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Dedication

Keep fighting

I love you








Epigraph

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
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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: ] I think you mean how to be a Prime Minister

[image: ] same thing

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

[image: ] Well exactly!

[image: ] whooosh

[image: ] 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: ] you could have ended that sentence at ‘wouldn’t you be embarrassed if you were a politician’

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

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

[image: ] go outside and play with a ball

[image: ] ?? 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.






3 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. ‘What about Sebastian Wolfe? What’s his deal?’

It’s not a particularly subtle line of questioning, but the patter of their mind is a pounding bassline of Seb, Seb, croissant, Seb.

‘Oh, Wolfe. He lets Buck do most of the talking, but don’t be fooled - he’s the worst of them all. Most powerful scholar for years, and don’t we know it. People see Alistair Buckingham and think he’s the ringleader because he’s Head Boy, but he’s just loud. Perfect politician material. And Bastian Wolfe will be the one behind the scenes, double-fisting the flashing buttons on the peasant-killing machine.’

Peasant-killing machine? Seb? The kid who always cried during the third act break-up of his mother’s romance novels, and once held a solemn funeral for a worm? Seb, who used to stop any time he saw dropped food in the street, drop to a crouch, press his hand to the asphalt and intone ‘something terrible happened here’, and then laugh like a drain, as if the joke was always brand new?

Westby tilts his head and squints at Briar’s expression, and then realisation dawns. ‘Ahhh. You know him. From outside.’ He picks up the last cinnamon swirl and thumps it into Briar’s hand like a lieutenant handing a cadet a grenade.

‘Sort of. We . . . grew up together.’

They both have to step back to avoid a scholar of about fifteen, who registers the lack of cinnamon swirls and swears violently, pivoting to coffee and a fistful of slim packets of brown sugar.

Westby claps Briar on the back. ‘My advice to you, Jones, is to forget about all that until you leave these gates. You’re not in the real world any more. You’re at Temple. Now, eat your damned pastry, and if you’re good I’ll see if we can whip you up a gender-neutral toilet.’






5 The Seemingly Endless Opening of Doors

Westby’s interest in a tour abruptly ends once he has pastries in hand. He points a few things out as they wander along another wood-clad corridor, Briar limping slightly, both sipping their watery coffees - ‘classrooms all along here, plods’ offices on the floor above, there’s a sneaky shortcut to the sports centre that runs down the back of the cricket pitch and behind the pavilion, it’s called Jim’s Passage - if you have any pharmaceutical vices, best indulge at Jim’s’ - but then goes silent as he gets to the more involved part of his pastry, leaving a trail of flaky crumbs that somebody - maybe Briar - is going to have to clean up.

Overwhelmed by terminology, Briar surreptitiously starts writing a list on their phone.


chambers – morning break

pips – prospective scholars

Mons – prefects?

plods – teachers??

Jim’s – drugs



As they exit into a cloister, columned arcades surrounding a neat, decorative garden, Westby comes to life again for long enough to give an overview of the timetable when prompted, and Briar adds:


7.30am – breakfast, refectory

scholars go to chapel, morning lessons, chambers between

lunch – there’s a teacher’s dining room. ask Eugenia

afternoon lessons

3pm on – scholars have tea, office hours with plods and Dames, hobbies

(hobbies – extracurriculars, sports? Dames – professional mums, weird)

6pm – dinner shifts start, refectory

9pm – gates locked weekdays



The bell rings above. It sounds ponderous and heavy, likely housed in a tower, used primarily to warn of incoming Normans. The cloister is suddenly full of scholars, talking and shoving and laughing with their mouths full as they traverse the walkways, and Westby comes to a halt outside a classroom door. ‘I have to bugger off to Foundations of Law now,’ he says mildly. ‘Good luck out there. Try to hold on to your other foot, you’ll need it.’

Briar is left stranded in a sea of dress shirts and waistcoats. They have to brace their shoulders to push through the crowd, but none of the scholars seem to mind, or even notice - it really is like a lack of school pin makes Briar completely invisible, able to watch unobserved.

A tall scholar lounging against a nearby pillar snaps his fingers and calls ‘Boy’; two younger boys look up from where they’re hunched over a notebook and come rushing at once, shoving each other out of the way, eager to be the first in line to carry the older scholar’s books and bag. In the doorway of one classroom, a tiny, freckled ginger who’s made the mistake of carrying too appetising a spread away from the refectory has it stolen from his hands without resisting; the aggressor doesn’t even pause in conversation to acknowledge his theft, gathering up pastries and a cup of tea from the first year like he’s helping himself at the buffet.

Four girls who look about fourteen travel in a pack down the hall, wide eyes vigilant, and the entire crowd ripples around them like alligators churning in dark water; a broad final-year scholar, bulging ominously, reaches out a hand and lets it trail along the blazered back of the girl nearest to him as she passes. Somehow, it’s worse than if he’d just whistled at her or shouted something; the casual proprietary touch, the complete lack of shame, the girl’s expression wiped blank as she walks on, her refusal to react probably a learned response.

Dunts & Heaves had been far from perfect. It had been harder, before Briar had made a name for themself with their fists. Still. This feels different, somehow. Jarring. Like observing foreign customs before acclimatising.

Briar emerges out into the grounds blinking, overwhelmed, still clutching a cinnamon swirl so tightly that it’s become a cinnamon blob.

Eugenia had said ‘get settled’ and Briar had chosen to hear ‘explore’, but with a twisted ankle, disgusting coffee gritting in their molars and growing sweat patches under their blazer, they’re desperate to get back to the sanctuary of Eden.

They find the building again eventually, without the use of the tunnel. The dormitory is blessedly free of scholars now that they’ve all been called to lessons, and Briar trudges slowly up the many carpeted stairs, assaulted by lingering aftershave on every floor, trying to keep the weight off their right ankle. When they finally reach the attic and shut the door behind them, they slide to the floor and just sit there, sweating and eating chunks of cinnamon mush.

Seb. Fuck.

Still gangly, but he’s grown into it now, so that all his sharp angles look intentional. The long hair, the cruel mouth. Strange. It’s all so strange. When did his hair start turning grey? His father’s hair was always uniform, chestnut brown, but now that Briar thinks of it, maybe it was too perfect. Seb has waves of dun, gunmetal and silver, lighter at his temples. Is it stress? Genetics? A vitamin deficiency? Some sorcery, gone wrong?

If Briar had glimpsed him from a distance in the Herring Triangle, perhaps they wouldn’t have recognised him. That’s a weird thought. Not quite as weird as the next one, though.

Seb is not a good guy.

Has it always been there? Latent villainy, realised by puberty? Is that genetic, too? His parents were always bastards, both in their own unique ways. His brothers, too, from what Briar could gather. There’d been times when Seb was so upset he seemed to vacate himself completely. Perhaps something else had come rushing in to fill the void. 

All the more reason to keep the past in the past. It’s ancient history, not Briar’s mystery to solve. Seb was Briar’s best friend. This guy they call Bastian is a complete stranger.

Briar gets up from the floor. Shucks off their jacket, then the shirt; retrieves the toiletries bag from their luggage and risks a slow trip down one set of stairs in tank top and trousers to find the bathroom. It’s a communal nightmare, cracked tile and hair, toothpaste and other substances crusted on the porcelain. Down the hall, mercifully, there’s a single unit with its own shower, which is marginally cleaner. They freshen up in the sink, slick back their hair with cold water, untuck the chain of their necklace from under their collar.

Back in the attic, Briar ‘unpacks’ (paperbacks by the bed, underwear in a drawer, jackets on the door hooks, bag left unzipped for easy access to everything else) until they uncover the corner of a battered blue ring binder, the cardboard fraying at the corners.

The Folder. Briar hasn’t even looked at it for years, but they’d tossed it in quickly yesterday, before they could think too hard about what they were doing. They climb the stairs to the platform bed and crack it open on a random page, the plastic pockets silky under their fingers. The handwriting dates it to the beginning of Briar’s last year of primary school, when they were entirely certain they’d be going to Temple next September.

Sean’s battered laptop had been mostly off-limits, so Briar had conducted research using Seb’s phone and the ancient grey brick at the library in Herring Bridge, precociously transcribing everything in painful detail on printer paper.


Blog posts from 2009, guy says he goes to a very exclusive school, talks about the Horse and Bugle pub so I think it’s Temple. Posts are mostly about a girl he fancies, he calls her ‘The Princess’.

Social media pictures from a man called Oliver who now works at a bank - outside of Temple maybe? Mostly flowers and lawn but I think in one picture the chimneys look the same. Never says where he is. Then he goes to Oxford and tags the location and posts loads of pictures wearing a bow tie and something about ‘gaudy guests’ (ask mum?)

Interview with old Prime Minister where he talks about his school days and says that Temple ‘made him who he is’ and when the reporter asks him more questions about school he just starts talking about something else

Temple school tie (it says it’s ‘continental’) for sale on ebay but the listing was deleted after one day and mum wouldn’t give me fifty pounds for it anyway and laughed because she is mean



There are notes from Seb, too, written in the margins. Mostly entirely unrelated to Briar’s research. Lines from songs. Haikus. Smiley faces. Drawings of the cat.

Briar has put a lot of mental padding between themself now and the desperate ten-year-old they once were. Practice makes it easier to swallow the pang, close the Folder and throw it from the platform bed to the floor. The pillow is suddenly very enticing. Briar flops, hard, and doesn’t move for a long time.

When they finally find the strength, they discover that if they turn onto their side, they can look out of the dramatic window and see the rooftops and chimneys of the main building, a bit of lawn, a chorus of swaying, whispering treetops. With their very last scrap of resolve, Briar lifts the heavy iron window stay and gives it a shove to unstick it, cracking it open and letting in the breeze.

When Briar wakes up, it’s dark. They’re still dressed, their contact lenses are the texture of pub coasters, and they’ve got a throbbing day-nap headache that feels like someone’s turning the handle on a brain clamp.

More pressingly, the door is open, and blonde, crabby joint-smoker Hadley Watson is looming over Briar’s bed, dressed all in black.

‘Whatsthefuck,’ Briar slurs. Hmmm. That’s not quite it. ‘You doing?’ Not that, either.

‘Shut up,’ says Hadley, which feels a bit rich, seeing as she’s broken into their room and initiated looming. ‘I mean, shhhh, sssshhhh, this is a dream. Go back to sleep.’

‘You’re on my bed,’ Briar manages.

‘People would pay good money for the privilege,’ hisses Hadley. ‘Don’t complain. Be quiet, I just need to get something.’

She plunges her hand down the side of Briar’s mattress and gropes; Briar sits up, shuffles away, bangs into the window and discovers with relief that it won’t open past about five inches, so there’s no risk of free-falling to a picturesque death impaled on the iron fleur-de-lis fence below.

‘Hads,’ someone says from the doorway. ‘You said two minutes.’

Tate and Westby are standing there. Fantastic.

Briar’s mouth feels like dry Weetabix. ‘This is my room.’

‘Temporarily,’ Hadley says, with a grunt of effort. ‘It’s been ours for years, and thanks to you we’ve had to relocate. Can you move over? You’re weighing down the mattress.’

‘Sorry to inconvenience,’ Briar mutters, but they shift off the bed anyway, because it feels weird to just sit there and watch while somebody’s elbow-deep in your linens.

‘Don’t be a bitch,’ Hadley bitches, hoisting the corner of the mattress up. ‘Hold this.’

Briar shakes their head, but for some reason, they do hold it.

‘There. Done.’ Briar is imagining booze, Class A drugs, perhaps a small machete - but Hadley emerges holding a collection of small, scientific-looking bottles with droppers in. Briar lowers the mattress back down onto its supports, and Hadley hops off the platform, circumventing the stairs.

‘Explain,’ Briar says, crossing their arms over their chest.

‘Best if you don’t know,’ says Westby. ‘Otherwise you could be on the hook for joint enterprise.’

‘So it’s . . . illegal?’

‘People throw words around all the time now. Legal, illegal. Who even knows what they mean.’

Tate sighs. ‘It could end up being quite illegal.’

‘That’s enough talking now,’ Hadley says. ‘Back to sleep, bye-bye.’

‘Say, Jones, you’ve got arms,’ Westby exclaims suddenly.

‘Oh,’ says Tate, stepping forward to get a better look. He’s wearing a soft black polo neck, and he’s got a single lavender glass bead swinging from one ear. ‘You do. Well done.’

‘Thanks,’ says Briar, unimpressed.

Westby’s nodding, like a plan is coming together in his head. ‘Have you ever held a medium-to-large trapdoor open by yourself?’

‘No,’ Briar says flatly, ‘but I’ve always wanted to.’

‘Leave it,’ hisses Hadley. ‘We don’t need them.’

Westby doesn’t seem so sure. He clicks his fingers and points. ‘I’ll give you a proper tour. I’ll tell you everything. I’ll make that NDA worth your while.’

Hadley snorts. ‘West, don’t be so cheap.’

‘I’m an absolutely enormous slut for trapdoor arms,’ says Westby. ‘Helpless. Helpless! What do you say, Jones? You’ll be a hero. Standing up in the face of tyranny, helping out the little guy. One for the history books.’

Briar looks at the three of them, framed in the doorway in their head-to-toe black outfits, and imagines saying no, keeping their head down, doing the job they’re here to do - leaving Temple barely having scraped the surface of the school’s secrets.

‘Jones?’ Westby repeats, with a bit more urgency.

Jones says yes.

If you follow Jim’s Passage all the way past the new cricket pavilion and down past the old one too, which is miraculously still standing despite the fact that it’s shedding key parts of its anatomy and primarily held up by a thick tangle of ivy, then go through the small gated cemetery at the far reaches of the school grounds, with the names and dates long worn off the headstones, you end up in a stone outbuilding. This building might have once been used for storage, but is now a dumping ground on the borderlands, a place where rusty rakes, old plastic feed bins and fraying compost bags are sent to rot.

‘Did they keep chickens here?’ Briar asks, toeing one of the bins. Hadley shushes them. She insisted Briar wear all black, so their white tank top was swapped out for its dark counterpart. Combined with dress trousers, Briar thinks they look a bit Italian, but also a bit like a prick.

‘Goats,’ Tate whispers, with a wink. ‘For blood sacrifices. And soft cheeses.’

Briar smiles tentatively back. Hadley is irritated, Westby serious, but Tate actually seems to be enjoying himself. His polo neck is mildly ridiculous considering the temperature, but he wears it well.

‘All right, Jones,’ Westby says sombrely. ‘Time to shine.’

Briar’s guarding their twisted ankle like a wounded animal, keeping the weight off as subtly as possible; no need for anybody else to know they’re in pain, although luckily it’s already starting to subside.

The trapdoor is absurdly heavy. Tate helps Briar heave it open, and then they ease it down onto the rotten floorboards as it sheds dull flakes of rust from its handle and hinges.

‘We can’t open it from below, it’s too high and too heavy,’ Hadley whispers, tying her shaggy hair up with black elastic. ‘But we can’t risk someone down there walking past and noticing it’s open. So just wait here, stay hidden until we come back, we’ll knock, you help us out. Don’t do anything else. Don’t wander.’

They take it in turns to ease themselves down, hitting the ground below with soft thuds, and then they’re gone without another word.

Briar lowers the trapdoor as carefully as possible, letting it fall the last couple of inches, blowing up a fine spray of ground dust that makes them sneeze.

They sit down on the feed bin to wait. Scratch at a mosquito bite on their ankle. Study the trapdoor.

It can’t be impossible to lift it from below. It’s likely just a matter of leverage.

Briar finds some half-rotted wood stacked in a corner, lifts the trapdoor back up a foot or so, and then wedges the plank in so it’s propped subtly open. It looks fine. It’ll be fine.

‘It’s fine,’ Briar says into empty air - and then they lift the door up all the way, arms straining, and slide in through the gap, letting it fall shut behind them. The wood softens the slam to a dull thunk. Briar falls for a fraction longer than expected, underestimating the drop, and rolls to a stop once again clutching their shitty ankle, biting their lip bloody to prevent loud, indiscreet swearing.

They’re in a dark tunnel, which is lit from farther ahead by one of those LED camping lights, bright white and incongruously sterile.

Briar’s just going to have a peek. A quick look, to sate their curiosity, and then it’s back to guard duty. There are only two directions to choose from, so they follow the light.

The soft earth hushes their footsteps to almost nothing, so there’s not much need to sneak, until the timbre changes and Briar realises they’re now walking on rough stone. The walls around them are stone too, uneven and hazardous, leering out of the walls where the LEDs hit them. It reminds Briar of something, but it’s not until the tunnel widens that they realise what it is.

Briar’s mum has dragged them around enough National Trust properties that they can recognise a grotto when they see one. It’s a small manmade cavern, unnaturally spherical, housing a murky, green-grey circular pool. A classical white statue cloaked in wet moss rises from its centre. At some point during Temple’s history, someone rich must have been feeling whimsical.

The walls are slick and green in here, the air cool, and Briar can hear the steady drip of water from somewhere above.

There are two openings leading away from the main cave. Briar picks the one that promises more light, and has to slow down when the path gives way to gravel, to try to mitigate the worst of the noise.

It occurs to them then that they should probably feel afraid. There’s no telling what they’re walking into. The power - and limits - of the scholars at Temple are still a total mystery. Seb was able to knock Briar to the ground without so much as a flick of his wrist, and he’s somebody who liked Briar, once. What might someone else be able to do? Someone surprised, or hostile? This is uncharted territory. Now that it’s an actual magic school, they might be in actual danger.

It still just feels too far removed from reality. Briar has a protein bar in their pocket. Surely nobody could be violently murdered by means of dark magic while in possession of something as mundane as a protein bar.

The temperature is rapidly dropping, Briar’s breath crystallising in the air. There’s a murmur ahead. Perhaps water, perhaps low voices. This next tunnel veers to the right and suddenly opens up into enormous darkness, the suggestion of a curved ceiling above.

Briar’s eyes adjust - they’re standing twenty feet up from the bottom of a much bigger cavern. The ledge they almost walked right over is dizzying, and they hurriedly step back, flush against the wall. From their brief glance down at the ground, it’s clearly packed with scholars. There’s water, too, a black waterfall pouring down the side of the wall, wearing a groove into the rock.

They risk another look. A path winds its way from where Briar is standing all the way around the edge of the space, gently sloping down to meet the uneven, pitted floor, and clustered in the middle of the cave like so many well-dressed stalagmites are at least a hundred kids. They’re tiny, and in the light of the lanterns that have been scattered around - real pillar candles now, no more artifice - it’s clear they aren’t cloaked or uniformed. They must be pips. A feeling of unease unfurls in Briar’s stomach, watching them shiver in their shirtsleeves and glance doubtfully around them. What was it Westby said about these first few weeks? Initiation? Trials?

The base of the waterfall thunders into another pool, the dark water sluggish out of the spray, undulating with ripples as the ceiling drips. Someone has arranged long wooden planks across it, haphazardly nailed together into a makeshift bridge. It doesn’t bode well. The initiates seem to be realising that too. Most of them are staring at the water in terror.

They could just leave. Presumably they’ve not actually been kidnapped. But little eleven-year-old Briar wouldn’t have left, either. Not when they were so close. Seven years ago - had they received the right sort of post - it would have been them shivering in a big underground hole, waiting in the dark to be subjected to various horrors, trusting it would all be worth it in the end.

Briar looks for Westby and the others, but can’t see them amongst the littles or lurking in the shadows. Perhaps they’re directly below, out of Briar’s field of vision.

All the pips turn in unison to the far side of the cave, and then a dark flock of twenty caped and masked scholars comes sweeping in holding lanterns. Some of the kids shrink away, and Briar can’t blame them: the newcomers look like death. Their pale masks are a nightmarish cross between theatre grimaces and plague doctor hoods, anonymising them entirely.

When they come to a stop, they fan out into a silent semi- circle, precise as synchronised swimmers. Only one of them breaks rank, lifting a hand to touch their fingers under their mask, a brief scratch of the chin.

‘Jones,’ somebody whispers, and Briar nearly gasps out a lung.

Westby’s head has just appeared to Briar’s left, as he summits what Briar had assumed to be a sheer cliff. He hauls himself up and over the edge breathing hard, and the other two follow, silent but for scuffing feet and the pattering of loosened rocks, the sound obscured by the quiet rush of waterfall.

‘What have you done?’ Hadley hisses, as they all flatten themselves against the wall. ‘You were on door. This isn’t door.’

Westby whacks a finger to his lips so fast that it bounces off his teeth, and then jerks his thumb at the passageway behind them. He wants Briar to go - but one of the masked scholars has clapped their hands for silence, about to speak.

Briar doesn’t move.

‘You must all be pretty proud of yourselves,’ he says, in a clear, lazy voice. The pips blink nervously back at him. ‘Got the call-up, kisses from Mummy, housekeeper packed your things, bragged to everybody that you got into Temple. Hmmm? Well, you did, didn’t you? It’s all right, who wouldn’t? I was bursting when I got my letter.’ A couple of the pips smile, laugh nervously. ‘Destiny was calling. Such an enormous privilege. I wanted to tell my friends. Some of you did, too.’ A few of his audience make the mistake of nodding, lulled into a false sense of security. ‘I thought so.’ His tone drops into the bowels of hell. ‘That’s not how we do things here.’

Two of his associates abruptly start walking into the crowd, which balloons with panic

The scholar deliberates. ‘Him,’ he says eventually, pointing. They seize a pip and start marching him towards the water - the other scholars are on the move too, herding the rest of the group forwards. They move reluctantly, eyes darting, like sheep who’ve caught the whiff of slaughterhouse. Once they’re at the water’s edge, they’re crowded together so tightly that one shove would send the front row tumbling in.

‘Jones.’ Briar jolts as Tate touches their sleeve. ‘Come on.’

Briar shakes their head. It’s grotesque, but they can’t look away.

The death-masked scholar who’s been talking steps up onto the rickety bridge, the pale spine that runs the length of the pool, and starts walking idly along it. ‘You’ve got too much of the outside on you. You reek of it, honestly. It’s quite disgusting.’ Cold laughter from some of the other scholars. ‘Don’t fret, because we’re going to scrub you nice and clean.’ He spreads his arms as he walks back towards them, a malevolent preacher. ‘See it as . . . a sacrament. A holy rite. Once it’s done, the worthy will be reborn.’

The pip who’s been singled out is seized by the collar and dragged out onto the plank. He’s forced to his knees, and without pause or further ceremony, the scholar shoves his head and shoulders into the rank water and holds him down with both hands.

Drowning him. He’s drowning. He’s trying to jerk out of the scholar’s grip, head obscured by a panicked flurry of bubbles, the wood creaking as he attempts to get enough purchase with his legs to push away from the water.

‘What the fuck,’ Briar says, too loudly, but nobody hears them over the desperate sound of a submerged eleven-year-old fighting for his life. They’re not thinking when they push fully away from the wall, but Tate is there in an instant, holding them back.

‘Briar,’ he whispers. ‘Wait.’

Briar doesn’t want to wait. That kid’s been underwater for way too long, and it feels like another eternity before the scholar eases off and lets him back up. He’s bright red, choking down these ragged gasps of air, making keening sounds when he manages enough breath to cry.

‘Baptism,’ says the scholar in charge, sounding like he’s offering them something delightful, ‘readies the body for admission. You’re filthy now, but you will be made clean. Three times in—’ The crying, waterlogged boy is grabbed again, and this time he manages to get out half a desperate shout before his mouth is full of water. ‘For the trinity, you know. We decide how long you get, because we know exactly how dirty you are. And if you opt out’ – underneath his mask, the scholar sounds like he’s smiling – ‘you can fetch your things and fuck off straight home.’ The boy resurfaces, shuddering, quieter now he’s really struggling for air. ‘Trust me. Everyone begs to be cleansed by the end.’

He says something in the pip’s ear that makes him come to stillness. He’s still coughing quietly, but as the scholar lets go of him, raising his hands as if to proclaim innocence, the boy serenely lowers his head back in the water - and stays there.

It’s magic. It must be. Because Briar’s holding their breath too, and their lungs are already burning, but still the boy stays under. Briar has to breathe; they expect the initiate to surface as well, but he stays, perfectly obedient, until his small body is convulsing, at its limit - and only then does the scholar grab him by the hair and heave him back out.

Gagging. Retching. Breathing. He’s still breathing.

Relief floods Briar and they open their mouth to shout, despite Tate’s hand on their arm, despite the fact that there’s twenty scholars and only one of them - but it’s another of the masked boys below who speaks. ‘Wait, Buck - God fucking damn it, I can’t breathe.’ He pulls off his mask, revealing a face that looks scarlet even in the dim light.

The boy in charge - Buck, Alistair Buckingham, of course it’s him - seems unmoved. ‘For Christ’s sake, put that back on right now.’

‘I’m serious. My face is like . . . burning. There’s something in my throat.’ He rubs at it with both hands, then kneels by the rancid water and actually splashes some on his face. ‘Fuck. It’s getting worse.’

A second scholar rips off his own mask. Briar recognises another one of the boys from the courtyard, Seb’s new friends, and with a lurch, wonders if they might spot a shock of silvery hair. ‘Me too. What the hell?’

Briar looks sideways at Hadley, and discovers that inexplicably, she’s got her phone out. Filming.

The pip crawls down the bridge and vomits into the water.

One maskless scholar is wheezing now, clutching at his throat, and the other is making an odd noise, a panicked lowing, like stricken cattle. The pips don’t seem to know what to do. Some of them are backing away.

‘Satisfied?’ Westby hisses at Briar’s shoulder, tugging on their arm. ‘Now come on.’

The sound of swearing and shouts of genuine panic echo behind them as they shuffle-run back down the tunnel. Briar can barely feel the pain in their ankle any more. It’s irrelevant. When they reach the trapdoor, Briar has to be given a boost, but with the amount of adrenaline pumping through their veins it’s easy enough to shove the trapdoor open and then haul themself up and out, reaching back down to help the others. Hadley is last by a good ten seconds, shoving her phone back into her pocket before she accepts Briar’s hand.

‘What did you do to the masks?’ Briar pants, once the trapdoor is closed. Tate smiles, but it’s not entirely convincing. He’s sweating under his polo neck.

‘Nothing.’ Hadley ruffles her fringe back into place as they exit the outbuilding. ‘Christ, you couldn’t just do as you were told?’

‘They’re torturing those kids,’ Briar spits back, full of brimstone. ‘And you just stood there and let it happen. Somebody needs to . . . I don’t know, tell the teachers.’

Hadley laughs. She’s already got an unlit cigarette in her mouth as they jog for the graveyard. ‘Pips need a little light torture. Keeps them honest.’

‘What’s wrong with you? What’s wrong with everyone here?’

‘Keep your voice down,’ Westby says, punctuating his words with his raised hand. ‘Look, nobody tells the teachers, because the teachers already know. It’s just how things are done here, all right? The plods were pips once, too. And then they were Mons. They’ve taken their turn on the ducking stool. It’s like that odd monkey says, in the film. Circle of life.’

The implications of this are horrifying. ‘But . . . someone has to do something.’

‘We just did,’ says Westby.

‘Was it . . . was that magic?’

‘Oh God,’ says Hadley, rolling her eyes.

Tate hushes her, and Westby says, ‘No. Allergens.’

‘Allergens?’

Westby coughs. Clearly, he’s not much of a runner. ‘Look, Rudersberg happens to have quite a severe nut allergy. I know because I’ve seen him kick up a huge fuss about it during chambers. And Belcourt reacts quite poorly to limes.’

‘It’s the lime oil,’ Hadley says, ‘actually. That’s what it said in his file.’

Briar thinks of the panicked wheezing. ‘Jesus.’

‘Oh, they’ll be fine,’ says Westby. ‘Won’t they, Hads?’

‘Probably,’ says Hadley, bored. ‘I don’t know. I was very liberal. It was bloody hard to get access to those masks. And those limes. I wasn’t going to take any risks.’

Ritual drownings. Anaphylactic poisonings. Briar had felt cavalier walking down that tunnel, sure that nothing more than minor hijinks awaited them. They’d been lulled into a false sense of security by the naïve idea that an institution like this one might be lax - there’d been plenty of bloodied noses at Dunts & Heaves, after all - but would never allow anyone to come to any serious harm.

They’d been wrong.

‘You’re . . . protecting them?’ Briar says slowly, as they reach Jim’s infamous passage, the tall wooden fence on either side lightly graffitied and stained green with algae. ‘The pips?’

‘Absolutely not,’ Hadley snaps. ‘We’re declaring war on Mons.’

She lights her cigarette with surprising efficiency considering that she’s on the move, lip curling at the thought of a good deed. Briar is not convinced.

‘Jones,’ Westby says, very out of breath. ‘Those arms of yours are just the beginning. You’ve got the core strength of a snake and the constitution of a boar. My mind is erupting with a thousand possibilities.’

‘Sounds painful.’

‘Oh, it will be,’ Hadley says, turning to look at them with a slow-creeping smile that puts Briar in mind of a haunted puppet. ‘Just not for us.’






6 Briar’s Job Is Arms

Briar wakes up the next morning and promptly falls out of the platform bed, rolling down two steps and managing to throw out an arm to prevent further descent. They feel almost hungover, blurry around the edges, but it’s just sheer exhaustion.

Coffee will help.

They grab a T-shirt and the charcoal cargos their mum picked out as a practical job-warming present, pull on a soft brown overshirt, and don’t bother stopping in the bathrooms to wash up. Dry-fingering their contact lenses will have to do. The whole building is alive with morning hubbub, the thudding of feet, the running of water - Briar is out of there as quickly as possible, head down, their ankle stiff but not painful as they march towards the refectory. There aren’t any ambulances or police cars parked in view. That’s probably a good sign.

It’s hell at breakfast. Worse than any zoo. Comparable only to a battlefield, if all the troops were cosseted lordlings who liked talking with their mouths full. Briar chances a few sidelong looks, searching for grey hair or anyone with a visible face rash, and comes up empty.

A hatch has opened in one of the walls to allow scholars to line up and receive hot breakfasts from the kitchen, but there’s also a continental situation on the buffet table, so Briar pours an enormous, watery coffee and grabs a yoghurt pot and then makes a run for it.

At home, Sean makes pitch-black coffee in a very worn Bialetti, and Briar’s mum cooks protein porridge for everybody. Thick and creamy, with fresh fruit from her window boxes, mixed seeds, drizzled peanut butter and a scoop of chocolate protein powder, which she added after Briar started lifting weights with singular purpose every evening.

‘There’s just this thing about porridge,’ she once said to Briar. ‘It makes me feel like I’m connecting with generations of people going back hundreds of years, you know? Medieval people sitting by their fires. Little Victorian children. People all over the world. Frumenty! Gruel! Congee! Parritch! Try stirring it with the wooden spoon, see if it awakens something in you.’

Briar had declined, and their mum had chased them around the kitchen wielding the wooden spoon, exclaiming different names for porridge in various languages until she ran out.

Now Briar finds a ledge in the gatehouse at the back of the school building, drinks the somehow tasteless coffee, throws back the yoghurt like a shot of vodka because they forgot to grab a spoon. They long for good espresso and stupid historical spiritual awakening porridge. The safety of a familiar kitchen. The knowledge that nobody at home is actively trying to maim or kill each other. How embarrassing to already be homesick.

The gatehouse is grand on a small scale, a tiny castle, slit windows and worn stone with a wooden ceiling above. In good weather it would be idyllic, but the sky is subdued today; that wet, heavy summer grey that keeps the heat stagnant while it warns of rain.

It’s humiliating having to ask a thirteen-year-old in a waistcoat where Briar might find Eugenia, but the boy gives surprisingly good directions when he gets over his shock at being directly addressed by someone wearing a T-shirt purchased from a supermarket, and Briar finds the administrative office nestled among a clutch of other staff rooms behind the kitchens. The building is red brick and Victorian, braced with ivy, but inside it’s unfussy and practical. Glass windows in each doorframe afford a view of staff hunched over their messy back-to-back desks.

Eugenia has her own small office. It’s mostly filing cabinets framing a large central desk, but there’s an orchid by the window and an abstract, modernist rug on the floor, the only hints of personality. Her hair is up in a ponytail today, and she’s wearing a cream blazer over her tank top and jeans. Her perfume smells clean, fresh laundry and white freesias, and it wafts in Briar’s direction as the door closes.

‘Come sit,’ Eugenia says, not looking up from where she’s shuffling through documents, the gold cap of a fountain pen pressed to her lower lip. She tuts, crosses something out with a flourish, then gives Briar her full attention. ‘You passed the test.’

‘What test?’ Briar says, thinking immediately of trapdoors and allergic reactions.

‘You found my office. You are here early. You are wearing sensible shoes. This is a very good day for me.’

She delivers all this completely devoid of emotion, which only endears her to Briar. She’s fascinating. Briar desperately wants to impress her. They try to imagine Eugenia laughing, and their brain can’t quite render it in three dimensions. Not enough source material.

‘Here,’ she says. She reaches into a drawer, pulls out a generic staff ID card on a black lanyard and an iron keyring with half ordinary and half comically oversized ancient keys on it, and slides them with a clatter over the desk. The lanyard is patterned with the school crest, and it’s printed large on the ID too - Briar has seen it before, but able to study it up close, the details are clearer. A black shield with elaborate silver mantling, and a human skull where there might usually be a knight’s helm or crown; the shield itself is dominated by a heron with one leg lifted, clutching a scroll, and dotted around it are stars, one of which has a human eye at the centre. The motto, lettered on a scroll at the bottom, reads NUNQUAM DEFICERE.

Eugenia taps the table to regain Briar’s attention. Her watch looks Swiss and expensive, and Briar wonders if it was a gift from someone at the school. ‘Staff keys. Most of them have labels. The old ones just have symbols. The doors match, if you know to look for them. Do not let any of the scholars come with you to the attic. They are naturally incurious about menial labour, but still. Accidents happen, and the faculty have been throwing anything they don’t want to deal with yet up there for many years. Take these.’ She gestures to a box of cleaning supplies. ‘Drink water. Use your common sense. If you see a rat with one eye up there, you come and get me. We have unfinished business.’

‘Okay,’ Briar says, reeling from this onslaught of instructions. ‘Do you have a carabiner?’

‘No,’ Eugenia says. She looks Briar over. ‘You look like you might have a carabiner.’

Briar’s eyebrows shoot up, and there’s a brief pause while they recover from this. ‘And you just want me to make piles? Of stuff?’

‘Yes,’ says Eugenia. ‘For now. Then you will graduate from piles to storage solutions. We offer many opportunities for advancement here.’

Briar stands up and attempts a tiny smile, predictably gets nothing back. Oh well. It’s day one. Plenty of time to work out what’ll make her crack. They head for the door, and then pause.

‘The students,’ they attempt, falteringly. ‘The scholars, I mean. Last night, I heard . . . the initiations, I feel like . . .’

Eugenia clears her throat and puts down her pen. ‘It is best if you do not hear things. Or feel things. Be smart, Briar Jones. Ignore the scholars and do your job.’ She returns to her papers.

Right. Good to know. Briar is dismissed.

Box of cleaning things in hand, Briar retraces the journey to the attic. The scholars drifting about before lessons genuinely don’t seem to see them. It’s not like they’re actually invisible - a few of the younger kids step out of the way to avoid collisions - but eyes slide right off their edges, like they’re just too boring to fill in the outline.

Briar decides this suits them just fine.

In the inner courtyard, as they’re fumbling to find the key that should lead to the dark ascending stairwell, Tate Adams appears, uniformed in a way that somehow hugs the lines of his body better than something fitted on Savile Row. He leans against the wall and watches Briar frown down at the spidery tangle of keys, trying to balance the box while searching. He’s got a little gold daisy stud in his ear today, and he smells vaguely of artificial cherries.

‘Hi.’ He’s got one of those faces that always seems on the verge of a smile. Easy to like. ‘Give me your box, martyr.’

Briar hesitates, but he seems genuine, so they hand over the cleaning gear, inspect the keys, then the door. Eugenia said something about symbols, and after a scan of the door itself and its stone frame, Briar locates something circular that looks almost like a rune, carved at head height. Sure enough, there’s a key that matches. Once Briar has the door open, Tate breezes inside and practically skips up the stairs; Briar remembers a second later that this is one of the only things Eugenia has forbidden, and scrambles to get the door locked again and catch up.

‘Tate, stop - I’m not supposed to let scholars in.’

Tate has taken this instruction literally; on the next turn, Briar bumps right into him, barely visible in the dark.

‘I’m helping,’ Tate says, flashing Briar a grin and jiggling the box. ‘Look at me. So helpful.’

‘Eugenia said—’

‘Don’t worry, I’m just looking for somewhere to hide during Ancient Languages. I won’t get you into any trouble. I mean it.’

Maybe it’s just that smile, but Briar believes him.

Up in the attic, it smells like old wood and long-cultivated damp along with something more pungent, and just shutting the door sends up a cloud of dust motes so thick it seems to swarm.

Tate whistles, long and low. ‘I don’t envy you. They must have been shoving all their crap in here for centuries. And what’s that smell? Is this where they stash the bodies?’

‘Rat shit,’ says Briar. ‘I think.’ They retrieve the box, taking the roll of shiny black rubbish bags and tearing one off with a satisfying zip. As with most intimidating things, best to just start and not think too hard about it; put their hands on the problem, and see what follows.

‘A rat metropolis, by this point,’ Tate says, touching the corner of a curling map on the nearest stack. ‘They’ve probably got a downtown district and regional dialects.’

‘Probably,’ says Briar, putting on gardening gloves. They see a very grey cleaning rag on the floor, solid with age, pick it up and bin it. There. One thing down. Ten thousand to go.

Tate brushes dust off the cover of a faded burgundy book the approximate size and weight of a toddler and then frowns down at it. ‘Hold on, is this a scholarly text?’

‘No idea.’ Ornate chair with only three legs? Briar drags it across to one side of the room and starts a furniture pile, subcategory: repair??

‘Well, there’s one way to find out,’ Tate says, hefting the book in his arms and sneezing when it retaliates. ‘God, this is heavy. I guess they weren’t bringing it along on horse and cart journeys for light reading. Have a look at this.’

He cracks it open, turning it around, and more than a few yellowed leaves immediately fall out. Briar puts down the rubbish bag and goes obediently over. Why is their heart beating so fast? It’s just a book. A book kept locked up in Temple, so that plebs like Briar can’t read it. A book about magic.

Briar starts with the first word on the page - ‘ergo’ - and then something strange happens.

They can’t read the rest of the sentence. It seems to be in English, meticulously hand-lettered pre-printing press, but when Briar tries to get a hold on anything past ‘ergo’ it becomes incomprehensible gibberish, and suddenly ‘ergo’ also seems to have gone missing, when it should be right where they left it. They find it again, but it doesn’t help.

‘You look confused,’ says Tate. ‘Which answers my question.’

‘Show me another page.’

Tate does. Same result.

‘Is this in Latin or something?’

‘Not this one. It’s just written in Procedural. It’s like . . . magical legalese.’

‘You can read this?’

‘If I must,’ says Tate. He turns the book around to face him. ‘Hmmm. Something to do with . . . bushels of something. Trade? It must be next to useless, or they wouldn’t have left it up here to rot. Scholarly texts are usually treated like gold dust. To read it properly I’d need to start from the beginning. All the tells are usually in the introduction, sort of like clues, or . . . a key . . . and then you know how to read it. Have you ever done cryptic crosswords? No? Me neither, but apparently it’s the same skill set.’

‘So if I read the introduction . . .’

‘Nope,’ Tate says, flicking to the introduction and letting Briar have a cursory glance at what looks like more of the same nonsense. He shuts the book and bends to put it down on the floor. ‘Book pile! Yeah, no, it doesn’t work like that. You have to be a thaumaturge or none of it makes sense, even the key.’

A tiny ember of hope, kept alive for seven long years, dies in Briar’s chest.

During boring first-year introductory assemblies at Dunts & Heaves, Briar had sat fuming in their stiff, plasticky school blazer, thinking that just maybe, if they grabbed their bike and rode the eighteen miles to Temple, the school would realise that they’d made a mistake during the admissions process. That Briar belonged there just as much as Seb. That they had potential, just waiting to be unlocked.

But Briar can’t read the stupid fucking book. They’re not magic. Temple had been right to reject them. They’re nothing special at all.

‘You did us a real solid last night,’ Tate says, sitting down on one of the rare empty patches of floorboard. ‘Don’t let Hadley freak you out. She just gets very focused when he has an idea. And whatever you do, don’t let West up here. He’ll insist on digging through it all looking for more texts, and he won’t let you throw anything out, not even the rats.’

Briar is still trying to arrange their face, to swallow the acrid taste of disappointment and the mortifying tightness in their throat. ‘Mmm. So . . . what happened to those scholars? With the allergies?’

Tate shrugs, still smiling, but his gaze drops to the floor. It’s an interesting tell. ‘Least four of them spent the night in the infirmary. Hadley has a throw-everything-at-the-wall approach, so she did common allergens in all the masks, just to see if another one might hit. I think they actually called an ambulance for Rudersberg, but he was probably just being dramatic. They had to cancel the Baptism. Mons are on the warpath. Hadley’s very happy.’

‘I bet she is,’ Briar says, binning a browned newspaper from 1976 that’s soaked through with something dark and bloody. An ambulance for Rudersberg. Said so casually, as if nobody’d ever died from anaphylactic shock. ‘I don’t think she likes me.’

‘She’ll get over it. Just keep lifting heavy stuff in front of her, it’ll soothe her.’

‘Right.’ Now that they’ve seen her at work, Briar certainly does not want to get on the wrong side of Hadley Watson.

‘Anyway, I’m your buddy today, and I like you. What sort of buddying do you require?’

Briar picks up a decidedly ordinary paperback and adds it to the correct pile. ‘Westby said he’d tell me . . . stuff.’

‘Stuff?’ Tate says, pulling up one of his argyle socks. He’s cuffed his school trousers above the ankle, and he’s wearing gorgeous oxblood loafers that are probably secretly designer, in that understated way that forgoes spectacle. Seb had some clothes like that, even as a kid. ‘Oh, magic stuff. Right. Yes. Well. I’ve basically already told you. We mostly study texts written in Procedural. Deathly boring, start to finish, and you end up having to re-read them loads to catch all the meanings. You can spend years reading the same Working, trying to strengthen your understanding. That’s all the Work is. Reading these endlessly long fucking books until you get it, and then something clicks in your head. Voilà - magic.’

