wealth on them, just as potent as soap and leather polish, as the last boy, freckled and bowl-cutted, trots past.

‘Little advice from me to you,’ says Westby, as they resume walking. ‘Avoid the scholars. I outrank the pips but even the pips outrank you, I’m afraid, and as they’ve got nobody to whip, they’ll come after you like ants on a Pringle.’

‘I see,’ says Briar, not seeing at all.

Westby steers them towards a wooden bridge that crosses the moat, and they both clomp across it and into the courtyard. It’s packed with uniformed students – scholars, Briar mentally corrects, so fucking pretentious – some alone and some in clusters, all of them on the move, talking and laughing and handing off coffees and sugared baked goods to each other with the bellowing good humour of market stallholders.

Briar can never remember the difference between envy and jealousy, but whatever it is they’re feeling, it’s crushing. Their heart is a bug. It’s a grape in Sean’s hand-cranked wine press. This should have been me. Dashing across the courtyard with a satchel full of magic. Blazer flung over one shoulder, croissant in hand, not a care in the world.

What was it these kids put on their application forms that made them so obviously special, when Briar clearly wasn’t? Why wasn’t little Briar allowed to put on a stupid waistcoat and tie and find out who they were supposed to be in a place full of endless possibilities?

It’s a childish thought, but it all just feels so unfair.

‘How did you know?’ they ask Westby suddenly, aware they sound a bit sweaty and desperate.

‘Hmmm?’ says Westby, dodging a flying cinnamon swirl that somebody has just tossed overhand to a friend.

‘That you were … magic,’ says Briar. ‘That you could do the Work, I mean. Did you know? Before? Did you feel different? How did the school know you were meant to be a scholar?’

Westby looks faintly amused. ‘Quirk of genetics. Born to it. You do get the occasional new names, but not often, and they must be distant relations. I suppose my family name’s written in a book somewhere. They get it wrong sometimes, but they have it all pretty well sussed – hardly anybody goes home before term starts.’ He catches sight of something over Briar’s shoulder and his expression darkens. ‘Watch out,’ he says sharply. ‘Mons on patrol.’

Briar twists around to discover that something odd is happening in the courtyard; silence is spreading from one corner like an inkblot, engulfing scholars in droves. The students who’ve come that way have their eyes down, shoulders hunched, and they’re moving with quiet purpose, even in their pushy gangs.

Mons doesn’t mean anything at all to Briar. Gun to their head, perhaps it means ‘mountain’? In … Latin? Honestly, the first thing that sprung to mind was mons pubis, which seems very unlikely to apply here.

As the crowd moves, the corner starts to clear, revealing a small boy standing alone. Briar watches, confused, as he drops to his knees, his head bowed. Four older students approach, towering over him; they’re wearing long black capes in addition to their uniforms, fastened at the throat with opulent, mayoral silver chains, hoods up. Ridiculous.

‘I wouldn’t,’ Westby says quietly, as Briar cranes their neck to look. He sounds genuinely concerned, which makes Briar all the more curious.

The caped scholars have a certain shine to them. They’re probably Briar’s age, about to graduate, and there’s a mannish, adult quality to them that sets them apart from the rest. They aren’t fidgeting or laughing, they’re straight-backed and neatly dressed, elegant as all but one lower their hoods. Cheekbones and jawlines have already carved through their features, sharpening their sneers to something predatory and dangerous. One of them is openly smoking, a cigarette dangling from his long fingers. Surely that’s not allowed. Surely none of this is allowed. Briar’s nerves hum with apprehension.

One of the caped scholars leans down to say something in the younger boy’s ear; the kneeler looks petrified, but he’s clearly trying to appear attentive, because he’s nodding away even as tears gather and spill. When the older scholar straightens up, his victim offers up a slightly crushed croissant.

The tall scholar, who has polished hardwood curls and a sculpted face kissed with a frequent flyer’s tan, sucks in his cheeks and then spits extravagantly onto the pastry. His accomplice next to him spits on it, too. The crowd is silent as the unhooded scholars take turns – and then the first one knocks the croissant carelessly from the boy’s hand, watches it roll to a stop and then grinds it very precisely into the mossy stone with the heel of his perfect shoe.