‘That’s it?’ Briar says, pausing with a book in each hand.

‘Yep. We take regular subjects too, to prepare us for uni. They like us to have three languages, Latin’s mandatory, and then there are classes dedicated to better understanding the Work.’

‘But what can you actually do with it?’ Briar says. ‘Are the books teaching you . . . spells?’

Briar is inordinately glad at that moment that Tate was the one to follow them up into the attic today, because he doesn’t laugh, or scoff, or make Briar feel like a silly baby for asking.

‘Basically yes. It’s like you . . . strike a deal with the text. The better you understand it, the better you are at whatever you’re trying to do with it. It’s not very flashy, though. I’ve been here for seven years, and the most powerful thing I can do is make people happy to see me.’

‘Oh,’ says Briar. ‘So . . . today, with me, did you . . . ?’

‘Nah.’ Tate smiles again, a real one, ear to ear. ‘But now I know you were pleased to see me. That’s so embarrassing for you. It doesn’t sound like much, but it can come in very handy in certain situations. I wouldn’t use it on you without your permission. Unlike some people here, we have manners.’

Briar, duly embarrassed, goes back to sorting, creating a pile for documents that aren’t books but look like they might be important anyway. ‘Sebastian Wolfe tripped me using magic. The Work.’

‘Ah. Yes. Wolfe is . . .’ Briar expects him to say special, or powerful, but instead he says ‘weird’.

‘Weird how?’

‘Thaumaturgy is all about . . . changing atmospheres, perceptions, feelings. Influence. It literally means “wonder-working”, like . . . performing miracles. Very vibes-based science. It’s not about tripping people over in the quad. I don’t know which text he’s managed to squeeze that one out of, but the best a normal scholar could do with it would probably be to make somebody stumble over a thought. And most people need to anchor their Workings to spoken words, even if they’re only mouthing them. According to West, Wolfe is doing something nobody’s done at Temple for generations.’

Great. So not only is Seb definitely supposed to be here and Briar decidedly not, he’s an extra-juiced-up magician with double the power of everybody else, and he’s decided to use that power for evil.

Wonderful.

‘I think he might actually end up being a serial killer,’ Tate says brightly, speaking Briar’s thoughts aloud. ‘Not ideal.’

‘Last night with the thing, the . . . baptism. That’s what it’s always like? Initiation?’

‘Mmm.’ Tate pulls a baked good out of his pocket and inspects it. It’s very flat. ‘An ancient and glorious tradition. They’ll probably have to redo the entire opening ceremony now, Mons will be so miffed. They won’t know for sure it’s us, but they’ll suspect, ’cos Hadley’s been pushing their buttons for years. Alistair Buckingham is probably staring at my empty chair in Languages trying to explode me with his mind. Do you want some muffin?’

Briar, who can’t even conceive of a muffin right now, shakes their head. Tate shrugs, and takes a bite.

‘So what are the rest of the Trials? Are they all physical or is it more like—’

‘This is a subpar muffin,’ Tate says, nose wrinkling. ‘You made a good call. I think they’re putting chalk in the flour to stretch it out or something. Did you know Victorians actually started to like the taste? Admirable freaks.’

Message received, Briar turns to another pile, while unanswered questions buzz in their mind like flies against a window.






7 Flesh Wounds

Tate’s declaration that Mons will be ‘miffed’ by the interruption to their opening ceremony is somewhat underselling it.

Briar is ignorant of the consequences all day, left alone to continue the business of piles and sorting, working until they’re filmed with grime and then taking a long, weak shower in the single stall before dressing for supper. It’s the one meal of the day that’s completely impossible to sneak into a pocket and enjoy in solitude - the staff dining room is closed in the evenings, the other admin staff retreating to their houses on campus. It’s immediately apparent when Briar arrives at the refectory that dining with the students is a formal affair, with three staggered mealtimes and an air of ceremony that makes them wish they’d put on something with buttons rather than a T-shirt. They hover in the doorway, watching scholars rush past to find their tables, which are organised by houses of residence.

There’s a Mon at the head of each one and three of them sitting at the high table on the dais, which is otherwise mostly empty. None of them are familiar. It becomes clear that there is an entire ritual that must take place before eating: as Briar dithers, faculty members sweep into the room and the scholars stand to attention behind their chairs, waiting for their elders to be seated before they take their places.

The only students not to sit are the smallest, who jump into action, rushing to fetch platters of duck confit with crispy potatoes and over-boiled vegetables. They go straight to Mons first - Briar watches the nearest cloaked boy encourage his servers to heap his plate, paying no mind to the boys who’ll be served next - before moving on to everyone else.

A teacher almost walks into Briar and has the gall to look irritated by this near-collision, despite the fact that Briar is standing completely still. ‘Watch it, boy,’ he snaps, eyes roaming briefly over Briar’s choice of outfit with undisguised revulsion. ‘Sit down, for God’s sake.’

Briar had wondered if maybe the teachers might be more reasonable than the scholars, mellowed by age and experience, matured out of their class-based theatrics.

They’re not wondering any more.

There’s a seat open at the table nearest the door, next to an older woman who must be one of the Dames, so Briar hurries to that one, becoming briefly visible as every scholar stares, jarred by the intrusion and the T-shirt.

An elderly gentleman - portly, white and moustachioed, in a suit that’s slightly too small for him and a sort of half-gown draped from his shoulders - stands and delivers a quick grace from the top table. All of the scholars briefly clasp their hands together in a caricature of earnest prayer. Only then is supper finally allowed to begin.

Briar is staring determinedly at their plate (tiny sliver of duck, one potato, cauliflower boiled to mush, perfectly spherical bread roll) and being completely ignored by the adjacent scholars of about fourteen arguing about rugby, when there’s a commotion over by the doors.

Briar doesn’t look. The third-years, who either haven’t heard of subtlety or don’t consider it a virtue, actually stand up so that they can gawk and speculate.

‘He can’t have been shot very well if he’s still having supper,’ one of them says, disappointed. Briar’s ears perk up at shot.

‘Settle down, please,’ says one of the faculty, a round-faced bearded man in his fifties, probably a Housemaster. He could be the elderly robe-wearer’s younger self in waiting. ‘Settle.’

When they do settle, Briar finally sees who’s just walked - limped - in.

Westby, pale and cheerful, wearing a grey cable-knit cardigan over his dress shirt instead of the mandated waistcoat and blazer. He’s leaning on an old-fashioned, knobbly walking stick, of the kind usually only found by the door in antique shops, lurking amongst broods of mouldy umbrellas.

Tate and Hadley are nowhere to be seen; he’s instead being accompanied by a boy Briar doesn’t know, short and pouty, with curly fawn-coloured hair and glasses, looking deeply unimpressed by all the furore. As Westby limps down the aisle, Briar realises that his leg looks oddly lumpy under his trousers, like he might be heavily bandaged in the calf region.

Shot. Shot? Surely not.

‘But Buck is an excellent shot,’ says one of Briar’s neighbours. ‘And Ryder said he was standing very close. Almost point-blank range. So he can’t have been trying to kill him, or he’d be dead. Duh.’

‘Kill him?’ another scoffs. ‘Obviously he wasn’t trying to kill him, idiot. It was the middle of the day. It was an accident. Buck’s not that stupid.’

‘Alistair Buckingham shot Westby?’ Briar says, before they can think better of it. The boys look as startled as if one of the baroque carvings of gurning babies on the walls has sprung to life and asked them for the time.

‘Er,’ says one of them, glancing at his companions and then back at Briar. ‘Yes? On the range, during hobbies. Sorry . . . who are you?’

‘Nobody,’ says Briar. The boys seem quite relieved by this explanation, and go back to pretending Briar doesn’t exist.

Shot. With a gun. On the range. A shooting range, presumably. Of course Temple has a shooting range. Of course somebody can get shot here, point-blank, and it’s nothing more than the subject of gossip over dinner. Perhaps, Briar thinks hysterically, that’s why Alistair isn’t here. Instead of a call to the police and charges filed, he’s been sent to bed without his supper.

Briar abandons their last soggy floret and then maps a path out of the refectory to return their plate that just so happens to pass by Westby’s seat. He’s got his bulky leg propped up on a spare chair, and he’s eating his duck with the enthusiasm of the recently almost-murdered.

‘Westby,’ Briar prompts quietly, and he glances up.

‘Hullo, Jones. Come to see the patient? I wish everybody would stop making such a fuss, it’s only a flesh wound.’

Briar thinks, privately, that Westby might actually quite like the fuss. Case in point: limping into the refectory with a walking stick when Briar is pretty sure he’d have been allowed to eat in his room in private.

‘You’ve not really been shot?’

‘Really and actually.’ Westby hikes up his trouser leg to reveal a white flash of thick bandaging at his knee, then lets it drop back into place. ‘I mean, you can’t see anything because they’ve wrapped me in so much bubble wrap and cotton wool, so it’s not particularly impressive.’

Briar, who still can’t believe any of this is happening, stares. ‘Alistair shot you?’

Westby’s eyes glitter as he swigs his orange juice and slams the glass down, a hardened cowboy knocking back moonshine at the saloon. ‘Apparently he got it into his head that I might have had something to do with a few logistical delays he’s been having. Ridiculous, of course.’

‘Ridiculous,’ repeats his dour-faced friend. ‘West, are you going to be much longer? Only I don’t like duck, and I told Calahan I’d show him my rare dictionaries.’

‘I would never hold you back from showing Calahan your rare dictionaries,’ Westby says solemnly. ‘Go ahead, Miller. Jones here will carry me from the room in a fireman’s lift.’

Miller gives this comment no acknowledgement, but gets up immediately. Briar sits down in his emptied seat. They picture a rifle, raised, and nowhere to run. Alistair’s hands pressing down on a child’s shoulders, water flying, little legs frantically kicking. Eugenia, telling Briar to look away.

‘If he shot you on purpose—’

‘Hush now,’ says Westby, gently reprimanding. ‘This isn’t supper talk.’

Briar could just leave, but they want to know what the hell’s going on, so they sit and watch Westby finish his duck and then insist on slowly savouring a cup of thin, lemony pudding, leaving fine drifts of powdery sherbet all over the table. He keeps up a light prattle the whole time, complaining about Miller - who is apparently his roommate - and his various idiosyncrasies, which include leaving slightly damp (but not clean) socks on the radiator and practising the clarinet at unsociable hours.

‘He took my best cashmere out of its mothproofing because he wanted to use that particular garment bag for his tuxedo,’ Westby says darkly as he drops the spoon back into the crystal pudding bowl.

Briar can’t help but smirk a bit. ‘Unimaginable horrors.’

‘Moths,’ Westby says, ‘are. All right, come on, Jones, stop dawdling. We’ve got places to be.’

There’s a lot of theatre required to get out of the refectory, with Westby leaning heavily on his walking stick and sighing approximately three times a minute, but when he misjudges the well-worn stone step that leads down into the corridor, he’s forced to put a bit of weight on the leg and Briar sees him wince sharply.

It’s more complicated a performance than Briar realised: he’s playing the martyr and hamming it up, ensuring people will laugh it off despite the fact that he’s truly hurt. Briar can’t work out why. Maybe he can’t help but ham. Maybe he wants to be left alone to suffer privately.

People are weird.

‘I had planned on running a gentle 10k followed by some light hurdling this evening, but why don’t you just take me back to my room - I’m in Eden too, second floor - and then I can answer all your prying questions. Miller will be out for hours, promenading his dictionaries.’

Eventually, they make it back to the dorm. The door to Westby’s room is as unremarkable as the rest; Briar prepares for regulation grey noticeboards and ugly blue curtains, old carpet on the floor and Swedish laminate desks, and is amazed but not particularly surprised to discover that Westby lives in a style that would make any Oxford Classics applicant weak at the knees.

The room is at least three times as big as Briar was expecting, headed by one of those over-the-top arched Gothic windows, diamond-patterned leadlight panes and all. The mirrored single beds tucked into opposing corners are basic but classic, and on Westby’s side of the room he’s got crisp white hotel bedding and a maroon tapestry throw tossed artfully on top, with a hand-knitted blanket bunched up at the foot. There are pleasant amateur watercolours and what might be actual oil paintings framed and nailed to the wall, and an ancient bar cart sits next to the entrance to the bathroom, laden with chipped, willow pattern tea things.

Westby leans his stick against the desk, which is stacked with antique books and Moleskine notebooks, some of them open, crammed with unrelenting lines of illegible scrawl in burgundy ink. One of them has become half-fused with a pillar candle, which has burned low enough to spill creamy wax all over the page.

It’s easy to fill in the rest. Undoubtedly there’s a record player somewhere, perhaps even a gramophone. Briar just knows that if they open the wardrobe, they’ll find rows upon rows of corduroy trousers and sweater vests, Barbours and tweed. In someone else it might seem extremely affected, the habits of a guy who’d read Evelyn Waugh or Donna Tartt and thought, Yes! But with Westby, it’s easy to believe that he might have come by it honestly. Briar knows that time moves differently beyond the gates of ancient estates. Seb had been odd, too, in his own ways.

‘Tea?’

Before Briar can say no, Westby fishes a battered kettle out from under the bed and limps off to fill it in the bathroom sink. He plugs it in when he returns and then eases down onto the mattress, making the sorts of unoiled sitting-down noises Sean does at the end of a long day on the farm.

‘He was very careful to make it look like an accident,’ Westby says, as if they’re halfway through this exact conversation. ‘He’s not an idiot. He’ll get a little slap on the wrist, mandatory gun safety retraining. The thing is, he’s never liked me, and he and Watson have been at war for years. Nobody’s ever dared interfere with the Trials before, but I suppose we’re the most likely agitators.’

‘Why do they not just use magic on you?’

Westby winces. ‘Magic. Have some decorum, please. They don’t use the Work against us because once you understand the particulars of a text, it’s very difficult for it to be used against you. The better you understand it, the better you’re protected. It’s hard to explain. You can see the inner workings, and you’ve entered into that same contract.’

‘How does that work? How do you use it at all, if you’re all being taught the same thing? Surely then everybody’s impervious.’

‘Briar Jones, are you a reader? Or are they teaching “impervious” at state schools nowadays?’ Westby says, brow arched. Briar drops the temperature in the room by about ten degrees with a look. ‘Sorry - being a bastard, force of habit - part of it is age and experience, and then some people are just better at particular Workings than others. And we’re not all taught the same thing. There are advanced classes for those with aptitude. While we’re learning, we test it all out on the younger years who haven’t been introduced to that particular bit of Work yet.’

‘Grim.’

‘Mmm,’ says Westby, retrieving the kettle and fetching his floral teapot. There’s a pause while he dumps in loose leaf, sets it to steep, then rummages for biscuits.

‘All I’ve got is Garibaldis,’ he says, holding up a crumpled packet. Of course it’s Garibaldis. A guy like Westby wouldn’t be seen dead near an Oreo. ‘Anyway, what was I saying? Oh, yes, studying the Work. It’s one of the reasons the upper years can rule the lowers with an iron fist. They’ve got no defences against us yet. Most of the time you don’t even need to use any power, they just hop to it.’

‘And the teachers really don’t care?’

Westby laughs. ‘The plods are either failed academics or failed politicians. They’re annoyed that they’re stuck here having to teach us physics and English lit alongside their actual interests. All they care about is the institution, and schmoozing with the more decorated alumni. These people love blood sports, Jones. They’d be perfectly happy to just accept the fees, lock the doors and let us Hunger Games each other into submission, and then give graduation gowns to whoever’s left.’

He pours tea into chipped cups with a slight tremor in his hands, doesn’t offer milk or sugar, and takes a long sip like he’s receiving life-giving sustenance. Briar wonders when Westby found the time or inclination to read The Hunger Games.

‘My sister made me watch it when she had the flu,’ he says, unnervingly clairvoyant. ‘Slept through half of it. I liked the jolly alcoholic.’

‘Well, they basically are letting you Hunger Games each other into submission if they know about the Trials.’ The tea is fine. There’s a bit of fluff floating in it, but it doesn’t seem to have legs, so Briar drinks around it.

‘I think it suits them, really. Rumour is that if you fail the Trials, someone has a quiet word, and your place is rescinded. Weeds out the people who are going to kick up a fuss about post-traumatic stress, leaves only the stiff-upper-lippers who will be forever changed, but will at least have the good sense to shut up about it.’

‘Changed?’

Westby grimaces. ‘Worsened. I’m not joking about post-traumatic stress.’

‘Tate wouldn’t tell me what actually happens.’

Westby lounges back against his bed cushions. ‘Adams doesn’t like to talk about it, and for good reason. You walk through the fire to prepare yourself for the rigours of Temple.’

‘The rigours of reading long books that don’t make any sense and studying contract law?’

‘Aha, so Adams has been buddying you, has he? Can’t have been Watson, she’d never be so friendly. Anyway, no, not the rigours of texts, the rigours of being locked up with a bunch of megalomaniacs for seven years and then told by the board of governors you’re never ever to discuss it with anybody outside the fold for the rest of your life, on pain of . . . well, pain of dire consequences. Perhaps they just use suppressed texts to muddle your memories, perhaps they send someone to garotte you in your sleep. I don’t intend to find out.’

‘But they wouldn’t really kill you.’

Westby finishes his tea, smiling archly. ‘You seem very attached to the innate goodness of man, Jones, and I hope a few weeks here will cure you of that affliction. There’s a lot on the line. Fortunes. Careers. If Buck aims for my head next time, I doubt he’ll miss.’ He puts down his cup, looking suddenly pleased. ‘It’s good having you, isn’t it? NDA signed, and truly no hope of escape. I can say absolutely anything. It’s like talking to one of Mummy’s dogs.’

Before Briar can respond to this, the door flies open and ricochets off the wall, and Hadley marches in. Her hair is scraped into a haphazard ponytail, and she appears to have coloured the chips in her nails in with black sharpie, purple stains on her cuticles where she scribbled outside the lines.

She spots Westby’s leg immediately. ‘It’s true, then? That bastard. I swear to God, I’m going to - oh.’ She gives Briar a once-over and then looks meaningfully at Westby.

‘Any violent intent can be declared in front of Jones. They won’t faint.’

‘I mean, what the fuck, West? What the fuck! He shot you with a gun.’

‘I know,’ says Westby. ‘I was there.’ The jollity is gone from his voice, and Briar looks at him properly, past the bluster. His eyes are quite bloodshot, pupils huge. His hands continue to shake.

Hadley’s voice lowers. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t come. We had practice, nobody told me.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘Oxy? I’ve got loads.’

‘They have me on codeine.’

‘Well, that’s something.’ Hadley sits down on Miller’s bed and starts furiously unmaking it at the corners. Briar feels like they’ve intruded somehow, even though they were here first.

‘Miller has a crush on her,’ Westby confides. The word ‘crush’ sounds weird in his mouth. Briar imagines it might feel the same as hearing Shakespeare say ‘vibes’. ‘I told him she’s unavailable, but still, he pines. He’d sulk for a week if I messed with his bed, but when he finds out it was Watson, he’ll be happy as anything.’

Hadley snorts. ‘No he won’t. He’ll go all red and say no girls in the dorms and then start furiously reorganising his thesauruses.’ 

‘Dictionaries,’ Westby and Briar say in unison.

‘Whatever,’ Hadley says, shooting Briar a wary look before turning to Westby. ‘The Prince is fine, apparently. I think it’s time for next steps, West.’

‘I was just going to ask if you thought we should lay low for a while,’ Westby says mildly.

Nothing about Hadley is mild. ‘Show me your leg.’

‘Can’t. It’s all tucked in for the night. It really was just a graze, Watson. He was only standing a few feet away from me, it was a very carefully calculated warning.’

‘I’m done with warnings.’

‘Oh, stop it,’ Westby says, his voice startlingly sharp. ‘I can’t take you seriously when you’re like this.’

Hadley narrows her eyes. ‘Well, maybe you should.’

For a beat, nobody speaks, and Briar thinks wildly about running for the door. There’s some old argument here, something that’s been simmering for years between them.

‘Buck. Wolfe,’ Hadley says. ‘Belcourt. Sokolov. The Prince.’

‘The Prince?’ Briar interjects.

‘Rudersberg’s not a real prince,’ says Westby, still snappish before he softens. ‘I mean, he sort of is. Descended from one of those German royal families that doesn’t actually exist any more. He’s rightly embarrassed by it all, but his dad still styles himself His Royal Highness, so there you go.’

Hadley ignores all of this. ‘Buck or Wolfe are the worst.’

Briar twitches. Westby, who’s been looking at nothing in particular, is suddenly very much looking at Briar.

‘Jones knows Wolfe,’ he says. ‘From outside.’

Hadley pauses, clutching a handful of bedding. ‘No. Wolfe?’

‘Not really,’ Briar says quickly. ‘We were kids. It’s been years.’

‘Still,’ says Westby. ‘Might come in handy.’

Briar crosses their arms. ‘Probably not.’

‘So yes, then?’ Hadley is looking at Westby.

‘I’m not really entertaining this.’

‘You will.’

They don’t explain any further, but all seems to be peaceful again between them. Westby offers to reboil the kettle, and Hadley nods, then silently starts dismantling Miller’s pillow so that she can put the case back on inside out.






8 Things Recovered in Search of Snacks

An attic heaped with potentially magical detritus has rapidly lost its shine, now Briar knows they don’t have a hope in hell of untangling a single sentence of thaumaturgical writing.

It’s not that they haven’t tried, repeatedly, alone in the attic without an audience, but it’s . . . nonsensical. Indecipherable. Tate was right, because the introduction doesn’t help at all. Sometimes they think they might be getting the hang of a sentence, a few familiar words to grasp onto like life rafts, and then it takes a rapid left turn and they end up in appendixes I) through XXVI), and Briar gives up again.

It hurts. God, it hurts. An old injury with a fresh sting.

The newspapers are actually quite interesting, effective as a salve between disappointments, snapshots of a single day in 1877, 1905, the 90s. Briar reads adverts for innovative new hair tools heated over fires and miraculous health tonics that are mostly cocaine, the notices for missing people - a gap-toothed toddler, a grim-faced woman in middle age, a bespectacled man in a bold tie - and often loses a full half hour before they’ve realised their mistake. It takes them a long time to connect the dots: every saved segment features glowing articles about politicians and public figures winning elections, passing bills, taking prizes. The money piles high; empires rise and rise.

They must be Temple alumni. People groomed for excellence within these walls.

The most powerful thing I can do is make people happy to see me.

Tate had been modest about his magic, but Briar wonders if even that could be enough to tip the balance in someone’s favour, depending on their chosen career. How far could it reach? That influence? What had Alistair Buckingham said to that pip, before he’d willingly drowned himself?

Briar rubs a thumb over the headline they’re reading, one they’d presumed unrelated - SHOCK VOTE TO END UNION STRIKE - and shivers.

The newspapers aren’t quite so much fun after that.

It’s a sweltering day. There’s a round window at one end of the attic, at least Briar’s height in diameter, but it doesn’t open, so Briar spends all morning sweating profusely. Their only relief comes at lunch, when they say a quick hello to Eugenia - who’s elbow deep in work, with her food untouched next to her in the cramped staff dining room - and then walk laps of the grounds eating an unspiced burrito, across the lawns, through the neat, perfumed rose gardens, past the real grass tennis courts, avoiding the ivy-covered entrance to Jim’s Passage, more innocuous by day. The sun throws everything into aching technicolour, the sky too blue, the vegetation too green. Scholars picnic in the dappled shade of trees, reclining against their balled-up blazers, sporting expensive sunglasses and smoking with their hands angled carefully away from school windows.

In the afternoon, Briar tackles some of the bigger items of furniture that have been uncovered inch by dusty inch - a desk, an armoire, a carved camphor chest - dragging them into their newly designated zone. By five o’clock, they’ve got an impressive constellation of soft blue bruises on their shins, a cut on their inner forearm from a rogue nail, and lungs scratchy with dust. They trudge back to Eden to shower, boneless and dehydrated, and afterwards collapse onto their bed to stare vacantly at the wall in a towel for approximately twenty minutes, as post-showering custom dictates.

When they groan awake from a long, unintentional nap, it’s dusk, and the air has cooled. Turning over to squint out the window, Briar can see that lights are still glowing in the main building. It’s half past eight; second shift of supper will still be in full swing, but Briar doesn’t quite have the strength to face it.

There’s a vending machine downstairs in the common room. Briar puts on a soft, black hoodie and a pair of very worn jeans and slopes downstairs, resisting the urge to put the hood up and fully commit to the skulk.

The common room is soothing without a million boys hanging off every piece of furniture. In fact, there are only two scholars in there, and they’re sitting opposite each other playing video games on separate handheld consoles, not talking.

Everything is very brown. The leather sofas are old but were obviously once quite nice, tan Chesterfields studded at the arms, cracked open in places to reveal their soft yellow insides. There’s a fireplace that seems functional, based on the many warning signs to ask the Dame for help lighting it, with faded boxes of puzzles stacked on the bench nearby next to baskets of folded wool blankets. Had they been a scholar, Briar might have liked to read in here, when it was quiet like this. Maybe some of Briar and Seb’s fireside traditions could have continued after lights-out. Illicit whispers and laughter in the dark.

It’s not worth thinking about.

Briar stops by the floor-to-ceiling bookcases on the far wall to study the contents, and finds them stuffed with Capital-L Literature and faded classics (Orwell, Dickens, Vonnegut) as well as a few contemporary wildcards (Nicholas Sparks, John Green, Bridget Jones). The vending machine is ominously dark. Briar gives it a once-over, a brief shake, then checks that it’s plugged in: it is. Damn. Not just sleeping but perhaps comatose, or recently deceased.

After a second of wondering wistfully if one of the more modern keys Eugenia gave them might allow access to Twixes and Takis, Briar decides to search further afield. The Hawthorn dormitory is just across the lawn, glowering in all its Gothic glory, and when Briar ducks inside the entrance hall, it becomes clear that it’s a lot nicer than Eden. It’s the hallowed nave of a cathedral, or at least a mid-range wedding venue: wood and stone, dramatically vaulted ceiling, décor with Victorian sensibilities rather than faded mid-century glory. There’s a stack of The Times sitting on a trunk by the door in the hallway, and a stand stuffed with a stately flock of smart umbrellas.

The common room is empty. It’s painted a deep burgundy, the fire actually lit, burning low with nobody to attend to it. There are armchairs here, tall wingbacks, and even an actual chaise of faded pink silk. Someone’s been playing cards on a felted table by the window, hands still neatly laid. Briar wonders if it costs more to room in Hawthorn. That’s the sort of information that was probably included in the thick brochure they’d only seen once, in Seb’s shaking hands, the contents lost to them once he had been.

The softly glowing vending machine seems to be the only thing in the common room added in the past hundred years. Briar pounds the keys until they’ve kangarooed a can of ginger beer, two packets of crisps - both prawn cocktail - and the much-wished-for Twix into the pouch of their hoodie.

Back out on the lawn, it looks like the second supper shift has just been unceremoniously kicked out. Briar plans to put their head down and barrel through, but something pulls them up short: a flash of silvering hair.

A second glance confirms that it is indeed attached to one Sebastian fucking Wolfe.

He’s not pushing his way through the supper crowds or stalking about with his fellow capes. He’s sitting with his long legs tucked up to his chest in a domed wall niche which is ridged like a shell, carved into grey stone that’s blanketed by climbing roses. His waistcoat is undone, his tie loose and unpinned, and he looks . . . a wreck. He’s hunched over with the heels of his hands pressed to his forehead and his shoulders heaving, breathing like he’s the one who’s drowning, long hair hanging over his face.

Suddenly he’s really Seb - the one Briar spent so many hard nights with at Grove House. Overwrought and shaking, silent and unreachable. Bright blood beneath his nails. Briar can almost still see it there. When he was younger, he’d cried easily, but Briar knew there had been a few cold, horrible conversations with his father about what it meant to be a man, and after that it was all clenched fists and soft toothmarks in his lower lip instead, turning inwards and downwards and off.

Briar knows that approaching him is a terrible idea. Maybe the worst they’ve ever had. They should keep walking. But some part of them has been waiting for a spark of recognition - for Seb to feel like somebody Briar really loved once, instead of a total, inexplicable stranger - and this guy who’s clearly having some sort of breakdown between supper shifts in full view of about a hundred people . . . Briar knows him.

There’s something extremely strange about the fact that nobody else has stopped to look, or to point and laugh. At Dunts & Heaves, public crying for anything less than a death in the family - and even then, only a little overspill was tolerated - would ruin your life for years to come. Vulnerability like this was unheard of. Here, nobody’s even daring to make eye contact. It’s like he’s not even there. Truly untouchable. They must be so deeply afraid of him.

Well. Briar’s not afraid.

Seb doesn’t look up until Briar is standing fully in front of him, arms crossed in meagre self-defence, and when he does, he jolts so hard in surprise that he hits his elbow hard against the stone wall behind him. He doesn’t react to this at all, like it’s completely painless; he just stares at Briar, confused and disarmed, until Briar clears their throat to speak.

‘What are you doing?’

The answer to this is very obviously ‘having a panic attack’, but it’s not really what Briar means. They wish they didn’t sound so upset. It’s impossible not to.

Seb is still staring at Briar with the kind of shock that would be more appropriate if they’d just broken down the door of his dormitory, rather than spotted him from across the busy lawn.

‘I’m . . .’ he says, and then he seems to remember himself and the shutters come down. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I work here.’

Seb’s expression slides into something like a sneer, as if he can’t imagine any scenario in which a person might have to work at a school, and Briar becomes the exact size and shape of seven years of anger.

Unbelievably, Seb says, ‘You shouldn’t be talking to me.’

‘Why? Are you going to push me over and spit in my lunch? Drag me to a cave and try to drown me for fun? Sic your brigade of draconian toffs on me? So pathetic you’ll just follow anyone around, will you, even if they’re—?’

It happens again - a weird, wild push of magic, this time like a hot hand on Briar’s chest, giving them a strong shove that winds them and sends them stumbling. They don’t fall this time, though; they just stare at Seb incredulously, seething, and watch his face go on a strange journey from anger to momentary confusion, ending up somewhere completely unreadable.

‘Go fuck yourself,’ Briar says, with a wave of their hand like an ironic curtsey. They’re about to walk away when Seb does something that makes absolutely no sense: he half gets up, clumsy in his hurry, reaches out and grabs Briar by the arm.

Not with malice, or any real violence. Like he wants to check if Briar is really standing there, hating him in a hoodie. His long, narrow fingers are tight on Briar’s wrist without hurting - insistent, like this is somehow very, very important.

His eyes make piercing contact with Briar’s, searching rapidly back and forth like he’s scanning for something, a line of text he’s committing to memory. Briar is too confused to do anything except gape back, thinking for the most fleeting of seconds that it’s very unfortunate that hazel eyes and long, tousled hair and sharp features blotched red with emotion are sort of objectively attractive. Seb was always pretty, but most children are generically cute, before they’ve grown into their faces. Now, he’s practically ethereal. A fantasy prince from one of the books Briar can’t read any more. Born to be here. Made of magic.

It feels like a matter of pride that Briar isn’t the one to look away, to back down, so it’s an enormous relief when Seb lets go and drops his eyes in a sudden rush, like switching off a light.

‘You dropped your Twix,’ he says quietly, and then he gets up, puts his hands in his pockets and lopes away. Briar watches the crowd part subtly around him. Nobody looks at him, but they move anyway, automatically: fish avoiding a much worse fish, filings fleeing the wrong end of a magnet.

The crowd thins as scholars find their way into the refectory or back to their dormitories. It makes the air feel more breathable, somehow. Its underside might be plagued by rot, but the school is so beautiful like this, teetering on the edge of dusk with a chill in the air, accompanied by the sound of a bell chiming.

Briar sighs, retrieves the Twix, and heads for Eden.






9 Sexy, Scary, Library

‘I have insured you on my work car,’ Eugenia says, apropos of nothing, when she bumps into Briar and Westby in the corridor the next morning. Briar had been attempting their patented in-and-out manoeuvre at breakfast, but Westby had spied them, and very effectively blocked Briar’s escape route with his walking stick.

‘Oh,’ says Briar. ‘Thank you?’

‘It’s a . . . pick-up truck,’ Eugenia says, her face twisting in disgust. ‘It is ugly. But practical. I don’t use it much, I have my own car. I will leave a spare key in my office. You will need to talk to security each time you come and go, it is annoying. But you can take the furniture for repairs, that place in the industrial estate, or to the tip. You decide.’

‘I don’t know which furniture is worth saving.’

‘I do,’ Westby says brightly. ‘What? I won’t go in the attic, Genie, I know it’s off-limits. Jones can lug the furniture down all those stairs and then I can appraise it. I have an antiquarian’s heart. And the legs of a wading bird, although that’s beside the point.’

Eugenia shakes her head. ‘If I were you I would be keeping my head down and hoping nobody else shoots me.’

‘Smart girl.’

At Briar’s school, a student would be soundly reprimanded for saying this to a member of staff at least twice his age, but Eugenia just sighs and saunters off.

‘A car. A car!’ Westby says. His face is so hollowed-out that when he smiles this wide he looks like a merry skeleton. ‘No scholar is allowed to keep one on campus. Oh, the places we’ll go.’

‘The tip,’ Briar says, swallowing a mouthful of terrible coffee.

‘Think slightly bigger than the tip.’

‘The industrial estate.’

Westby sighs, leaning heavily on his stick so that he can give Briar the full force of his disappointment. ‘You are a very sad creature, unworthy of sexy Genie’s pick-up truck. Oops - watch out.’

He bundles Briar through a doorway and into the empty classroom beyond, surprisingly nimble for somebody skinny as a breadstick and balanced on one leg. They both stand there, Briar already knowing better than to expect a reasonable explanation, and a moment later Alistair Buckingham and his cronies stroll into view.

One of them has an angry rash over his face, coated in greasy cream, the skin raw and swollen. The second looks mostly unharmed, albeit pale, except for redness around his mouth; some of the hives there have been scratched bloody, leaving wet craters that give Briar the shivers.

‘The short, frightfully blond one is the Prince,’ Westby whispers. ‘Belcourt is the black-haired fellow with the glasses and the fucked-up mouth, and Sokolov is the scowling brunette. In fourth year, Belcourt got drunk and forced a billiard ball into my mouth while the others held me down. Chipped my tooth, the nasty fucker.’

‘Jesus,’ Briar mutters. They’re waiting, breath held, for Seb to appear. He doesn’t. And then Briar is annoyed to have thought of him at all.

The group confer about something, then Alistair hands his books to the Prince, who receives them with practised deference, before they all move off.

‘Accompany me to the library, will you?’ Westby says, not waiting for an answer, apparently assuming that Briar has nothing better to do. It’s only eight o’clock in the morning. Technically he’s right, for one more hour. ‘And later, I want to see this truck.’

As they walk, Briar can’t help but say, ‘She is hot, isn’t she? Eugenia. In a scary way.’

‘Good lord, like a grease fire. I’m not particularly inclined in that direction, but something about her makes me want to crawl around on all fours for her amusement, you know?’

‘You’ve lost me there.’

‘Ah, well. Not enough sickos at this school. I’m always saying it. Yes, yes, all right, don’t give me that look - plenty of sickos, but they’re in it for all the wrong reasons.’

The library, like much of the newer school, is a spectacle of neo-Gothic red sandstone from the outside. Briar’s breath catches as they enter. They keep trying not to find Temple impressive, but this place - what surely must be the heart of an institution built entirely around books - is exactly as they’d always dreamed it.

The stacks are housed in a two-tiered gallery, with rows of scarred oak desks and a few armchairs scattered around the edges of the ground floor, further reading nooks just visible around tight corners. The mezzanine level above, wrapping around the whole atrium, carries the collection all the way up to the ceiling. The desks up there are arranged with a view over the room, divided by more shelving so that each of them becomes its own semi-private study. The balustrades have ornate, delicate spindles, and the wooden pillars that repeat down the length of the room are carved with neat botanical friezes.

Briar loves it so much their chest aches.

At this time of day, almost all of the scholars are at chapel, except for a few industrious skivers. Briar spots a couple of daring first-years sitting on a dusty Persian rug in the shadow of a bookcase, and there’s definitely someone lounging on the half-obscured sofa in one of the offshoot nooks.

‘Can’t carry many books while I’m motoring about on this thing,’ Westby says, shaking his stick with vigour. ‘Wait here a minute.’

He limps off towards the stacks, and Briar puts their hands in their pockets and starts wandering slowly down the length of the room, perusing the dull-sounding gilt titles on spines of every faded colour, the grandeur marred slightly by the cataloguing stickers. These don’t look like thaumaturgical texts; those must be shelved somewhere more secure. They’re for more mundane study, although half of them must be horribly outdated. It smells like warm, dusty radiators and just a hint of decay, the sort of smell that makes you want to curl up and take a nap in a corner, or go to the toilet for some reason.

‘Hello.’ Briar turns to find a man wearing a black staff lanyard smiling enquiringly at them. He’s about forty, boyishly handsome, fashionable glasses and dark hair, wearing a very sensible jumper which almost eclipses his good looks. ‘Aha. Staff. Sorry, I didn’t recognise you, and I didn’t think you were a scholar.’ He’s speaking softly, pointing at Briar’s ID. ‘We lanyards must stick together, lest we be eaten by hungry scholars. Although they mostly get their sustenance elsewhere. You wouldn’t believe the things people eat in here. Pizzas. Soup. Entire pies.’

‘In a library?’ Briar whispers back, scandalised.

‘I know,’ says the man, shaking his head, aghast at the state of the modern world. ‘Sorry - I’m Daniel, one of the librarians. I teach Research Fundamentals and a couple of other classes to the upper years. You are?’

‘Briar,’ says Briar. ‘I’m temporary.’

‘We’re all temporary,’ says Daniel. ‘But it’s nice that you’re facing it head-on at such an early age. D’you like to read?’

Does Briar like to read? That’s a complicated question. A childhood full of fantasy has been replaced by teenaged years of thrillers, mysteries, straight-laced classics, literary fiction in which women hate or eat their husbands. Flowery romance and any hint of magic have been avoided like the plague.

‘Yes. I like to read.’

‘Oh, good. You can check things out on your staff pass while you’re here. Anything from this main collection, or the ground floor annexes. The upper levels are restricted, but you’ll know, because security will be standing in your way. Just be nice to the books, please. Nobody is.’

‘Thanks. I will.’

Daniel smiles, pleased. He’s comfortingly normal, compared to the few other teachers Briar’s encountered. ‘Good. I like you already. Come for coffee sometime in my office, if this place is driving you mad. We can commiserate together. Invent wild punishments for crimes against literature.’

When he walks away, Briar feels lighter, like they have a comrade-in-arms. Maybe they actually will go for a coffee. Especially if Daniel has a better coffee maker than the ones in the lounge and refectory.

They continue to browse, Westby nowhere to be seen. At the back of the room, they pause, realising that they’ve somehow found a poetry section amongst the joyless nonfiction. They’re just sliding some Tennyson from the shelf, wanting to check the date of print, when the person on the sofa in the nook a mere ten feet away from where Briar is standing shifts - and Briar realises it’s Seb.

He’s not alone. Briar sways sideways a little to adjust their view, and sees that he’s looking up at somebody, somebody who must be standing with their back to the shelves, out of Briar’s field of vision. The expression on Seb’s face is odd. Careful, absolute focus, like he’s tracking the progress of a large and dangerous animal, or about to receive the word of God.

Briar should put Tennyson back on his shelf and creep away. They don’t.

‘. . . hanging by a thread,’ Seb’s unseen companion says, his voice rising to a harsh, audible whisper. ‘So of course you don’t understand, and of course you don’t care, because when have you ever cared - it’s so fucking easy for you to act like it’s all a game. I told everyone you were ill, but they knew I was lying. Obviously.’

Seb is silent. He stays perfectly still, gazing upwards, hair falling back over his shoulders, pale throat exposed.

‘Say something. You obnoxious fuck, you drive me up the fucking wall.’

It’s Alistair who steps into view, towering over Seb, and Briar’s fingers tighten on the book until the spine creaks.

But then Seb’s posture shifts. He leans to one side, cocking his head, and the tension between them changes so suddenly that it almost feels like a drop in atmospheric pressure. He’s not at Alistair’s mercy; he’s bored, barely listening to this tirade, waiting for something more interesting to happen.

It does.

Alistair reaches down, grabs Seb by the collar and kisses him roughly. It’s over in a second, and then everything is back just how it was, except for the pink spots of heat in Seb’s cheeks. He doesn’t look surprised. This, apparently, is business as usual between them.

Briar feels seasick and strange. They clumsily reshelve Tennyson, then go back to Westby’s last known location. They want to leave right away, but Westby really does need help with his books; luckily, he’s back in under a minute, struggling with two mammoth hardbacks that Briar takes from him at once.

‘Jones, you are a gentleman,’ Westby coos. ‘I’ll wear your letterman to chambers, if you want to make it official.’

‘Let’s go,’ Briar says, and Westby frowns.

‘You look like you’re having a personal emotion.’

‘I’m fine.’

Westby can’t be discouraged. Trying to do so only makes him more annoying. ‘What’s wrong, Lassie? Pip fallen down a well? Shortage at the muscle T-shirt factory?’

Briar says nothing, and eventually Westby decides to bitch about the pros and cons of the Dewey decimal system instead.

That evening, Briar is eating a Pot Noodle on their bed and watching A Streetcar Named Desire for the twentieth time out of the Piracy folder on their ancient laptop when someone knocks urgently on the door. Confused, noodles still dangling from their mouth and Marlon Brando posing in his slutty little outfit frozen on their screen, they hop down the stairs to answer it.

A boy of about twelve is standing there, wearing a Temple rugby shirt that’s too big for him, looking irritable. ‘Phone for you.’

Briar slurps up the noodles. ‘What?’

‘Phone. For. You.’

‘Where?’

‘Are you stupid?’

Briar considers this. ‘No?’

The boy throws his hands up in the air, backing away. ‘Well I’ve told you, and that’s all I can do.’

There are raindrops pattering against the windows in the stairwell as Briar descends, the summer simmer finally coming to a boil. The phone turns out to be all the way on the ground floor, tucked behind the staircase, affixed to the wall. It’s at least as old as Briar, maybe even as old as Briar’s mum. Stickers advertising taxi companies that have probably long gone out of business are fading away next to the dial pad. The plastic receiver has been left dangling, and Briar picks it up and cautiously lifts it to their ear.

‘Hello?’

‘Briar!’ Tate says, sounding pleased. ‘We found you. Sorry to call, but we need a favour.’

The last favour Briar did for these people is still giving them nightmares. They’re in no mood. ‘What is it?’

‘Watson’s in a spot of bother,’ Westby says, sounding like he’s wrestled the phone away from Tate. ‘And you’ve got that truck.’

‘I don’t have a truck. Eugenia has a truck.’

‘Semantics. Look, will you help us?’

Briar sighs. Eugenia seems reasonable, if scary, but joyriding in her work vehicle after three days on the job isn’t going to score them any points. ‘No.’

‘See,’ says Westby, muffled, talking to Tate. ‘But - now, tell them.’

Tate regains the mouthpiece. ‘Hadley sneaked out before they locked the gates, but her boyfriend was supposed to drive her back and let her out in the woods so she could break back in that way, and instead he left her at the pub. It’s seven miles.’

The first streak of lightning illuminates all the fire safety signage on the wall opposite in regulation blues and reds, and Briar sighs again. ‘Which pub?’

‘Knew it,’ Westby crows in the background.

‘Fox and Grapes. Thanks, Briar, really.’

‘Where are you even calling me from?’

‘Wouldn’t you like to know,’ says Westby.

‘Literally just my dorm,’ says Tate. ‘I’m in Griffin. West could have come and asked you in person, but he doesn’t want to get wet.’

‘Need I remind you that I have been shot with a gun.’

They’re still bickering when Briar hangs up.

It doesn’t feel good, using the key to Eugenia’s office when the staff quarters have been shut up for the night, lights off, computers humming in standby - or taking the keys from her drawer, even though they’ve been left there for Briar specifically. Briar wonders if the truck just won’t be there, but when they eventually find the staff car park, it’s sitting in Eugenia’s reserved bay, white and spotless. They’d imagined something like Sean’s banger, beaten-up and old enough to vote, but of course Eugenia’s lip would curl with disgust while describing a gleaming Ford Ranger.

Inside, it smells like spearmint and leather shampoo, with a trace of Eugenia’s sweet perfume when Briar eases into the driver’s seat. They’re waylaid at the gate as security searches the car, quick and perfunctory and with a few questions that Briar can answer honestly, and then they’re away.

It’s only a fifteen-minute drive to the pub, but the rain has picked up, so Briar slows to a tourist’s crawl around the deadly country corners, the world ahead ending precisely where their headlights do, the beams illuminating dumbstruck pheasants in the bushes and the white tails of rabbits dashing across the road with seconds to spare.

Phone signal kicks back in as Briar approaches the pub, and the glitchy offline map on their screen is blotted out by a dizzying amount of text notifications. Briar ignores them for now; the very literal sign for the Fox and Grapes looms out of the darkness, and they pull over, looking for Hadley. Warm light spills from the pub windows, eight perfectly symmetrical squares of orange, and Briar weighs up getting out into the rising storm to find her.

They don’t have to. The passenger door opens so suddenly that Briar jumps, and Hadley throws herself inside, slamming it behind her. She’s still wearing her grey chequered uniform skirt and knee socks, but she’s swapped her dress shirt for something black and cropped, her school tie knotted around her wrist. She’s absolutely soaked through, her hair plastered to her face and neck in ashy tendrils, dripping all over Eugenia’s shampooed seats.

‘Christ,’ Briar says conversationally.

‘Just drive.’

Briar starts the car. The rain is even heavier now, blurring the road and drumming heavily on the roof, punctuated by the steady squeak and swish of the windscreen wipers. It helps make the silence a little less painful.

‘I’m not going to tell you,’ Hadley says eventually. Briar’s eyes are trained on the road.

‘Didn’t ask.’

‘What did the others say?’

‘That you needed a lift.’

‘Oh,’ Hadley says. In Briar’s peripheral vision, she sits back in her seat, her arms crossed. ‘Okay.’

Briar settles into the quiet, focusing hard on not obliterating any nocturnal wildlife, but a few minutes later when they swerve slightly to avoid a pothole, Hadley grabs the door handle.

‘Where the hell did you learn to drive? Legoland?’

‘Tractors.’

‘Tractors. Of course.’

‘Yep.’

Briar’s not expecting anything else, but then Hadley says, ‘I broke up with him. He hates that. I know he’s a prick, but this time he’s out-pricked himself. It’s raining. What the fuck. Arsehole.’

‘Arsehole,’ Briar agrees.

‘I bet West told you we break up all the time.’

‘He didn’t tell me anything.’

‘Oh,’ Hadley says again. ‘Well. We do break up all the time, I guess.’ Black road and black rain, Hadley’s fingers tapping one after the other on the door handle, the sound of her fingernails on the metal rhythmic and relaxing. ‘I don’t even know if he’s nice. I thought he was, at first. Whole fucking thing falls apart when I look directly at it.’

This all comes out in a rush, her voice cracked around the edges, and the silence afterwards is considerably more horrible than the one before, because Briar can tell that she’s furious with herself for saying anything at all.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Oh, fuck off. I told you I don’t want to talk about it. And it’s not like it matters, anyway. Nothing that happens here matters.’

More silence.

‘Is Sebastian Wolfe seeing someone at school?’ Briar asks.

‘What?’ Hadley says, her voice sharp. ‘Why? What did you hear?’

‘Nothing,’ says Briar. ‘I mean, I was in the library, and I thought I saw - but, no. Nothing.’

Seb might not be out; Alistair might not be out. The former concerns Briar slightly more than the latter - some leftover sense of allegiance - but still. You keep to the code. You don’t out people, even if they might be sociopaths. Especially not at a school like this, which is probably about fifty years behind even Dunton and Heaverham. People there were unrelenting dickheads to Briar before they’d even worked out why they were different, until they got strong enough to square up, and dickheads to Connor and Rhys no matter how hard they tried to be respectable.

Briar just wishes they could get that image out of their mind: Seb looking heavenwards, Alistair swooping down with that fierce, proprietary kiss. It’s not any worse than Seb being friends with these people, not really. But it hurts in a different way.

‘If you think you saw something,’ Hadley says, ‘you’re probably right. But I’m . . . surprised. If you did. Not really how things are done here.’

‘Right. Westby said something about Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.’

‘And I don’t ask, and yet he does tell me. Everything. In excruciating detail.’ Briar laughs, and sees Hadley turn towards them, maybe a little surprised. ‘It’s shit here. He’s out, people are shit to him about it, he doesn’t care. I mean, he does, but he says he doesn’t. Tate could be straight for all I know, but people assume he’s not because he knows what a trench coat is, and they’re shit to him anyway. I’m a bisexual with a boyfriend, so obviously nobody gives a fuck about that, because I don’t count.’

‘Actually, you’re a bisexual without a boyfriend,’ Briar says, taking a risk, ‘so you count again now. Schrödinger’s Sapphic.’

Hadley snorts, happy in her outrage. ‘Fuck you, Jones.’

The silence on the rest of the drive is almost companionable.






10 Constant Access to Nuts

Driving back through the rear security gate at Temple feels strange, despite how little of the real world Briar glimpsed on that slightly harrowing drive. Briar actually relaxes as it shuts behind them, as if on some level, they were worried that they wouldn’t be let back in; a one-time offer, already expired.

They expect that Hadley will run off into the stormy night back to Cavendish, the only girls’ dorm, but instead as she opens the car door she looks back at Briar with a quick jerk of her head that clearly indicates that they’re meant to follow her. Briar slides out, puts up their hood and remote-locks the truck behind them as they both dash across the car park, footsteps crunching on the gravel until it gives way to mushy, waterlogged lawn. They’re not heading for Cavendish, which is over by the maze, the newest residential building on campus. Instead, Hadley leads them somewhere grey and Georgian; based on the enormous stone beastie squatting over the pillared portico, this is Griffin, Tate’s dorm.

They’re out of bounds right now. Technically Briar isn’t a student and therefore can’t be reprimanded for scurrying around the school at night, but accompanying a scholar muddies the waters. The Dame’s door is ajar when they tiptoe in, but it stays cracked, and she doesn’t leap out to intercept them.

Furtive air abandoned, Hadley barrels past and up the stairs before anybody can try to stop her, and Briar follows, taking the steps two at a time to keep up. The carpet in here is maroon, but otherwise it looks like Eden with nicer cornicing and higher ceilings. They only encounter one scholar on the stairs, a sleepy-eyed baby of a boy who just blinks at them both like they’re a dream; Hadley hits him with such a concentrated glare that he actually stumbles.

Tate’s door up on the second floor has been left on the latch. Once Briar and Hadley are inside, the room suddenly feels very full, because it’s comically miniscule. A single bed, desk and a chair, built-in storage along one wall and an extra clothes rail crammed in by the window, full of colour. A lavender-scented candle is burning on the desk, a T-Rex record waiting to be turned over on the modern turntable. The beige wall is mostly covered by a tapestry woven in cream and bright neons, a Moroccan rug on acid.

Tate and Westby are sitting on the narrow patch of faded red carpet surrounded by playing cards, Westby’s injured leg propped up on a cushion, and they are loudly, visibly drunk.

‘Go fish,’ Westby says, dropping half his cards.

‘West,’ Tate says, shaking his head. ‘This is gin rummy.’

‘Go gin, then.’ He squints up at Hadley and Briar. ‘Well met, prodigal daughter. Car daddy. Car . . . parent? Moominpapa. Have a nightcap.’

Tate gets to his feet, swaying slightly but sweetly determined, and fetches a clean towel for Hadley, who accepts it with a nod and starts rubbing at her sodden hair. Westby gropes around under the bed and comes up with a very large stainless-steel Thermos, and offers it to Briar. ‘Martini?’

‘It’s just plain vodka with olives in it,’ Tate confides.

When Briar accepts, all three of them look momentarily surprised, and they wonder how they’ve cultivated such a monkish aspect without meaning to. Briar drinks. Smokes, even, on occasion. They’re capable of fun. Besides - you can’t grow up queer in rural England without developing a few unhealthy coping mechanisms. Briar and Seb tried their first sips of wine at the age of nine, goaded by Seb’s father and traumatised by the taste; despite long hours on the farm and at the stables, Briar had occasionally found time to sit on a wall with Kay and the others passing around a squat, flat bottle of vodka and a joint. There had been parties, briefly, with an undiscerning group from Dunts & Heaves, before an incident between Briar and the host’s horrible boyfriend which had ended in a broken nose apiece.

A measure of vodka with two bobbing olives is poured into a paper coffee cup, and passed to Briar hand to hand like a crowdsurfer.

‘A toast,’ says Westby, ‘to Mr Rochester. May his bones rest easy, until Watson decides to jump them again.’

Hadley is still wringing rainwater from her hair. ‘I’m not toasting that.’

‘We call him Rochester,’ Tate slurs in Briar’s ear, after they’ve all bashed their cups together, ‘because he’s old as fuck.’

Right. Brontë, Jane Eyre. Briar’s read that one. It contains the only kind of romance they can stomach: strange and brutal.

‘How old is old as fuck?’ they ask, taking a sip of vodka and schooling their expression so that they don’t wince as it goes down.

Westby laughs. ‘Let’s put it this way, Jones: he’s no longer eligible for a young person’s railcard.’ He cackles heartily at his own joke, then immediately spills his drink all over cards and carpet, which causes minor uproar. He borrows Hadley’s towel to half-heartedly mop it up, and Tate sends her into his cramped en suite to change into some of his dry clothes. By the time everybody’s done mopping and rearranging themselves, Briar has finished their entire cup of vodka, which was poured as generously as if it were coffee.

Hadley lounges on Tate’s bed in borrowed soft camel loungewear rolled up at the sleeves, tapping furiously on her phone, and Briar sits perched on the end, watching as Tate tries to explain the rules of pinochle without much success.

‘Leave it,’ Westby says eventually, waving Tate away. ‘I’m not playing Pinocchio. I’m the walking wounded.’

‘Walking? You made me give you a piggy back up the stairs.’

‘And rightly so. Actually, Jones, are you squeamish?’

Briar doesn’t like this question. ‘No.’

‘That’s what I thought. Adams is too chicken, and Watson frightens me. Grab the stuff on the desk.’ There’s a plastic Ziploc bag with medical supplies neatly ordered inside: gauze, gloves, individually packaged wipes. ‘I’d do it myself but I’m too drunk. You’re . . . just the right amount of drunk.’

‘Isn’t there a nurse who can do it?’

‘Yes, but I’ll incriminate myself, and I’m not in the mood to be reprimanded for drinking today.’ He hoicks his school trouser leg up to his knee, then realises it’ll roll no further. ‘Hmmm. Adams, take my trousers off.’

Tate has gone to see about the record player. ‘That’s never worked before and it’s not going to start today.’

Westby wriggles grumpily out of his own trousers, revealing very skinny legs and blue striped boxer shorts. The dressing on his wound is stained with something suspiciously beige. ‘Tea,’ Westby says. ‘I promise.’

Briar snaps on the powdery blue gloves mechanically, shifting into farm mode. The dressing peels off easily, although Westby winces and goes white at the knuckles as Briar pulls. The wound underneath is shocking. Not because it’s particularly large - it’s maybe six inches across, at a stretch - but because as well as the cratering of the flesh, there’s a full strip of skin missing like the tail of a comet, pink and raw, blackened around the edges.

Briar expects Westby to make a joke about it, but he’s gone quite green and peaky and he’s looking away, watching Hadley kick Tate’s radiator with the tip of her Converse shoe. It’s too intimidating to try applying a wipe; Briar just replaces the soiled dressing with another, and then it’s done.

‘Easy,’ Westby says. ‘Don’t know what you were making such a fuss about, Jones.’

‘They’ve abandoned the Baptism,’ Hadley says suddenly, still frowning at her phone. ‘They’re moving onto the second Trial.’

Westby is very slowly putting his trousers back on. ‘I’ll have another Martini, please, Adams.’

Briar is looking at Hadley. She’s typing again. Briar wonders who could possibly be on the other end of these missives. ‘Do you have signal in here?’

‘What? No. Bluetooth.’

‘Bluetooth?’

‘You just write out what you want to say in your notes app, screenshot and Bluetooth it,’ Tate explains. ‘West, we’re out of vodka. Can I interest you in . . . hard seltzer? Warm?’

‘Lord have mercy.’

‘But then you can only message people nearby?’ Briar prompts.

‘Yep. But you can pass stuff on in a chain. Sometimes some poor sod has to go and stand outside to get things into the next dorm.’

‘Nobody knows when it’s happening,’ Hadley says, in a conversation with herself. ‘I’ll try to weasel it out of Derbyshire.’

‘The county?’ says Briar.

‘The roommate,’ Westby replies. He checks his watch. ‘Shit. Nearly the Dameing Hour. Miller will dob me in immediately - he’s got no loyalty, that man.’

‘Maybe if you stopped stealing his mum’s lemon drizzle cakes from the cupboard,’ Tate says, and Westby sighs and shrugs, as if to say that this is unfortunate but unavoidable.

The rain is finally letting up outside. Hadley side-steps Westby’s clumsy, fatherly shoulder pat at the front door and sprints away, a surprisingly athletic blur of light brown, a doe darting across a field.

On the walk back to Eden, Westby starts out in fine spirits - humming as he staggers, despite the fact that they’re supposed to be sneaking - but as the dorm approaches, he lapses into silence. When they reach the stairs, he gets very grim about the mouth.

‘Do you need . . . ?’ Briar says, reaching for him already. Westby slaps their hand away, with startling force.

‘Oh, do fuck off, Jones,’ he says, with feeling. ‘I don’t need any more friends.’

It hurts, even though it shouldn’t. Maybe this place has thinned Briar’s skin. No rejection has ever cut quite as deep as the twin stings of Seb and Temple - everything else since paled in comparison, barely registered at all - but proximity to both has them feeling like their heart is riding closer to the surface than usual.

Whatever. Fuck Westby. Briar leaves him there, jogging up the stairs all the way to the attic, where they can finally peel off their damp clothes and ease into bed, contacts carelessly abandoned in an empty water glass, stomach swimming uneasily with vodka, bitterness and a few stray olives.

The next morning, Briar wakes up very late by their standards; on the farm, anything after 5 a.m. feels like an enormous luxury. The weather continues to be dismal.

They read through the texts that came while they were fetching Hadley, but just find them frustrating: conversations about plans they’re not part of, inside jokes they’ve missed, and with no way to reply until they leave campus again. The texts from their mum are increasingly shrill in tone, despite attempts at nonchalance. She can never resist checking in on Briar, and yet she also never seems satisfied with what she finds. Sometimes she treats Briar like at any minute they might collapse, or explode.

Breakfast is already over in the refectory, but the kettle Briar stole to make noodles is still sitting on the dresser, and the small downstairs kitchen - ripped white linoleum and harsh strip lighting as far as the eye can see - is empty of scholars but well stocked with little sachets of grey instant porridge. Briar takes a long shower and then sits cross-legged on their bed to eat, watching out of the window as scholars make their way across the lawn from chapel to their first lessons, with heads bowed and umbrellas seizing, their loud swearing audible over the wind.

Briar spots Tate wearing a long, glossy black raincoat over his uniform, and then realises that he’s striding to meet Westby and Hadley. The joy of recognition sours instantly. I don’t need any more friends.

They form a huddle together under the stone balustrade that surrounds Hawthorn house, heads together. Westby is gaunt and insubstantial today, leaning heavily on his walking stick. There’s something so natural about the way they move around each other, reacting instinctively; a hydra bound by seven years of history. Hadley’s hair is in a bun, her face make-up free, and it makes her look much younger and a little pink. She’s saying something with her usual pinched expression, glancing around to make sure that nobody’s eavesdropping.

The temptation to pull on shoes, grab their keys and just happen to be crossing the lawn in the next few minutes is strong, but to what end? Briar is staff above everything else. Functional. Useful when needed and redundant when not. Westby has made that perfectly clear. As Briar watches them the bell rings again, and the trio walk off towards the main school building, disappearing into a sea of black uniforms.

The attic is hard work all morning, made worse by Briar’s mood. The book pile turns into stacks, and then the stacks have to be pushed against the wall for structural stability, but keep collapsing because none of the texts are the same size. Briar needs a dust mask, is annoyed at Eugenia for not providing one, even though they could just ask. They find what looks like an engagement ring, tarnished deco, wedged in the broken drawer of a sideboard. They imagine pocketing it, and don’t. They spend too long jimmying open a wrinkled leather briefcase, only to find that it’s just full of mundane personal possessions and hand written notes that are entirely illegible. Briar sees a lump in the striped lining, digs their fingers into the musty interior pockets and finds something hard and narrow: a key, small and bronze, with a symbol etched into it like the others. This, Briar does pocket.

Eugenia pops her head in late morning and seems pleased with the progress, or as pleased as she ever is. She nods, at least, and leaves a San-Marzano-and-mozzarella focaccia sandwich wrapped in oily chequered paper on one of the broken chairs for Briar to eat later. Briar eats it immediately even though it’s only half eleven, eyes shut in religious ecstasy after the first bite, and makes a mental note to ask Eugenia where she bought it. With a car, all sandwiches are possible.

After lunch, a quietly polite man in his fifties who introduces himself as Ben, the caretaker, comes and asks for Briar’s help shifting some incoming deliveries. He’s got heavily calloused hands, uniform stubble at his crown and on his cheeks, and a brown packet of tobacco sticking out of his back pocket. He whistles snatches of a familiar TV theme tune as they walk.

Everything that enters Temple comes through what’s referred to as the ‘back yard’, an ugly square of empty grey gravel and an adjoining staff car park surrounded by outbuildings that’s hidden from view of the scholars. Briar spends two hours in a light mist of rain helping to load pallets onto an orange forklift, barely exchanging more than a single word with Ben, until the caretaker walks over and holds out a hand to show Briar something; when Briar leans over, blinking sweat and water out of their eyes, Ben’s chapped fingers uncurl to reveal a shard of ancient-looking pottery.

‘Reckon it’s Roman,’ Ben says, with just the hint of a smile. ‘Y’see that? Nice and fine, deep red. Samian, maybe.’ Pleased, he tucks it into his jeans pocket with his baccy and his lighter. Briar finishes the last load, and then is somewhat at a loss. The work day is technically nearly over, but they can’t face a long evening alone in the attic.

On a whim, they head for the library instead, but Daniel is nowhere to be seen; there’s only a middle-aged brunette woman behind the loans counter, and she watches Briar drip with the focus of a security guard at a supermarket. Lingering will probably only increase her ire, so Briar asks after Daniel directly, and is steered towards one of the annexes - a long, windowless corridor with a system of rolling bookcases on either side - and a small office at the end.

‘Come in,’ a voice calls when they knock. Daniel is hunched over something on his desk, pen in his mouth, three half-drunk cups of coffee arranged in a circle around his left hand like they’re trying to resurrect it. His face brightens when he looks up. ‘Oh! Briar! Fantastic, you’ve come to save me from myself. Coffee? Bit late in the day, I suppose . . . Might be about time for some stronger stuff, as it’s Friday.’ He pulls open a drawer and fishes around inside it. This office is almost entirely, disappointingly modern apart from the cut of the window and the thick pipes running up the wall beside it. The desk might even be veneer. There are a few trophies lined up on a shelf emblazoned with an unfamiliar school crest, and what looks like a miniature oar from a rowing boat mounted on the wall, engraved with gold writing. Daniel finds what he’s looking for and places a heavy, half-drunk bottle of red wine on the desk with a flourish.

Briar would rather have coffee, but it seems rude to say so now. Daniel finds one slightly dusty glass and one clean mug, pours wine into both, then hesitates briefly before handing Briar the latter.

‘You’re eighteen, I s’pose?’

‘Yep. Thirteenth of January.’

‘My condolences. Terrible birthday. Who’s going to come to a party on January thirteenth? Although I hear people don’t party like they used to these days. I was thrown out of the Randolph on my nineteenth birthday with the rest of the rowing club, for chundering on the rug in exactly the spot where Dexter used to write Morse.’ He seems so refreshingly ordinary that it’s easy to forget he was a scholar here, that he can do the Work. ‘The wine is shit, but shit wine is better than no wine. Cheers! To the weekend! Do they let you have weekends here?’

‘I think so.’

‘How kind of them.’ He sits back in his chair and scrubs at his hair, which is greying at the temples. ‘How are you finding it all?’

Briar sips the wine, acid against their tongue. ‘It’s . . . different.’

‘Ha! Very diplomatic. I thought I was in hell when I started here. I grew up in Essex, state primary, nothing fancy. My dad became an MP when I was eight, so I knew a bit about how the other half lived, but coming here, it felt like falling through the looking-glass and landing in . . . well, more glass.’

A normal primary school, like Briar. An ordinary life. It won’t help to know, but still, Briar asks, ‘Were you the first person in your family? To come here?’

‘Oh, God, yeah. My mum was totally against it, I almost didn’t take up my place, there’s a whole side of her family she doesn’t talk to. Strange to think how different things might have been.’

‘Yeah.’ Briar doesn’t mean to sound bitter, but it must come across, because he winces.

‘Sorry. Not that it helps, but it’s not all roses. Members’ clubs look most fun from the outside, I think.’

Briar’s been considering this. The price of entry. Would they have paid it? Would they pay it now, given the chance, all over again? And if the answer is yes after what they’ve seen - what kind of person does that make them?

‘I heard you’ve been saddled with Crispin Westby and co, though, so you must know that already.’ It takes a moment for this to register as a slight, and Briar’s surprise must show on their face. ‘Oh, not that they’re the worst people you’ll encounter. Far from it. Just keep your wits about you.’

‘Why?’

Daniel shakes his head. ‘No, sorry, nothing really. There’s just been a bit of trouble, over the years. Adams had some sort of violent breakdown when he was in the lower years, and that girl they pal around with - Watson? - I’m amazed she’s almost made it to graduation, based on her track record. You seem nice, that’s all, and I hardly ever get to spend time with anyone whose brain hasn’t been addled by years of Working. Don’t get fired, okay?’

Briar nods. He’s right, and Eugenia was too. They shouldn’t be getting involved with the scholars at all, beyond practicalities and pleasantries. They’re a visitor, a tourist here - and it’s of the utmost importance that they don’t forget this again. ‘Not planning on it.’

‘Good! Now, tell me - what have they got you doing locked away in the attic? One of the other teachers said you were from pest control, but I haven’t seen you marching about with any tiny guillotines.’

They talk about Briar’s job, and a bit about Daniel’s, and somehow end up on a tangent about millionaire farmers and inheritance tax, and Briar leaves the office slightly buzzed and feeling much better than they had that morning.

Back in their room, now craving normalcy instead of repelled by it, they reopen the messages on their phone again to sift through their correspondence, and suddenly they don’t find it annoying in the least.

Ten texts from their mum, mostly pictures of their ancient cat, Felicity, and endless questions about the job. The group chat had 172 new messages - they open it again and scroll slowly this time, catching up on the TV game show everybody’s been watching. There are a few personal asides scattered in amongst the live commentary.


special k!! maybe B will meet some Tory nepo infant or future royal, fall in love, move to a manor house, start wearing tweed and psychologically terrorising staff over correct amount of nuts in the nut bowl etc

o’connor why nut bowl?

special k!! you can’t expect rich people to have to wait for nuts!!! nuts must be freely available at all times

rhys Actually that is true I read something about the queen and

special k!! . . .

special k!! and?????????

special k!! don’t make me google ‘queen nuts’

special k!! rhys it’s been 25 mins what the hell

o’connor he dropped his shit phone and now the screen will only show that gif you sent earlier of a homophobic dog looking nervous.

o’connor do you want me to write down his queen story for you?

special k!! don’t bother i actually died ten years ago xxx



Briar feels a rush of fondness for their friends. If they’re honest, it’s never been quite the same with any of them as things were with Seb, but maybe that was just the all-consuming intensity of sharing a country childhood. Maybe friendships aren’t supposed to be like that: blood pacts, breathing each other’s air, spending so much time together that you stop having to put your thoughts into words.

Everything that happened at the end of primary school had been so painful that Briar has held back a little ever since. It was a lesson in temperance: don’t let anything mean so much to you, be so integral to the inner workings of your soul, that it’ll kill you to lose it. Don’t make anybody the god of your life, even if you’ve watched a hundred sunrises together and seen them clutch their heart and cry like they’re dying and tasted the blood from their broken lip.

Kay and the others often comment that Briar is untouchable, unbotherable. Never plagued with dramatic emotions. Even the bullies at school had been dispatched without fanfare, scraps ending in a quick trip to the toilets to splash water on their face and then straight back to normal. Briar has always been happy to let them believe it.

Still. When they get back to Eden, they head for the phone tucked behind the stairs, and dial Kay’s number.

She doesn’t pick up. Briar calls again, on impulse, and the second time it only rings once.

‘Hello?’ Kay says, in anxious telephone voice, and Briar smiles even though Kay can’t see them.

‘Did you ever find out what happened with the Queen’s nuts?’

‘Oh! No. I’ll tell you what I did find out - Rhys and Connor are finally definitely shagging, and it’s actually been killing me not to talk to you about it, but I didn’t want to put it in writing because I’ve been letting Rhys borrow my phone when he wants to google something.’

‘Nice,’ says Briar. ‘Good for them.’

‘Nice?! Give me strength. Connor’s fully in love with him! Rhys has no idea! It’s going to fuck our lives up so completely unless they like . . . get married. But Rhys is oblivious. It’ll be carnage.’

‘He might have some idea now,’ Briar says, leaning against the wall, relaxing into the familiar sound of her voice.

‘Doubt it. He could be balls deep in someone and still surprised if they admitted to fancying him. What’s the job like? Are they all weird? Have they been making you do lots of degrading shit? Using you as a human table?’

‘Uh,’ Briar says. ‘No. They’re fine, job’s fine.’

‘Woah, woah, slow down, let me take it all in.’

‘I signed an NDA.’

‘You are an NDA. Blink twice if there’s a secret death cult having orgies in catacombs under the school.’ It’s not actually that far from the truth. Briar lets the silence hang. ‘Well? Are you blinking?’

‘You’ll never know.’

‘Oh cool, I hate you.’

‘I have a car,’ Briar says. ‘Well, it’s not mine, it’s borrowed. But if you’re around, maybe we could meet at McLean’s for a drink, or—’

‘Sorry, Beej. Leaving for Italy tomorrow. And Connor’s gone with Rhys to Wales, remember? And then when I’m back I’m doing camp counselling for junior sociopaths, with church. But I’ll see you in August, yeah?’

August means results day, decisions, conversations about the future. Briar doesn’t want to think about August. It’s been hinted, with bone-deep embarrassment on Sean’s part, that Briar might be needed to stick around a bit longer at the farm. That uni might have to be put on hold, for now, just until things are a bit more stable. A gap year. A gap decade. A gap life.

It’s not like Briar has grand plans in that direction, anyway. Kay wants to move to London and design bright, abstract jewellery at Central Saint Martin’s. Rhys is going to do Economics. Connor’s finally settled, almost at random, on English Lit.

There are conditional offers sitting in Briar’s inbox to take media and film studies at Birmingham, Kingston, Leicester and Manchester Met; the degree was chosen by default, the cities with more careful consideration.

The problem is, all Briar ever really wanted was to end up right here at Temple. They had no vision for life after that. All the relief they’d felt at hearing Kay’s voice, the soothing balm of normalcy from wine with Daniel, evaporates.

‘Yeah,’ they say. ‘August. Okay.’

‘Miss you, though. Wish I could. Look, I have to go pack - text me when you can. And never call me from a landline again, I nearly shat myself when I saw the number.’

Briar goes upstairs feeling hollowed-out and stupid, falls asleep with a wine-stained mouth at six o’clock even though it’s a terrible time to take a nap. They dream of the grotto, and a dark, endless tunnel that leads them absolutely nowhere at all.






11 The Core Principles of Magnetism

Briar wakes with post-nap panic to discover that they’ve missed dinner. At home their mum always wakes them, but here nobody cares if Briar eats at appropriate intervals. They’re slumping downstairs to find food, sweaty and confused, when Tate appears, a vision in comparison to Briar’s dishevelment.

He’s moisturised and glowing, exuding the energy of the recently showered, wearing all black: wide-leg trousers with a high, tailored waist and a silky shirt unbuttoned halfway to his navel. He’s got silver rings on every finger, and his earring today is a tiny skull, garnet eyes flashing in its sockets. Briar checks the door to the common room instinctively, tensed for trouble. This is not the sort of outfit that can fly remotely under the radar, and Tate doesn’t seem to care at all.

‘Hi,’ he says. ‘Do you want to come to a party?’

Briar’s pride says no, but they know it’s counterintuitive. You can’t sulk when nobody includes you and then choose more sulking over potential fun when they do. They swallow it down. ‘Yep.’

‘Stunning.’

They stumble back upstairs and get changed quickly - black jeans, black tank, short-sleeved black cotton shirt left hanging open - and when they rejoin Tate in the lobby he smiles approvingly.

‘We match.’

The Eden Dame walks out of her office when they’re halfway out of the door and clears her throat. She’s a greying, middle-aged butch obsessed with her sausage dog; Briar has barely spoken to her, but she smiles at them perfunctorily in the hallways sometimes. Her name is a mystery. The scholars call her ma’am, which she visibly hates. 

‘Do up some buttons, Adams, for the love of God,’ she says, her heart not fully in it. ‘You’re lucky you’re not in my house or I’d have to do something about this.’ What she’d actually be able to do about it is unclear; Briar assumes some code of conduct must prevent scholars from using the Work on their own Dames, but can’t help but think that an honour system in a place like this is flawed from the outset.

Tate just waggles his fingers at her and smiles like he hasn’t heard a word she’s said, and then scarpers with Briar in tow. Briar remembers what Daniel said about Tate - a violent breakdown - and can’t quite reconcile the affable guy in satin with this version of events. You don’t know him, Briar reminds themself. You don’t know any of them.

It’s a muggy evening of the sort that makes you feel like you never stepped outside, the sky above a dark ceiling, the temperature warm and even. Briar still doesn’t feel quite awake as they approach the edge of campus, and an unfamiliar building.

It’s a cottage. It looks like accommodation built for faculty to live on site like some of the other teacher’s quarters, but it’s on the wrong side of the grounds, and there’s no gold plaque hammered into the ground by the gate that proclaims STAFF ONLY.

‘Whose house is this?’ Briar asks, and Tate’s nose wrinkles, making his glasses jump.

‘Um, it’s not really anyone’s house. It’s called the Study, it belongs to Mons. They don’t sleep here, but it’s a sort of . . . club house.’

Briar had been following Tate through the open gate; they stop abruptly, exactly on the line that divides general grounds from cottage garden.

‘Mons?’

‘You have to be specifically invited,’ Tate says, sounding apologetic, ‘and they invited us, and it seems like a trap, but Hadley thought it would be a good idea to go . . . If they’re pretending they don’t know it’s us messing with them, we should also pretend it isn’t, you know?’

‘I wasn’t invited.’

‘Well, no, but you’re taking West’s place, and if it all goes south just pretend you’re here fixing a toilet or something. West’s too ill to come.’

‘Is his leg bothering him?’

‘Mmm.’ Tate touches Briar’s arm lightly. ‘Come on. You can always leave.’

Inside, the house is eclectically furnished and hazy with smoke. Freed from the obligations of everyday practicalities, the large living room is arranged more like an upscale pub, four tables surrounded by comfortable wingback chairs and a fully stocked bar at one end. There are twin suits of armour hefting pikes on either side of the large, open archway that leads into a formal dining room beyond. It’s packed with people; to the right, they’re drinking in the cool glow of the kitchen, and directly ahead they’re leaning over the bannisters of the steep stairs. Somebody’s put up incongruously tacky multi coloured string lights, and they flash hopefully at intervals.

The guests are wearing a mix of formal clothes and sports kit: polos and linens, suits, rugby shirts and chinos. A boy on the sofa has a younger, uniformed girl on his knee. A group by the bar are playing some sort of drinking game that involves throwing ping-pong balls at a very shrivelled, badly taxidermised heron perched open-beaked on a plinth. Tate laughs at the expression on Briar’s face and then pushes through the crowd; he grabs Briar’s hand out of necessity, and Briar feels sweaty and stupid, wondering if their palms are like sandpaper from all the heavy lifting they’ve been doing recently.

‘Have you seen Watson?’ Tate says to a guy built like two rugby players glued together; he shakes his head, then pinkens a bit and takes a big glug of his drink. Briar can’t tell if he’s harbouring a crush or if he’s embarrassed to have been seen talking to Tate at all. Could be both, around here.

They find Hadley in the games room at the back of the house. It’s a conservatory mostly taken up by a billiards table, expensive speakers thumping on a side table, the glass doors constantly opening and closing as people step outside into the garden to join the al fresco contingent there. Briar isn’t sure why they’re bothering - it’s clear that quite a few people have been smoking various substances inside the house.

‘Close the fucking door,’ somebody yells, and Briar recognises tall, raven-haired Belcourt in a branded black polo, his mouth still sore and crusty. ‘Noise complaints, Smith! We said low key. I swear to fucking God, if we actually get shut down I’ll kill you.’

Hadley is in the corner with another girl. She’s also blonde, but somehow they’re polar opposites. Hadley is skinny and raw-boned, this other girl is well-built and soft around the edges; Hadley’s hair is bleached bone white, and her friend has natural, honey-coloured beach waves pulled up into two ponytails like spaniel’s ears. She gives off the robust air of somebody who’d be good at drinking games and contact sports.

‘Hi,’ Hadley’s friend says immediately, before Tate can start introductions. She offers a hand to be shaken, and Briar hesitates for a second before taking it. She has a very strong grip. ‘I’m Sophie Derbyshire, I’m Watson’s roommate.’

‘Briar Jones,’ says Briar. ‘I work here.’

‘I know, isn’t it funny?’ says Sophie. Briar doesn’t really know what to say to this. ‘Adams, this is your problem now.’ She gives Hadley a loud kiss on the forehead, slaps her gently on the cheek a couple of times and then leaves.

Briar wonders what the problem is and then registers the sheer size of Hadley’s pupils.

‘Oh dear,’ says Tate. ‘Hads, are we having a fun one?’

‘Yep,’ says Hadley. She’s wearing leather shorts and a black top with uneven, raw-hemmed cutouts, wide stripes of skin on display, so pale Briar can see the blue map of her veins. Her eye make-up takes up approximately half of her face. ‘Yep, yep, yep.’

Tate takes her firmly by the arm, linking their elbows like he’s going to promenade her through a park. ‘You’ve convinced me. I’m like . . . extremely convinced.’

‘I’ll get her some water,’ Briar says. It takes a bit of shoving to get back to the kitchen, and once Briar’s in, they notice a boy standing by the sink with a glass of rosé in his hand. He’s wearing a blue-and-pink pinstriped Ralph Lauren dress shirt with the logo far too big, cuffs open and trailing, a white undershirt just visible where he hasn’t done up his collar. Brown curls, full, pouty lips, red cheeks like a drunken cherub; he’s absolutely not Briar’s type, but now that they’ve seen him, they can’t stop looking.

It’s convenient that he’s standing by the sink. That means it’s only natural to make an approach. Briar finds a clean-ish glass, rinses it and fills it, taking their time, letting the water spill over the edges and run over their fingers. The boy is holding court with a small group of scholars, more than half of them girls, an impressive ratio at a party like this where they’re in short supply; he’s talking about the college he’s applying to at Oxford, carding a hand through his hair as he does, lazy and self-satisfied in a way that should be annoying. Briar watches his hand as he musses his curls, fixes them, musses them again.

‘That’s so interesting,’ one of the girls says. Her eyes are following that hand, too.

Briar turns off the tap but doesn’t move, trying to make out the initials on the guy’s signet ring. A. L. Alexander? Arthur? Andrew? Alexander seems right. He’s going to try out for rowing. He’s going to start a company with his dad when he leaves school. Briar inches closer. He’s got a dog. The dog is a red golden retriever called Nero. He’s got a picture on his phone. Briar loves the picture. Everyone does, but Briar thinks maybe they love it the most.

‘Briar, what the fuck?’ Tate says gruffly, making Briar jump. He’s got his arm around Hadley. Supporting Hadley. Briar has no idea when the two of them entered the kitchen, and they’re not particularly interested in finding out. Tate is blocking their view of Alexander. As Briar steps aside to try to clear their field of vision, he takes the glass of water from Briar’s hand and hands it to Hadley, who almost drops it. ‘Briar?’

He tries to pull at Briar’s arm, and Briar shakes him off, hard, without thinking. A second later, Briar is spluttering in shock; Tate has upended the entire glass of water over their head, and it’s cascading down their back, sticking their shirt to their skin, pooling in their socks.

‘What the hell?’ Briar says, wiping their eyes as Tate drags them around the island and out of the kitchen. It’s too crowded in the living room; he leads Briar up the stairs until they come to a stop on the upstairs landing, which is mostly populated by huddled couples.

‘Better now?’

‘Better than what? I’m wet. I preferred being dry.’

‘You liked that guy in the kitchen? Aiden? With the massive Ralph Lauren logo on his shirt, and the very shiny loafers?’

‘I don’t know,’ Briar says, extremely uncomfortable about this line of questioning.

‘He’s nice to look at, right? Had some interesting stuff to say?’

‘. . . Yeah?’

‘Wrong. He’s disgusting. He was using the Work. All those girls hanging off him? Fifth-years who haven’t worked on the core principles of magnetism yet . . . and you. He was making you want to look at him. He’s better at it than most, unfortunately.’

‘What the fuck?’ Briar doesn’t understand. There was no feeling of magic taking hold; no difference between being in the kitchen and not, except that now Aiden isn’t available to look at. It’s not like they’ve got any burning desire to go rushing back to the sink, but the next time they go for a drink, they’ll probably sneak another look. ‘Wait. Are you serious? But shouldn’t I . . . feel something? Have I snapped out of it?’

‘Yeah, it’s not really a case of snapping, unfortunately,’ says Tate. ‘This stuff isn’t flashy. He was probably just dropping particular words into the conversation. Anchor points for him to focus on the Working, but you wouldn’t have noticed them at all. Shit, I need to go and get Hads. Stay here. Don’t move. Don’t . . . look at anyone.’

Briar flushes hot and sick. They’ve not felt right since their nap, and now the walls are closing in. They find a bathroom down the hall, but it’s occupied; a broad boy with sandy blond hair and freckles is engaged in some very heavy petting with a slight, pretty, dark-haired girl who’s perched on the closed toilet seat. Briar snaps the door shut without having to be asked.

A thought stops them in their tracks, still holding the handle.

If Aiden could lure Briar in with dull stories laced with invisible Workings, where might it have ended? Would Briar have followed him from the room? Behind a closed door? Taken their clothes off, as long as he’d kept talking?

Who’d invited the fifth-years to the party, ensuring that there’d be a steady supply of malleable scholars with no built-in resistance to the upper years’ charms?

The problem is too vast. Briar could go back in there, try to yank the girl away, see if some sort of spell wears off - but how are they supposed to know if she’s under the influence at all? Briar hadn’t known when it was happening to them.

A horrifying reality unfurls before them: a world in which the limits of what these people can take stretch precisely as far as their consciences. Not just here at school, but wherever they go next. Universities, living rooms. High office.

Briar realises that they’re shivering despite the warm evening, still soaking wet. They take off their overshirt and it helps a little, but they need a towel. The next door is locked, but the one after that is a bedroom - it’s also occupied, and when Briar sees who’s inside, their body thrills with horror.

Alistair, Seb and the Prince.

They’re dressed in white tie in various states of repose on the bed, although the Prince has misplaced his actual tie, and Seb’s without a jacket. Alistair and the Prince are smoking cigars, so the room is cloaked in a heavy fug, and Seb’s legs are slung casually over one of Alistair’s; the two of them look like fairy royalty, wicked princes of something dangerous and uncanny, one fair-haired and the other dark, and both far too tall for their own good. Briar hates the sight of them. The clothes, the intimacy, the casual touch. Seb’s the one in control here, so it makes no sense that Briar’s first, instinctual thought is aimed at Alistair: Get the fuck away from him.

‘Stop,’ Alistair says, when Briar hesitates for a moment too long before retreating. ‘You. Come in.’