‘Go on, then,’ he says, bored already. ‘Eat it.’

Briar darts a look at Westby, expecting to see horror on his face, but Westby is only grimacing and looking away, as if this sort of humiliating torture is just a fact of daily life.

It’s vile. They’re all utterly vile. The perpetrators, the onlookers. It’s as if all the colour has bleached out of the day. Briar feels swelteringly hot under their polyester collar; they can feel their heartbeat hammering in their throat.

The kneeling boy picks up the croissant with a shaking hand but seems unable to bring it to his lips. Then, to Briar’s continuing confusion, the only scholar still hooded steps forward and puts a hand on the boy’s shoulder. He leans in to say something in a low voice, almost kindly, and the boy listens with vacant eyes. The scholar touches his face, the backs of two slender fingers brushing against his cheek, coaxing an upward tilt of the chin like he’s bestowing a blessing – and, unbelievably, the boy smiles back at him.

When the hooded scholar moves away, the boy picks up the disgusting mess of pastry and begins to eat it, still smiling, tear tracks on his cheeks, wolfing it down like he’s starving and it’s the greatest thing he’s ever tasted.

Anger is rising in Briar in a molten wave. They’re going to say something. The Temple scholars might be too cowardly, but Briar certainly isn’t. All these gutless bystanders have been given an incredible gift, a gift Briar would have killed for, and they won’t even use it to protect a kid with a croissant. Pathetic.

‘Jones,’ Westby says warningly as Briar takes off, ‘don’t.’

Briar makes it as far as the first scholar with no plan, and then very abruptly there’s no need for one; one of the caped boys must have sensed them approaching, because they feel the strange, stomach-dropping sensation of tripping over a non-existent wire and then hit the ground shockingly hard, skinning their palms, nauseating pain rattling through their bones.

As Briar’s very first introduction to magic, it’s not ideal.

The hooded scholar is the only one who’s turned around; his hood has half-fallen, revealing an angular, striking face and incongruous hair, shoulder-length and prematurely silver-shot in a way that doesn’t look natural but also doesn’t look dyed.

Briar is on the verge of calling him a nasty, shit-eating bastard when the words shrivel and die on their tongue, replaced by something that feels like a neat punch to the solar plexus and an icy shower all at once.

Because of course, that shit-eating bastard is Sebastian Wolfe.


4

luckily, we vaccinate for tetanus

When they were both newly ten, full to the brim with the majesty of double digits, Briar and Seb decided to run away.

Seb had insisted. He didn’t need to tell Briar that his father was coming to visit that weekend – Briar just knew. Under cover of darkness they pulled ancient rucksacks pilled with dust out of one of the Grove store cupboards and filled them with the essentials: playing cards, yellowing paperbacks, slabs of milk chocolate, a large bottle of Mrs Wolfe’s sparkling water, old-fashioned humbugs in twists of paper and spare woollen socks to stave off trench foot, which they’d just learned about in school.

Briar had been the one to add first aid paraphernalia, Seb’s thin merino jumpers, cans of beans, matches and firelighters pilfered from one of the drawing room hearths, and a torch with fresh batteries. Farm life was very good for instilling a sense of practicality about some things, and a bit of gentle delusion about others.

Before the first pink of dawn, they’d crept to the limits of the Wolfes’ land and then kept going, breathless with daring, Briar reaching back to help Seb over the stiles, both of them laughing nervously at each other over the top of every kissing gate. They quoted Samwise Gamgee and found sturdy branches to use as walking sticks. To Briar it had felt exciting, just the right amount of dangerous, play-acting the first steps of the hero’s journey – they’d left a note on the kitchen table at home explaining the plan, and that they’d be back in time to microwave leftovers for dinner – and it took them too long to realise that even after a day of walking, a failed campfire they’d rechristened a dampfire, and a shared tin of cold beans, Seb wasn’t looking over his shoulder towards home. His eyes were still firmly on the horizon as the sun set, and when Briar hesitated in the middle of high-stepping through a freshly planted field, Seb kept walking.