Briar’s not going to run away from these people. They didn’t shy from hurled slurs and curled fists in the village or at Dunton and Heaverham, and they’re certainly not going to give Alistair and Seb the satisfaction now. They take one short step in through the doorway and cross their arms, braced and ready.

It’s impossible not to dart a look at Seb. He sits upright and shifts away from Alistair. He’s got most of his hair tied back but it’s slipping free in a smoky halo around his face, and he’s watching Briar with catlike intensity.

Alistair takes a leisurely drag of his cigar, his face briefly illuminated from below by the hot flare of the cherry. ‘You’re that janitor who’s been hanging around with Crispin Westby and his pack of queers, aren’t you?’

Briar couldn’t hate him more. ‘Yep.’

‘Come and sit,’ Alistair says, patting the silky covers of the bed next to him, sounding like he’s talking to a child, or a feral animal. ‘Here. I just want to chat.’

Briar doesn’t move. Alistair’s expectant expression hardens a fraction.

‘You know,’ he says, ‘there are far more prudent ways you could be spending your time here. You must be practically invisible - I’m sure people would say anything around you. I could make it more than worth your while.’

His free hand slides lazily down from waist to hip, and Briar watches it go; he doesn’t actually produce his wallet, but the implications are clear.

‘I’m fine, thanks.’

‘You’re fine?’

Briar enjoys the momentary confusion on his face. It’s clear that nobody ever denies Alistair Buckingham. ‘Thriving.’

It’s a mistake. Briar should have said yes, regardless of their intentions, laid low, reported back to Tate, flown under the radar. Perhaps even turned double agent. That would have been the smart thing to do. Briar just can’t stomach the idea of doing anything at all to please Alistair, even if it’s temporary.

‘Come here,’ Alistair says, no argument in his tone now. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. ‘I’d like to take a look at you.’

The thing is, it’s a good idea. It feels like a way out, like an answer clicking into place after hours of agonising; Briar can’t believe they hadn’t thought of it themself. They go to him. Close up, he’s even more handsome, although that just makes Briar hate him all the more. Stubble on that knife-sharp jaw, russet-brown eyes that somehow manage to be cold.

He takes another puff of his cigar and lets the smoke unfurl out of his mouth slowly, a waterfall unbeholden to gravity. ‘Kneel.’

‘Alistair,’ Seb says, petulant. It’s not a plea, or a warning. It’s mild impatience, like he’s already bored with this.

But Briar is happy - grateful, almost, and relieved - to be allowed to sink to their knees on the thick sheepskin rug. It’s what they’d been about to suggest, anyway. From here they can see Alistair’s hand where it’s resting on his thigh - slender, tanned fingers, manicured nails - and can read the words picked out in tiny black lettering on the face of his Rolex, SUPERLATIVE CHRONOMETER, whatever that might mean.

‘You might just be the strangest little queer of them all,’ Alistair says, taking that hand and touching Briar’s hair, which is wet and starting to curl loosely over their forehead. ‘Does Westby fuck you? Or do you fuck him? I bet he absolutely creams himself over you. His bit of country rough.’

There’s a noise over by the window; it sounds almost like a bird has hit it, the glass jumping in the frame. Alistair doesn’t flinch, but he does glance over at it, frowning.

Briar sways, then stands up, but Alistair is fast; he’s up too, and he’s about half a foot taller than Briar and surrounded by allies.

‘I offered to pay you,’ he says, polite with something jagged glittering underneath. ‘Which was very nice of me. You’re being rude, now.’

The Prince slips off the bed and exits with a sigh, like all this menace is doing nothing more than ruining his buzz. Briar should be afraid. Instead, they’re just icily furious. Seb is there, still and statuesque, watching. Bearing witness. Briar wishes he’d just go.

Alistair moves first, and Briar’s arms come up instinctively, but then Alistair says, ‘No, I think not,’ and Briar agrees, and drops them; they stand completely still, watching as Alistair takes another puff of his foul cigar and then breathes the smoke out in a veil over Briar’s face, giving them no choice but to breathe it in.

‘Now, when I ask you to take a seat, you’ll have some fucking decorum, won’t you? Sit down.’

Wind rattles the window again. Briar sits down on those rich, buttery linens, and Alistair walks in a half-circle around them, back and forth. Briar imagines taking him by the throat and forcing him through the window, to see how blue his blood really is.

When Alistair stops, he’s so close that Briar can smell his aftershave, spiced wood and something thickly floral and cloying. With great and almost tender care, he reaches out and flicks one of the thick straps of Briar’s tank top aside, revealing right shoulder and clavicle. Then he takes his cigar and presses it, so casually Briar can’t comprehend that it’s actually happening, into Briar’s naked skin.

It hurts like hell. Just heat at first, and then a wide, arresting sting that brings tears springing to Briar’s eyes, worsening so rapidly it feels like the cigar has melted the flesh and is boring a hole through bone.

The expression on Alistair’s face is one of detached, childlike curiosity before Briar’s eyes squeeze shut, the agony building to a pounding on every nerve. They say ‘Fuck’ aloud in a hiss of breath they can barely spare, and then there’s a shrill creaking sound that Briar almost thinks is coming from inside their body as it reaches breaking point.

The next moment, there’s a high-pitched explosion - a ringing screech as loud and abrupt as a gunshot, and then a strange feeling like the spray of rain.

Briar opens their eyes.

The window has shattered, obliterated so thoroughly that there’s not a scrap of glass left in the frame.

There’s a moment of stunned silence, Briar’s heart racing, their face now oddly raw and wind-bitten, and then the pain really kicks in again, hot and white, not just the throbbing from the cigar burn, but a scrape down the right side of their face.

‘What the fuck,’ Alistair says, twisting around and then freezing. He took the brunt of it, accidentally shielding Briar from harm. ‘God. Bastian, don’t just fucking sit there, I’ve got glass in my fucking back. Shit, it hurts.’

Briar touches a hand to their face and then wishes they hadn’t. The pain worsens, a sickly shiver down their spine - their skin is wrong somehow, something there that shouldn’t be. Their neck feels warm too, and Briar wonders at the significance before realising it must be blood.

Someone opens the bedroom door, says ‘Holy fucking shit’, pauses.

‘Call the nurse, Kristian,’ Seb says, his voice eerily calm. ‘Take Buck downstairs, get his coat in case they send paramedics.’

‘But—’

‘Now.’

‘Jesus, okay.’ Kristian must be The Prince, because that’s who comes into view; he tries to offer an arm to Alistair, who ignores him.

‘Bastian,’ he says, and when Seb doesn’t move, he just swears, and then two of them crunch away across the room, Alistair wincing as he goes, leaving a dark, spattered trail of blood on the cream sheepskin rug behind him.

Briar tries to stand up, swaying, but suddenly Seb is there, his hands cold and hard on their shoulders, keeping them in place. Briar stills. Strange to be touched again after so long by somebody who used to feel like an extension of your skin; weird for it to happen like this, stilted and clinical, and when Briar is so angry at Seb they feel capable of all manner of violence. It’s just their body that won’t cooperate, slow and shaking from the shock.

He’d just sat there and watched. Most powerful scholar in generations, and he wouldn’t even lift a finger to stop his boyfriend from enacting small, sick tortures on someone he’d once loved.

‘Don’t move,’ Seb says imperiously. He comes to stand in front of Briar, one hand still anchored to Briar’s shoulder as he does, and then he’s right there, inches from Briar’s face. He’s got a cut on his forehead, long and thin, one heavy drop of blood beading and threatening to fall. That much is familiar: blood, and fingerprint bruises. Briar had thought that his face was all sharp edges, but it’s not really. There’s an unexpected grown-up squareness to his jaw, softened by the sulky curve of his mouth, the sweep of his brows. If you cut all his hair off and made him sit up straight, he might look like a man. He lifts a hand to Briar’s face and Briar flinches, about to tell him to stay the fuck away, to get out, to wait for the nurse - but they’re so tired suddenly that they can’t form the words.

Seb deftly plucks out one piece of glass and then a second in such quick succession that it only really hurts once; Briar lets out a little exhalation of pain, then bites down hard on their lip, overcome by a wave of nausea. Seb pulls his white silk bow-tie from his neck with a bizarre elegance and wads it in his hand, then presses it to Briar’s face. Briar raises a hand automatically to apply pressure, and when their fingers briefly brush against Seb’s, he startles, a jolt down his whole arm.

Seb is about to say something when Briar sucks in a breath and finally says, ‘Don’t fucking touch me.’

They pack seven years of grief into it, and all the fury of the past five minutes, too. Seb removes his hand. The blood on his forehead spills over, and paints a scarlet line down his face, brow to cheek to chin.

‘Briar?’ Tate rushes into the room, Hadley behind, and takes in glass, blood, Seb. ‘Wolfe,’ he says, his voice sharper than Briar’s ever heard it, gaze fixed on Briar. ‘Get away from them. I mean it.’

Bastian doesn’t argue. He looks from Tate to Briar and then is gone in less than a second, turning sideways to avoid touching Hadley as he exits.

‘Gross, Jones, you’re bleeding,’ Hadley says, like she’s telling Briar off for tracking mud on the carpet. Briar removes the wadded tie from their forehead to see how much scarlet has soaked the white cotton. Quite a lot.

‘Shit. Just missed your eye,’ says Tate, bending to look. His hands are shaking. ‘I think you’ve still got some bits in there, though. Are you okay? Can you stand? You’re not bleeding anywhere else, are you?’

‘I don’t . . .’ Briar shrugs helplessly. They feel so drained, empty, like they’re coming to the end of a bad bout of flu.

Tate is looking at the window. ‘You should be dead.’ He drags the toe of his shoe through the drifts of glass, grinding them to sand. ‘I guess you’re just lucky it went to such small pieces. Buck said the window just . . . shattered. Out of nowhere. Is that true?’

Briar is feeling muddled now. ‘I don’t know.’

‘He’s downstairs acting like he’s dying,’ Hadley says. She’s slid down to sit on the floor, paying no heed to scattered glass. ‘If only.’

‘I don’t . . . understand . . . what happened,’ Briar says, wondering if it’s blood loss or the general mindfuck of everything that’s occurred tonight that’s rendered them so useless, their head spinning. Seb, on the bed. Alistair above, watching Briar with the focus of an apex predator. The soft rug beneath their knees. Pain. Seb, Seb, Seb.

‘You wandered off when I told you to stay still, that’s what happened,’ says Tate. ‘Come on. Let’s get you up, and we’ll go to the infirmary. The nurse is hot, and I have to say, it really helps.’








12 O for a Thousand Tongues

The hot nurse is in his early forties, with a salt-and-pepper scruff of hair and beard, and a pair of translucent acetate glasses perched on his long nose. He’s wearing smart work trousers and a shirt unbuttoned at the collar, but on top he’s thrown on a faded turquoise jumper, vintage nineties, with embroidered bears in dungarees on it in a kaleidoscope of pastels. He’s tall with a slight, muscular build, and to occupy their mind while their body suffers, Briar imagines a life for him: gay, single, avid runner, birdwatcher, terrible but enthusiastic dancer.

Tate calls him James, and keeps up light, flirty conversation with him while he uses long tweezers to remove the last shards of glass from Briar’s skin. It’s extremely uncomfortable, each probe accompanied by a fresh spike of nausea, but Briar refuses to flinch.

‘Too bright in here,’ Hadley says, taking the magnolia chunky-knitted blanket neatly folded at the end of the vinyl bed Briar’s sitting on and dragging it over her head. The room smells like fresh laundry and disinfectant. Briar is determined to wait until they’re in the privacy of a bathroom stall before they vomit.

‘Drink lots of water, Watson,’ James the nurse says, in a tone that indicates he knows she’s high and is choosing, very generously, to ignore it. ‘Right. Only one of these needs a stitch or two. I just need to clean you up first, and it’s going to sting.’

‘Don’t cry, Jones, you’ll embarrass me,’ Hadley says, from underneath her blanket. To Briar’s surprise, a heavily ringed and braceleted hand then appears, with chipped nail polish in oil-spill black, and gropes for theirs. Briar takes it with a reasonable amount of trepidation. Hadley’s hand is both clammy and bony, not particularly comforting textures, but it’s the thought that counts. James the nurse isn’t quite attractive enough to improve the experience of being cleaned and stitched up when all the action is happening so close to Briar’s eye socket.

He seems to be finished, puts down his instruments of torture and then, returning to check his work, pauses and frowns.

‘How did you get this burn?’ he says, pointing to Briar’s shoulder, where the strap of their top has shifted just enough to reveal the round, blistered welt.

‘Curling iron,’ Briar says, without emotion. James looks at Briar’s hair - wavy, yes, but not really long enough to curl - and raises his eyebrows.

Eugenia shows up as James is applying some ointment, and Briar braces to be instantly fired, or at least heavily reprimanded for attending a scholars’ party at which several people were injured; she looks thoroughly annoyed, arms folded and keys dangling from her hand, but she takes in Briar’s bloody face and the sharp instruments on James’s desk and just sighs.

‘You look pretty sorry,’ she says. ‘Come on. I have the golf cart, I’ll take you back.’

‘I can walk,’ Briar says.

‘They don’t know what they’re saying. Blood loss, you know - they’re confused,’ Tate says. ‘We will definitely be riding in the golf cart.’

‘I wasn’t offering it to you,’ Eugenia says, but she lets all three of them come anyway, Tate riding shotgun, Hadley and Briar perched on the back. Hadley has stolen the blanket from the infirmary, and makes a half-hearted attempt at putting it over Briar’s knees, too, even though it’s not in the least bit cold and the journey back is going to take less than five minutes now that they’re motorised.

‘D’you know there’s a hymn,’ Hadley says, as they whizz along the tarmac path past the chapel, all the school buildings around them shut up for the night and lit only by small candle-glows of emergency exit green, ‘called O for a thousand tongues? Up there in the top ten funniest fucking hymn names. And it’s this guy being like, oh man, I wish I had more tongues . . . to praise God! Nothing weird, I just like praising God.’

She starts to sing it, in a surprisingly good operatic lilt. A few lyrics seem to have been altered.

‘Watson, that hymn is banned on campus,’ Eugenia says, sounding very tired.

‘O for a thousand tongues to rim, my great Redeemer’s—’

‘Ah, I love this song,’ Tate says beatifically from the front seat, as Hadley merrily blasphemes.

Eugenia clears her throat. ‘Watson.’

‘My gracious master and my God, assist me to proclaim, to spread your ass so big and broad—’

Eugenia stops the golf cart abruptly, and they all jolt forward in their seats. She waits in silence, making her point, then starts the engine again. Hadley sighs wistfully, but ceases her song of praise. There’s an ambulance parked over by the staff entrance, back doors wide open, lighting the tarmac blueish-white. Outsiders on campus, obviously permitted to go no further than the back yard. Nobody says anything about it.

They reach Cavendish first, and Hadley gets off, with one last squeeze of Briar’s arm and the blanket slipping from her narrow shoulders as she walks up the path to the front door. Eugenia waits until she’s actually inside, the door closed behind her, before setting off.

‘I’ll get Briar upstairs,’ Tate says, when Eden comes into view.

‘You’re still out of bounds until the moment you are in your bed, Adams,’ Eugenia warns, as Briar and Tate get out of the cart. Eugenia drives it away at top speed, too cool, one hand on the wheel, the other arm draped casually over the back of the passenger seat.

‘I love her,’ says Tate. ‘What’s her car like?’

Briar considers. ‘Clean.’

‘What a woman.’

‘I don’t actually need help getting upstairs.’ It’s true; the night air has helped immensely, and Briar’s shaking has slowed to the occasional shiver.

‘Well, maybe not, but in theory you might faint or something, and I should check on West.’

On the second floor, Tate knocks on Westby’s door. No answer. He waits, then knocks again. Miller opens it, wearing the blue striped pyjamas of a little cartoon boy in a fifties chapter book, and squints at them disapprovingly.

‘It’s after nine, Adams.’

‘So true, Miller, and I can only apologise, but - is West in?’

‘Hey,’ Miller says, registering Briar. ‘You’re all covered in blood.’

‘West?’ Tate calls quietly, trying to peer through the doorway.

‘He’s not here, I don’t know where he is, and I don’t intend to get into any trouble on his behalf, so if you’ll excuse me.’ Miller primly shuts the door, and Tate drums his fingers on the frame for a moment before straightening up.

‘Up we go,’ he says.

On Briar’s floor, Tate turns left instead of right, and Briar realises that there’s a second door. It’s dirty white, the same colour as the wall - Briar just assumed it was long painted over, and their mind painted over it too. Tate has to shove his shoulder into it to get it to move, but when it does, it lets in a blast of outside air, and reveals steps leading up to a flat section of roof.

‘I didn’t know this was here,’ Briar says.

‘We used to come out here sometimes in the summer but then the door jammed shut. Guess they fixed it.’

Westby is sitting propped up against a gable, accompanied by a half-empty bottle of Famous Grouse, a neon yellow lighter and a packet of cigarettes, four or five butts scattered around him like fallen blossoms. He’s wearing a plush, chequered dressing gown over his uniform, and the effect is quite endearing. Grandfatherly - but the sort of grandfather you’re sincerely starting to worry about.

‘You’re having a party,’ Tate says.

‘Mmm,’ says Westby, taking a drag on his cigarette. ‘Hey, Jones, did you always have a big ugly facial wound? Rude to ask, I know, but I’d be embarrassed if I just hadn’t noticed.’

‘We were at the Study.’

Westby’s eyebrows lift. ‘What happened?’

‘Alistair,’ Briar says. The last vestiges of adrenaline keeping them upright have waned. They sit down heavily, and Westby wordlessly offers the Scotch. Briar remembers the vitriol in his voice, when he’d told Briar to fuck off. I don’t need any more friends. They take the bottle anyway, throw some back for medicinal purposes. ‘He was trying to get me to spy on you, I think.’

‘Bastard,’ Westby says seriously. ‘What did he do to your face?’

‘Nothing. The window . . . exploded.’ Briar’s hands mime the violence of the moment, the force of it, the glass rushing in.

‘What? Exploded? How? Firework, Molotov cocktail?’

‘Remains a mystery,’ Tate says, from where he’s now leaning against the doorframe. ‘I got there . . . after.’

‘Just long enough to allow Jones to be put through the shredder.’

‘They wandered off!’

‘I did wander off,’ Briar says in his defence. ‘Sorry.’

Tate sighs. ‘Hit Buck, too, but unfortunately I think he’s fine. They called the private ambulance anyway, obviously. Can’t take any chances with the Buckingham heir.’

‘Obviously,’ Westby repeats.

Briar clears their throat. ‘Alistair - Buck - he was able to . . . He was telling me what to do, and I was doing it. It felt like a good idea, but I still . . . I knew I hated him. And did it anyway. How does that work?’

‘Yeah. It’s kind of twin to what Aiden was doing,’ Tate says. ‘Buck does action, no feelings. Aiden’s is all feelings.’ In an aside to Westby, he adds, ‘Briar got sucked in. I forgot to warn them.’

‘You said Aiden was good at . . . magnetism. Is Buck especially good at . . . what he was doing?’

‘Sadly, yes,’ says Westby. ‘It’s a sort of specialism. You figure out what you’re best at, and then if you’re lucky, you get into the advanced classes and dedicate all your independent study hours to it in the upper years.’

‘But are they all . . . like . . . ?’

‘Manipulation?’ says Tate, with an edge of bitterness. ‘Mostly, yes.’

That feeling takes hold in Briar again, the panic of standing at the edge of an enormous precipice, the cavern below so much darker than they’d ever previously imagined. The order of the world has shifted. ‘Is Temple the only school like this?’ they ask, mind grasping for limits.

‘Teaching the Work?’ says Westby. ‘Yes. We’ve had the occasional student from abroad, but it’s very limited. It’s the sort of thing you keep in the family.’

‘But surely you should have people . . . banging the door down. Demanding the school hands it all over.’

Westby puts his cigarette out on the pinkish roof tile and lights another. ‘Plausible deniability is a hell of a thing. Did you believe we were really doing magic here?’

‘No,’ Briar says. ‘Well. Okay, yes.’

‘Does your mother?’

‘No,’ Briar admits. ‘She thinks it’s like . . . a cult, maybe?’

‘Exactly.’

‘But what about . . . ?’ Briar can’t understand any of this, standing on the wrong side of the divide. ‘What about . . . coercion? Consent? How can anything ever be . . . fair?’

‘Fair?’ Westby snorts. ‘What world are you living in? Since when is anything fair? People are perfectly capable of doing terrible things to each other without Working. Money, power, influence. This has always been the currency. Workings are just more of the same.’

‘It’s not the same,’ Briar shoots back, rising easily to anger. They can’t stand Westby’s nonchalance. Not right now. ‘You know it’s not.’

‘No,’ says Tate thoughtfully, ‘I do agree with you. It’s messed up. But it’s not like you take away the Work and we’re living in a utopian society of equals, is it?’

‘Exactly.’ Westby snaps the fingers of his free hand. ‘What did you think of politics in this country before you came here?’

‘I thought . . .’

‘I mean, I think I can take a guess. I don’t want them to take my inheritance, but I’m not one of those corporate queers who thinks their bank loves them. Bunch of generationally wealthy monsters raised by boarding schools and secret gentlemen’s societies, running the country through backdoor handshakes. And the Work is just an extension of that. Money, power, influence, Jones. The steamroller trundles on.’

Briar shakes their head. ‘People would be angry, if they knew. It’d be a huge scandal. Plus, if Temple is the only school with magic, if all our politicians can do it and nobody else can, what about international relations? Other countries? If our government is using thaumaturgy to manipulate them, surely that’s basically a war crime.’

‘Hence all the confidentiality, and why it’s taken so seriously. The board of governors has two jobs: keep the money rolling in, keep the secret. Oh, they try to pretend it’s for our safety, but we all know the truth. We’re not the ones in danger. I mean, really, Jones, what did you think? That there could possibly be a school of magic, an institution only the lucky few attend, and it’d make the world a . . . better place?’

Briar had thought that, although perhaps better isn’t the right word. More exceptional, more wonderful. Just more. They feel stupid now. Childish.

Still, the thought persists: how would Briar’s moral objections have held up if they’d received their acceptance letter? Would it feel quite so outrageous, if they were on the inside?

‘I wish you’d stop thinking the best of people,’ Westby gripes. ‘I always feel like I’m bludgeoning a puppy.’ He sighs, lapsing into heavy silence. The hand holding his cigarette is shaking. His eyes have lost focus as he gazes out over the grounds. There are dark circles under them, and he’s got wax-chapped lips, a greasy film on his hair. There’s a stain of something that might be red wine on his dressing gown.

‘Are you all right?’ Briar asks him, even though it feels like losing an argument, and he wrinkles his nose and turns back to look at them.

‘Me? Passable,’ he says. ‘My bloody leg hurts.’

‘Well, you trekked all the way up here and you don’t even have your stick,’ says Tate. ‘Genius.’

Westby ignores this. ‘How did Watson’s mission pan out, in the end?’

‘She was flying too high to do much of anything. She asked Derbyshire, but apparently everybody’s being very tight-lipped, and Sophie’s getting sick of her probing. They can’t delay for too long, or they’ll throw the whole schedule off and they won’t get it done in time for graduation. Oh, and my relocation theory – I saw Sokolov and one of the sixth-year capes poking around near no man’s land this afternoon. They were pretending they were trying to get signal, but they’re terrible actors.’

‘Hmmm. Interesting.’

Before, Briar had assumed that being privy to these conversations meant that they were part of this little gang, one of the fold; now, they pretend not to be listening, picking at the corner of the label on the bottle of Scotch.

‘I think she’s serious this time, West.’

Westby sighs. ‘I know she’s serious, in theory. But I won’t put my lawyer on standby until she’s managed five days sober. She’s too easily distracted.’

Briar drinks more Scotch. It has the potency of a sedative, soothing to their rattled nerves. They feel themself drifting as Tate relays more snippets from the party that mean nothing to them - those who were and weren’t in attendance, small things they said and did - until the conversation trails off, and Westby puts out his latest cigarette and sighs.

Tate is watching him appraisingly. ‘Do you need an assist, West? Could ask Hadley.’

Westby rubs his chin with the faraway look of a man who’s seen the horrors of war. ‘Silly thing, actually, but I forgot to sort out my particulars with the infirmary, and now they say they can’t get my prescription in for another two weeks. Bothered them about it, but then I sort of . . . lost the will.’

‘Ah,’ says Tate. ‘I see. Well. Have them send it to the chemist in the village, and see if the Dame will run out and grab it for you?’

‘She says she’s not allowed to run personal errands. Procedural guff.’

Westby knows that Briar has access to a car, and Briar knows that he won’t ask. Perhaps Briar shouldn’t offer after the unpleasantness between them, the forceful distance. But Briar’s done more for people they like a lot less.

‘I’ll collect it on Monday,’ they say.

‘Oh, no, you don’t have to,’ Westby replies gruffly. There’s something apologetic in his expression. This refusal, Briar understands, is somehow part of an apology. A shit apology, but there’s remorse, nonetheless.

‘Really, it’s fine,’ says Briar. ‘I have to go to the tip anyway.’

‘Oh, do you? I’ve always wanted to go to a tip,’ says Tate.

Briar does not justify this with a response, and Tate has the good grace to look slightly embarrassed.

‘Bed, I think,’ Westby says, and they all get up. Briar is the one who yanks the door open again, pain lancing through their shoulder as they do. They’re about to say goodnight and disappear gratefully into their room when Westby pauses, clears his throat awkwardly.

‘Good of you, Jones. Really. I’ll scribble my particulars on a Post-it and leave it for you tomorrow.’

Briar nods. They’re no stranger to friendships with imperfect people. It’s all a matter of boundaries - figuring out exactly how much bad you’re willing to endure, in exchange for the good.

Back in their room, they catch their reflection in the small shaving mirror they excavated from one of the drawers and wonder how anybody’s been able to have a normal conversation with them at all; white as a sheet with three ugly black stitches in their face, lurid blood dried like dripped candle wax all the way from their forehead to their elbow.








13 Nada, Zilch, Nought

There’s some kind of mandatory sports situation at the school on Saturdays. Briar watches out of the window as clumps of scholars stumble from their houses in various genres of kit, heading for a newly arrived fleet of minibuses, their view smudged and misty in the fine summer rain.

‘Where are they going?’ they ask Katie - which, it turns out, is the Eden Dame’s name. They’re in the house kitchen; Briar had been hunting for more porridge when Katie offered them a cup of tea, and although Briar declined, it’s broken the ice. She hasn’t said anything about Briar’s smarting face, or the fact that they wince every time they move their right shoulder. She actually seems kind of cool.

Briar has started dividing the faculty in their mind into those who are thaumaturges and those who aren’t; the security staff and some of the Dames and Housemasters, it seems, are, but Briar can’t imagine how someone with power could end up working a job like this. It would feel extremely rude to ask.

‘They’re off to the sports grounds. Got the pool and the gym here, but no room here for anything outside bigger than the cricket pitch until they get around to demolishing some of the condemned buildings, so they all get bussed ten minutes down the road.’ She studies Briar over her mug. ‘You went to that party, with Adams?’

‘No,’ Briar lies, opening the last cupboard and finding an entire, slightly dented box of Simply Strawberry, which will probably be disgusting. On the plus side, removing the box reveals a small, dusty two-cup cafetière. They’re just one bag of coffee grounds away from experiencing joy again.

‘Hmmm. Well, it’ll be quiet round here until lunchtime, and then the quiet will abruptly stop.’

‘Am I allowed to use the gym?’ Briar says, daring to hope. ‘The one on campus?’

‘I can’t imagine anyone would care.’

Katie gives them directions. Come nine o’clock, Briar is mechanically loading up grainy grey plates over a squat rack, the way they’ve done hundreds of times before. They’ve missed this. It’s not that they haven’t been getting any heavy lifting in - spending about seven hours a day in the attic is certainly a workout - but there’s something different about falling back into a familiar routine.

The breathwork, the bunch and burn and release, shaking to failure, the floaty ache in their muscles when an hour is up. The gym smells like disinfectant with a hint of unwashed pubescent boy, but even that is sort of reassuringly normal. The pink soreness in their face and shoulder is just fuel for the fire. Briar’s here seeking pain, after all, even if that’s not how they’d ever word it aloud. There’s no better place to be while angry, no better way to exorcise some of the poison from their system.

It’s like last night has opened the floodgates. Briar just can’t pretend not to care about any of this any more.

Maybe the only person they’ve been fooling is themself. It’s been useful armour, a conscious hardening of the heart over the years every time the memories snuck in, but in less than a week that armour has all been stripped away. There’s new grief, too; the loss of Seb and Temple the first time around had been the disappointments of a child - but the feeling that they’re lost to Briar all over again has more permanence now, because they’re right here, within arm’s reach, but Briar can never have either of them back the way they once were. It hurts, and Briar hates how much it hurts, hates that not even pushing past their limits, straining until they groan aloud, can bring their racing thoughts back under their control.

Afterwards they shower, careful to avoid their stitches, and then go in search of another hitherto unexplored part of Temple: the IT suite, the only access to the internet on the whole campus. Briar hasn’t revisited their Temple research since childhood, but suddenly, armed with all this new and unbearable knowledge, they desperately want to know what the world thinks is happening behind these walls.

Finding it requires entering the east wing, which is reached from the main building by way of the cloisters, which might be Briar’s favourite part of the school other than the library. If they’d studied here, they’d have loved sitting on the benches in the courtyard, the one under the oak tree a particular favourite. On a grey day like this Briar can almost picture how life would be here in autumn, crisp and bright, scholars kicking their way through a golden carpet of leaves on their way to classes, swaddled in their scarves.

No, Briar reminds themself. You’d have been fighting for your life to survive here, not reading under oak trees in a fucking scarf.

The east wing is dark and quiet, Briar’s footsteps echoing off the flagstones. There’s an actual gargoyle halfway down the hall, mouth agape, perpetually threatening to spew its guts into the dry fountain bowl below. It doesn’t feel like the right place for an IT suite, but eventually, Briar finds the door. Locked, of course, but Briar came armed with keys.

Inside it’s grey-carpeted, and has that comforting warm plastic smell and the steady, low background hum of machinery. The computer literacy posters tacked on the walls look decades old. Did you know you can copy and paste information using this one simple trick? Briar boots up one of the struggling desktops and discovers that they need a login ID. They go to the adjacent office - also locked, also not a problem - and find a small laminated piece of card with admin credentials tucked behind a keyboard.

They open a browser and try a search engine.

Blocked.

Social media?

Blocked.

Email, blocked. YouTube, blocked. In fact, it turns out that the only sites available are saved as shortcuts: the school’s library system, digital academic archives, and Temple email, which Briar can only assume is internal-only.

Briar has seen scholars clutching work written by hand, but now they wonder if everything is analogue. Part of the secrecy that keeps Temple separate from the outside world.

It’s like hitting a physical wall. Maddening, how much it feels like having part of your brain switched off. They’ll have to drive out somewhere, sit parked up in a turning place with signal if they want any more answers.

Briar takes a wrong turn on their way back towards Eden. So many of the hallways look the same here that it takes them a while to realise, by which point they’ve made two more turns, gone past a wet floor sign coated in dust and reached the dead end of a corridor, a small nondescript door set into pitted stone. Briar wouldn’t have paid it any mind, except for the fact that it’s got a hand written note on it that says OUT OF ORDER.

What’s out of order? The door? Whatever’s beyond the door? Briar scans the frame for a symbol, as they’ve become accustomed to doing, and only finds an uneven notch in the stone that looks intentionally chipped away, cracks protruding from the top.

They try some of the oldest keys from their ring with no luck, then pick through the others, trying to find a match.

There’s one that’s a warm bronze colour, the same finish as the lock; it looks almost mouldy, and Briar realises it’s the key they found in the attic briefcase, carried around in a back pocket and then slipped onto their ring at the end of the day. It sticks at first, and Briar is about to give up when on a final hard jiggle it clicks into place and turns, the door cracking open in a shower of rust.

Inside it’s completely dark apart from a single, narrow crack of horizontal light on what must be the far wall. Briar fumbles for the light switch; when they find it, it takes a moment for the overhead to come on, like it’s being awoken from a long slumber.

It’s an office. A beautiful office. The room is octagonal with high ceilings, a small fireplace to the left, a desk tucked into the opposite wall, tall bookshelves and squashy sofas overseen by floral oil paintings. It looks like the base of a tower, although they’ve got no idea where the stairs to ascend might be. There’s a small sink over by the desk, a flannel on a hook ossified solid. The blinds are closed over every small, arched window, the only slit of light coming in where one hasn’t quite met the bottom of the sill.

For all its beauty, the room is a mess. Books absolutely everywhere, the bin upturned, papers and belongings strewn across the dark rug. Eerier still is the fact that everything’s covered in a thick layer of dust. It looks like the aftermath of some natural disaster, a life interrupted. Somebody got up from this desk expecting to come back, left the room and never returned. The remains of that person’s lunch are still sitting by the clunky keyboard: chequered sandwich wrapping, a collapsed smear of something brown and slimy that might once have been fruit, an open packet of crisps that looks like it was only half-eaten when it was abandoned.

Gas leak? Carbon monoxide poisoning? Briar goes to the desk, bends over the papers there and eventually finds the school newsletter open next to the crisps, dated July 1998. The calendar hanging askew from a nail driven into the wall corroborates this.

Thirty years. Briar lingers over the desk, trying not to touch anything. There’s a Japanese cat figurine with one paw raised, a sparse thank-you card (‘To Robert, thanks for everything, from Sarah’), Post-its in various faded neons lining the monitor with notes written in illegible, spiky handwriting. The computer itself has been removed, the cables left dangling. It seems strange that someone might have come back to appropriate office equipment but not bothered to throw out the rotting banana.

There’s a blanket and a pillow on the largest sofa, and Briar finds slippers under the desk. Robert slept in his office sometimes. From the look of his books, he seems to have been an anthropologist with wide-ranging interests: language, borders, war. The longer Briar spends in the room, the less they feel as if someone is about to walk in and tell them off for disturbing it; emboldened, they open drawers, discover a few notebooks, AA driving maps and old packets of mints.

The most surprising find is behind the closed gilt Edwardian doors of the lower reaches of one of the bookshelves, the tiny key sitting ready in the even tinier lock: fantasy novels. Tolkien, Le Guin, Pierce, Pratchett, Jacques. Briar slides a well-thumbed copy of The Light Fantastic off the shelf and discovers that it’s signed, dedicated To Robert. Briar touches the signature gently. It’s been so long since they even allowed themself to hold a book like this, as if whimsy might be a surface contaminant.

Briar has warmed to this stranger immediately, thinking of him settling down by the fire with a book about elves or magic schools in this forgotten corner of the actual magic school where he teaches. They take a seat in the scarlet-and-cream wingback armchair, the mess of the room out of view, and carefully turn the yellowed pages until they reach the book’s first sunrise.

Briar doesn’t mean to read for so long. It feels like they’re doing something deliciously illicit, falling back into an addictive habit that must be bad for them if it feels this good. Eventually a crow caws throatily close by, and Briar is startled into sense, puts the book hurriedly back on the shelf and closes the cabinet doors. On their way out, they step on something that crunches underfoot, and when they look down they see what it is: a pair of round glasses, not unlike Briar’s own beside their bed.

For some reason this turns their stomach as much as if they’d stepped on some small, fragile animal.

They quietly exit the room and lock the door behind them, making sure that the OUT OF ORDER sign is still stuck firmly in place, and get lost again twice on their way back to Eden.

Hadley sounds confused and a little sleepy when Briar calls on Sunday, despite the fact that it’s past midday.

‘Jones?’ she says, as if she’s not sure she’s heard them right. ‘You’re calling me?’

‘Yes,’ says Briar. Then their confidence falters. They’d wanted to speak to someone who would tell it to them straight, but Hadley’s directness often scalds. ‘Sorry.’

‘No, it’s whatever, I was just . . . I was asleep, and Sophie thought it would be funny to wake me up by putting her gum in my mouth, so I sucked it down my chute and nearly died.’

‘Right. I just wanted to talk to you about some . . . school stuff.’

‘Talking? Ugh,’ she says. ‘Look, fine, I do owe you one, but you get . . . an hour, and then we’re square. I don’t even like any of this scholarly stuff, you should ask West - he’s the one wasting his life thinking about it.’

‘Westby’s in a bad mood.’

‘He’s depressed, Jones, you don’t have to be such a baby about it. Meet me here in about an hour. I’d rather die than go outside today.’

Briar hasn’t been inside Cavendish yet. It’s nice; bland on the outside, more blatantly modern than the other buildings because the concept of girls clearly hadn’t occurred to the faculty until quite recently, but the interiors are actually quite chic. The floors are warm herringbone wood, the walls painted tasteful off-white that’s intentional rather than just grubby like in some of the other houses. The common room has been better looked after, too; some of the cream and berry-coloured furniture is fuzzy with use, the walls a bit scuffed by the door, but otherwise it’s neat and cosy.

There are small groups of girls gathered in the seating areas, outfitted in leggings and tracksuits and Uggs, but there’s a Sunday sleepiness to everything, so that even the laughter and the chatting is muted. When Hadley walks in with Briar, everybody glances up, and Hadley rolls her eyes.

‘You know you’re not allowed to bring . . .’ one of the scholars, a soft brunette with impeccable coppery highlights, starts to say - but then she clearly falters, trying to categorise what Briar is and why exactly they should be barred from the building, and gives up. Briar wonders if they should be flattered. Categorised as an oddity by both the girl and boy scholars - a great and inconvenient success.

‘I can do what I like,’ Hadley says. Nobody seems inclined to disagree with this. The younger scholars look scared of her, the older ones mildly disgusted. She flops down in one of the ribbed velvet tub chairs in the corner, set apart from everybody else, and Briar takes the floral one next to it. Hadley’s wearing an enormous, faded men’s rowing jumper and a pair of sci-fi looking leggings with toothy cutouts webbed over with fine mesh. Yesterday’s eyeliner is smeared soft and grey under her lower lashes and gathered in clumps by her tear ducts. Her slinky chain necklace could either be outrageously expensive or cheap tat; as she’s such a contrarian, Briar suspects the latter.

Conversation resumes. Somebody turns on the radio, the reception patchy, and immediately lowers the volume when the hungover contingent protest.

‘God, your face looks like shit. Okay, go. No, wait.’ Hadley gets back up, goes to the vending machine and comes back with a Diet Coke. ‘Okay, now go.’

Briar barely knows where to start. ‘So . . . I know what the Work can do now.’

‘Ha,’ says Hadley. ‘Yeah. Well, you know how some people use it.’

‘It’s fucked up.’

‘Not always. But . . . almost always.’

‘My first day, Tate said it wasn’t actually very powerful. He said the best he could do was make someone happy to see him.’

‘Tate was lying,’ says Hadley matter-of-factly, taking a long pull of her Coke. ‘I mean, not lying, he’s just - look, people choose their specialisms, and even after that there are different kinds of powerful. You have to prove you’re willing to put the work into something to be let into the advanced classes in your final years. I mean, some people work so hard for some reason, and they’re still not allowed in. There are supplementary texts in this school that only about ten people will have read in every graduating class.’

‘But . . . what’s in them?’

‘I don’t know. You’re not allowed to know the details unless you make it into those seminars. Like you said, it’s fucked up.’

‘So Alistair Buckingham—’

‘Oh, yeah, he’s in them. They call that specialism Conduct, which is hilarious. Guess they couldn’t exactly call it Evil Bidding. Lasseter is too, for Magnetism, as you found out. Tate should be in them, he’s really good, but his specialism is Ease, and none of the plods care much about that.’

‘Oh,’ says Briar. ‘So what’s your specialism?’

‘That’s a very personal question.’

‘You just told me everybody else’s.’

‘That’s different. Those weren’t personal to me, specifically.’

‘Well, what are some hypothetical examples, then?’

‘Conduct is like . . . when someone tells you to do something, you think it’s a good idea. Magnetism is a general attraction to a person. They’re both really tricky. There’s Attention, which is self-explanatory, means people listen to you; Example, which means people will follow your lead - I mean, it does what it says on the tin. But within each speciality, you can interpret things slightly differently. Attention can mean you pay better attention. Recollection makes you memorable, although there’s the inverse of that, too. Westby tried to be a generalist and it’s completely fucked him over, so now he’s spending all his time trying to write a new Working - which is crazy - instead of getting particularly good at one that already exists. He’s going to fail.’

‘What happens if you fail?’

Hadley picks at the tab on her can, pulling and releasing so that it makes a dull, aluminium plinking sound. ‘Depends on what he wants to do next. But he’s an actual scholar. Most people are just interested in how much the Work can help them; they’re all heading off to Oxford or whatever to do something normal. West doesn’t care about that. He really wants to understand how it’s all put together, poor idiot lamb.’

‘What’s he writing?’

‘Doesn’t matter, ’cos it won’t work. It takes more than one lifetime to write one of those things. You have to hope somebody wants to pick it up after you, keep it going, and that they’re perfectly aligned with your scholarly vision. West says people used to live like monks, working on them in their cells. And even after all that it might end up all shitty and broken. It’s not an exact science, no matter how much West wants it to be. Did Alistair Buckingham try to fuck you?’

‘What?’ Briar startles out of academic reverie to stare at her. Hadley shrugs.

‘I don’t remember much about Friday, sorry. Just taking a stab.’

‘No,’ Briar says. ‘I mean. I really don’t think so. He just wanted to humiliate me.’

‘Little baby,’ says Hadley. ‘Those things are so not mutually exclusive.’

‘I know,’ Briar says. Anger flares, and they say, slightly too loudly, ‘But I mean, fuck isn’t really the word, is it? Considering the fact that I literally couldn’t say no.’

‘All right, calm down,’ Hadley says, glancing over at the nearest cluster of girls. ‘I get it. Obviously I get it. I’ve been here for seven years.’

‘So how do you stop them from . . . ?’

‘I carry a knife.’ Briar can’t tell if she’s joking.

‘And what about when Alistair tells you to drop your knife? Could you stop him?’

‘Jesus, okay. It’s Sunday, Jones, I should still be asleep.’ She narrows her eyes and presses the pad of her thumb into the sharp edge of the can hole, lowering her voice. ‘You’re meant to go everywhere in pairs, at least. Ideally bigger groups. It’s not official policy but the Dame’s pretty hardcore about it when you start. You suss out the dangerous ones best you can, make sure everyone knows. And . . . and then sometimes you just have to hope that you’re not hooking up with a prick.’

‘But how can you know?’

‘Well, you can’t. But the only other choice is not to come to Temple. I mean, that was my preferred option, but I was overruled. It’s either . . . come here and put up with it, get a slice of power, or go hungry. Everybody knows this is basically just a shitty gentlemen’s club. They only let girls in at all so that Templetonians could pick out wives who can do the Work, keep the bloodlines strong.’

‘Is that true?’

‘I don’t know. Some baroness kicked off, I think, about getting her daughter in. And people were always worried that the men would tell their ordinary wives too much, and the wives wouldn’t understand how important it is to keep the secret and would gossip, because that’s what women are for.’

Briar watches a girl of about twelve apply her lip gloss, using the black screen of her cherry-encased phone as a mirror. ‘So if they married women who weren’t scholars before, how do we know they weren’t . . . Working on them? ’

‘Guess we don’t.’

‘Fuck. Okay. So . . . what happens when people break the law, using the Work?’

‘There aren’t any laws that cover the Work.’

Briar blinks at her. She’s holding the can to her mouth, now tonguing absent-mindedly at the sharp edge of the hole.

‘Okay, well, the rules, then. What if someone takes something too far? Here, or after graduating?’

‘There aren’t really any rules, either.’

Briar doesn’t understand. ‘So who . . . enforces anything? What stops people from hurting each other?’

‘I’m running out of ways to say nothing. Nada, zilch, nought. Fuck all.’ She relents slightly. ‘There’s one rule, and it’s to keep Temple’s secrets. That’s as good as a law. If you break that, you’re fucked. You can’t tell anyone, or draw too much attention to yourself. If you hurt someone at school, you might end up having to sit in mediation to work it out. They make you shake hands. But if you’re besties with the board of governors, they won’t even do that much.’

What had Briar expected? Magically binding contracts to smite the wicked? An elite task force of occult police, bursting SWAT-style into the houses of malefactors?

Maybe not. But not nothing.

‘So what if you . . . kill someone?’ they ask slowly.

Hadley laughs hollowly. ‘If you kill someone, and you’re sloppy and the police investigate, you might be hauled in for murder. But why would you get caught in the first place, if you can do the Work? And even if you are caught - the Minister for Crime, half the High Court judges and the Chancellor of the Exchequer are all Old Templetonians. If the board likes you, they’ll pull the right strings without even having to bother Working.’

Hadley is speaking hypothetically. She must be. ‘You make it sound like the Illuminati.’

‘Did you ever think there might be a reason so many people believe in all that stuff?’

Briar shakes their head. ‘Because . . . I don’t know, because house paint used to have a lot of lead in it?’

‘Well, okay. That too.’

There’s a burst of laughter over by the door: three girls bent around a phone, peering at a picture, taking it in turns to yank it closer like gulls squabbling for half a bagel. They look very fragile to Briar suddenly, not because they’re girls, but because they’re human - soft shoulders and narrow collarbones, thin skin, everything about them so breakable in the wrong hands.

Hadley is affecting nonchalance right now, but Briar knows that’s not how she really feels. They saw the fury in her eyes after Westby was shot. Briar’s probably been walking around with that same look on their face ever since Alistair asked them to kneel.

‘What are you planning to do?’

Hadley stretches indulgently. ‘Right now? Go back to bed.’

‘No, I mean to Mons. Buck and . . . the others.’

‘Voice down, please,’ Hadley hisses, even though Briar barely spoke above a mutter. ‘It wouldn’t be smart to tell you, would it? I’m not sloppy.’ Briar must twitch slightly, because she shrugs and says, ‘Well, not about this.’

‘I’m in,’ Briar says urgently.

Hadley rolls her eyes. ‘You don’t even know what you’re getting in on.’

‘I don’t care. I’ll help. With . . . with Sebastian Wolfe, too, if I can.’

Hadley’s eyebrows disappear entirely under her fringe. ‘I can’t promise you won’t get hurt.’

Briar’s already been hurt. When people tried to beat the strangeness out of them at secondary, it hadn’t made them any less queer - just more determined. Fists and fire might not be enough to strike back here at Temple, but if Hadley’s planning revenge, Briar is prepared to do the heavy lifting.

‘I don’t care.’

‘You will care,’ says Hadley. She gets up, chugs the rest of her Coke and then crumples the can in her hand and tosses it in the direction of a bin, which she misses by about a foot. Briar itches to pick it up and put it in the recycling bin. ‘But I admire your pig-headedness, and your gumption, even if you’re doing it out of some misguided sense of heroism. My people will call your people. Keep your head down a bit in the meantime, so you don’t get it knocked off before we’ve even begun. You might think you’re keeping it all zipped-up, Jones, but you’re so loud. I can read your thoughts without a lick of magic. Do not recycle my Coke can.’

Briar waits for ten seconds after she disappears into the hallway and then does recycle her Coke can.








14 Small Declarations of War

On Monday, Briar fills Eugenia’s truck with furniture broken beyond repair and makes their much-anticipated trip to the tip bright and early. The countryside soars today, the sparrows swooping over the hedgerows as if they’re racing the car, the sky wide and clear. On the way back, they pick up two bags of ground coffee at a farm shop and then stop at the tiny pharmacy, where the card machine refuses to work no matter where the very exasperated blonde pharmacist waves it. In the end, Briar pays with cash, and leaves with a paper bag full of sertraline labelled for Crispin Charles Yeats Westby.

They’re planning to stop when signal is strongest so that they can run a few searches on Temple with fresh eyes, but a couple of miles from the school, their phone starts to ring. Briar pulls over next to a field full of baleful brown-and-white Hereford cattle to answer.

‘Oh my God, you picked up! Sean, I’ve got Briar.’ Some shuffling as Sean is retrieved and Briar is put on speaker. ‘How are you? Why won’t you text me back? Are they nice? You forgot your raincoat!’

‘I’m okay,’ Briar says, fiddling with the fan vents. ‘I’ve got no signal. I told you.’

‘But there must be somewhere you can go to make a call?’ There is, of course, but she doesn’t need to know that. Briar loves her, but loving her and wanting to call her are two completely different things. ‘Where are you now?’

‘Out. Running errands.’

‘What sort of errands? What’s the school like? I know you signed that contract, but you can tell me.’

Legally, Briar definitely can’t tell her, and they don’t think much of what’s happened would go over well with her even if they did feel like bending the law. Seb is here. He’s evil now. They’ve been torturing me for fun. I’ve got three stitches in my face. Don’t worry, I’m planning my revenge.

‘I really can’t. But it’s fine. You saw the ad, just lots of heavy lifting. How’s home?’

She sighs. ‘All right, keep your secrets, but when you get back, I’ll hold the cat hostage until you tell me.’ There’s a pause, and Briar can imagine her sharing a look with Sean. She worries about Briar too much. There’s always an edge to her well-meaning questions. It irritates Briar in ways they can’t explain. ‘All fine here.’

This doesn’t quite ring true. ‘Yeah?’

‘Well, Mick has to leave next week because they called him offshore sooner than he was expecting, but we’ve got a couple of neighbour kids learning the ropes and they’re . . . mostly useful.’

This sentence conceals a vast drama that must have been unfolding over the past few days, and Briar feels a tug of guilt, not just for taking this job and ditching the farm for the summer, but because of the university offers squatting like landmines in their inbox. They had applied with the vague hope that maybe the financial and logistical situation at home might have changed by the time results came in August. Maybe Sean’s back would magically heal; maybe some distant relative they’d never heard of would die and leave Briar’s mum enough money to keep everything ticking along indefinitely.

It’s not looking particularly likely. So maybe Briar will have to take that gap year. Maybe they won’t get the grades for any of their uni offers anyway, and the decision will be taken out of their hands. It all seems so inconsequential at the moment. At Temple, it’s easy to forget that most people make do with an ordinary life. In a few weeks, reality is going to hit hard.

‘I can come back if you need me,’ Briar says, because that’s what they’re supposed to say.

‘Don’t be silly, we’re fine,’ Briar’s mum says firmly. ‘The cat keeps leaving decapitated mouse heads on your pillow, it’s very sweet. She misses you.’

‘Lovely.’

‘And the cows miss you too, of course.’

Briar glances out of the window at the heifer standing by the gate, her pink nose wet with dew as she chews the cud, and hates the stab of revulsion they feel for their life. It’s not fair. There’s so much to love about it, parents and friends and even the cows - who had loved Briar just the same before and after certain cataclysmic gender revelations - but once again it’s as if they’re seeing it through the eyes of a scholar. Sad. Meagre. Small.

Briar says, ‘I’ve got to go,’ and ignores the disappointment in their mum’s voice when she says ‘Okay’, then says hi and bye to Sean in one breath, and drives back to Temple a little faster than they’d driven away, all research plans forgotten.

There’s no answer at Westby’s dorm room, but the door is unlocked, so Briar leaves the paper bag on his bed and throws a discarded jumper over the top for privacy. They make their coffee on the dresser in their room with the care and precision of a religious ceremony, settling down on the bed to drink it, savouring every dark drop.

Afterwards, Briar feels imbued with purpose. They need to make the most of their time here. Hadley’s got a plan. The job listing had said four to six weeks. One week down, but Briar’s not muddling through any more. Their eyes are wide open. A lot can happen in a month.

Upstairs, the attic is actually starting to look like somebody’s been actively trying to clear it. Briar might even go so far as to say they’ve made a dent.

They’re sorting through some loose papers with single-minded determination when something occurs to them, and they spend too long searching back through the piles, panic rising as they worry they might have already thrown it away.

Eventually they find it: the briefcase that had held the key to the abandoned office. Everything inside is just as had been, but this time it all has fresh significance. The half-empty packet of disintegrating tissues. The box of mints. The handwritten notes, still illegible. The threadbare wallet, which contains one credit card, the ID tag from a cat’s collar and one very faded driver’s license belonging to Robert Michael Parker, born in 1961. The picture is just a blurry outline of a man now, the suggestion of dark hair and glasses. Briar can’t tell if they’re the same ones now lying broken on the floor of the office.

The lack of instant internet access grates once again. They think about asking Eugenia, but when she appears later that day to ask Briar for a favour, the driver’s license sits unmentioned in their pocket.

Five framed oil paintings Briar uncovered stacked together under a blackened sheet on their second day have apparently been greeted with much excitement by the headmaster, Mr Ward. He’s had them cleaned, and asked that they be hung in the Eden common room. This means that Briar is forced to awkwardly angle a stepladder through the door and shuffle it around the scholars, who have finished their lessons for the day and are lounging, perching and hanging off every surface in the room, chattering at full volume.

Briar has to ask one scholar to move three times, and is soundly ignored. Finally, they give up and just start pushing the chair he’s sitting in out of the way.

‘Do you mind?’ the boy says plummily, looking almost nauseated with disdain.

‘Not at all,’ Briar says, continuing to push until they can fit their stepladder through the gap.

Most of the paintings are of elderly white men wearing velvet capes and pointing at things in their laps, but there is one nice pastoral piece with an air of Constable about it that Briar enjoys staring at while they measure, hammer and hang.

It’s impossible not to eavesdrop. Most of the noise is rowdy background clamour, but occasionally Briar catches a sentence that makes sense.

‘We might have to reshuffle the slut rankings for the year,’ one of the boys says, sitting only a few feet from Briar’s ladder, his legs dangling over the edge of the once-red armchair. ‘She had long odds, but I think she’ll win by a nose.’

‘By a leg,’ one of the other boys adds, and they all titter approvingly. Oh, how Briar hates them.

‘I’m not sure. I don’t think it can outdo fucking faculty.’

‘Well, the thing is, mate, I don’t believe that actually happened.’

‘Believe what you like, it’s true. Actually, Macaulay will know. Macaulay! Come here. What was it you were saying about Watson?’

Briar stills, the hammer going slack in their hand so rapidly that they almost drop it. Hadley Watson?

‘Watson? Oh, right. Yeah, she’s going out with a plod,’ says Macaulay, a red-haired, freckled boy with cherubic features and a nasty, pleased slant to his mouth as he speaks. ‘I know she is, because Derbyshire told Lucy, and Lucy told me. You didn’t hear it from me, though, because I swore to Lucy I wouldn’t tell anyone, and I’m on my last chance with her as it is. Have you got a quid? I want a Fanta.’

‘No.’

‘Tightwad. Don’t tell Lucy. I mean it.’

Briar makes too much noise dragging the stepladder away, a shrill scrape of metal against floor, and the scholars clap their hands to their ears and complain loudly as they pass.

Tate had said that Hadley’s boyfriend was older, but Christ. Briar thinks of the faculty they’ve seen in the dining hall, walking to class - more than half of them are grey-haired and stooped, at least triple Hadley’s age. Is she even eighteen yet? Or is this just one more rule from the outside world that doesn’t exist within these walls?

Later that evening, Briar walks into the refectory at the very end of the last dinner shift at the exact moment Seb is leaving. It’s a coincidence of such dramatic and unfortunate proportions that Briar’s instinct is to laugh. They keep it in check.

Seb’s hair is tied back at the nape of his neck, with the kind of casual, conspicuous softness that Briar can’t imagine any other boy getting away with in a school like this. He’s wearing an open, soft charcoal hoodie over his school shirt, no waistcoat or tie, a thin, dark scab running down the right side of his forehead, so fine it’s like a crack in a screen. It looks painfully livid against his pallid skin. Briar remembers something an art teacher once told them, that there is no true white in the world, that it’s always made up of a patchwork of different colours. Today Seb’s skin looks mostly grey, but there’s raw pink around his eyes, mauve in the shadows beneath them, sickly chartreuse and blue where his veins skim close to the surface.

Briar wants to hurt him.

It shocks them, that rush of feeling, not a general anger but a specific desire to inflict pain. Back in the day, Sean once said that Seb had ‘one of those faces’; he’d meant vulnerable, achingly sincere, easy to bully. Briar’s mum had been furious at him for saying it.

But Seb’s different now. It’s not vulnerability that Briar wants to pick at - it’s the opposite. The cruelty. The sneering indifference. The stupid, affected, sulky downturn to his mouth.

As if he can read Briar’s thoughts - and it always seemed like he could, when they were kids - the veneer breaks. His mouth falls open slightly, his eyes widen that same fraction of a fraction. He’s looking at Briar’s forehead, the bruises, the swelling, the stitches. Briar stares back at him, daring him to say something.

When he doesn’t, Briar breaks instead. ‘Checking your handiwork?’

The noise of the refectory and the feeling of scholars pushing past recedes, until all Briar is doing is hating Seb, waiting for him to answer.

‘What?’

‘All thanks to you and your friend.’

His mouth works. ‘That was hardly his fault.’

‘Sure. I was just on my knees in your sociopaths’ clubhouse of my own free will.’

‘I don’t think anybody actually invited you to that party, Briar,’ Seb shoots back, just as quickly. Briar’s heart thrills strangely at hearing their name in his mouth. He’s back to cold and calculating, but his eyes aren’t quite keeping up. He’s definitely bothered by the fact that Briar is here. Maybe it undercuts his authority, to regularly come face to face with somebody who was there the day he made himself a wig out of cooked pasta and called himself Lady Spaghetti for the rest of the evening.

‘Right. So it’s my fault, is it? Anybody who wanders in gets what they deserve. Me, those fifth-year girls—’

‘Fifth-year girls?’ Seb says, like he’s never heard of the concept.

‘Do you think you get a pass for being so fucking vacant you can pretend you don’t notice?’

This is maybe a little too loud. A hush falls over the nearest table, the scholars there suddenly paying rapt attention. Briar pictures the two of them standing there, how it must look on the outside: some random member of staff nobody’s ever heard of squaring up to one of the most powerful scholars at Temple.

Seb’s head is tilted to the side, his eyes narrowed. ‘Careful. I don’t think someone so expendable has any business picking fights on school grounds.’

Briar takes a step closer. Seb’s breath catches. ‘Oh, yeah?’

‘I already told you that you shouldn’t be here.’

His voice has dipped low and dangerous, and it’s making Briar’s nerves itch. It’s like he’s a natural irritant; everything about him pushes Briar closer and closer to the edge. ‘Is that a threat?’

‘A threat?’ Seb’s gaze is boring into Briar’s skull, uncomfortably steady. ‘It’s just the truth, even if you can’t accept it. You didn’t get in. It’s been seven years and for some reason you still can’t let it go. You had your tantrum - now, if you know what’s good for you, it’s time to grow up and go home. There’s nothing for you here.’

Briar’s hand is on Seb’s chest before either of them have time to blink. Palm flat on his ridiculous, expensive hoodie, a bit violent in the landing, not quite a shove but definitely crossing a line. It feels like an echo of something, a sick lurch of déjà vu.

The entire refectory goes deathly quiet. Seb looks down at Briar’s arm, then back up again, making piercing eye contact that only makes Briar’s anger burn brighter.

Seb’s forehead is bleeding. Briar had been sure that the cut was scabbed over, but the single drop of blood inching down his brow is proving them wrong.

The cut on their own forehead seems to be stinging in sympathy. They remove their hand from Seb’s chest to investigate, and their fingertips come back scarlet.

‘Seb,’ Briar says stupidly. ‘What—?’

Seb is looking at them with wild eyes now, almost on the verge of panic. ‘That’s not my name,’ he hisses, backing up. ‘Stay away from me.’

Briar reaches for him - to demand answers, to force him to stay and reckon with Briar’s anger - and leaves three fingers of blood smeared across the crisp white of his shirt front as he twists away.

Noise erupts immediately all over the refectory. Briar looks up, startled, at the scholars loudly and obviously discussing this new development, and in the sea of hungry faces spots Hadley and the others at a far table, watching. Tate gives Briar a faint wave, and Briar puts their head down and marches over to the empty seat next to him.

‘Great job keeping your head down,’ Hadley says, licking jam off a teaspoon. ‘You could be an international super-spy.’

Tate hands Briar a napkin for their bleeding brow, and Westby silently slides an untouched bowl of rice pudding across the table.

‘Why is it always so fraught between you two?’ asks Tate. ‘Are you exes or something?’

Briar chokes on their first mouthful of gloopy rice. ‘No.’

‘But you’ve kissed,’ Tate says, not phrasing it as a question.

Briar is about to say no, but this isn’t strictly true. They’d been ten, that day Seb had insisted they run away together, when he was collapsed in the brambles with a sprained ankle refusing to get back up - in that long, horrible pause before he’d allowed Briar to haul him to his feet, with no idea how to make any of this better, Briar had held him and been clung to in return; stroked his hair, kissed his forehead, his cheeks, and eventually his bloodied mouth.

Maybe Seb had kissed Briar too. It’s lost to time, the memory blurred around the edges. They were just kids. It didn’t mean anything. Most of all Briar remembers the panic, and salt in their mouth, and wanting to shake the world apart to stop Seb from hurting ever again.

Tate interprets this silence as confirmation. ‘So it wasn’t a very good kiss, then.’

‘We were ten,’ Briar says uncomfortably. ‘Did you see he was bleeding?’

‘I think you should be more concerned with the fact that you’re bleeding.’

Hadley pushes her plate away. She’s fresh-faced today, and Briar can see the light sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her nose, which she must ordinarily take great pains to conceal.

‘Second Trial this week,’ she says quietly. ‘Jones is in. What about you two?’

Tate and Westby exchange a look.

‘Briar’s coming?’ Tate says slowly. ‘Are you sure that’s the best idea?’

Briar bristles immediately. ‘It was my idea.’

They’ve felt helpless before. At ten, using Sean’s computer to search the word ‘depression’, diligently writing down the results in the hope that they might find some answer to Seb’s black moods. Watching the letterbox all week after Seb’s letter came, the scruffy, empty doormat burning into their retinas. At secondary school, alone and afloat, alienated by what felt like an innate strangeness long before they could put it into words.

No more. If there’s any chance of thwarting Bastian and his friends, Briar is going to be a part of it.

‘Well, I doubt that very much, but all right.’ Westby looks worried. Briar tells themself that’s probably just the natural arrangement of his face. ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Watson?’

‘I’m doing something,’ Hadley says. ‘We’ve talked about this for years. I’m done talking. Last chance to stop a fascist in his infancy and change the course of history forever.’

After that, there’s nothing more to argue about.








Book Two: The Liar








15 What Might That Be Like?

Exam fever grips the school during Briar’s second week. This is confusing, at first - Briar’s exams were over back in June, and students at Temple are required to sit the same papers, if they intend to pursue higher education - until Westby explains that this is a second set of thaumaturgical exams, split into theoretical papers and physical demonstrations. It’s slightly hard to make out what he’s saying, because he’s lying face down on his bed as he speaks.

‘Think of the champagne breakfast,’ Tate says comfortingly, from where he’s hunched over his own revision at Miller’s desk. To Briar: ‘They put it on for us in the great hall when exams are done.’

‘I can have champagne any time, Adams. I can’t get these brief snatches of my youth back.’

Briar, still reeling from the concept of a school-sanctioned champagne breakfast, is confused. ‘But . . . you love studying.’

‘Terrible simplification. I don’t love studying, I love the genuine pursuit of knowledge. Studying to pass arbitrary exams that only mean something to those vultures on the board of governors is pointless.’

Tate just shakes his head. It’s Tuesday afternoon, tea time, when scholars are encouraged to socialise together while they eat scones in their rooms. On the way down from the attic, Briar spotted harried pips and first-years dashing about with tea trays, jumping to do the older scholars’ bidding. One boy had spilled an entire, piping hot pot of Earl Grey on the carpet, dark splashes on his polyester school trousers and tears brimming in his eyes.

Briar has ostensibly come to West’s room to be filled in on the rest of the Trials, but has so far been twiddling their thumbs and skimming a subscription magazine of Miller’s about steam railways.

Eventually Westby peels himself off the duvet and says, ‘Jones, let’s party,’ and Briar follows him as he limps out of the dorms and out into the grounds, leaning on his stick. There’s a large pond over on the east side of campus, with a filmy jetty and a fluorescent orange life ring standing guard on a pole, indicating occasional sporting use. Today a few scholars are lounging on its banks as if sunning themselves on some far-flung beach, heedless of the actual lacklustre British weather.

‘So first, there’s the Baptism,’ Westby says, as they settle themselves on a bench. ‘You know how that goes. I still don’t like having my head submerged in water to this day. Next is usually the Blessing. You have to stand completely still for five minutes, and the other pips can do anything they like to you. No rules.’

‘Anything?’

Westby winces. ‘Anything.’

‘But what if they decide to be . . . nice?’

‘They do unto others exactly what they’re afraid will be done unto them. If you hold back and then your despotic colleague kicks the living shit out of you, you’d feel hard done by, wouldn’t you? If you’re as horrid as possible, you can’t lose. Weeds a few out early, that one. I think Adams nearly went home, and I can hardly blame him.’

‘Why?’ Briar asks.

Westby adjusts his crested cufflinks. ‘Children,’ he says vaguely, ‘are highly imaginative creatures. The third Trial is sort of ongoing. It’s called the Good Samaritan, and it involves complete and utter servitude. Practice for entering first year. You know, they used to call it fagging. I’m amazed that they’ve stopped.’

Briar watches a group of young scholars mucking about on the far shore of the water. One of them splashes the other; in response, the splashed boy bodily shoves the other so hard that he stumbles and goes under.

‘Then there’s Receiving the Host. Watson puked for hours afterwards, don’t even try to talk to her about it or she’ll punish you thoroughly. After that . . . the Betrayal. That’s purely psychological. Designed to make the pips turn on each other, so they know there’s nobody they can truly trust. And finally, they make you run the Gauntlet. Three nights without sleep, then an obstacle course through the woods, absolutely loaded with traps.’

‘Wait, hold on,’ Briar says, trying to keep track of all this. They’re going to write it down in the Folder later. ‘What’s the Betrayal?’

‘Differs slightly every year. When I was a pip, they called what seemed to be an emergency meeting to say that someone from the incoming class had sent photos of the school to some rag of a newspaper. Everyone was punished, collectively, until people started to fold and dob each other in. Of course, there was no leak.’ Westby sighs. ‘You know, I don’t like talking about all this.’ He says it as if it’s somehow Briar’s fault.

‘Um. Sorry?’

‘I blame Watson for dragging you into it. Do you think your parents would mind terribly if you died?’

It’s a blinder of a non sequitur. Briar blinks back at him, lost for words, until he nods and says, ‘Mmm. Shame.’

‘Come on. Be serious.’

‘I am being serious,’ Westby says tersely. The boy on the other side of the pond has exited, sopping and furious, and dripped away while the others collapse into prolonged hysterics. ‘You think we’re all flouncing around Malory Towers having a rum old time, but underestimating this place would be a grave mistake. Look.’ He lowers his voice, even though there’s nobody at all within earshot. ‘When I was in second year, I was coming back late from the library the night they ran the Gauntlet. That’s the sixth Trial, in the woods. A pip came wandering out of the trees, happy as anything, but there was something . . . odd about him, about the way he was touching his face. I tried to ignore him, but he walked right past me. He was eating a rat.’

Briar frowns. ‘He . . . what?’

‘A rat, Jones. Stuffing it in his mouth like a raspberry croissant. It was alive.’ Briar has never actually felt their stomach turn before, but now it flips and nausea rushes up their throat. ‘Alive and putting up a good fight. It was — Mmm, actually, I can’t talk about it, or I won’t eat for a week. Makes my throat feel funny.’

‘But did he . . . ?’ So many questions. Briar isn’t sure they actually want to hear the answers. ‘Was he okay?’

‘The rat?’

‘No. The pip.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Jones, of course not. He was all . . . bitten up. Rat had taken chunks out of him. They patched him up at the hospital, God knows what it said on his paperwork, but then he . . . he didn’t come back.’

‘He dropped out?’

‘No,’ Westby says, matter of fact, rummaging in his pocket and producing a squashed cling-wrapped sandwich. ‘He killed himself.’

‘What? Fuck. God.’ Briar thinks of the pips running around campus with their anxious expressions and too-shiny shoes. The red-faced boy they’d walked past this morning, struggling to carry a laden tea tray up the stairs, refusing Briar’s mimed offer of help with a frightened shake of his head. They’re just children. Technically most of the scholars are, but the pips are true babies.

The wound on their face throbs, hot and tight.

‘You don’t know the half of it, and nor do I, because a good Templetonian always covers his tracks. I’m sure he wasn’t the first death on the books here, and he won’t be the last. Imagine how much a scholar’s worth - financially, socially, some of these people are in line to the throne, even if they’re a few hundred names down the list - and know that if they’re not safe, you’re practically a freebie.’

‘What if people just say no? Accept their place here but don’t turn up to the Trials?’

Westby has pushed through his revulsion to start eating his sandwich, thick wedges of ham smeared with radioactive mustard, picking out wilted sprigs of parsley with the kind of forensic intensity somebody might employ while excavating the bones of a once-lost civilisation.

‘An administrative error is discovered. Their place at Temple is revoked, effective immediately.’

‘Really?’

‘I don’t joke about administrative errors. Nor should anyone.’

Briar leans back, one arm trailing down the back of the bench, the wood scratchy and warm against their skin. ‘So . . . get hazed or get out.’

‘If you refuse to engage in our ancient traditions, you’re not up to snuff, I’m afraid. Only those willing to vomit on their own trousers or hand-wash someone else’s jizzy socks will be worthy of a seat in government. God, who the hell even likes parsley? Sad little soap leaves.’

‘Well, what if Mons refused to oversee the Trials?’

Westby laughs bitterly, a blob of mustard on his lower lip. ‘Refuse? Their entire ecosystem demands that the Trials happen. They live to serve the board, reap the rewards, then half of them become the board. You’re so sweet, Jones, it’s like trying to explain the art of war to that soft butch mouse, in the dungarees.’ When Briar looks confused: ‘You know. Cartoon. With the bow. Japanese.’

It still takes Briar a moment. ‘Hello Kitty?’

‘Hello Kitty, goodbye, kitty. I have to go to History. Check the board tonight so I don’t have to limp all the way up to your quarters.’

He’s referring to a crumbling corkboard nailed up behind the door in the Eden common room; before the invention of Bluetooth, the primary way to leave messages for other scholars was to scribble something on a scrap of paper and pin it there, and scholars still use it when other methods fail. Most of the notes say things like, Sam S, Elijah called you or someone’s mum keeps calling and asking for Zeus but I told her nobody here has a name as stupid as Zeus. Zeus, call your mum. Katie the Dame weeds the board every day to remove the most creative swearing.

At six, tired and freshly showered, Briar comes downstairs and finds a note from Westby there that just says, Briar – my room.

When Briar knocks for him, he emerges in exactly the sort of honest-to-God sweater vest Briar always imagines him wearing, and then shuts the door behind him with a hard click.

‘Miller’s in there,’ he says glumly. ‘Crocheting. Crocheting a Pokémon. I’m not joking. Seventh bloody generation, I mean, really. By that point, they’re all bin lids with eyelashes.’ He drops his voice to a hush. ‘Besides, I think we’re being watched.’

Briar looks both ways down the empty corridor. ‘Yeah?’

‘Don’t be snide, Jones. I don’t trust Miller, or Watson’s perky roommate, she’s been on and off with a Mon for years, that’s how Hads gets her intel. Adams’s neighbour hates him. We’re just so eavesdroppable in our rooms.’

‘My room?’ Briar suggests.

‘No, I think we need to think outside the dorm. What about your attic? Have you uncovered a chaise or two?’

Briar has, actually, but lingering allegiance to Eugenia stays their key-bearing hand. ‘No,’ they say suddenly. ‘But actually, I do know a place.’

‘Oh, this will do very nicely.’

The office looks different to Briar now that it’s full of people. Embarrassingly dusty, for one thing. They sweep the broken pair of glasses aside with their foot as they enter, feeling like they’re letting the others intrude on something private.

‘Isn’t it a bit . . . creepy?’ Tate says, wrinkling his nose and then sneezing with a pronounced honk. Hadley laughs.

‘Do it again,’ she says, like a toddler, and Tate glares at her and wipes his nose delicately with the back of his hand. He goes to the desk and picks up a mug, the withered remains of a teabag still clinging to the side, and shows it to Westby.

‘Haunted,’ he says, putting it back down. He points at the remains of Robert’s last lunch, the open newsletter, the slippers under the chair. ‘Haunted, haunted, haunted.’

Briar is overwhelmed with a sudden urge to ask if ghosts are real. They suppress it.

Westby leans over the desk. ‘Whose office was this? Robert who?’

Hadley, who has already thrown herself down on the sofa and is watching the dust settle, says, ‘Robert Parker.’

‘How’d you know that?’

‘It’s on his jacket,’ she says, lifting a bundle of worn tweed from under the blanket next to her. ‘Next to this spider. Unless Robert Parker is the spider’s name.’

Tate cringes away. ‘Kill it!’

‘No.’ Hadley lets the spider run across her hand as Tate shudders theatrically; they all watch it traverse the bobbled arm of the sofa and then disappear from view. ‘I can’t kill a man in his own office. Rude.’

Tate is eyeing up the bookshelves warily. ‘Maybe we should just go outside somewhere to talk.’

‘It’s raining,’ Briar points out.

‘Not very hard.’

Westby is rolling up his sleeves. ‘Don’t be silly, Adams, it just needs sprucing. Then think of the possibilities! I’ve always wanted my own study.’ He produces a monogrammed handkerchief from his pocket - CCYW in champagne cursive - and starts wiping at the dust, which comes away in thick, woollen sheets. ‘Look at me, I’m dusting. D’you want to have a go, Watson? You can borrow my hanky.’

Hadley pulls the blanket fully over her head.

Briar does help, ignoring the nagging feeling that they’re tampering with something that should be left untouched, like a grave or a crime scene. The rubbish goes in the bin, books reshelved, miscellaneous desk items pushed aside or piled neatly on the windowsill. Tate manages to crack one of the windows open, and the blinds are pulled up to reveal thickly overgrown foliage outside, leaves pressed against the glass.

‘Have you got a vacuum cleaner?’ Westby asks Briar.

Briar’s hands go to their pockets. ‘What, like, on me?’

‘No, I mean in general. In the world. Is there one in your charge?’ Briar nods. ‘Bring it next time. Although, is it very loud?’

‘We’re miles from anything here,’ Hadley says. She’s unearthed a cricket ball from somewhere, and is throwing and catching it over her head as she reclines. ‘No one to hear us scream. Or scheme. Speaking of, are we done playing house? I’ve got shit to say.’

‘All right,’ Westby says magnanimously, settling himself into the desk chair. ‘Say your shit.’

‘Derbyshire’s done helping me, but I got enough out of her before she zipped. It will be no man’s land on Friday night. Probably the old pool.’

‘Hmmm,’ says Westby. ‘Only one way in, if memory serves.’

‘Yep. Had a look yesterday and somebody’s removed the boarding over the main entrance and then nailed it back in, so that solves that. They’ll be guarding it like Alsatians on meth, but I found a maintenance door round the side, if you can get through the nettles. I bet it leads to the . . . engine room, or the pump house, or . . . whatever the fuck it is that makes pools go. And I bet it leads through to the rest of the building, if you’ve got the right keys.’

Everybody looks at Briar.

‘I’ve got keys.’

Hadley grins triumphantly back at them. Briar can picture her with blood on her teeth.

‘Yes, you most certainly do.’

‘But I can’t give them to anyone else.’

‘We’ll be careful,’ Tate says, from where he’s leaning against the wall, scanning the ceiling for spiders. ‘Scout’s honour.’

Hadley scoffs. ‘You were never a scout.’

‘No, but I do promise to do my best to uphold the Scout values, to do my duty to the King and to help other people, and I do it without the promise of badges. Upholding the Scout values is its own reward.’

‘Sorry,’ Briar says. ‘Convincing, but . . . no.’

‘That’s fine,’ says Hadley, ‘because I think it should be you, anyway. You two.’

Briar’s head wound burns again, like a warning beacon. What if Buck corners them, and this time there’s no exploding window to save the day? What if there’s a rat, and somebody makes them eat it?

But they’d said that they were in. No turning back now.

‘Good,’ Hadley says, when nobody objects. ‘Tate, how’s your phone camera in low light?’

An hour of deliberating and bickering later, they all get up to leave, and Hadley stops Briar with a flick to their elbow.

‘Wait a sec,’ she says. ‘Need to ask you something.’

Briar expects the others to comment on this, but they just file out of the room, Westby peering through a gap in the door first to check the coast is clear. Once they’re alone, Hadley sits down in the vacated office chair and spins a full 360 degrees a few times before speaking, the chair complaining loudly.

‘So you won’t like this,’ she says, grabbing the desk to bring herself to a stop. ‘But it’s a good idea, so I don’t care. Ugh. Spin me the other way.’

‘What?’

‘To reset me or whatever,’ she says, closing her eyes and swaying slightly. ‘All I’ve had to eat today is a bag of Maltesers and a cigarette, I’m going to puke if you don’t spin me the other way. Fucking - do it, quick.’

Briar rolls their eyes, but gives the chair a shove in the other direction.

‘Okay,’ she says, as the motion slows. ‘Better. You need to make up with Bastian Wolfe.’

Briar stares at her. The stitches in their forehead stare at her. ‘Ha ha.’

‘I’m serious. You guys were like, bosom, right? We can’t pass this up, it’s too valuable. You don’t actually have to like him,’ she adds, seeing the expression on Briar’s face. ‘Obviously. Just pretend.’

Hadley doesn’t know what she’s asking. The damage left behind by the quick and brutal end of a friendship so close you’d probably shared the same gut bacteria doesn’t allow for any reasonable imitation of liking them. Love and loathing, and nothing in between. And Briar really does loathe him.

‘I can’t.’

‘Don’t be a baby. It won’t be real. We can try our best to nail them from a distance, but having someone up close when they’re not on guard, and under Wolfe’s protection . . .’ She spreads her hands, an estate agent trying to sell a dream. ‘We can ruin them. All of them. Finally give them a taste of some fucking consequences.’ Briar is going to say no again, but then they brush the stitches on their forehead with their fingers to feel the sting. Consequences. It’s the least he - all of them - deserve.

‘It won’t work,’ they say aloud. ‘He’s not stupid enough to believe I’d just forgive him.’

‘I think he will,’ Hadley says, mouth quirking into a malevolent smile. ‘I bet it’ll be easier than you think. You just need to sell it a bit. Obviously don’t just start fluttering your eyelashes at him and inviting him round for crumpets. Imagine that you’re . . . the version of yourself that could forgive him. Still love him, or whatever. What might that be like?’

When Briar just looks at her, she laughs. ‘I’ve had so much therapy, Jones. But it didn’t take. Later on we can do some EMDR and I’ll tap on your knees until you forget all your major traumas, all right?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Smart,’ she says. ‘None of it fucking works, anyway. Just give it a go, yeah? And don’t tell the other two, because they won’t understand. You and me, we’re going to dispense some justice.’

Briar hates that she already knows the exact right thing to say to get them hooked.






16 Nobody Knows What Powers a Pool

The timings are mostly guesswork. The fact that they could be entirely wrong has not escaped Briar as they sit crouched behind a beige, concrete outbuilding at midnight on Friday in the area the scholars call no man’s land, the walls lightly graffitied and waiting sadly to be demolished.

They’re near the staff car park, in the condemned seventies blocks that somehow look far older and more exhausted than the parts of the school that were built before the discovery of electricity. The idea is that at some point, a hundred pips will be silently quick-marched through the entrance - but they’ve been waiting for half an hour without any signs of life.

‘Is it always like this here?’ Briar asks, their knee bumping against Tate’s as they adjust position. He’s been agitated, jiggling, uncharacteristically grim-faced and serious. ‘So cloak and dagger?’

‘Ha,’ Tate whispers back. ‘No. You caught us at a very strange time.’

‘What’s it like? Normally?’

‘Um.’ Tate shifts. He smells like peppermint today, and he’s wearing a subtly pinstriped black moto jacket that looks far too expensive for mucking about near an old pool. ‘I don’t know. Fine. Hard. Exams have been hell this year, but we get lots of study hours, so when the weather’s nice we go out to the graveyard, or sit by the lake. Sometimes I swim. West spent seventy-two hours straight in the library because he refused to give up the good desk by the window, and we had to stage an intervention to get him to change his pants. We walk to the pub in the village on Fridays. The parties can be good, if we’re invited. We spend a lot of time just the three of us.’ He pauses, rubbing at the skin of his ankle where it’s exposed above his black-and-grey houndstooth socks. ‘I do like it here. The blossom over the moat in the spring. Tea by the fire, especially when it snows. Dressing up for the winter formal. The architecture, all that shit.’ He flashes a smile in Briar’s direction, cheek dimpling, his teeth bright white and perfect. ‘Must be Stockholm Syndrome.’

Eleven-year-old Briar rushes to the surface, hurt, jealous. Yes, there might be some level of delusion required to enjoy all those things about Temple despite the rest, but . . . tea by the fire? Snow dusting the gables and cupolas? Fucking blossom? That’s exactly how they’d always imagined it.

‘No,’ they say. ‘I get it. It sounds nice.’

‘It can be. When no one else is around, you can almost forget.’

There’s a noise from nearby, and both of them freeze, but nobody comes into view. They wait for a long time, listening to the soft hiss of the trees and the distant whooping of some unseen bird.

‘I think they’re already inside,’ Tate whispers suddenly. ‘I think we missed them completely.’

‘You sure?’

‘Nope. But . . . maybe. Yeah. I’m calling it. Let’s go.’

They run at a half-crouch towards the gym complex, and when they reach the thicket of nettles, start wading grimly through. They’re both wearing long trousers for this exact reason, tucked into socks pulled halfway up their calves, but somehow Briar gets stung anyway, and they shiver in the humid night air as they feel creeping pinpricks of acid-bright pain spread up their leg. At the peeling maintenance door, which was once painted cobalt blue and is now marred with craters of rust, Tate shines his phone torch at the lock while Briar takes out the keys and starts shuffling through them.

‘It’s a Yale,’ Tate says. ‘It’ll be yellow brass, to match the lock. Small.’

There are about twenty small yellow Yale keys, and only half of them are legibly labelled. Briar tries to make as little noise as possible as they start methodically working through each one, the process painfully slow. Tate doesn’t say anything, a silent guard, and Briar is grateful. Hadley would have already called Briar a bitch three times by now.

After a couple of false starts, Briar finds the key, its very faded label proclaiming it P MAINTENANCE 1. It’s hard to turn, and the door doesn’t swing open; they have to put their shoulder into it and heave, and the grating screech that results makes both Briar and Tate wince. They wait, breathless - but nobody in a cape appears to kill them, so Briar pulls the door open just a bit wider and together they slip inside.

By the light of Tate’s phone torch, Briar sees large, dusty cylinders and a complicated mass of pipes all crowded against one side of the room, organs in some great, mechanical abdomen. There is an internal door, just as Westby had predicted. Briar fumbles for the keys again, trying to stay quiet, but Tate puts a warm hand on their wrist and then simply . . . tries the handle.

It opens. Briar slowly puts the keys back in their pocket, wedging them in the cushion of toilet roll they’d stashed there to prevent jingling.

‘You can wait around here,’ Tate whispers, barely more than a breath. ‘Keep watch.’

Briar shakes their head vehemently. This is not the moment to hang back. They’re not just the keys guy. They said they were in, and they meant it. Tate might be more than capable of fending for himself, but if there’s any chance that somebody needs to be punched, Briar is going to be the one to do it.

Besides . . . they’re curious. Call it morbid fascination, some failing of character, but even after the atrocities down in that cavern, Briar wants to see this. The second Trial. The Blessing.

‘Idiot,’ Tate whispers, but he’s not angry really. ‘Fine. Stay close. Go slow.’

The hallway beyond the maintenance room is uncanny, the setting of one of those post-apocalyptic, subaquatic video games Kay likes to play in the dark with the volume all the way up. Everything’s crack-tiled and smells like wet Lycra left to rot, the floor sprinkled with evidence of mice and larger intruders: tiny animal shits, discarded Bic lighters and empty cans, too-neat tags Sharpied on the walls. There’s cold light coming from somewhere up ahead, casting blue-green shadows as they walk, and roosting pigeons cooing above them, the sound echoing strangely off the tile.