‘It’s pretty dark,’ Briar said uncertainly, body turned – left hand reaching back, right hand towards Seb.

‘Yeah,’ said Seb, drawing to a stop. He had a smear of mud on his forehead, nettle rash on his leg, a nasty horsefly bite already swollen to the size of a marble. He’d always been an indoor cat, happiest curled up next to a fire or whispering nonsense in a blanket fort, indulging in his two-hour baths and eating five or six small dinners; the mildest wilds of rural England did not agree with him. ‘I left space in my bag for a tent but then I put two hardbacks in instead. What do they do in films when they’re shipwrecked? Maybe we have to weave something. Leaves? Weaf leaving. I mean – no, I mean weaf leaving. Can you weave?’

There was something frantic in his tone that hadn’t been there before, back when this seemed like fun.

‘Mum bought oven waffles, smileys and chips so we could do potatofeast this week,’ Briar offered. Seb loved potatofeast. ‘The real smileys. With preservatives.’ They both loved preservatives.

‘We can do our own potatofeast when we get there,’ Seb said. ‘You can get all that stuff at the supermarket.’ He started walking again, less careful, making Briar wince as he left dark footprints in the furrows.

Briar had to half-jog up the slope to catch up. ‘Get where, though?’

Seb didn’t answer. Briar realised that it didn’t matter that he was limping a bit, or that they were both starving, or that it was probably going to rain. The sun was gone, and he was going to find out where.

Briar had a doting tabby mouser asleep by the wood burner, a mum who smelled like lavender and was always trying to hug them, and a freezer stocked with full-price potato products to go home to. Seb had a cavernous house that was cold no matter how many fires you lit, a mother who spent most of her waking hours drifting to and fro on the house phone barefoot in a silk kimono, and dinners of gazpacho and sour salads with fruit and walnuts in, even in the dead of winter. There had briefly been a dog, much to Seb’s utter delight, a yellow Labrador he’d named Annabel – but she’d badly knocked over an elderly, visiting relative in her puppyish excitement, and had immediately and without ceremony been put down. Seb hadn’t spoken a word for two weeks.

‘You can go home if you want,’ he said now, ducking his head, eyes on his muddy boots. ‘I don’t care. Eat your potatoes.’

‘But I don’t want to eat potatoes without you.’

Seb reached the top of the field and plunged bullishly on through head-height nettles to get to the stile. He hoisted himself up and over, and for a moment, seemed to dangle there on the crest of the hill – and then he was gone, and after a beat there was a loud, frightening sound of collapse, followed by an uneasy silence.

Briar couldn’t make sense of it as they scrambled to catch up, coppery panic in the back of their throat, and once they were over the top of the hill, it made even less sense: ten feet away from the fence, easily avoidable, a sudden and dangerous drop. A strange quirk of the landscape, a sheer cliff for no discernible reason.

At the bottom, Seb, silent and unmoving, like all his strings had been cut.

Briar rushed around the long way, the safe way, calling out a steady stream of ‘okay don’t panic don’t move okay don’t move I’m coming’, and when they finally reached Seb he was definitely breathing, bleeding a little where he’d smacked his cheek on the ground. He’d been caught in the unfriendly arms of brambles, just missing jagged rock, his foot wrenched at a painful angle.

‘Why did you do that?’ Briar kept asking, and Seb said nothing, and didn’t even try to get up, which was more frightening than if he’d sworn and howled and wept. ‘There’s a sign, Seb, it says there’s a steep drop. You must have seen the sign. You must have walked right past it. It’s yellow!’

Too late, Briar noticed the flaking barbed wire, which might have once fenced off the drop and now snaked through the undergrowth below, lying in wait. When Seb finally moved his hands, one palm looked black with blood, the wound small but gaping. Briar fumbled in their bag for the expired antiseptic wipes, cleaned him the best they could, tried to coax him up.

‘You need to get out of the brambles,’ Briar said. ‘And … and what about tetanus? Your hand might fall off. Get up.’