They’re too exposed here, an unknown number of doorways ahead. Tate takes a chance on the first left and they find themselves in one of the old changing rooms, even more horrifying than the corridor. Part of the ceiling has fallen in, crumbled away to nothing, revealing a dark chasm beyond. Shower taps spew long strings of mineral crust and brown rust down the walls, and there are lumpy shapes under some of the benches. Briar tries not to look too hard at any of them as they walk.

At the opposite end of the room, around a sharp corner, a slowly disintegrating white plastic curtain is still clinging to life, half-obscuring the changing room from the pool beyond. There are voices bouncing off the walls, the space obviously occupied - they can hear some restrained whispering, the nervous shuffling of feet and the murmuring of older scholars in conference with each other.

Tate approaches the curtain with the utmost caution and Briar follows, coming to a stop when the angle is just right to remain hidden with a glimpse of a view. There’s a large, stopped clock looming over the shallow end, the school crest enlarged and painted below, faded now, the skull still leering ominously; half-eaten red-and-white bunting at the five and twenty metre marks sags forlornly, one of the lines cut and trailing. The pool itself is drained, and the pips are crowded up on the side at the deep end by the diving boards. One electric light from an adjoining office badly illuminates the room with a seasick pallor. In other places a few candles burn, but they’re sparing, the glow concentrated in the empty pit of the pool, so that the nervous faces of the eleven-year-old hopefuls are uplit and starkly shadowed.

On the way there, Tate had explained that the evening’s Trial had been updated in the twentieth century, inspired by the work of a Serbian performance artist by the name of Marina Abramović; in the seventies, she’d hired a space, provided an array of objects - including a gun, a rose, a whip - and instructed attendees to use them on her body. She’d stood there for six hours, completely vulnerable to the whims of the public. ‘Someone drank her blood, people touched her, assaulted her. It was fucked up. And some sociopathic Mon back then clearly thought their Trial needed refreshing to add objects instead of just fists and spit, ’cos she was onto a great idea for a children’s game.’

The Blessing had already seemed like a bad idea in theory, but the reality had the potential to be truly monstrous.

‘Off you go,’ somebody says authoritatively from out of view - it’s Alistair though, Briar knows his voice, already hatefully familiar - and everyone starts moving. One by one, the scholars climb awkwardly down into the pool, using the ladder that stops slightly too high and forces them to jump the final foot. One of them turns their ankle on the landing, and another goes to steady them. This sense of comradery will surely be dead within the hour.

What would little Briar have done? Hung back like some of the pips are doing, hugging the wall, desperate for the anonymity of the shadows? Or stepped forward towards the candlelight, eager to prove themself?

At eleven, Briar had already hurt people. Schoolchild scuffles, mostly coming to Seb’s aid, blood shed in his honour. The gang from the village, Jason Page and his cronies. It had felt good to fight back. Briar remembered cracking Jason’s tooth, after he’d made Seb bleed, and thinking, good. Seb had always hated watching.

God. Eleven-year-old Seb, here. He’d have been utterly terrified.

Briar wouldn’t have been able to watch the other pips torture him back then without swift and severe retribution - but if this new stranger Bastian was standing in that pool now, totally at Briar’s mercy, it’d be a lie to say that Briar wouldn’t want to lay their hands on him.

Tate catches Briar’s eye and jerks his chin back the way they came.

‘Other room,’ he mouths. Briar nods, and follows him back out into the murder hallway, in through the neighbouring door to the twin changing room, everything in reverse. It smells much worse in there, like blocked drains and something organic and putrid. The plastic curtain is pulled fully across the door, but it’s conveniently full of ragged holes, just the right size for spying. 

An old-fashioned bell rings poolside, high and clear.

From this angle, Briar can better see the pips in the pool. They’re gathered in a circle around one small, snub-nosed brunette boy who’s standing alone, waiting. A sacrificial lamb with chapped lips and one shoelace untied. On the floor, an array of objects; scissors, a stick, soap, rope.

There’s silence, and then some nervous giggling that’s abruptly cut short. One pip shuffles forward, and the boy in the middle tenses up, his hands fists, but all she does is flick him gently on the ear and then step back into the crowd.

‘Now, this isn’t very much fun, is it?’ Alistair says from outside Briar’s field of vision, sounding extravagantly bored.

Briar finds a different curtain-hole. Through this one, they can see five caped and masked Mons standing at the edge of the pool, foreboding as death. Most of them are entirely anonymised by their uniform, but Briar spots a lock of silvery hair falling carelessly from a hood and can’t look away until one of the other capes hops lightly down into the pool and stalks towards the pips, who scatter like a flock of twitchy birds.

The Mon - presumably Alistair - bends, straightens up, considers their victim with the casual menace of a predator, and then reaches over and grabs him, hard, by the back of the neck. Briar flinches - but a second later the boy has been released. Alistair holds up a pair of scissors in one hand, flashing orange in the candlelight, and a huge hunk of brown hair in the other. He opens his fingers, lets it flutter to the floor of the pool, and then hands his weapon of choice to the nearest pip.

‘Let’s try again - and this time let’s use our fucking imaginations.’






17 A Little Blood, Between Friends

Time slows, Briar’s breath held, body braced for violence. Next to them, Tate is just as tense - but his focus is different, more calculated, and he’s mouthing something under his breath. It must be the Work. Good. Any moment now, all of this will come to an abrupt stop.

It doesn’t, though. The pip holding the scissors, now emboldened, reaches up and clumsily hacks off another piece of hair. A few in the crowd laugh, so he cuts another, taking far more this time, and with less care. The half-shorn boy swallows, hard, and scrunches his eyes shut. Someone else grabs the scissors with a surer hand and keeps cutting, also not being particularly careful. Pips surge forward, grabbing for the scissors, laughing, their spirits rising with a hysterical fervour. Briar knows this feeling. Feeding frenzy.

‘Tate,’ they mutter urgently, and Tate just holds up a hand to beg for silence.

The boy is bleeding from the ear now, a crime-scene splatter of scarlet on his neck and shirt collar, and he’s leaning away from the blades as they dance around his face - but then something changes. His face relaxes entirely, overcome with relief, a tiny lifetime of worries melting away in a moment. Somebody notices, cuffs him hard on the shoulder, and he barely reacts. He just keeps breathing in and out, chest rising and falling, the lines smoothed from his face, beatific and elsewhere.

Tate, whose eyes are fixed on the pip, hands Briar a sleek black phone with the camera already loaded and recording. Briar taps the screen to focus and tries to keep a steady hand.

In the pool, things are taking an uglier turn. The pips are jostling their victim, shoving him, clawing at him, trying to force a reaction. Somebody picks up the stick and hits him with it. Somebody pinches him hard on the neck; someone else spits on him, a small, wet stain on his shirt. Nothing works. Enthusiasm wanes, and confusion takes hold. The attacks peter out, until someone rings a bell at the other end of the room, and everybody falls back. Time’s up.

What had Hadley said Tate’s specialism was? Ease.

Briar looks to Bastian, expecting to see . . . something. But he’s a wall of nothing. Unmoving, crossed arms. Just another day at the torture factory.

Alistair is easier to read, his arms also crossed, his foot tapping irritably. He barks ‘next’, and someone’s pushed forward into the centre. Another boy, taller than the last, south Asian with glasses. A ripple of something moves through the crowd. The sea of faces around him suddenly seems so overwhelmingly, blindingly white.

There’s no dancing around it this time. Somebody punches him, a wildly glancing blow that doesn’t do much damage, but does knock his glasses from his face. The crack as they land reverberates around the belly of the pool. Tate steadies himself with a hand on the wall, a shudder running through the taut line of his arm.

There’s no suffering at all. The pip sways, like he’s ensconced in the warm bubble of a high, or dreaming pleasant dreams. Someone shakes him, making his head rattle backwards and forwards, a maltreated doll. Someone else picks up the scissors again, and slashes his shirt from throat to navel. Briar can’t tell if they catch the boy’s skin, but it’s of no consequence - he tips his head back and laughs.

It’s contagious, the situation suddenly ridiculous. The other pips are laughing too.

Alistair strides over to the boy and slaps him, hard, across the face. The crowd falls silent, but the pip stays happy in dreamland.

‘What the fuck,’ Alistair says. ‘Who’s doing this?’

The other capes exchange veiled looks and shake their heads.

Alistair grabs the pip by the shoulders and gives him a rough shake. ‘Wake up. Stop fucking smiling! Are you all on horse tranqs or something?’

His voice is tight and too shrill; he’s lost control of the situation, and everybody knows it. The other pips might not be laughing any more, but they’re not really afraid, either. Briar uses their fingertips to pinch and zoom on Tate’s screen, capturing the moment Alistair turns to the other Mons and shrugs both palms towards them, a furious What now?

‘I’ll go next.’

It’s a blonde girl, her hair in two braids, and Briar sees the small, anticipatory smiles that some of the boys exchange.

Alistair bristles. ‘Nobody’s going next until I work out how the fuck you’re all cheating. I - I don’t think I need to remind you of how poorly that reflects on your character. It’s like you want to be sent home.’ He looks over at the other capes again and clears his throat. Nobody moves. He jerks his head meaningfully, and Bastian breaks away from the flock with precisely one step.

‘Well,’ he drawls. ‘What do you want me to do about it?’

Alistair marches over to the edge of the pool. Some sort of low, terse exchange occurs, Alistair leaning up to be heard, Bastian with his hands in his pockets, pointedly not crouching to catch what he’s saying. Eventually Bastian shrugs, then starts walking the perimeter of the pool at a leonine prowl.

The pips below start muttering amongst each other, watching his progress like he’s on a high wire at a circus, about to perform some terrible trick. When he’s level with them, he stops to consider them; all of them seem to discover urgent needs to drop their gazes to the ground or study the ceiling above, the lattice of supports and enormous blue pipework, the disgraced bunting on its filthy string.

‘Someone else is Working here,’ Bastian says, and Mons snap to attention. ‘Not one of us.’

‘Who’s on guard duty?’ Alistair snarls, marching over to the tarnished rungs of the ladder and beginning to climb. ‘If they’re not dead, they’d better have just as good a fucking excuse.’

Briar is backing away from the curtain already, but Tate is frozen in place, mouth no longer working, hand still braced hard against the tile.

‘Tate,’ Briar whispers urgently. ‘We need to go.’

Tate doesn’t move. Is it magic? Panic? Briar can’t tell. Footsteps are getting closer, the heels of leather dress shoes clicking rapidly on tile. Briar grabs Tate roughly by the arm, and he finally takes a few steps in the right direction.

It’s too late.

Bastian is standing on just the other side of the curtain. Briar doesn’t have to see him to know. Even after all these years apart, Briar knows the new weight of his stride, the way he fills the space; they could reach out without looking and trace the edges of him, the curve of his shoulders, his clenched hands. Laughable of them to think he’d ever feel like a stranger. He’s exactly the same. He’s completely different.

He’s going to pull back the curtain and see them standing there in a matter of seconds, and then Mons will know that Tate is responsible for the disruption of their ancient and stupid rituals. It feels clear to Briar that this cannot be allowed to happen. Tate is part of this world.

Briar is not.

‘Go,’ Briar says, pushing the keys and phone into Tate’s hands. He does. Maybe he thinks Briar is right behind him. Maybe Briar should be.

You need to make up with Bastian Wolfe.

Briar pulls back the curtain and punches him square in the face.

It’s not their best work. Frankly, it’s sloppy. Bastian is wearing a mask, which complicates things. The best that can be said for this punch is that it achieves its goal: distracting Bastian from Tate’s retreating back as he exits the changing room.

It does also feel pretty good. That’s just a bonus.

Briar is expecting some sort of magical retaliation - to be thrown backwards, forced to their knees, microwaved from the inside with the sheer power of Bastian’s anger - but instead, Bastian recovers from the shock of the punch with surprising speed, and with a wordless rasp of breath, throws himself bodily at Briar. They both go flying: Briar hitting their head on the edge of a wooden bench, pain blistering across their skull; Bastian following, using Briar’s body to break his fall, a surprisingly heavy weight above them. From the ceiling, the dry crack of breaking wood - something soft and grey rains down, like the whole room is threatening to cave in. 

Briar twists, grunting through the throbbing in their skull, wrenching both of them over until they have Bastian pinned. His mask has been knocked aside, his hood, too, allowing a generous spill of silver-shot hair to fan out across the tiles. His cheeks are flushed, his pupils enormous, and he’s got a small cut on his parted lips, newly bleeding. Briar thinks, fleetingly, of that quiet, bloody kiss amongst the brambles. I loved you. I loved you so much.

Briar hates him now. It feels good to do something with it, to get it all out of their head and into their hands, which are pressed to Bastian’s inner elbow and shoulder. He feels bird-boned and delicate despite his height, a specimen pinned, although his eyes are still burning up, his gaze inescapable. Suddenly Bastian surges upwards, the movement so confusing Briar doesn’t react in time, and then they feel a hot burst of pain in the meat of their bicep. What the fuck.

Bastian’s biting them.

Briar pushes him off, rising up onto their knees, and when Bastian lunges again Briar punches him. It’s a good punch this time, a quick hook to the jaw. Bastian falls back, spits blood onto the tiles. His blood. Briar’s blood. Fucker. A bite? He can’t be trusted; Briar cages him with their arms, presses him into the floor, heart pounding. Bastian’s heart is pounding too. Briar holds him fast.

Bastian might have always been taller, but he’s not spent the last seven years building muscle mass - Briar has the upper hand, with magic off the table.

Which, of course, it isn’t. So why is Bastian still beneath them?

‘Get the fuck off me,’ he hisses, wrenching his head to the side, but there’s no Working in his words. There are footsteps and shouts from the pool area, then hands on Briar’s back, wrenching at their jacket. Alistair is speaking from much closer than expected.

‘What—?’ he says. Then, his voice acid, ‘You? Why don’t you go for a swim, Jones? Take a big fucking swan dive off the deep end.’

Briar does love to swim, and the pool’s right there. It can’t be that much harder without water. They release Bastian, who doesn’t get up. Something falls from the ceiling again, a pattering like snow across Briar’s cheeks, but that’s not their problem. They get to their feet. The roughly grasping hands at their shoulder and collar let go, and Briar has a clear path to the pool and the cracked, bubbled blue diving boards that might just still bear their weight—

‘No,’ Bastian spits from the ground, through heaving breaths. ‘Mine. Get out.’

The pool evaporates from Briar’s mind. Every Mon in the room turns in unison and walks to the door, filing past Briar like a regiment. Alistair pauses, fighting the order, and then goes anyway.

Bastian is staggering to his feet. Briar takes three steps and pins him to the wall.

He’s a mess. Red on his lips, his neck, pinkening the whites of his eyes, soaking into his hair. He’s shaking, too, as he stares back at Briar through eyes lidded with exhaustion. Why is he shaking? Briar’s the one who should be shaking. Alistair just tried to kill them. Ordered a headfirst dive into that empty pool. Ten more seconds and they’d have been dead.

Oh. Briar is shaking.

‘Fuck,’ they say, moving their hand from Bastian’s throat to his shoulder and then back again, now dangerously lightheaded. ‘Fuck.’

There’s a long strand of bloodied grey stuck to the corner of Bastian’s mouth. Every time he heaves a breath, it flutters slightly. Briar pulls the hair free with a distracted jerk of their hand, and then Bastian - like the last ditch grasp of someone falling, like it’s either this or fainting clean away - lurches forward into a kiss.

Briar pushes him away.

No. That’s not quite right.

Briar pushes him against the wall, crushes their bodies together, mouths touching, but not truly kissing him. His hands fly up to shove Briar back, but he can’t quite manage it, so instead his fingers dig into their shoulders, almost like an embrace, Briar’s burn aching. Bastian’s heart is hammering in his chest, his pulse thrumming through his body, Briar can feel it - can feel everything, the hard lines of him, the heat, the way his body is opening up against his will, the punched-out gasp when Briar presses into his mouth, just for a second, just to see what it’s like, before Bastian’s fingers find the back of Briar’s neck and Briar wrenches away.

The room sways.

Briar’s head hurts in about three different places. They can still feel Bastian’s teeth in their arm, and they’ve probably split the stitches on their forehead. At the thought, terrible nausea rattles through them, like the clattering of a train. And yet . . . they’re electrified from head to toe, more alive than they’ve felt in forever. It’s not the kiss - not that it really was a kiss. It’s that they’re doing something. Invading Bastian’s orbit and knocking him off course. Piercing right through all the years, the lives they’ve lived, the universes that have risen and fallen since they last truly touched him.

Bastian is still leaning against the wall for support.

‘What the fuck is wrong with you?’ he says, sounding utterly defeated.

‘Me?’ Briar hates how hoarse they sound. ‘Your boyfriend is the one who keeps trying to kill me.’

They don’t mean to say boyfriend, it just slips out - and Briar doesn’t miss the way Bastian’s expression changes, briefly jolted out of kilter before he remembers himself. That’s new. Seb had no idea how to be anything but honest with his face.

‘This is my school,’ he says. ‘You’re the one who showed up on my campus, crashed my party—’

‘I was hired to do a job,’ Briar spits back. ‘And I’m doing it.’

Bastian straightens up slightly. Briar wishes he wouldn’t insist on so much appalling eye contact. ‘And what part of your job involves following me around like a—’

‘Oh, fuck you. Fuck you. You just don’t like seeing me here because it reminds you that you were an actual person once, before you got that letter and I didn’t, and you decided I wasn’t worth your time any more.’

‘That’s not how it happened.’ He seems so strong in his conviction that it takes Briar aback for a moment.

‘What? Of course it is, you prick.’

Bastian smirks without humour, his head tilting back against the wall, addressing the ceiling. ‘Fine. Whatever you say, Briar.’

It doesn’t matter that Briar can’t think of a single thing to say in response to this, because suddenly there are two sets of footsteps tapping rapidly down the hall, and a moment later, Eugenia is there, flanking an older, impressive man with an air of authority, neither of them looking particularly impressed.

The man takes in the scene and then sighs, heavy with disappointment. ‘Right. I think you two had better come with me.’






18 Memory Is a Fickle Clown

‘You’re not a scholar of mine,’ the headmaster says, leaning back in his scarlet leather chair, ‘but you are an employee, and we hold our staff to certain standards. I think that’s more than fair.’

There’s something surprisingly normal about him. He’s round in the face with an equal amount of white hair on his chin and pate, and he’s wearing a plain black suit with a grey tie, a cloak of some sort hung neatly from a hook in the corner of the room. The office itself is less impressive to Briar than Robert Parker’s tower. It’s large, rectangular, everything arranged in perfect symmetry so each side is mirrored: two tall potted plants, two bookcases, two burnished globular lamps perching atop two walnut side tables.

‘Well?’ he prompts.

Briar has nothing to say in their defence. It has transpired that when Tate made it out of the building and realised that Briar wasn’t behind him, he’d kept running all the way to the staff quarters and woken Eugenia, who’d decided to summon Mr Ward. The headmaster hadn’t mentioned Tate by name - he’d just said a scholar - but even with one hell of a headache, Briar can fill in the gaps. Briar can’t blame Tate for panicking. Presumably he was worried that if he didn’t do something, Briar’s actual death might be on his conscience.

The real surprise is that anybody on the faculty here cares enough about the life of a staff member to get out of bed at one o’clock in the morning. Briar supposes they can thank Eugenia for that.

Not that she looks particularly receptive to Briar’s thanks right now. She’s wearing a black sweatshirt over silk pyjama trousers, her hair in a neat plait, her expression dire. Briar tries to look at anything but her, and accidentally catches Bastian’s eye in the next chair. They decide to look at the desk instead.

‘I . . . I’m sorry.’ Briar says, taking a risk. ‘I told . . . um, I told my friend that I wanted to explore the grounds at night, to check out some of the old buildings. He warned me not to do it, but I had the keys, and then I . . . There are these urban explorer videos, have you ever seen them?’

The headmaster reacts as if Briar has just asked if he’s ever sat down at his laptop with a glass of wine and enjoyed an evening of scat pornography. ‘Urban explorer videos?’

‘Yeah. People explore abandoned buildings. I wasn’t going to take pictures or anything, I don’t even have my phone.’ This is true. Briar pats down their empty pockets as proof. ‘But I ran into . . . into Bastian, instead.’

It’s the first time Briar has said this new name aloud. Briar hates that they notice it, and that they notice Bastian noticing it.

‘This is very disappointing behaviour,’ Mr Ward says, running his hands in neat parallel lines over the mahogany of his desk, like he’s drawing the frame of a window. When he’s finished, he brings them together as if in prayer. ‘Eugenia, I thought things had been going . . . well?’

‘They have,’ Eugenia says, her tone full of regret for the day Briar ever cursed her inbox. ‘Jones is a good worker. Discreet. Gets things done. Doesn’t leave food wrappers in my car.’

‘Be that as it may, we cannot risk any more crossing of boundaries like this, can we? Not with so much at stake.’

‘No,’ says Eugenia. ‘We cannot. But . . . it would be hard to get someone new in now, with the job halfway done. They have signed the NDA. It would be a lot of paperwork, and the storage would not be ready by the start of Michaelmas.’

The headmaster frowns. ‘“They”?’

‘Pardon me?’

‘Who else? You said “they” have signed the non-disclosure?’

Eugenia looks confused for a second. Briar isn’t confused at all. Comprehension dawns, and Eugenia shakes her head.

‘Sorry. Just - this one. Just Briar.’

‘Right. Well, it’s not just a matter of accessing buildings that are out of bounds. There was clearly some sort of . . . altercation. Physical violence is completely unacceptable on school grounds.’

Right, sure, fine. No punch-ups. Just ritual drownings and attacks with scissors in empty pools, apparently totally sanctioned by the staff. Nobody’s asking what Bastian was doing out there, after hours. Nobody needs to ask. The system here has closed ranks around him already, protecting him from scrutiny.

‘I cannot have any more of these sorts of incidents - our scholars know better, and if this cleaner is disrupting things—’

Briar is about to open their mouth in their own defence, probably guaranteeing their immediate sacking in response, but Bastian speaks first.

‘It was me,’ he says. ‘I started it.’

Mr Ward’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘You, Wolfe? Surely not, at a time like this.’

‘I’m afraid so, sir.’

Briar gives up on avoiding Bastian’s gaze and stares at him. What’s the play here? Does he want Briar to feel like they owe him? To get them away from this office where he can punish them more suitably? Or is he just so sick of this conversation that he’ll say anything to end it?

The headmaster sighs, folds his arms and leans back in his chair. ‘Fine. Fine. Jones, is it? You will place your mobile phone in Eugenia’s care until the end of your employment, unless you would like to have your contract terminated immediately. You can use the House phones, if you need to make a call. This is your first strike.’ He turns to Bastian, Briar already forgotten. ‘Wolfe, stay here and we’ll have a little talk. I thought I’d made it perfectly clear to Mr Buckingham that there were to be no more disruptions . . .’

Consequences? For a scholar of Temple? Surely not.

Eugenia walks Briar out. The grand, sweeping staircase that leads up to the headmaster’s office is in part of the main building Briar has only ever walked past before, where the corridors are very wide, the polished wooden floors bisected by a strip of midnight-blue carpet. The ceiling above them is coffered, each broad square painted a very confronting minty green.

‘I’m sorry,’ Briar says as they descend, hand ghosting the curved wooden railing for support.

‘Yes. You should be. I am very angry. And he does not know that this is actually your second strike. You only get two more.’ Briar does not correct this. ‘Look, I don’t care what you do. Go to parties, go inside an ugly old building for some reason, just don’t make me look bad, okay?’

‘Okay,’ says Briar, following Eugenia through the ground floor entrance and out onto the lawn. ‘Sorry.’

‘And stop saying sorry, because it is very annoying. Go to your attic. Think good, hard-working thoughts. Dream of making me nice, neat piles. And put some ice on your punching hand, because you must be ready to work again by Monday.’

‘I will.’

Eugenia grimaces. ‘You know your friend, Adams, told me a different lie about why you were at the pool. And when he came to me, he told me they were going to kill you. Don’t get killed by the malakes here, it would be . . . so embarrassing. And get your stories straight, next time.’

Briar wants to say sorry again, so instead they just nod, and Eugenia nods, and that’s that.

It’s two o’clock in the morning by the time Briar ascends the stairs into the attic room, but they’re too keyed up to go to sleep. The room seems to be buzzing like a live wire, the light pulsing in time with the thump of Briar’s head. They drink a warm ginger beer and sit on the steps that lead to their bed, engaging in a long face-off with the Folder. It’s cracked open spine-out right where Briar left it, a glaring blue beacon on top of the dresser. Eventually, Briar loses the war and fetches it.

In the comfort of the mussed nest of their bed, they flip to the end, to a bent and scratched plastic pocket that holds a letter in a crisp white envelope. It’s the exact shape of Briar’s avoidance, the thing they skirted around for years after Seb left and Briar’s heart was irrevocably broken. They slide it out, turn it over, and then pause: the letter had been taped shut once, fragments of sky-blue washi tape dotted with fluffy cartoon clouds still clinging to the paper, but it’s obviously been torn open since.

Briar frowns down at it. That can’t be right. They had never opened this letter. They’d planned on throwing it into one of Sean’s big yard fires with the rest of the scrap, but had reconsidered at the last moment and shoved it into the Folder instead, thinking of one day chucking the whole thing away.

Briar’s mum wouldn’t have touched it. Sean would never open a folder willingly in his life.

The ragged flap of the envelope lifts easily, and Briar slides out the letter, written on a balloon-festooned thank-you note card, presumably bought for one of the childhood birthday parties Bastian’s mother had never remembered to throw for him.


They might not have sent yours yet but it doesn’t mean you didn’t get in Briar and I’m not going to go without you anyway. I wouldn’t have any fun without you there and I wouldn’t have any friends and I wouldn’t have you so there’s no point. I’ll go wherever you go so just let me know okay. Your mum said you didn’t want to come to the phone and she said you were out when I came round. But write me a letter back please so I know what to do. I love you.

Seb



Briar feels odd. Dizzy. They have seen this before. Some trick of time had erased the opening of the note and its contents, but they remember that I love you, the strangeness of seeing it written down when they’d never said it out loud that way, even if it was true. It had hurt then. It still hurts now. Why hadn’t they remembered?

Maybe because it hadn’t mattered in the end. Yes, Briar had sulked for a week, but a true friend wouldn’t have given up so easily. Regardless of what he’d written here, Seb had left Briar anyway.

I’ll go wherever you go.

Briar reads the note five more times and falls asleep wondering what exactly had changed his mind.


‘Jones, we’re walking to the pub for dinner to celebrate a job well done, and we’re going to buy you a burger the size of your mother and all the imitation champagne you can drink. I’m not insulting your mother, I’m saying - it literally doesn’t matter what size your mother is, this burger will be her equal. In mass, if not in height.’

Westby, Tate and Hadley are all gathered in Briar’s doorway in their civvies, Hadley pink-faced and freshly showered after some kind of Saturday sporting endeavour, presumably one where she gets to hit people with big sticks. Briar awoke with a ringing in their head like the world’s worst hangover and has spent their day drinking endless cups of coffee until it felt like their heart was going to vibrate apart like man’s early attempts at spacecraft. Tate had called in on them briefly, presumably checking that Briar wasn’t actually dead, and having received only grunts in response, had made himself scarce. Every ounce of Briar’s mental energy is being expended on avoidance; thinking about the details of what transpired the night before would be catastrophic.

There are reminders everywhere. Fresh bruises blooming on their forehead and their cheekbone. The absence of their phone, now confined to a locked drawer in Eugenia’s office. She was very clear about the fact that she’s the only one with the key.

Briar blinks slowly, and Westby sighs. ‘Well? Do you want the motherburger or not?’

‘Fine.’

‘It will be fine,’ Tate says, as Briar grabs an overshirt. ‘The one thing you can guarantee in life is that the burger at the Horse and Bugle will be fine.’

They have to exit via the front office so that the scholarly among them can formally check out with a precise time of departure and an estimated return, and then they’re free.

The weather has truly been abysmal these past few months, but there’s watery sunshine this evening as they all walk in single file down the lane, and the one benefit of a wet summer is that everything is so brilliantly green: the burgeoning hedges, the tall grass on the verge, the trees grasping hands to form a tunnel above them. When they emerge from under the canopy, fluffy gold fields of wheat ripple on either side of the road, a couple of plucky pheasants picking around the perimeter on Briar’s right, visible through a low gate.

‘Do you live around here?’ Westby asks, dropping back to speak to Briar. His wound seems to be improving, and he’s quite fast on his stick now, enjoying it as a prop as well as an aid.

‘Sort of. Not far.’

‘So you could drive home in Genie’s sexmobile, if you wanted?’

Briar had thought of that the moment Eugenia handed them the keys, but had realised immediately that they had no desire to drink a cup of tea in the kitchen like a visitor and endure a well-intentioned grilling from their mum. Strange, to miss her so much - because Briar does miss her, her humming in the morning and their games of cards in the evenings, her conversations with the cat, even her fussing - and still shy away from the thought of home. It’s too complicated, two worlds that can never collide. Besides, Briar could never explain their injuries in any way that would satisfy their mum. She worries about Briar enough already.

‘Could do,’ says Briar. ‘Don’t.’

‘Say no more.’ Westby’s probably conjuring up images of a broken home, a terrible, looming father, gruel for dinner, etc. Briar’s birth dad was never in the picture, true, but Sean’s been around for so long that it’s more of an abstract hurt than a real one. Briar wonders about him sometimes, and then decides he’s probably a bastard and a homophobe, and that they’re damned lucky they ended up with a gentle-hearted stepfather instead, who’d slapped a non-binary sticker on his tractor last Pride month. ‘Temple is oft times hell, but I’d stay all year round to avoid my old man. He keeps doing outrageous things to try to get my attention.’

‘Like what?’

‘Heart attacks,’ Westby says, without a shred of humour. ‘Blocked arteries, weak chambers, the lot. He absolutely cannot get enough of them.’

Over his shoulder, Tate says, ‘I don’t think he’s doing it on purpose.’

‘Aha, see, that’s what he wants you to think! Oh, to be an orphan. All the best people are.’

Hadley has picked up a large stick and started bashing hedgerows with it as she walks, shaking loose both bug and leaf. ‘West, I think you might be criminally insane.’

‘Actually, so far I am insane within the parameters of the law, unless you care overmuch about underage drinking and smoking a very little bit of weed, which no self-respecting judge would.’

‘Reckless driving, insurance fraud, breaking and entering,’ Tate supplies.

‘Triple jeopardy - I did all of that almost simultaneously, and my aunt only minded the broken window.’

‘Have you been involved in an accident that wasn’t your fault?’ Tate quotes. ‘Except, West, they were all your fault.’

Hadley thwacks an overhead tree branch so hard it splinters, half-collapsing into the road, pale innards peeking out like a glimpse of bone. They all have to duck or weave around it. ‘You’re going to make somebody a wonderful lawyer someday.’

Briar is loath to ask people about their plans for university, mostly because the question always immediately gets Uno-reversed right back to them, but now they’re curious. ‘Are you taking Law?’

Westby shakes his head. ‘Not any more. I have bigger fish to fry.’

‘I’m reading Law,’ Tate says, sounding pretty miserable about it. ‘At Cambridge. If I get in, which I will. Nightmare.’

Westby points with his stick. ‘Ask Watson what she’s doing, it’s so funny.’

‘Fuck off, West.’

They plod along, Hadley harassing the vegetation at regular intervals, until Briar says, ‘So Hadley, what are you—?’

‘RADA.’

This sounds familiar, but Briar can’t place it. ‘What’s RADA?’

‘The Royal Academy of Dramatic Art,’ Westby says, practically gleeful. ‘Drama school! I never get tired of hearing that, it cheers me immensely. She’s had to do four auditions. Four. To go to clown college!’

‘It’s not fucking clown college.’

Westby laughs, properly, from his gut. ‘D’you know how I know you’re telling the truth, Watson?’

Hadley throws her stick with force into the golden field beyond the hedge and it sails in an arc, achieving impressive height and distance.

‘Because . . .’ Westby dissolves into plummy laughter. Briar can tell he’s been reduced to hysterics over this before. ‘Because I know which clown college you did apply to! And it was in France!’

Hadley whirls around. ‘École Philippe Gaulier is very fucking respected, and I didn’t apply there for undergrad, I applied for the fucking summer course, and then I couldn’t do the fucking summer course because of the fucking bullshit timetable here, as you well know, you self-important prick.’

Tate glances back at Westby and presses his lips together, clearly aiming to be diplomatic but unable to reconcile this with the existence of École Philippe Gaulier.

‘Ignore her,’ Westby says to Briar. ‘She’s having a cunt summer.’

‘Wrong,’ shouts Hadley, resuming her stomping. ‘I’m having a cunt life.’

Tate clears his throat and asks Briar, ‘What about you?’

‘Gap year,’ says Briar.

‘Will you travel?’

Oh, only to the most exciting places of all - the farm supply shop! The top field! The same three pubs, where the locals exchange muttered slurs and act like Briar’s a deplorable soy-chugging London day-tripper, even though they’ve lived in Worth Herring basically forever! ‘Yeah. Probably.’

Tate starts talking about a summer trip to Greece which seems like it was mostly spent eating honey-drizzled feta baked in pastry on various boats, and eventually they reach the Horse and Bugle. There are a few families finishing up lunch, a couple of old-timers at the bar nursing their pints, part of the structural integrity of the place.

As they approach the bar Briar digs out their ID, but Tate stops them with a shake of his head.

‘Not necessary,’ he says.

Westby orders a bottle of sparkling wine with obvious disdain beneath the outward charm of his words, and it’s served to him with equal silent loathing. They carry the bottle and the glasses to an empty nook by the fireplace, protected from prying eyes, where Hadley happily overserves them.

‘They don’t ID?’ Briar asks, accepting their glass, wiping a smear of something oily from the lip with their thumb before they take a sip.

‘No,’ says Hadley. ‘They have a deal with the school.’

Briar puts the glass down again. ‘A what?’

Tate shrugs. ‘They’ve agreed that the upper years are to be served. Local police know, too. They don’t mind as long as there’s no trouble.’

Briar tries to imagine the administration at Dunts & Heaves striking up a deal with local authorities to permit seventeen-year-olds to drink on the weekends. Instead, they were treated to an assembly about the horrors of addiction, during which one of the teachers told a harrowing story about his youth spent minesweeping clubs and smoking butts he found in the gutters.

‘So . . . somebody used the Work, then, to convince them?’

‘Nope,’ says Westby. ‘Didn’t even need to. Keep your voice down, Jones, this is Britain’s best-kept secret you’re gabbing about. Anyway.’ He lifts his sweating glass. ‘Cheers, all. To Jones and Adams, for risking life and limb, and coming away with the most charming home movie. Sorry they tried to kill you, Jones.’

‘I mean, did they?’ Tate says seriously, watching Briar over the rim of his glass. ‘Try to kill you? Certainly looks like it.’

‘Not really,’ When it becomes clear this is not enough of an answer, they add, ‘Well, yes. But Bastian sort of . . . stopped them.’

‘Ha,’ says Hadley. ‘I knew it. You see, Jones?’

Westby squints at her, suspicious. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

Hadley drinks about half her glass in one gulp before she speaks. ‘Look, Jones and Wolfe have history, and we’d be stupid not to use it.’

‘Watson, we agreed to your plan,’ Westby says sharply. ‘We did not agree to any addendums. We ruin the Trials, we get the footage, we send it to the board at graduation once we’re safely away. Mons are duly disgraced, they never get the keys to the kingdom, and Buck spends the rest of his days as a financial advisor or a chartered accountant.’

‘The keys to the kingdom?’ Briar asks. They’ve never really understood the full ramifications of this plan.

‘The board takes the Trials very seriously,’ says Tate. ‘They go off without a hitch every year. If they fail under Buck and Wolfe and the others, they’re fucked. I mean, not like, dead. But the board pretty much decides who succeeds and who fails. They’re the ones who choose the scholars for advanced classes, the most powerful texts, and we’re pretty sure there are even more texts you only read once you’ve graduated. And they also decide who gets to come back and visit, too, to study their specialities in their free time and get even stronger. If they don’t like you . . .’

‘You might end up just being . . . CEO of some tiny start-up, or even teaching at Temple,’ says Westby, clearly appalled. ‘No offence, Watson.’

‘I’m not talking to him,’ says Hadley. ‘So none taken.’

Briar is startled by this frank acknowledgement of her romantic situation. So it isn’t just common-room gossip - she really is ‘dating a plod’, as that vile scholar had said. Or, she was. Briar is hopeful that it might stay in the past tense.

Westby shakes his head. ‘The point is, we’ve got some great footage, and that has to be enough. You’re going to get Jones killed.’

‘Oh, they’ll be fine.’ Hadley leans back in her chair, eyes glittering. Briar can’t tell if she really thinks they’re safe, or if she doesn’t care either way, as long as she gets what she wants. She’s hard to figure out. Westby loves the Work, Tate is going to Cambridge - they both have something to lose if things go awry at Temple, futures inextricably linked to the school. But if Hadley is going to RADA, maybe she’s happy to let all of this burn in the rear-view before she embarks on the rest of her life. ‘Rich fucking rewards await, West. Justice and retribution. If Briar gets up close and personal, if Wolfe likes them enough to keep Buck at bay, we could blow this thing wide open. You know what Mons are like, they travel in a pack and don’t associate with the proles, even at their parties. Imagine having a man on the inside.’ She looks to Briar. ‘A gender-neutral man on the inside, obviously.’

‘It’s entirely unnecessary.’

‘Why don’t you let Briar decide?’ Hadley shoots back.

Westby fixes her with a look. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Let’s.’

‘Oh, fuck off, West,’ Hadley says, suddenly annoyed. Tate, the peacemaker, raises his glass again.

‘To Jones,’ he says. ‘For risking life and limb and face. Sorry about your face, Briar.’

Briar tentatively raises their glass despite a general embarrassment at being toasted, and then the others do too, and in short order the argument is abandoned, the wine slipping away with the evening until the whole thing feels forgotten.






19 Drunk

By the time they call last orders at the bar, the pub has filled up, and at the scholars’ table things are getting silly around the edges. The bartender has been openly glaring at them ever since Westby asked him if it was possible for humans to order off the dog menu.

‘We’re having a year without summer,’ Westby says. He’s taken off his jacket, revealing garish yellow lining; underneath it he’s wearing a battered linen shirt that was probably once worth quite a lot of money. ‘Y’know. Like in 1816, when Shelley wrote Frankenstein. So we’ve all got to produce something great. Go mad, Geneva style.’

Tate is fiddling delicately with the too-long sleeves of his Coogi cardigan, a multicoloured mash-up of about five different patterns, the knitwear equivalent of a brazen shout. ‘My dad’s got a good house for it, but it’s on Lake Como, and he’d be there asking me to film his social media videos about the power of just one great idea the whole time.’

‘I could go mad on Lake Como,’ Westby acquiesces. ‘Although it must be said, my Italian is middling.’

‘Maybe you should have taken a language that’s actually useful,’ Hadley says, between mouthfuls of cheese-and-onion crisps, ‘instead of Greek and Sanskrit and Latin.’ She’s ‘popped out for some fresh air’ four times, and is now visibly high.

‘You’re being small-minded, and you smell like onions.’

Briar runs a thumb around the rim of their pint, ordered after the last bottle of wine vanished. When they’re tipsy, moments start to run together, and single images stand starkly out from the blur. The logo on the beer glass, degraded from the dishwasher; Hadley’s necklace, a silver shark’s tooth on a fine chain, falling gracefully over the hollows of her collarbones; the way Westby rubs at his chin like an old professor when he talks.

Four was definitely too many drinks, and yet they reach for their fifth and take a sip. The promised motherburger never did appear. Food service had stopped by the time they thought to order it. The guy behind the bar - crew cut, polo neck - is watching something on his phone between pulling his last pints, brief flashes of lurid football-field green visible as he shifts slightly from one foot to the other and back again.

‘Jones?’ Apparently Westby has been trying to speak to them. ‘Anybody home?’

Briar snaps back to attention. ‘Hm?’

‘I was just wondering if you applied,’ Westby says, with unconvincing nonchalance. ‘To Temple, I mean.’

‘Nah,’ Briar says. ‘Not really my thing.’

‘You do seem to have a lot of questions,’ Westby pushes. ‘One might reasonably guess that it is, in fact, your thing.’

‘Anyone would ask questions. Magic school.’

‘And you don’t live too far . . . and your friend was going . . . It seems bizarre to me that—’

‘West, stop being a cunt,’ says Hadley. ‘I didn’t want to come. Not everybody does.’

‘Why did you apply, then?’ Briar asks. They didn’t mean to ask yet another question. It just slipped out.

‘My dad went, and his dad. He said me and my sister had to go, or he wouldn’t fund uni for either of us. Wanker. She wanted to read English, but after Temple she changed her mind I guess, and now she manages investment portfolios.’ She says manages investment portfolios like she’s saying beats orphans with hammers. ‘I think dad was banking on me changing my mind about drama, but fuck that - it’s not been the same for me. Ophelia was popular here. Met her husband like you’re supposed to, wore those cream golf jumpers, laughed along with all the jokes about the school reeking of fish. Total embarrassing bullshit. I wanted to go home during the Trials, wanted to switch schools in third year, because I’m, like, a normal sane person and not a sociopath, but my parents said they’d at least think about drama school if I stayed the course.’

‘And the board would have Worked on your memories,’ says Westby. ‘If you’d dropped out. Something to consider.’

‘Yeah, well,’ Hadley says darkly. ‘That actually sounds quite fucking nice. Be much cheaper than the going rate down Jim’s.’

Tate wordlessly dips his pint glass in her direction, a small salute.

‘Wait,’ Briar says slowly, ‘so they really do that? Change your memories?’

The others exchange a glance, and then Westby says, ‘Only in extreme circumstances. And it’s only the board who can do it. They’re very careful and specific. Nobody wants little Prometheus coming home with no idea how to tie his laces.’

Right. Traumatised, fine, but not overly forgetful. Temple logic.

‘If your dad came here,’ Briar says, ‘he knows how bad it is. Why would anyone send their kids, to face the Trials?’

‘Because that’s the deal,’ Hadley says. ‘Trial by fire, worthy of the Work. Worthy of the Work, and a life of privilege awaits. Plus, it’s tradition. And . . . most people are pretty scared of the board of governors, because their word is law. I’m sure plenty of parents feel bad about it, but most of them also think we’re all too soft. Believe me, I tried all these angles. I’m scared! The boys are horrible! I don’t want to die! No fucking dice.’

‘So if you hadn’t come here,’ Briar says, trying not to phrase this as a question, ‘you’d have needed to figure out the Work all by yourself.’

Westby shakes his head. ‘If you don’t come here, you can’t do it. At all.’

‘All the texts are here,’ says Tate. ‘You can only access them under plod supervision. You’re not allowed to copy them unless it’s an official translation, board sanctioned, takes years to do and they go hard after the people who do it. It’s a monopoly. I guess you could spend your time scouring antiques markets looking, but . . .’

‘But alumni have been doing that for generations, and making sure everything ends up safely back here, overseen by the board. I don’t think anything new’s been discovered for ages. About ten years ago there was that auction at Christie’s for some dead politician’s book collection, and it went for . . . hundreds of thousands. Way over what it was worth. It was in the news. Someone wasn’t being careful enough; that whole thing should have been managed behind the scenes. Very, very naughty, of course, to have something like that stashed away at home. Fellow was lucky he was already dead.’

Briar shrugs. ‘What does it matter, though, if somebody who can’t do the Work gets hold of one? They can’t do anything with it.’

‘No, but they like to keep it all in the family, and the real risk is that someone who can do it has access to Workings that nobody else at Temple does, or something too advanced for them to understand. That’d be disastrous. Depending on what it did, they could hold power over all of us.’ Briar just looks at him, and he wrinkles his nose. ‘Well, yes, all right, I see your point . . . but it’s not our fault we’re able to do the Work and most people aren’t. Life is unfair.’

Sometimes Briar forgets that Westby isn’t just funny-posh, he’s genuinely posh, and reaps the benefits. For all his supposedly liberal leanings, he’s ingested too much of that every-man-for-himself, pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps poison, and sometimes it shows up in the whites of his eyes or the flash of his teeth.

‘I wanted to come,’ Tate says, to change the subject slightly, because he’s got some tact. ‘My parents aren’t alumni, but I had no problem doing the Work - held my breath a bit during my first class, but it took. Mum said there’s a link to some old British family back in our line somewhere, and we can all guess how that might have happened. My dad went to a state comp, but when I was five he invented this industrial wet vacuum thing that he sold to a big corp for millions, and now he’s an entrepreneurial speaker. Huge social media following, goes around telling people how to do what he did, even though most of them never will. Suddenly he was obsessed with getting me set up in life or whatever. He’s been making me intern for free at his company since I was literally nine, running their socials in the holidays. Anyway, Temple sent him a brochure. Sounded good to me, and they could afford the fees.’

‘The real price,’ Hadley intones, ‘is one human soul.’

‘I still have my soul,’ Tate says. ‘I think.’

Briar leans back in their chair, chewing this over. ‘Seems like a weird system. Must be loads of people all over who can do the Work and have no idea, because they never applied.’

‘Dunno,’ says Hadley. ‘I think they give you the nudge if you haven’t. My roommate Derbyshire left it until the last minute, and she said her father got a call. Most people’s parents came here, or at least one parent. No idea how they know, if your parents didn’t for some reason. Maybe there’s a Working for that. A really fucking boring one.’

‘It’d have to be some variation of Scrutiny,’ says Westby, academic interest sparking behind his eyes. ‘Although how you’d fine-tune that to something so specific, I can only imagine . . .’

‘So it’s basically just the same families coming here, generation after generation?’ Briar interrupts. ‘What’s the point of the application process at all, then?’

What they mean is: What was the point of letting me apply? Dream for years, and wait for weeks, for a letter that was never going to come?

‘Because I suppose you might not know. Say the last connection was . . . I don’t know, my aunt’s nephew’s sister’s brother,’ says Westby. ‘I mean, look at Adams.’

‘West,’ says Tate. ‘Your aunt’s nephew’s sister’s brother is you.’

‘Immaterial,’ says Westby. ‘But yes, I suppose you’re right, Jones, genetics are somewhat limiting. Unfortunate for some, but what can you do? Buck is related to the founder of the school, if you go all the way back to the 1500s, when they uncovered the original texts.’

‘Uncovered them?’ Briar seizes on this. ‘Who wrote them?’

‘Monks,’ says Westby.

‘Saints,’ Tate corrects.

Westby waves his hand. ‘Both. Monks who became saints. Big promotion. Corner office. Well, corner cell. They were anchorites, you know? Holed up with nothing else to do in about the thirteenth century. Made a deal with . . . God, or the universe, or whatever. Best way to write a Working, in a monastery. They were all doing it alongside each other, and then when one died, it didn’t matter, because there’d be someone else still living and breathing it to pick it up and get it over the finish line. It’s a shame they don’t do that any more.’

‘You’d be a fucking terrible anchorite,’ says Hadley. ‘If you’re alone for more than two hours you start chewing on the walls like a husky.’

‘I’d look darling with a tonsure,’ says Westby. He really is very drunk. ‘Anyway, the Workings were all buried with them in their tombs or something, and then in the 1550s Lord Beauchamp wanted the land for his holdings and he dug them up. Pride of the Renaissance. Discovered he could read them, shared them with his friends, let the ones who understood the writing in on the secret. Originals are all in Latin, but we don’t read many of them, or at least not the ones that haven’t been translated. Principles are the same, a sort of . . . spiritual legalese, Procedural. It’s a deal, in exchange for something. Follows basic legal frameworks. You know . . . writ of covenant, action of assumpsit, quid pro quo, consideration. The slightly newer texts tend to be the more useful ones, and they’re in English.’

Briar has only followed about half of this. ‘Action of . . . what?’

Hadley gets up suddenly, slamming both hands on the table. ‘More wine.’

‘Oh, yes,’ says Westby. ‘Get some of that table swill. Something with a foot on the label, or a . . . blossom.’

‘They called last orders,’ Tate says, glancing over at the barman, who’s pointedly clearing up. ‘And we’re due back. Well past, actually.’

‘Oh, the barkeep won’t mind dipping back into the fridge for us. And once you’ve had a glass of foot blossom, you’ll forget all about the late demerit.’

It’s busy enough now that Briar has to clumsily shoulder their way through the crowd to get to the toilet. They spot some other young faces in the crowd, presumably scholars, and wonder exactly how loud Westby and the others have been talking. Too loud, probably.

They bounce off somebody’s elbow, apologise, make it to the sanctuary of the single accessible stall. God, they’re drunk. So drunk that as they wash their hands, the stitched and bruised reflection in the mirror looks like a stranger. Briar admires them. They look sturdy. Tough. Even a little scary. Marlon Brando. James Dean. They quirk their slightly split lip into a smile, and then, unbidden, think of Bastian. Bastian, this close. Bastian, his gaze unwavering. What had Briar looked like through his eyes last night during the fight? The shortening distance between them?

The kiss?

Goddamn Bastian. Why had he done it? Just to fuck with Briar? Consider Briar’s head thoroughly fucked. They’re furious with Bastian, furious with themself - because if Bastian is a cold, immoral shell of a person, the vacuum left behind once you’ve removed all semblance of empathy and capacity for mercy, what sort of person is Briar, that they’d kissed him?

Or, let him kiss them. Or grappled together, briefly and bloodily, with the accidental inclusion of lips and tongue.

It’s disgusting. Unless . . . unless Hadley is right, and Briar can find a way to use it for good. Last night could be the first step in a grand plan that unravels Mons, instead of a gross mistake of bodily physics.

Yes. Yes. Maybe it’s the wine, but with that reframing of the narrative, Briar feels better already.

Not weak-willed. Not harbouring affection for someone who no longer exists. Calculating. Smart. Heroic.

Upon their return, Tate is openly yawning into the palm of his hand, and Westby is trying to remember some old school chant, sung to the tune of a First World War marching song. Hadley is texting somebody furiously, her flying fingers at odds with the fact that she’s hiccupping-drunk.

‘Bed time,’ she says, when she’s done. Nobody argues. Westby neglects his stick in favour of walking arm-in-arm with Tate, and they spill out onto the lane without much regard to any potential oncoming traffic.

It’s not far back to Temple. The scant clouds have melted away revealing a sky feverishly bright with stars; the air is just warm enough to give everything a slight sense of the unreal, like somebody’s built a pitch-black lane and miles of fields inside a temperature-controlled sound stage for them to wander. It’s really and truly silent once they’re away from the pub, just the occasional chirp of an insect or call of a bird, so Westby’s drunken mumbling and Tate’s low, soothing replies seem extra loud.

Briar is walking alone behind them, hands in their pockets, full of some unnameable, effervescent summer vim, when they turn around and realise Hadley is no longer bringing up the rear.

‘Hold on,’ they say, and Tate glances back, but neither of the other two actually stop. Briar’s eyes have adjusted to the starlight now, and they spot a stile nestled in the bushes. On the other side, endless wheat.

‘Hadley?’ Briar calls.

The tall stalks rustle in the wind, and Briar notices a tell tale phone glow from a little farther in. They hop the stile and discover a narrow corridor through the crops, wide enough to accomodate one Hadley. Briar finds her standing with her hands outstretched, unsteady on her feet.

‘It’s like washing your hands in grass,’ she says. ‘Kind of like scratchy water. But it tickles. It’s nice.’

‘Nice,’ Briar repeats.

She smiles, then wrinkles her nose. She looks like a bunny with a fringe. ‘I’m high. Fuck. This is embarrassing.’

‘It’s not embarrassing.’

‘It’s not? Okay. Then I think we should kiss. With tongue.’ Briar thinks this is a joke, because it’s certainly delivered like one, but she sways in closer and puts a hand on the sleeve of their overshirt, tugging at the cuff. She’s got grass in her hair, and the insides of her lips are stained wine-dark like gore in the light from her phone.

Fuck it. Briar’s got all this pent-up something with nowhere to go. And they’ve always had a soft spot for a girl who looks like she’d enjoy making them cry.

Briar kisses Hadley the way they assume she wants to be kissed: decisively, with care but not an inch of softness; a firm hand and a hint of tongue and then a hard stop. She smells like weed and peppery, floral perfume, and her mouth is a bit chapped, and she kisses back with a sweet, yielding messiness that Briar attributes to the drugs and the booze. It’s kind of nice. Comfortable. A world away from hands at throats and blood on the tile.

Briar hasn’t kissed many people. There were a few party fumbles, and then a particular girl at school, Emily, solidly built and freckled from spending as much of the year as possible swimming in murky lakes and riding her family’s old pony. It’d been a four-month stint last summer, literal rolls in the hay once a week, extensive, enthusiastic experimentation, but neither of them particularly interested in each other beyond chemical attraction, which had burned out by winter.

Briar’s not particularly interested in Hadley, either, but that’s probably all right.

‘Yeah,’ she says when they break apart, seeming relatively pleased. ‘Okay.’

She pats Briar on the arm and then wanders back towards the road. When they’re both over the stile, they discover that Tate and Westby have come back for them.

‘Oh for fuck’s sake, you’ve kissed Jones!’ Westby says immediately, sounding very put out. ‘What have you done that for?’

‘Just because I haven’t kissed you since we were fourteen—’

‘I’m so gay, Watson! I can’t even be tricked by that butch little outfit you wear sometimes, with the bowling shirt! Close! But no cigar!’

‘I like that shirt,’ says Tate. ‘Cute. Vintage.’

‘I didn’t even want to kiss you in particular,’ Hadley says dismissively. ‘I was kissing everybody, just to piss Buck off, and then it didn’t work so I kissed everybody harder.’

Briar freezes, hands halfway to their pockets. ‘Buck? Alistair?’

‘Christ, we’re not talking about this now,’ mutters Hadley. She stalks off, a flurry of skirt and necklace and shaggy hair, and they all follow her. Eventually she turns around, so she’s walking backwards, facing Briar - who’s beginning to understand that although Hadley doesn’t ever want to seem talkative and forthcoming, she can’t help being so anyway, at least under the influence of her favourite substances. 

‘Look . . . look. It was like six months in fourth year and he was pretty fucking horrible to me in ways we won’t discuss because it’s just such a massive, predictable bummer. But I hate him. Like . . . I hope he dies, and that he has a stupid cartoon death, and everybody makes jokes about it on the internet forever. Shark attack. Helicopter blades. Nutty Putty cave.’

‘You’re going to nutty in his what?’ Tate says, and he and Westby fall about laughing.

‘Sorry he was a dick to you,’ Briar says to Hadley, falling into step with her as the other two cling to each other’s arms and giggle.

‘Breaking news, heir to the kingdom of hell fucks over stupid, wide-eyed ingénue with great tits.’ She laughs. She always sounds younger when she laughs. ‘I’m kidding. I was never wide-eyed. I used to get him to buy me cigarettes, because he was already so tall and imperious he never got ID’d at the shops. I was stupid, but I learned my lesson in the end.’

‘I doubt you were stupid.’

‘Oh, no, I was. Definitely, definitely. But I’ve never made that mistake again. I’m making new and different ones. Variety is the spice of life.’

Her high, previously so light and bubbly, seems to take a turn as she speaks. Briar thinks that underneath all her bluster, she might actually be very sad. They give her a spontaneous, one-armed hug, pulling her into their side, and it takes her quite a while to start complaining and shove them away.

The half-moon appears from behind the trees as they follow the curve in the road, and even though Briar’s had many nights like this - drunk on a silent country lane, walking in staggered step with friends, feeling like a stupid baby and a thousand years old all at once - there’s still something romantic about it, like they’re treading a pilgrimage. So much life to live. So many stars.

Briar and Seb used to stargaze, sober, lying on the lawn of Grove House, pressing their faces together side-by-side and squinting so that they could see the constellations through each other’s eyes. 

‘I did apply here,’ they say to Hadley suddenly, in the spirit of spilling painful secrets. ‘Didn’t get in.’

‘Yeah. I figured that one out by myself,’ Hadley says. ‘But I like that you lied, Jones. It makes you much more . . . interesting.’








20 Unnatural Habitats

On Sunday morning, Briar is drinking an enormous mug of freshly pressed coffee when someone slides a note under their door.

It says come to the refectory in spidery script.

Briar opens the door and finds Westby standing there, only just straightening up, looking like he went to a blood drive and accidentally donated all of it.

‘Oh,’ he says, visibly confused.

‘You could have just knocked.’

‘I thought maybe you’d be . . .’ This sentence never picks back up again. Westby is wearing the same cardigan as yesterday, and his hair is almost entirely vertical.

He’s incapable of speech all the way downstairs and across the lawn. It’s already late morning; inside the refectory, it’s mostly older scholars who seem to be suffering from similar afflictions. A group of younger boys walk through, scrapping loudly, and Briar watches as a sixth-year turns his head and narrows his focus, mouth moving. The boys fall silent, looking panicked, and rush away.

Briar’s trying to figure out the specialism. Discomfort? Alarm? Is there a Working that makes you believe you’re late for an important appointment elsewhere, and white-rabbits you from the room?

At the end of the table in the darkest corner, Hadley is seemingly asleep with her head on her arms, and Tate is mechanically eating eggs with the grim determination of somebody intentionally chugging poison.

When Westby and Briar approach, Hadley lifts her head, and just says, ‘Help.’

Westby pats her consolingly on the arm, and then limps jerkily away to the serving hatch. Briar doesn’t want to think about food. They sit down and wait, and when Westby returns, he’s carefully carrying three cups of coffee. It’s touch and go for a bit, but he manages to set them down without spilling more than half.

Briar risks a sip, and nearly spits it out.

‘How many sugars did you put in this?’

Westby raises his cup to his lips with a shaking hand. ‘All.’

He and Hadley drink their disgusting coffees in silence, and when they’re done, Hadley picks up a glass of water and chugs the entire thing down in a few gulps, letting some of it bead in her hair and drip onto the table. When she’s done, she folds her arms again to use as a pillow.

‘I’m doomed by the narrative,’ says Westby, his eyes closed, bruised-lilac eyelids fluttering like a classic heroine in the throes of a swoon.

‘You’re not doomed by the narrative,’ Tate says robotically. ‘You are hungover. Eat an egg.’

‘I’d rather die.’

‘Then die.’

‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’ Westby says, daring to crack an eye open. ‘Jones, did you kiss Watson in a field last night?’

‘Um,’ Briar says non-committally, sipping coffee.

Hadley gives a thumbs-up of confirmation.

‘I kissed West,’ Tate says. Everybody looks at him; even Hadley manages to turn her head to the side and squint. ‘After we were breathalysed and shouted at by the Housemaster.’

‘That you did,’ says Westby. ‘But I think you were just feeling left out.’

‘Mmm. Probably.’

‘So, all right. Next time . . . I’ll kiss Jones, you can kiss Watson, and then we’re square. Oh, no, wait - Jones needs to kiss you, or it’s all out of kilter.’ It’s a relief to discover that clearly, none of this actually means anything.

‘Where’s your stick?’ Briar says, registering that it’s not propped up against the table next to him.

‘Lost it last night. It’s all right. I have evolved past the need for the stick. Or, maybe I’ll go back for it. Adams, I’m truly suffering here - will you do your thing?’

‘No. And you know exactly why not.’

‘Come on. Special dispensation. What’s the point if you’re not going to use it?’

Briar looks at Tate and thinks, Ease. They could all use a little to get through this day.

‘I’d like to know what it feels like,’ they say, and Tate frowns.

‘I stopped doing it for friends.’

‘Come on, give Jones a tiny sip of heroin. Nobody ever got addicted on one tiny sip.’

‘I think you’ve misunderstood a few fundamental things about heroin,’ Tate says, but he sighs, and levels his gaze at Briar, looking pained as his mouth begins to move.

It’s just a tickle in their extremities at first, like the nerves in your foot falling asleep, and then . . . Briar’s hangover melts away, as if it’s been doused in cool spring water and washed down the drain. Their bruises seem to reabsorb, their cuts heal over. Their heartbeat slows to a rhythm that’s mellow and steady, and a weight they hadn’t known they’d been carrying just . . . lifts. It’s like their lungs have extra capacity or something, there’s so much room for air, and their thoughts feel clear and bright. Everything’s going to be totally fine. Bastian, the farm, the future. Briar has no idea why they’ve been worrying about any of it.

Tate returns to his eggs, and reality flattens Briar with the velocity of a dropped piano.

‘Ow.’

‘Exactly,’ Westby says, tilting his face longingly in Tate’s direction. Briar’s headache and dry mouth seem worse now, or maybe it’s just the brutal contrast to all that peace.

‘That was . . .’ they say to Tate, unable to find the words. ‘I can see how it’d get pretty addictive.’

‘And that’s exactly why I’ll never be doing it again,’ Tate says, through a mouthful of egg. ‘Because then you might end up calling for me at weird hours of the night, asking if you can come to my room and sleep next to me so I can do it until you fall asleep, or hitting me up just before exams, or—’

‘Yes, yes, we get the point, I’m incorrigible,’ Westby gripes.

Briar is still dazed. ‘You could make a killing with that feeling. Do people . . . sell it?’

‘Hardly anybody specialises in Ease,’ Tate says, picking up a sausage and eating it one miniscule bite at a time, like a loading bar for onboarding protein.

‘Why not?’

‘Because there are much better ways to control people,’ Hadley says, muffled by the sleeve of her shirt.

‘These are not the bright, happy faces of young people who have been staying out of trouble.’ This is Eugenia, who has appeared from nowhere like an angel of death, gazing down at them all in her linen blazer. It’s got red lawn stripes on it, far too busy for a morning like this. ‘Your face looks horrible, Briar, by the way.’

Westby blinks at her. ‘Don’t they ever let you have a day off, Genie? I’d sue.’

‘Good idea. I’ll hire a lawyer to sue all the baby lawyers with big lawyer daddies,’ Eugenia deadpans. ‘Briar, I’m sorry to ask, but two of the cleaners are out with something they called “summer flu” and I want to know if you can help with some dorms and classrooms.’ Clearly, Eugenia does not believe in the concept of a summer flu. ‘I will pay you extra,’ she adds, eyes flicking disapprovingly over Hadley’s collapsed form.

Briar doesn’t particularly want to clean anything, but they do want to be paid extra. ‘Um, okay. Sure.’

‘Fine. Ben will show you the supplies in the morning, if you meet him next to my office first thing.’

Briar leaves the others to stew. On the way back to Eden, they spot a grim gaggle of older men in suits exiting the main school building, glossy and expensive; one of them looks familiar, and with a jolt, Briar thinks - Seb’s father. It’s impossible to be sure though, and they’re gone as quickly as they appear, guided quickly through another door like touring royalty.

Briar goes back to bed and watches the first half hour of To Kill A Mockingbird, soothed by black-and-white Gregory Peck’s deep drawl and seersucker suits. If they had their phone, they’d search for tailors, to see just how prohibitively expensive it would be to commission a light three-piece nipped in at the waist that they’d have absolutely no occasion to wear.

They nod off before the courtroom scene, and drift in and out of sleep all afternoon. By five o’clock they feel alive enough to go to the gym for an easy leg session, ignoring the handful of scholars loudly grunting and showboating over their benches. Afterwards they meet the others in the cloisters, in the golden corner that gets the last of the evening sun, where they all eat pale strawberries and watch Tate perform Ease on a fat, friendly robin until it’s relaxed enough to hop into his palm, burrow into the creases of his fingers and fall asleep.

Ben is late the next day, and Briar spends fifteen minutes kicking about in the hallway, watching admin staff arrive at their offices juggling coffee and keys, jackets flung over their arms. Daniel the librarian makes a stop to sort out some paperwork, and when he sees Briar’s face, he looks deeply concerned.

‘Jesus. Been hammering nails with your head, Briar?’

‘Oh,’ Briar says. The cut on their brow is past the worst, but their fresher injuries are ghastly. ‘No. Just . . . a disagreement.’

‘A disagreement?’ Daniel touches Briar’s eyebrow with broad fingers, wincing in sympathy. ‘With who? A truck? You need more library time, less fisticuffs. Come hang out with the books, they’ll keep you out of trouble.’

‘Yeah,’ Briar says. ‘Maybe.’

When Ben arrives, he shows Briar an article in the newspaper he’s reading about the recently discovered skeleton of a new type of flying dinosaur, and hums a vaguely familiar pop song about coffee as he hands over a new, much smaller set of keys, unlocks the storage cupboard and helps Briar pull together a cart of cleaning supplies.

‘Hawthorn,’ he says. ‘Third and fourth floors. Best to get as much done as you can while the lordlings are in their lessons. There’s a boy on reprimand who’ll help you in the afternoon, but don’t expect him to be much use. They never are. Who’ve you been fighting?’

‘Lordlings,’ says Briar.

Ben nods, with a bitter weariness that makes Briar wonder if he’s ever been on the wrong end of a scholar’s Working. ‘Good on you.’

Briar drags their cart to the Hawthorn entryway and accidentally catches the post-chapel rush, when scholars are dashing to grab forgotten things from their dorms and thundering back down the stairs two at a time. It’s five minutes of pure hell as they manoeuvre everything down the hall and into the accessible lift, which only goes up to the first floor; when the doors open again, it’s like the dazed quiet after a stampede, just the last few gazelles hopping away and out of sight. Briar has to manually drag the cart up the next flights of stairs. When they reach the third floor, they’re pink and damp at the temples, sweating through the back of their white T-shirt, disproportionately annoyed at having to go back for a dropped mop.

They unlock the first dorm room, and the day they’d imagined ahead of them is sucked into a black hole, replaced by unforeseen and wide-ranging horrors.

Ben mentioned dusting, wiping, polishing; for any of these actions to be possible, there’d have to be a square foot of visible surface not covered in gummy teenage detritus. One desk is all crisp packets and chocolate wrappers, library books left with their spines cracked and their pages bent, illegible handwritten notes strewn about in drifts as if they’ve fallen from a tree. The other is mostly tidy, except for the freshly spilled puddle of pale coffee, which has been left to soak so that it really sinks into the wood. The floor is knee-deep in dirty clothes, the beds unmade, mugs and glasses on the windowsill sticky-filmed and coated in dust.

Briar snaps on some gloves and starts with the rubbish, sweeping it all into a black bin bag. They can’t spend the entire day traipsing downstairs to the kitchen with mugs and glasses, so they just gather them and leave them huddled together in a flock. The clothes have to be picked up; Briar approaches this task with the stoicism they employ while dealing with mountains of cow manure, although this is somehow so much worse. Cows don’t surreptitiously wank into dirty rugby socks and then leave them crumpled under the bed.

That first room is the low point. Briar leaves it with clean surfaces and floors, belongings in neat piles, clothes bagged up for the laundry, eternally thankful they haven’t been instructed to strip the beds. Afterwards, a kind of steady, useful violence takes hold, and they make it all the way down the hall and halfway back again on the other side by the time the bell tolls for first lunch shift.

Briar eats in the staff dining room. One of the office ladies has baked, and she insists that Briar takes two carrot cake muffins frosted with inches of cream cheese and a third for later, because they’re ‘still a growing boy’.

This isn’t entirely accurate, but the muffins are good. Briar just thanks her, retreats to a corner and spends the rest of lunch reading a thriller about a murdered nanny while they graze one-handed.

Up on the third floor, there are five dorms left to clean. The first is easy, and Briar is feeling good, mind already jumping ahead to dinner, maybe going to Robert Parker’s tower afterwards to sit by the fire. They’re totally unprepared for what they find when they open the next door.

Bastian is standing by the window, looking out. He’s got a blue-striped dust cloth clutched loosely in one hand like a knightly favour, and he’s wearing his impractical crisp white school shirt and trousers. His hand is injured from the other night, his knuckles standing out pinkly against his pasty skin.

‘Hello,’ Briar says stiffly, pulling the cart to a stop behind them.

Bastian doesn’t even have the grace to jump. He just turns and takes Briar in, gaze travelling from the gloves on their hands to the mess of their face, and then seems to get stuck there.

He’s got a black eye. It’s just a little purpling of the inner corner, a downward sweep from deep plum to bright burgundy, like somebody took his face in their cupped palms and painted it there with the pad of their thumb. It makes him look young and tired, and horribly breakable. Briar did that.

They should still be furious, but they reach for that feeling of righteous anger and can’t access it any more. Maybe the fight helped. It can’t have been the kiss; that, along with the letter, has just confused things further.

It’s easy to tell the story that goes: I had a friend, I loved him, he left me. You can’t add ‘and he sent me a letter, and I didn’t reply, and he left anyway’ without muddling the roles somewhat. A kiss turns the whole thing on its head.

‘You’re the one on reprimand,’ Briar says. Bastian looks down at the cloth in his hands and back up at Briar, and nods.

‘I . . . didn’t know it would be you,’ he says, having to wet his lips halfway through, his voice sounding dry and disused.

‘Okay. Well. It is.’ This room is unbearably small. Briar clears their throat and unholsters the mop. ‘There’s no point both of us doing this. Take some stuff, do the next room.’

‘Fine,’ Bastian says. He moves hesitantly, and Briar gets out of the way, turning their back so that he can avail himself of the cleaning supplies, only facing the room again once Bastian’s gone.

It’s hardly fair for him to act like the kicked puppy. Briar almost wishes they were at each other’s throats again instead of navigating this weird post-storm calm, each littered with the other’s fingerprints. Briar mops and scrubs and dusts, and when the room is done they grab the cart and drag it back out into the hall, intending to go straight past the next doorway without looking.

They look. Bastian is on his knees, surrounded by reams of blue cloth, the dorm still a disaster in all directions. He’s frowning at a stain on the floor, dabbing at it dry and then checking to see if it’s magically vanished.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’

Bastian doesn’t look up. ‘Cleaning.’

‘Have you ever cleaned anything before?’

‘Hard to recall.’

‘So - no, then.’

‘There are cleaners here, and the pips and first-years . . . and at home I had a . . . well, you know.’

Briar does know. The Wolfes had a housekeeper, a woman in her fifties called Mrs Curtis who didn’t like children and made that clear strongly and often. She’d thrown away Briar’s battered copy of The Hobbit, and afterwards told them that she’d assumed it was meant for the bin, because the pages were so worn and tea-stained. Briar tried to explain that this was what books were supposed to look like when you loved them, but she was unrepentant.

‘Use the supplies,’ they say now. ‘Get stuff wet before you start scrubbing. It tells you on the bottles what each thing is for. Don’t huff the fumes.’

Bastian picks up a bottle of floor cleaner and starts examining it like it’s a puzzle he’s trying to solve. Briar rolls their eyes, takes a dusting cloth and starts on the shelves. They know Bastian has turned to watch them, irritatingly attuned to the movements of his body. At Grove House, on the rare occasion they hadn’t been within touching distance, Briar had known that Bastian was back in the room even with headphones on and their eyes closed. In a game of blind man’s bluff, Briar could walk straight over to him and place their hand squarely on his chest. Something to do with how the air felt when he was in the room versus out of it; the displacement of molecules, shifting aside to make space for their reunions.

Or maybe he just had a particularly noticeable smell. Whatever.

He’s actually scrubbing now, and when Briar has finished the windowsills, they turn to see him staring down at the unblemished floor as if he can’t believe cleaning actually yields results. Briar grabs the mop and bucket, and Bastian stops them by taking hold of the handle. His fingernails, once heavily bitten, are now neat and perfect. Briar imagines him cutting them alone in his bathroom and feels sad for some reason.

‘I’ll do it,’ he says.

He probably thinks he’s doing something very magnanimous, offering to mop the floor like a plebeian.

‘How did you end up with detention? Or . . . demerit, or whatever it’s called?’ Briar says, not relinquishing the mop. ‘I thought you were the untouchable king of the dicks.’

Bastian lets this slide. ‘Ward is sending a message. He’s not supposed to notice the Trials are happening at all, and he keeps . . . hearing about them. Not that it’s my fault.’

‘Christ,’ Briar says, ignoring how pointed this is. ‘That’s the only thing worth punishing. This place is fucked up.’

‘Yes,’ Bastian replies, which isn’t what Briar is expecting. Brutal as it is, he’s made something of himself here. Shed that little kid who struggled to make friends, turned out to be more powerful than either of them ever could have imagined; become someone feared, instead of fearful. Someone monstrous.

Briar shouldn’t even be talking to him. I’m undercover, they tell themself, and that sits better.

Bastian clears his throat. ‘Well. Anyway. I’ll mop.’

Briar lets him, and moves on to the next room, wondering how long it’ll be before he catches up.






21 What Have You Got Against Windows

Briar and Bastian finish the last three dorms on the third floor working in tandem.

Briar hates the presumption when they’re standing by the cart and Bastian extends a bruised hand without looking, expecting that Briar will know exactly what he’s asking for . . . but Briar does know what he’s asking for, and they want to get this day over with, so they just hand over the spray or the cloth or the duster and stay silent.

They move around each other automatically, trading places when something’s too high for Briar to reach or too heavy for Bastian to lift. It’s like remembering the steps to a dance you knew by heart a decade ago, etched deep into your muscles, dormant until the first strains of music start to play.

The clouds have cleared outside for once, so they dip in and out of window-shaped sunbeams as they work, disturbing so much dust that Bastian looks like he’s kneeling in a gold and glittering snow globe as he stoops to clean the floor by a scholar’s desk. His hair glows like it’s overexposed, lit up bright and pearlescent, the strands that aren’t tied back falling in his eyes as he cleans, biting his lip with concentration.

Briar tries not to look at him too much. It makes their skin feel weird. Prickly.

Bastian is looking at them, though. A lot. Briar’s sweaty even though they’re opening the window of every dorm they enter, and they keep having to sweep their hair back and away from their face. Their T-shirt has gone all soft and clinging, wilting in the heat. They feel hot and grubby compared to Bastian in his somehow still-crisp dress shirt. He’s rolled it up to his elbows, exposing long expanses of neon vein.

It becomes apparent that the scholars who inhabit the last dorm on the left have been throwing their rubbish up on top of the heavy oak bookcase rather than putting it in the easily accessible bin. Briar can’t reach the top to clear it out. Bastian can’t either, but his arms are longer, and he tries a few times to no avail. Before Briar can tell him not to be an idiot, he uses the lower shelves as a stepladder to boost himself up, and the inevitable happens: the bookcase, freestanding and unsecured, starts to tilt forwards. Empty crisp packets, books, photo frames and a couple of stray Funko Pops begin raining down on Bastian as he drops down and tries to brace against the weight.

‘Shit,’ Briar says, dropping everything they’re holding to help, arms straining, swearing again as a heavy hardback falls on their foot. Their face is so close to Bastian’s that they can feel his breath on their cheek.

The bookcase comes to a creaking halt, and between them they manage to push it back into place.

‘That was stupid,’ Briar tells Bastian, stepping away. He’s breathing heavily, blood beading on his hand where he’s been nicked by something sharp. He puts it to his mouth and sucks.

‘Thanks.’

‘Well, it was.’

‘Jesus, I meant thank you for helping.’

‘Oh,’ Briar says, confused. ‘Right.’

‘I mean, you did try to beat the shit out of me the other night,’ Bastian continues, starting to sift through the stuff that’s fallen, separating rubbish from personal effects. ‘So I thought you might just let it crush me.’

Briar closes their eyes momentarily, exasperated. How are they supposed to even pretend to make peace with any of this? ‘You were going to hurt me. It was self-defence.’ Sort of. Mostly. After that first punch, anyway.

‘Ha,’ Bastian says. ‘Sure.’

‘As if you didn’t deserve it.’

‘Look, I understand that you don’t like me,’ Bastian says, dropping things one by one into the bin bag. ‘But I don’t understand why it makes you so angry. You want nothing to do with me, yet we seem to be in some constant, one-sided argument. You’d rather not be around me, yet you keep seeking me out.’

‘Well, maybe I’m just really fucking disappointed in you,’ Briar shoots back. ‘Not that it matters. We’re ancient history, I’m over it.’

‘You’re over it,’ Bastian says. ‘Of course. These are the words and actions of somebody entirely unbothered.’

‘I am.’ Briar punctuates this by grabbing a crumpled can and chucking it into the bin. ‘And I’m not seeking you out.’

‘Okay.’

Briar grabs the cart and drags it from the room, and refuses Bastian’s help getting it up the stairs, even though it means they bang it against their shin in the exact same spot multiple times. On the fourth floor, Briar looks at the long row of identical doors on either side and feels slightly desperate in their desire to run away.

Instead, they open the first door and get started, ignoring Bastian as he does the same.

A few minutes later, Briar feels him leave. The tension drops from their shoulders as they straighten up. The longer he stays away, the easier it is to relax into the work. He’s probably not coming back. Briar even starts humming under their breath, and then they turn around and realise with a jolt of shock, that Bastian is still there, silently sweeping up a small mess with a dustpan and brush.

When Briar tackles the windowsill, covered once again in a clutch of half-full mugs, they’re so sure Bastian has left that they keep trying to catch his reflection in the glass. He’s gone this time, Briar’s positive - but when they go to put the mugs on the desk, there he is, a human jump scare, peering at the open notebook on one of the beds.

‘Stop doing that,’ Briar says sharply, picking up a rag, and Bastian straightens up.

‘It’s not a diary,’ he says dismissively.

‘Not that. The other thing.’

‘What other thing?’

There’s that well of anger again, safety cover removed. ‘You’re using the fucking Work on me. Don’t. I don’t want you in my fucking head.’ Bastian cuts his eyes to the floor, colour flaring in his cheeks. ‘I know I’m not a scholar and you’ve rewired your conscience to let you do horrible shit because that’s just how it works here, but I’m still a person.’

‘Oh, please. Don’t be so dramatic. I’m doing you a favour.’

There’s a high-pitched noise from over by the window that sets Briar’s teeth on edge. ‘Did I fucking ask?’

‘You’re just being—’

Briar throws the rag back onto the cart. The shrill noise increases in volume. Maybe it’s just in Briar’s head. ‘Don’t tell me what I’m being. Don’t think you know what I want better than I do. You don’t know me.’

The sound is definitely real, now. It’s almost deafening. Briar glances over at the window just in time to see a crack forming in the glass, zig-zagging its way down the pane like a bolt of lightning. Spontaneous. Untouched.

Realisation dawns.

‘It was you,’ they say, rounding on Bastian. ‘You broke the window? At the party?’

Bastian exhales shakily through his nose, closing his eyes like he’s under immense pressure. When he speaks, his voice grates. ‘Not on purpose.’

‘How? You’re not supposed to be able to do that.’

‘I . . . don’t know.’

‘I nearly lost an eye.’

‘I said it wasn’t on purpose,’ Bastian snaps. His bruised knuckles have turned a bloodless grey where he’s clenching his fists. There’s more noise from the window - an ominous, glassy creaking. Briar has learned their lesson; they back away, towards the safer end of the room.

Bastian doesn’t move.

‘Seb. Bastian. Get out of the way.’

The only movement is the quick rise and fall of his shoulders as he breathes. The sound of the glass straining against its frame is unbearable, a ringing shriek that goes on and on.

‘Bastian, calm down.’

Briar doesn’t particularly care about preserving the structure of this dorm, but the cut on their forehead is throbbing with the memory of their last encounter with a broken window. If it blows now, it’ll shred Bastian to pieces.

‘Don’t tell me to calm down,’ he says, teeth gritted. ‘I’m sick of your sanctimonious bullshit. I remember how much you wanted to come here - do you really think you’d have been any different? If you’d got in and I hadn’t, you’d be standing exactly where I am, and you’d be no fucking saint. In fact, you’d be worse. You’re not better than me, just because—’

Briar touches him without thinking. It’s that muscle memory again; Bastian’s breaking down, and the only thing to do is to hold him. That’s the way it’s always been. They put a hand on his arm, gentle but firm, and Bastian’s breath hitches. The window is still ringing, on and on and on, so Briar pulls Bastian properly into their arms.

Bastian lets out a punched-out sound like all the air has been driven from his lungs. Anybody else might think he’s about to cry, but Briar knows better. Bastian doesn’t cry, because his dad told him not to, and it was one of the only things Mr Wolfe demanded of his son that Bastian could actually give him. His body is so tense that when he lets go, it feels like a collapse; he sags into Briar, the window goes silent, and then they’re just standing there in the middle of the room, embracing, Bastian’s face tucked into the crook of Briar’s neck.

It’s not real, Briar tells themself. That’s the only reason they slide their arms around Bastian’s shoulders instead of moving away. When Bastian’s breathing finally slows, they break apart.

It should be awkward. It isn’t.

‘Sorry.’ Bastian is very red. He steps away, slips the band from his hair and meticulously re-ties it, capturing the strands that have escaped.

‘It’s okay.’

‘I really hate that you’re here.’ That sticks in Briar’s chest like it’s barbed.

‘Thanks.’

‘No, I don’t mean . . .’ Bastian’s hand jerks upwards, like he’s thinking about touching Briar again. ‘Not because of you. Because . . .’

Briar waits, but no explanation is forthcoming. Bastian shakes his head. So they finish the room in silence, go to the next one, divvy up the tasks without speaking.

‘I saw your mother last summer,’ Bastian says after a while, clearing his throat as he sweeps, jabbing the brush completely at random. ‘Holding a chicken.’

‘Yeah? What colour?’

‘Black.’

‘That’s Rudy. She likes to take herself for walks.’

Bastian nods again, serious, like Briar’s imparting deeply precious knowledge about Rudy the black chicken. ‘She was down near our drive. She said - well, she was . . . nice.’

‘She talked to you?’

‘Mmm.’

Briar can’t help but find this - the fact of the conversation, and the fact of it being hidden from them - annoying. But then, what could their mum have said about it that wouldn’t have sent Briar into a spiral? Basically nothing.

‘She said you were doing well,’ Bastian says, sweeping harder.

‘I am.’

Is this true? Briar’s not been doing terribly. Sure, it was hard to get out of bed after Bastian left for Temple, and there have been quite a few incidents involving fists and fingernails over the years - mostly hidden from their mum - but they haven’t been getting into quite so many fights of late. They have friends, although it’s not like they’re going to win any awards for being open-hearted and forthcoming any time soon.

Sometimes at night they lie awake imagining a dull, ordinary life stretching ahead of them as far as the eye can see and feel so sick their head spins. Sometimes they turn an after-school altercation that would have petered out after a few exchanged insults into something physical, just because they can, and walk home with split knuckles feeling wildly, desperately alive.

Sometimes when their friends text on a Friday afternoon, they turn off their phone for the whole weekend, spend it watching films in bed after farm chores or walking the fields in no particular direction until they start to lose the light, and on Monday, lie through their teeth about all of this. These things are probably normal. Hormonal, or something.

‘Right,’ Bastian says. ‘I mean, I didn’t ask. She just decided to tell me.’

He looks unbearably sad. Briar tortured themself with images of Bastian at Temple so many times over the years, but now they can see the grim reality: shuffled into underground caverns and half-drowned. Publicly humiliated. Terrified. Alone. Briar can picture it so vividly - Bastian eleven and skinny and silent, mouth always set in a nervous little line, perpetually frowning, soft in all the wrong places. The older scholars would have pegged him for an easy mark straight away. It makes Briar’s lungs ache.

Then he should have stayed at home, with me.

They keep going. At the next dorm, Briar goes to pull the cart in, but Bastian moves ahead to get to the door first.

‘This is my room.’

‘Oh,’ Briar says. ‘Okay. We’ll skip it.’

‘No, it doesn’t matter.’

Briar doesn’t understand, but they want to see Bastian’s room, so they don’t question it. Bastian unlocks the door himself, then steps back to let Briar enter, almost nervous, like he’s ushering an important guest into a hotel suite.

It looks like every other dorm in this corridor: cream walls, dark wood, the furniture chipped and scarred from many years of use. The main difference is that it’s an enormous single, just the one bed and what looks like a working fireplace on the west wall, which Briar supposes is a perk of being a Mon - plus the fact that it’s spotless and utterly bereft of personal belongings. No framed photos of family, no decoration on the walls. The bookcase is neatly full, but you could have pulled it from a generic image search, bookcase.jpg. There certainly aren’t any of Bastian’s mum’s romance novels here.

It’s eerie. His bedroom at Grove House had been full of Seb-flavoured miscellanea: a pond net for catching newts, a velvet cloak he wore to play Dracula in their two-man plays, chunky, brightly coloured books about bugs with built-in magnifying glasses, a plastic bust of Poe, photos of him and Briar Blu-Tacked onto every surface. He’d learned to crochet from the grumpy housekeeper, and covered every surface with wonky granny squares and doilies.