‘It doesn’t hurt,’ Seb said, so quiet and vacant that it made Briar feel strangely cold. When they turned on the torch, Briar could literally see the thorns breaking his skin at the ankles, bloody dimples, like the trials of Sad Marble Jesus in the apse at the village church. ‘It really doesn’t. Don’t worry, Briar. It doesn’t hurt.’

‘It does hurt,’ Briar insisted. Seb shook his head. ‘Seb, stop it. It hurts. It obviously definitely hurts. Come home. Home home. Mum won’t mind. We can do potatofeast and stay up and tomorrow she’ll drive us to the library. Please.’

‘You shouldn’t have come if you didn’t mean it,’ Seb said, still with that eerie calm. ‘I thought you were going to be with me all the way. I can’t go without you.’

Briar held up their hands helplessly. ‘But where are we actually going?’

‘Somewhere,’ said Seb, but that was all he had, and eventually he’d wiped his bloody hand on his sleeve and let Briar pull him from the thorns. Briar remembered that blood so vividly, smeared across his hands and Briar’s, glowing brighter in their mind than it could have done in life. It took forever to inch home on Seb’s bad ankle, but Briar already had baby farm muscles to hold him up, and they weren’t going to let him fall for anything. It started to rain when they were halfway home, a fine humid mist that felt feather-light but soaked them through regardless, and when they arrived back at Cox Organic Dairy Farm, there had been no potatofeast; Seb told Briar’s mum, his voice raw and weary, that he wanted to go home please, and after smearing him in pungent, herbal remedies for nettle stings and plastering over the worst of his holes, she’d called Mrs Wolfe to collect him.

Mrs Wolfe had sent the housekeeper.

Briar had tried to make a game of Seb’s sprained ankle in the days that followed, waiting on him in his too-big room, bringing him trays of fruit squash and polenta cake, but Seb had hated it. He’d just become smaller and greyer, spending all his time ensconced in his four-poster or sitting in the armchair by the window, the picture of a Brontë orphan. Briar was extremely glad when Seb could walk unaided again, and the cuts on his palm faded to scarlet track marks, and eventually disappeared.

‘Jones?’ Seb says in the courtyard, the whole word round with shock, and even after seven years, he’s achingly familiar. Voice deeper. Puppy fat melted from his face, leaving it fine-boned and delicate, his eyes too big, his mouth too soft under the long line of his nose. He’s got thick, dark eyebrows and spidery lashes, and his grey-streaked hair is so much longer than it ever was when Briar knew him. It looks like it’s just tumbling artfully down to his shoulders in serendipitous waves, but Briar suspects there was some styling involved. They can’t imagine Seb using hair products. Where would he buy them? A shop? That would mean he’d have to go to a shop. On purpose.

Briar can’t believe he’s actually standing there, staring down at them, almost within touching distance. They had wondered when they applied for the job if their paths might cross, but had decided that no, the school year would be long over, the students sent home. Even once this assumption was proven wrong, the possibility of running into him had felt remote enough to push aside, but Briar sees now that this was foolish. From the way the students have oriented themselves in this courtyard, it seems the entire school orbits Sebastian Wolfe.

The scholar with the brown curls is momentarily distracted from his victim by the fact that something seems to be happening outside his jurisdiction. ‘What, Bastian?’

Bastian?

Briar tries to stand, and is immediately humbled by their ankle, which gives way without putting up a fight. ‘Fuck.’

Seb – Bastian? – and Briar both look down at Briar’s leg, as if it should be snapped clean in half or spurting fountains of blood. It just looks like a normal ankle. Socks packet-fresh, strip of farmer’s tanned skin, dark, fine hair. Briar is flooded with inexplicable shame, and suddenly doesn’t want this new, cloaked Seb looking at any part of them too closely.

‘Wolfe,’ says brown curls, impatient, touching his fingers to the back of Seb’s arm, and Briar catches the moment Seb’s face changes, crystallising from shock and uncertainty into cool nothing. ‘Who’s this?’

‘I have no idea,’ he says.

Briar laughs, ugly and disbelieving, and he stiffens.

Westby has apparently gathered the courage to step forward, albeit cringingly. ‘New member of staff. Working for Genie. Temporary.’

‘Staff? Well, then. Hop along,’ says Seb’s friend, dismissing Briar with a dictatorial wave of his hand. The first year is still on the ground, apparently not daring to move. ‘You too.’ The little scholar scrambles to his feet and flees. Seb isn’t looking at Briar any more. Nobody is.

A fascinating transformation has taken place: now that Briar has been identified as staff, it’s as if they literally do not exist in the physical realm. Briar was tensed for an argument, maybe even a bit of fisticuffs, but apparently they’re not even worth insulting beyond the indignity of dismissal. One of the other scholars says ‘Buck, about that Friday business …’ and they re-form into a flock of caped wankers and sail off towards the other side of the courtyard.

Briar’s head is singing with more than just pain and shock. It’s Seb, and magic. Real magic. That wasn’t a Masonic handshake, or a ritual, lighting a candle at an altar and hoping for a favourable outcome. Seb altered physics. Yes, he did it to push Briar to the ground, but still. Magic. Is that all it can do? Is it physical? A matter of push and pull? Did Seb incant words in his head, or did he actually have a wand hidden somewhere up his wide sleeve? Was it instinctual? How far would Briar have been thrown if they’d been a real threat?

‘That was very silly of you, Jones,’ says Westby. He sighs, then offers Briar a hand. Briar grasps it and is hauled up to stand, wincing as weight shifts to their ankle. ‘We aren’t in the market for heroes, and the people here could fuck your life thriceways before chapel.’

Briar’s head, still spinning, struggles to articulate a thought. ‘They … spat on the croissant.’

Westby sets off at pace without offering any further support, so Briar limps to catch up. ‘And that shocked you? Goodness. Wide-eyed ingénues are first on the fire. You’d better harden up, and fast.’

Briar has never been accused of softness. They took a body already used to early mornings, mucking out, hefting thick brackets of metal machinery up above their head, and added a strict daily regimen of weightlifting that wiped their mind completely clean for half an hour a day. Kay calls it ‘having the meats’, as in, ‘Briar’s got a bad case of the meats today’ whenever Briar dares to wear a tank top or eat a white chocolate protein bar in her field of vision. Sean affectionately calls Briar’s biceps ‘show muscles’, and then gestures to his own belly, the proof of a real heavyweight champ.

Briar just likes to sweat, and think of nothing but the burning ache at the end of thirty reps, and be strong enough to square up to a fight or pick up a medium-sized goat without any trouble. And – yes, maybe they like how it looks in the mirror. Hard lines, coiled power. A real threat. It’s not a crime.

‘They’re bullies,’ Briar says now as they approach a comically large door, the moneyed grandfather of every door they’ve walked through at Temple so far. Westby laughs.

‘Christ, this isn’t Enid Blyton. Bullies! Bullies, and they’ll steal your lunch money. Alistair Buckingham is angling for history’s youngest Prime Minister, and if you’re not careful he’ll introduce statutory instrument 896, the “only cold gruel for Jones” law. Speaking of cold gruel – here we are.’

The refectory. The refectory at a real magic school. It’s exactly how Briar has always imagined it; walls half-panelled in neat oak squares, steeply arched ceilings, crystal chandeliers. The biblical stained-glass window at one end has a stone fireplace beneath it, adorned with carved quadruple-winged angels hefting the school crest, boasting so much square footage that it could be rented for good money if it had transport links to a major city. The floor is tiled in creamy marble, the walls bordered with stern, perfectly equidistant oil paintings, and there are mostly empty trestle tables arranged in rows, scattered with handfuls of scholars eating pastries between the blue silk lamps. Tucked off to one side is a buffet-style sideboard laden with baked goods, silver catering pots of coffee and tea, and stacks of papery cups. The coffee … does not smell promising.

Briar watches a scholar in impeccable uniform crack open a pain au chocolat to lick the chocolate out of it, and then discard the rest of it and reach for another.
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