This is a life wiped clean.

The desk is the only place that looks like him, albeit a much neater iteration. It’s covered with stacks of notebooks, a freshly polished green banker’s lamp residing over them. Briar wanders over to look without embarrassment. Bastian invited them inside, after all.

‘Wait,’ he says, when Briar reaches the desk. ‘There’s . . .’ He gets ahead of Briar, rummages in a drawer until he pulls out a battered copy of Le Guin’s A Wizard of Earthsea.

It’s Briar’s copy. They hadn’t even noticed it was gone.

‘No idea why it’s here, but I certainly don’t want it.’ Bastian hands it over, and Briar looks down at the purple-clad wizard on the cover and feels a strange tightening in their throat.

‘You can keep it. I can’t read this shit any more.’

Bastian shakes his head. ‘I can’t either.’

The silence between them could stretch on and on. Briar could pick up the mop and get to work, not that anything in here really needs cleaning. Bastian could take the book, put it back in the drawer and carry on as if the conversation had never happened. It would be easier to let it lie, to leave it all unsaid.

So it feels like a great physical effort - pushing too hard with a muscle too small - for Briar to break that silence and say, ‘Why?’

Bastian doesn’t seem to know what to do with himself, even in his own room. He goes to sit down on his bed, then thinks better of it. ‘Oh, I don’t know. For the same reason as you, I’d imagine.’

‘Not quite how we dreamed it.’

‘Yes,’ Bastian says, drumming his fingers on his own arm and wandering to the window. ‘Not at all. I . . . brought a tank with me. A terrarium. Because we thought . . . I’d thought that maybe I could choose a familiar. Ridiculous, obviously, but . . . I was in such a panic over it, had to have one, couldn’t get to school and have nowhere to put my toad. Drove Mrs Curtis mad. Knew I’d made a mistake as soon as I got here. Or . . . it was made very clear to me, anyway.’

Briar can’t think too hard about an empty frog tank. It’s too much.

‘The Trials—’ they start to say instead, but Bastian shakes his head.

‘I know how it must look. But they’re a test of will. You can’t thrive in this world until you understand exactly what you’re capable of, and you can’t expect to know your limits until you’ve . . . until you’ve been brought as low as you can go, and found the strength to come back. I realised . . . during my first year, it made sense . . . it was what my father had been trying to teach me all along.’

‘Bastian. That’s stupid as fuck.’

‘No it’s not.’

‘But you used to be—’

‘You weren’t here,’ Bastian snaps, the words landing like a clean cut. ‘What else was I supposed to do?’

Briar takes a while to answer. ‘Not this.’

Bastian laughs this time. ‘It truly amazes me that you think you have the moral high ground now, after everything.’

‘What does that mean?’

Bastian’s whole face shutters. ‘You always thought you were the hero,’ he says quietly. ‘But that’s not how I remember you.’

Outside the dorm, the rare dazzling sunlight has been gradually dimming like somebody’s got their fingers on the switch. Now, the last of it blinks out.

‘I remember everything,’ Briar says. But that’s not quite true; the letter, sitting stripped of its envelope beside their pillow, tells a different story.

They finish the rest of the top floor dorms in a deeply uncomfortable silence.








22 Inconvenient Truths

In the midst of a black mood and constant downpours, Robert Parker’s office is just as cosy a refuge as Briar had hoped it would be. It’s simple enough to ask Ben to get more keys cut for the others, so that they can let themselves in whenever they please, and he doesn’t ask questions. On Tuesday Briar has a very successful day in the attic, filled with good finds - a vintage Rolex that looks like it might just need to be serviced, a framed black-and-white photograph of a very large dog sitting next to a very small one, a few interesting, leatherbound notebooks - and then meets with the others in the tower after dinner, spirits slightly lifted.

Westby manages to get the fire going, and won’t stop going on about his manly prowess until Briar produces the notebooks for his perusal.

‘I found these,’ Briar says, carefully handing them to Westby. They can’t tell how old they are exactly, but they’d bet at least a hundred years. ‘I can read it, so I guess it’s not thaumaturgical, although the handwriting is terrible. It looks like a history of the school.’

‘Fascinating,’ Westby breathes, turning the pages with utmost reverence. Briar wonders if they should feel guilty for contravening Eugenia’s rules about scholars and the attic, but this isn’t magic, so surely there’s no danger here. ‘Looks like it was written by a scholar, but they must have done so much research.’

Tate is sitting in an armchair knitting a cerulean vest, but he keeps dropping stitches, swearing, and having to do something complicated to retrieve them again.

‘Let me see,’ he says. ‘I need a break.’

‘I thought the knitting was a break from revision,’ says Hadley.

‘It is, until I hate it. And then revision seems like a piña colada at a swim-up bar.’ He takes the notebook from Westby, who surrenders it with reluctance, then clears his throat and begins reading aloud. ‘“In May of 1846, tensions between scholars and their families divided over the politics of Robert Peel and the repeal of the Corn Laws came to a head. War broke out, commanded by self-appointed lieutenant-generals of the seventh form, the younger boys acting as their witting and unwitting foot soldiers. Lasted until Peel’s resignation in June.”’

‘Jesus,’ Briar says.

‘It doesn’t say exactly how they waged war,’ says Tate, frowning, skipping ahead to the next page. ‘Maybe that’s for the best. Oh, wow. “Former headmaster Sir Andrew Deal remembers a time in which the school pulled together in the Temple spirit: when two boys from the neighbouring village scaled the fence and stole from the administrative offices, scholars from all houses chased them down, and the rugby captain and head boy Thomas McKenna beat them bloody before they were ordered to walk until they reached the sea.”’

‘That’s nice,’ says Westby. ‘What a lovely memory.’

‘Oh, you’ll like this, West. “One of the law plods I interviewed referenced a number of lost texts he wished to read. One colleague insisted these were dangerous Workings removed by the board, and another scoffed that they were fictitious, but he scoured collections and auctions, steadfast in his determination to discover them.”’

‘We’ve got enough fucking books to read,’ groans Hadley. ‘I’d like to go on the record and say no more books.’

‘Apparently in the late 1800s there was a pub on campus,’ says Tate. ‘People used to have to be carried back to their dorms on stretchers.’ He keeps reading, and his face falls.

Briar nudges his knee. ‘What?’

‘Nothing. More grim stuff. I’m going back to hateful knitting.’

Briar takes the notebook. The tall, looping handwriting takes them ages to decipher, so it’s slow going.

‘“Dennis Carlson remembers a fellow seventh-year who was killed on Temple grounds. He had procured a rifle and was threatening his classmates, and was skilled enough in the field of Conduct that other scholars found it difficult to convince him to avail himself of his weapon. He was shot by another member of the rifle club as he exited onto the road.” Why did they have to kill him, if he was leaving?’

‘A seventh-year?’ Westby says. ‘Probably knew too much.’

Briar keeps reading. ‘“The initial dispute began when it was discovered by fellow scholars that this boy had falsified a life of great prosperity that was entirely fiction. He was a butcher’s son from the village, and Carlson believes the board would have acted and ensured his removal had the issue not resolved itself.”’

‘That’s bizarre,’ Tate frowns. ‘How was he unsuitable? He’d made it to seventh year, and they said he was great at Conduct. There must have been some family connection.’

‘Well, perhaps it was more about all the lying,’ says Westby. ‘They didn’t stand for that sort of thing in the nineteenth century. Scholars were gentlemen of honour.’

‘Except when they were being carried out of the pub,’ says Hadley.

‘It sounds more like they decided they didn’t want a butcher’s boy in their club,’ says Briar, more hotly than they’d intended. They haven’t encountered anyone at Temple who seems like they’d be in need of the scholarship funds mentioned on the application form; yes, it makes sense that if thaumaturgy is genetic, power and the money that accompanies it is hoarded down family lines. But it doesn’t entirely add up. Surely some people must have distant, poorer relations able to do the Work - and Hadley’d said that prospective pips were given a nudge, if they hadn’t already applied.

Maybe the nudges are selective. Maybe there are people out there with thaumaturgy lying dormant, and no access to texts.

‘Sounds like he was kind of deranged, anyway,’ says Hadley, annoying Briar further. Her attention span is miniscule; they can see her eyes darting around the room, desperate for a new diversion. ‘Briar, do you know how to braid hair?’

Briar actually does. Kay has put them to work doing precisely this many times, badgering them until they perfected a straight middle parting. They’re still thinking of the dead butcher’s boy, but it’s clear nobody else is.

‘I can only do normal plaits,’ they say. ‘Not French.’

‘Oh, well, we wouldn’t be having anything to do with the French,’ says Westby. He takes the notebook and keeps reading. Tate knits. Briar braids, then re-braids when their first attempt is not up to standard.

‘How’s it going with Wolfe?’ Hadley asks Briar quietly once the hair salon is closed and they’re sitting side by side on the ancient sofa, passing a very thin joint back and forth. The ceiling here is empty of smoke detectors. Westby and Tate have unearthed an old TV in one of the cupboards and are trying, without success, to get it working.

‘Bad,’ says Briar. ‘I mean, it’s just kind of . . . complicated.’

‘Well, I think you should uncomplicate it,’ Hadley says, blowing an impressive smoke ring. Briar’s always wanted to learn how to do that, like Bilbo with his pipe-weed. ‘For the cause. It doesn’t make you a bad person or whatever. He sucks. Every Mon sucks. They torture people for fun. If I told you some of the shit they do . . .’

‘I mean, I’ve seen it.’

‘Scratched the fucking surface of the iceberg,’ she says, mixing her metaphors. ‘Your pal Bastian once blinded a kid.’

Briar’s blood runs cold. ‘What? How?’

‘No idea. We were in fifth year, he was in a foul mood about something, and this third-year kept following him around. Hero-worshipping, probably, although God knows why. Derbyshire was there - she said he lost it at this kid, told him to leave him alone, stop following him, that he shouldn’t even be looking at him. And the poor guy turned right around and stuck sharpened pencils in his eyes.’ Briar stares at her, mouth open. ‘Yeah. Wolfe laced his words with something a bit too spicy. Faculty had all these meetings with him, but the thing is, they’re mad about him. Have been since first year. They love power, and he’s got oodles of it.’

‘What happened to the third-year?’ Briar says, mouth dry. They’d been letting their guard down too much, lulled into complacency by Bastian’s vestiges of humanity. Every argument they’ve had with him is cast in different light. It sounds like Briar’s lucky to have walked away with just a few scratches.

‘He’s still here, because he was a good sport about it, but he was transferred out of Bastian’s house. Lost almost all his vision. So come on.’ She shifts towards Briar, the joint flaring between them. ‘That’s who he is. You should stop picking fights with him anyway, if you want to keep both your peepers.’ She glances over at Tate and Westby. Satisfied they’re still occupied, she says, ‘You still in?’

Briar feels sick to their stomach. ‘Yeah,’ they say. ‘Yeah, okay.’

‘Excellent,’ she says. ‘Do you want the rest of this? It’s basically just paper.’

Briar lets her smoke the last of it, and goes to bed that night dreaming of bloodied eye sockets and Bastian’s breath on their neck.

The next day, still short-staffed, Eugenia asks them to clean one of the classrooms. It’s in the main building of the school, the oldest part, where the interiors are of such historical importance that Briar has to receive special instructions about how to clean them without damage. Eugenia tells Briar that the room should be empty by three o’clock, but when Briar pushes open the ancient, heavy door, they find that a class is still in session.

‘Can I help you?’ asks the teacher, from where he’s writing on a whiteboard. The room is entirely pale stone, a single, faded tapestry decorating the south wall. There are no clues as to the subject taught here - just a few bookcases, and a circular table with a teapot and a stack of used cups piled next to it. The desks are arranged in five neat rows, and to Briar’s horror, they realise both Bastian and Alistair are in attendance, the former bent over his desk, the latter lounging nonchalantly until he sees Briar and sits up straighter.

Briar gestures to the cleaning cart, mortified.

‘Oh, well, you start, we’ll only be another few minutes,’ says the teacher. He turns back to the whiteboard immediately. ‘As I was saying - brute force reduces texts to their simplest forms. Some of your peers have never and will never be able to move past this. What I hope is that as graduates, as representatives of this school in the wider world, you will use the skills I’ve taught you to seek out as many meanings as possible in your Work. Everybody in this room will meet with the board in September, and I hope it goes without saying that you are not to embarrass me with anything base.’

Briar picks up a cloth as quietly as possible and starts wiping down the dust on the windowsills.

‘So, for example, Inquiry. Your average scholar might use it on themselves to glean the truth of someone’s words, to figure out if they’re lying - or to ensure that they ask exactly the right questions to get the answers they’re seeking. They might even use it to encourage somebody to arrive at the point faster. But the true scholar knows that the right reading of Inquiry can be far more powerful than any of these modern lie detector tests. It can force someone to offer up their truths. Buckingham, why don’t you show us? And, ah - Merton, you’re closest to the door, will you run and fetch a first-year? Bell’s rung, hall should be full of them.’

‘Why bother?’ Alistair says languidly, a smile in his voice. ‘There’s a cleaner right here.’

Briar goes perfectly still, like that might help. It doesn’t. ‘Oh, yes,’ the teacher says. ‘Good. Come here, would you?’

‘Um,’ Briar says, glancing at the teacher and then the back of Bastian’s head. ‘No thanks.’

At the sound of their voice, Bastian finally looks sharply round, and then at Alistair.

The teacher seems gently exasperated. ‘Don’t be silly, it’ll only take a moment.’

‘Why don’t you go and stand up in front of the board, Jones?’ Alistair says. ‘Quickly, now.’

Briar puts down the cloth and goes to take their rightful place next to the teacher, who says, ‘Well, now, that is brute forcing it, Buckingham. Try something with a little more subtlety now. Go ahead.’

From the front of the classroom, Briar looks back at a sea of vaguely interested faces. The only two people who seem to find this worthy of close attention are Bastian and Alistair.

Alistair smiles, a dimpled, handsome shark in a waistcoat. ‘What is it that your parents do for a living, Jones?’

‘They work real jobs,’ says Briar, unexpectedly. They’d planned on saying nothing at all. ‘I’m sure your parents are entirely unfamiliar with the concept.’

‘Well, now,’ says the teacher, ‘there’s no need for that. Go on, Buckingham. Push a bit harder.’

‘What is it that your father does?’

‘I don’t know,’ Briar says. ‘I’ve never met him.’ It feels strangely good to offer this up, like it was a secret they’ve been holding on to, released into the air. The room erupts into scattered laughter.

‘Your mother, then?’

‘Shift work,’ says Briar. ‘When she can get it. She likes working at the garden centre café. She used to be a teacher, but she got so stressed she had to quit.’

‘Oh! Well, very relatable indeed,’ says the teacher. ‘You see, Buckingham? If you focus on the language around evidence, you’ll find—’

‘What’s your real name?’ Alistair says, ignoring him. ‘There’s no way you’re called Briar, that’s one of those stupid fucking names you’ve invented for attention.’

‘Briar Jones,’ says Briar, because it is. No middle name. They’d felt short-changed, when they were small.

‘I think that’s enough, Buckingham,’ the teacher says, without any particular weight. ‘You’ve demonstrated this quite nicely.’

‘I don’t know, I think I can do better,’ says Alistair, getting up from his desk.

‘Buck,’ Bastian says. He stands too. Suddenly, everybody in the room is watching them intently.

‘How do you know Wolfe?’ Alistair asks, eyes darting between him and Briar.

Briar laughs. What an easy question. ‘We were best friends when we were kids. More than best friends.’

‘What the hell does that mean?’

Briar shrugs. Even easier. ‘I loved him.’

‘Stop.’

This comes not from the teacher, but from Bastian, and in response, every single person in the room stops moving.

Scholars leaning eagerly over their desks, Alistair on his feet, the teacher by the board. It’s not like in a film, with people arrested mid-movement; it’s more like they all decide to take a collective pause, a breather, their eyes suddenly vacant. Bastian stands. ‘Come on.’

Briar doesn’t understand who Bastian’s talking to until he seizes them by the wrist and pulls them away from the board, towards the door.

‘What are you doing?’ Briar says, trying to shake him off. They’re meant to be standing by the board.

‘Just - come on.’ Once they’re out in the hallway, Bastian drops Briar’s arm, but keeps walking. ‘There’s not much time, and Buck’s in a foul mood. Is there some . . . cleaner’s office you can go hide in?’

Briar is struggling to keep up. ‘What?’

‘In about five seconds class will be over and he’s going to come out here and tell you to go with him, and I’d rather not have to duel him in the corridor. He knows your dorm, he knows all your . . . friends. He’ll just come and find you, and then - it makes things very complicated for me.’

‘Well, don’t bother, then,’ Briar says.

‘Shut up,’ Bastian says dismissively. ‘Where can you go? Just until I can get him to calm down.’

‘I know a place,’ Briar says. They take the next left and find the corridor full of scholars; they have to duck and weave to get around them, and by the time they’re in clearer territory, they’re surprised to discover that Bastian is still keeping pace. They take another left towards the IT suite, two rights, then down the end of the long corridor they finally reach the locked door to the tower.

‘What’s this?’ Bastian asks. ‘It says it’s out of order.’

‘It’s a room,’ Briar replies. ‘How could a room be out of order?’

Bastian sighs. ‘Just open the door.’

Briar does, wondering if they’re about to discover Tate knitting by the fire or Westby hunched over his revision, but the room is blessedly empty.

They lock the door behind them and, as their heart slows, watch as Bastian drifts over to the desk, running his fingers over the personal photos still pinned to the wall.

‘Whose office is this?’ he says.

‘Some guy called Parker,’ says Briar. ‘I assume he doesn’t work here any more, but he was here in the nineties.’ They take a breath. ‘What the fuck happened back there?’

Bastian picks up the school newsletter from ’98 and peers at it. ‘You don’t know what you said to Alistair?’

‘No,’ Briar says, frowning. ‘I remember, I just don’t see the - oh, shit.’ Now that they’re replaying the conversation in their mind, they do see the problem. It had seemed perfectly normal, not worth a second thought. There hadn’t been a hint of shame, not even the lingering conversational hangover that sometimes occurs after oversharing at a party.

‘Exactly.’ Bastian puts down the newsletter and squares his shoulders. ‘Right. Stay here. Might be wise to sleep here tonight, too.’

‘I do have a job, you know.’

Bastian is already halfway to the door. ‘Well, it’s your job or your life. Your choice.’

‘Wait,’ Briar says. Hadley’s plan. There’s no better time, now that the two of them seem to be at a tentative truce. ‘I wanted to . . . apologise.’

‘Apologise?’ Bastian goes still.

‘Yeah,’ says Briar. ‘I’ve been . . . pretty hard on you, I think. It’s just been difficult. Seeing you again, after all this time. Brought up a lot of stuff that I wasn’t expecting.’ So far, so true. ‘You’re just very . . . different.’

Bastian leans against the door, eyes on the floor. ‘I’m not that different.’

‘Okay,’ Briar says slowly. ‘Well you seem different to me.’ This isn’t what Bastian wants to hear. He turns to leave again, groping for the key, and Briar adds, ‘But you saved me. Again. So, thank you.’

Bastian glances up, and the expression Briar catches on his face feels like an invasion of privacy, something they weren’t supposed to see. He looks completely and utterly vulnerable - laughable, really, considering the balance of power in the room.

‘You said you loved me,’ he says suddenly. Briar’s face heats. They want to look away, but find they can’t. ‘When we were kids, I mean.’

Briar swallows. Why does this feel so hard? It’s true. They already said it, in front of an entire classroom. And yet, this is almost worse. ‘I did love you.’

‘You did,’ Bastian says quietly, nodding, like this confirms something he’s been wondering about for a long time. When did he start to doubt it? It had always been hard for him to believe Briar actually liked him, even back when they lived in each other’s pockets.

When Briar stopped coming to the door or answering the phone after the acceptance letter, Briar decides. That was probably the moment that really shook his faith.

They think Bastian’s done, the conversation over, but then he adds, quietly, ‘I loved you so much.’

Some long-abandoned chamber of Briar’s heart flares painfully, tender from disuse. It feels like some of Alistair’s thaumaturgy must still be working when they ask, too honestly, ‘Then why did you go?’

Bastian just shakes his head, and finally turns the key in the lock so that he can make his escape.

Briar is left alone in the empty office, the question lingering like a hot stone on their tongue.






23 Won’t Somebody Think of the Golf

Briar is in a strange mood for days. They tense for an encounter with Alistair around every corner, but when they finally do spot him from across the lawn, he simply mutters darkly in one of his friends’ ears and keeps walking. Whatever Bastian has said to him to keep him at bay must be holding - but Briar still feels nervous and out of sorts.

It doesn’t help that the weather continues to be miserable and the third Trial is already underway, the pips in full servitude, signs of it everywhere. Briar’s indignation flares ten times daily, but there’s nothing they can really do about it - it’s too broad, too far-reaching.

Hadley was right. What they’ve already done to disrupt this madness is nowhere near enough.

Prospective scholars, practically infants, strain under the weight of other people’s things - sprinting down corridors with pure terror on their faces, clearly late to carry out some humiliating task for the upper years - and cry. So much crying, even though they’re obviously trying to hold back their tears. It’s almost impossible to pass an alcove, windowsill or niche without discovering one or a whole bushel of pips red-faced and wary, flinching when they see Briar approach, not fully able to relax even after they’ve realised that Briar isn’t about to start hammering them with demands. On Wednesday evening, Briar walks past a boy on his knees, cleaning the stone steps outside Eden with a toothbrush.

‘Toothbrushes are nothing,’ Westby says at dinner. ‘Although it can be hard to get a new one, once you’re here. I was brushing my teeth with my finger for a month. I hated the human footstool. They cracked one of my ribs, I only found out much later when it was still giving me trouble.’

‘The human footstool?’ Hadley says. ‘That’s baby stuff. Bottom tier. Sometimes I forget how easy you had it, West, and so do you.’

‘Sorry, but there was a crack in my rib, and if you remember correctly—’

‘This guy from seventh year told me to come and serve drinks at a party,’ Hadley says, ‘and when I showed up, there was no party.’ She picks up a chicken drumstick and splits it violently in half. ‘It was just him, and he was in bed under the sheet, and he was definitely . . . look, he was fucking touching himself, and when I tried to leave, he just told me he’d called me to serve drinks, so I’d better pour him a drink or else.’

From the expression on both Westby and Tate’s faces, this story has never been told in quite this configuration before.

Briar sucks in a breath. ‘That’s—’

‘Yeah, I know what it is, thanks.’ Another drumstick bites the dust. ‘But I wasn’t . . . I don’t know, I didn’t actually see him, I just knew what he was doing. I mean, I was eleven, obviously, but I knew enough.’

‘Who was it?’ Tate says, and Hadley shrugs and abandons her chicken massacre to chug some Diet Coke.

‘How, exactly, would that information help now?’

Westby seems quite outraged. ‘Well, maybe we could pay him a little visit after graduation.’

‘Oh, yeah, I bet he’d be so scared. I don’t need your pity. People’ve had much worse. Tate had it worse.’

‘Oh, come on. Worse than . . . that?’

‘I never said worse,’ Tate says, shaking his head. ‘But . . . you can tell how much they love it, when it’s a Black kid. Probably anyone who’s not white. They can pretend it’s all a level playing field and that everybody’s treated just as badly, but there was this fucking . . . glee on their faces ordering me around, getting me to do the most demeaning shit. Looking at each other in this . . . happy disbelief, like they were getting away with telling a racist joke right in front of me. Which, obviously, they were doing too, constantly. There’s a huge difference between telling some . . . some rich white kid that he’s ugly, and lazy, and stupid, knowing that when he’s done being a pip the world is going to roll out the red carpet for him, and saying that shit to somebody who survives that week and this school and then gets told all that and worse for the rest of his life.’

Into the silence that follows this, Westby pats Tate on the arm, and says, ‘No, you’re right. It’s horse shit. I’m sorry.’

‘I’m not asking you to apologise,’ Tate says. ‘I’m just saying. It’s different. But it’s different if you’re queer, too, as you well know.’

‘Ha. First year, I heard slurs the human mind can barely comprehend,’ says Westby. ‘I heard slurs that hadn’t even been invented yet.’

Hadley jabs at her broccoli. Briar expects her to say something about the next Trial, to try to rally them back into action, but instead she says, ‘This school really is populated by the sickest of sick fucks.’

Briar knows better than to tell any of the children crying in the hallways that perhaps they should call their parents and ask to go home, but they have started carrying around tissues and bars of chocolate, to parcel out silently as needed. On the way back from dinner Briar bumps into one pip - the blonde girl Briar had seen in the pool at the second Trial, short and pointy-chinned - standing in the hallway of Eden with a glazed look in her eyes, unmoving, like she’s posted sentinel outside the door.

‘Hey,’ Briar says, waving a hand in front of her face. ‘What’s up?’

She glances up at Briar with an expression of unmitigated fear.

‘I - I don’t know,’ she says, glancing back towards the dorm. ‘I don’t think I’m supposed to leave, in case they want me to go back in.’

Inside, Briar hears loud, boyish laughter, and bristles. ‘Come on,’ they say. ‘You can go. If they get angry later, tell them a guy in a cape needed you for something. They can’t be mad about that.’

‘Oh,’ the girl touches her wrist, then the collar of her dress, her eyes shining. She doesn’t let the tears fall. Briar wonders if she actually can leave, or if she’s being compelled by the Work. ‘Are you sure?’

Briar wants to march into that room and bloody the noses of every boy still laughing. They want to keep hitting them until they learn their lesson, until they can’t get back up.

Instead, they say a very firm ‘Yes,’ and then stay until it’s clear she can move, and she’s scurried out of sight.

After that, the girl - whose name turns out to be Evie - starts sidling up to Briar every time she sees them coming.

‘Are you a boy or a girl?’ she says one day, mouth full of chocolate, as she follows Briar down the crooked hallway of the main building. She’s got another friend in tow, a very skinny boy with a bandage on his hand and a haunted quality around the eyes. Briar thinks his name might be Orpheus, poor dude. ‘Because I think you’re a girl, but he says you’re a boy.’

‘Neither,’ Briar says. ‘I’m a janitor.’

‘Oh,’ says Evie, nodding seriously. ‘Okay.’

On Friday morning, Briar is in the attic taking a break from sorting through books to check for mould and damp damage, watching a spiky-legged false widow spider eat a mummified ladybird in the corner of the windowsill. They’re admiring their handiwork - at least two thirds of the attic sorted, the enormous pile of detritus shrinking by the day, finds neatly sorted into sections and sub-sections - when Eugenia appears, slightly out of breath.

‘I hate coming up here,’ she says, followed by a loud and ostentatious sneeze. ‘It’s too hot. You are needed at the counsellor’s office.’

‘The counsellor?’ Briar says, wiping a lovely sweat-and-dust mix from their hands onto their very practical knee-length cargo shorts, which Westby had called ‘boner killers’ when they’d passed each other in the refectory at breakfast.

‘Mmm. I don’t know. They asked me to find you, I have found you. It’s by the front office. Now I will go back downstairs and drink an iced coffee to celebrate.’ She pauses to glance around the attic. ‘This is looking good, by the way. How long has it been, three weeks nearly? So maybe you will have it done in four.’

Briar needs to slow down, then, or their stint at Temple will be over before it’s even really begun. Not too much. They’ll maintain plausible deniability. Stay helpful, just not at full throttle.

They find the counsellor’s office, helpfully marked with a polished bronze plaque, and then hover outside. The door is closed, voices murmuring within, and it feels rude to knock. What if somebody’s having a breakdown in there? What if Briar’s knock is the thing that really tips them over the edge?

In the end, the door opens a crack, and Briar realises that Tate is standing on the other side of it. He opens it wider so that Briar can step inside, and Briar discovers that Westby is sitting in the chair opposite the counsellor, a grey-haired woman with a ponytail, who’s on the phone. Hadley is leaning against a bookcase, looking at the floor.

‘Hold on,’ the counsellor says, glancing up at Briar. ‘I believe the . . . the cleaner is here now.’

The cleaner. Right.

The phone is handed to Briar without explanation, and there’s a woman on the other end, her voice both round and clipped, like every word is a balloon she’s tying off violently at the end.

‘You’re the driver?’ she says, and Briar glances up at Westby, who’s gazing into the middle distance and doesn’t notice. ‘But you also clean?’

‘I can drive,’ Briar replies uncertainly, like they’re suddenly not sure.

‘Right. I would usually send a car, but apparently we’ve maxed out the service . . . I don’t know the business pin, and none of his lot want to make themselves useful. Pay is three a day and I won’t negotiate, so please don’t try my patience.’

‘Three,’ Briar repeats, still lost.

‘Yes, three. Three hundred. Don’t talk to me about London rates, because we’re not in London, more’s the pity, and I assume you’re driving some sort of . . . van.’

Briar reasons that there’s not much they wouldn’t do for three hundred quid a day and therefore it doesn’t really matter what they’re agreeing to. ‘That’s fine. I drive . . . it’s a car. A truck.’

‘Pass me to my son.’

Briar takes an educated guess and hands the phone to Westby, who takes it with unnerving tranquillity.

‘Hello,’ he says. ‘Yes, all right. Three o’clock. I won’t. No, I didn’t bring it with me. I really didn’t. Ask the housekeeper.’

Briar can’t quite hear what his mother is saying, but they do hear when she hangs up. Westby holds the phone to his ear for a long time afterwards, and then puts it down on the desk in front of him without slotting it back into place in the holder, the dial tone still buzzing.

‘Well, that’s that,’ the counsellor says, eyeing the phone like she’s desperate to fix it. ‘Do you need anything else right now, Crispin?’

Westby shakes his head, and then gets up very suddenly and walks out of the office, Briar and the others trailing after him.

‘I suppose I’ll just go and get my things, and we can meet down by the car park in . . . twenty? Drive’s three hours, bit more with pit stops. Bring your nightie, we won’t be back tonight.’

‘West,’ Briar says, confused by all of this. ‘That’s fine. But where are we going?’

‘Oh. My father died,’ says West, marching onwards, like this is a detail of little consequence. ‘You’d better go and ask Genie if it’s all right, I just told the good doctor you’d be available to drive me so my mother would stop talking.’

‘West, wait,’ Briar says, accelerating to try to match Westby’s stride. ‘Your dad died?’

‘Yes,’ Westby says. ‘Another of his heart attacks, but less funny this time. Or more, I suppose, if you admire commitment to the bit, which . . . historically, I do. I’m just going to go in here and vomit, I think.’

He pushes open the cracked blue door of the boys’ toilets and leaves the rest of them standing in the hall.

‘Fuck,’ says Tate. ‘We’ve got to go with him, right? Do you think his mum will mind?’

Hadley is still watching the toilet door, which hasn’t quite managed to close itself. ‘She won’t even notice. But West will. I think.’

‘Ward will flip his nut.’

‘Whatever. It’s two days. Extenuating circumstances. We’re nearly home free. He’s not going to kick us out for going to a funeral.’

Briar licks their lips, which have gone dry, before speaking. ‘It won’t be a funeral, that takes weeks.’

‘Fuck!’ Tate says again, which pretty much covers it. ‘Okay. I’ll go tell my Housemaster and grab a bag, and then we’ll all meet in the car park in twenty.’

‘Shouldn’t someone . . . ?’ Briar gestures towards the toilet. They all look at the door apprehensively, like it might be about to fly off its hinges.

Luckily, Westby emerges a moment later, greyer around the edges but still remarkably stoic.

‘Chop chop,’ he says, gesturing with his hands, and they all hop to it.

Eugenia is very accommodating about the car and the trip, and hands Briar’s phone back without them having to ask. She also gives them a portable charger and a slice of thickly iced carrot cake for the road, with another for Westby, which Briar supposes is her way of offering condolences.

Westby is the only one waiting by the truck when Briar’s finished changing, throwing a rucksack together and hotfooting it back down to the car park. He’s standing with his hands in his pockets, wearing a heavy wool blazer in brown houndstooth chequer despite the muggy day, his usual tactile fussiness completely quieted. For one dicey moment Briar feels the overwhelming urge to hug him.

‘You all right?’ they say instead, which is mortifyingly inadequate, but the sort of thing you say when things are bad beyond your comprehension.

‘Mmm,’ Westby says. His eyes are bloodshot but dry; it must be from the vomiting. ‘I don’t think so, do you?’

‘No,’ says Briar. ‘Probably not.’

Hadley and Tate arrive not long after, Tate toting a red leather weekend bag, Hadley dragging a cabin-sized suitcase. As they load up, Briar can tell that they’re holding back their excitement about being allowed in Eugenia’s car. Now is not the time.

Briar’s had their phone plugged into the portable charger since they grabbed a cable from their room, and it comes screaming to life as they clip it into the holder on the dashboard, alarms and reminders popping up faster than Briar can swipe them away. When the phone calms down, they open the maps app and watch with rising frustration as it resolutely refuses to geolocate.

‘Just go left out of here, and when we’re out of the pit of despair I’ll put the address in,’ Westby says. So Briar sets off, and they sit in awful silence until West fiddles with the buttons to put the radio on. Between patches of static they catch fragments of music, which resolve into melodies, and are then superseded by a barrage of notifications on every phone as they leave Temple jurisdiction and reach the sweeping country lanes of the real world.

Westby’s house, Gatehurst Court, is monstrous.

First there’s the front gate, and beyond it the gatehouse, a cottage bigger than Briar’s family’s, with washing in the garden and wellies lined up on the front step. Then the drive, which goes on forever, undulating over small hills and dales, which are dotted with large, square-headed sheep. They pass the lake on the left, slowing to allow some mallards to clear the gravel track, and only then do they turn towards the tree-lined avenue that brings them to the house.

Gatehurst is wide and boxy with intricate trim around the roof, built in yellowish stone, with projecting wings on either side and lichen-studded columns over the front porch. It has its own private chapel to the right, and extensive outbuildings to the left. Any number of period dramas could have been filmed there. Briar’s mum, a staunch fan of Austen, has paid entry fees for them to tour places like this.

As they pull up to the house, Westby seems to shake himself out of his stupor.

‘It’s Elizabethan,’ he says, as Briar parks next to a row of incredibly expensive, almost identical black estate cars, broken up with a few Jeeps and Land Rovers. ‘Liz the first tried to give it to Sir Francis Drake as a prezzie, but I suppose he didn’t want it.’

‘Sure,’ says Briar, as they all get out. They’d thought themself well-versed in grand houses after a childhood spent rattling around one, but Gatehurst could eat Grove House as an amuse-bouche. ‘It’s . . . wow.’

Westby grimaces as he slings his bag over his shoulder. ‘It’s horrid. Costs at least a hundred grand a year to run. I’m going to sell it to an idiot or donate it to a heritage charity the second I inherit, so don’t get all excited and start drinking my cummy bathwater.’

‘I’ll try to restrain myself.’

‘See that you do.’ Westby looks up at the house and takes a deep breath, bracing himself - and then his supports fail, and he crumples. ‘God. I don’t know that I can do this.’

Hadley comes over to pat him hard on the shoulder like a military father, which is ridiculous enough that Westby rolls his eyes, shakes her off and starts decisively in the direction of the entrance, with only the slightest, almost imperceptible limp.

Briar half-expects to be admitted by a butler, but instead Westby just shoves against the door and it slowly creaks open.

The entryway is three stories high and dominated by a grand staircase, which is propped up by smooth-eyed, long-suffering stone angels; on the table, which is inlaid with mother-of-pearl flowers and butterflies, a lone but extravagant bouquet of white lilies and roses is discarded and already drooping, as nobody has thought to put it in water.

‘Right,’ Westby says, a shade paler from the moment he stepped over his own threshold. ‘Rip off the bandage, I reckon. No use prolonging the inevitable.’

There are signs of life down the hall; they all follow Westby as he marches grimly onward across the chequered marble floor, and when they reach a door the same colour as the wood panelling around it that’s slightly ajar, Tate hesitates.

‘Do you want some . . . privacy?’

‘I can’t think of anything I’d like less,’ Westby says, shoving with both hands and then entering the room chin-first.

It’s a high-ceilinged drawing room in shades of muted blue, with a dramatic stone fireplace as the centrepiece and finely upholstered furniture in pale chintz gathered around it, more modern than the outside of the house by a few hundred years. The rugs are about twenty feet across the marble, and despite the warm summer air outside, it’s cold in the way that Grove House always was, any snatches of warmth whistling away through ancient, single-glazed windows and howling up the vast chimneys.

There are people perched on every spare inch of chintz. Elderly men in lightweight fleeces fumbling with their phones, middle-aged women in thin padded gilets over sensible shirts holding glasses of wine and frowning, a handful of young people swathed in soft leggings and expensive cardigans with their heads together by the fire. It smells like powdery roses, the scent coming from nowhere in particular.

‘Oh, Crispin,’ says one of the gilet women, getting up from her seat and coming to him. Westby’s mum. She’s blonde, in her late forties, with a more sensible face and build than Briar might have expected; if she’s been Botoxed, it’s subtle, because she’s capable of frowning at her son like he’s somehow the biggest disappointment of the day. ‘You said you’d be here at three!’

‘It’s half past.’

‘It’s twenty to four, darling. Would you like some wine? I have no idea where Ellie is, she was faffing about with the bedrooms and she never came back.’

‘No thank you.’

‘Would any of your . . .’ She gestures to Briar and the others, implying friends but apparently finding that word wanting, ‘. . . like some wine? It’s a bit chewy, I’m afraid.’ Her gaze catches on Briar’s battered face, and she pauses for a fraction of a second before moving on.

‘No thank you, Mrs Westby,’ says Tate, which strikes Briar as weird, even though of course that’s her name.

One of the girls by the fireplace gets up and comes to greet them with vigorous handshaking. She’s tall, blonde and sturdy, good bones; the kind of girl you can imagine hefting pails of milk, or smearing herself with blue paint and going to war with the Romans. Briar reckons she’s chock-full of calcium, has never had a filling and could easily beat them in an arm wrestle.

Somehow, she’s Westby’s sister.

‘Hello,’ she says, as she shakes each of their hands in turn. ‘Hello, hello. I’m Amelia, you can call me Milly. Adams, good to see you. I don’t believe we’ve met, but you must be Watson. And you are . . . ?’

‘Briar,’ says Briar. ‘Jones.’

‘Very good, Jones. Good of you to be here. Mummy’s very pleased. You’re looking well, Crispin.’

One of the fleece-clad men looks up from the magnified text on his phone and frowns over the top of his glasses at Briar, who stands up slightly straighter. If he doesn’t like Briar’s general appearance, pronouns are to be avoided at all costs here. Luckily, they doubt any of these people will find the need to refer to them at all.

‘Do you get the golf in here, Bess?’ the fleece man asks Westby’s mum. ‘The Open?’

‘The one you want is tomorrow,’ someone else chimes in.

‘No, no, I’m sure it’s today - does anybody have the . . . how do we get it on?’

Mrs Westby shakes her head. ‘It’s in the other room, but the service is down. The . . . satellite, or something, I don’t know. Maybe it’s a cable, they hit something last week when they were digging up those trees. There’s a radio somewhere. God, I must have spent two hours on the phone to those ghastly people. Your father can always Inquire and get them straight to the point . . . I’ll give them a ring now, as Ellie has apparently decided to take the afternoon off, and maybe you can do your . . . thing.’

‘Don’t be silly, Mummy,’ Westby says sharply. ‘It doesn’t matter about the Open.’

‘Well, Bernard wants to watch it. Where’s my phone? Milly, for God’s sake, can you help me?’

‘Pinny’s here now, have him do it.’

‘Not Pinny,’ Hadley repeats in hushed horror at the bottom of her voice, but still clearly audible from where Briar is standing.

‘Oh, sorry. That’s Crisp. We used to call him Pinhead,’ Milly says conspiratorially, and Hadley grins like a territorial monkey in response.

‘Milly, don’t be such a pain. Go and fetch Ellie, please, if you’re not going to be useful here. Have you eaten, Crispin? We’ve had lunch, but there’s some cheese and things,’ Mrs Westby says, fluttering her hands in the direction of the door.

Tate’s phone is buzzing incessantly in his pocket. He pulls it out and frowns down at it, and Briar mutters, ‘All okay?’

‘I made the mistake of texting my dad back when I got signal and now he wants me to do some work thing for him,’ Tate says. ‘Doesn’t matter.’

A very old man rouses himself from the depths of a wingback chair and points a melted-wax hand at Tate and Briar, who are standing next to each other. ‘What’s that one supposed to be?’ he says, in a quavering but very loud voice.

It’s unclear exactly what flavour of bigoted he’s being, but apparently Westby decides that this is their cue to leave.

As soon as they’re out of the room, Briar feels some of the tension leave their body. They hadn’t realised how instantaneously their jaw had clenched, their stomach had pretzelled, the sweat had beaded on the back of their neck; when they look at Westby, he grimaces back, full of understanding.

‘Like nuclear radiation,’ he says. ‘Or a carbon monoxide leak. You don’t even notice until it’s too late. Come on, let’s go and eat some cheese.’






24 Briar Jones, Call Home

People trickle into the house all afternoon and well into the evening. It’s a veritable who’s who of guys who should probably be in prison, usually trailing their birdlike wives, sometimes accompanied by a sociopathic child or two. Briar understands these people to be close friends and relatives, although there are enough of them to fill a wedding venue.

Westby becomes a charming automaton; he greets the guests, asks after their business ventures, golf games and holiday islands, commiserates with them about the price of insuring vast houses, pours them whisky that smells like hay and old tables and makes gin and tonics for the girls. In between, he warns Briar and the others who to avoid specifically: ‘That man is almost solely responsible for the famine of a small country, and if you talk to him, you will want to hit him. Whatever you do, don’t get stuck with the clergy. And don’t tell my grandmother she’s here. Granny hates female vicars.’

At no point does anybody acknowledge that Westby’s father is dead. The closest they come is when an uncle - or someone functionally identical to an uncle - asks Westby if the family will still have any use for the red 1961 Maserati apparently parked in an outbuilding somewhere, and Westby says, without dropping the amiable expression from his face, ‘Oh, I imagine I’ll drive it off a large suspension bridge.’

It feels more like a Christmas party than anything else, people wandering from room to room with handfuls of snacks and glasses of port, reuniting with friends and neighbours and second cousins.

‘Are they using the Work?’ Briar asks Tate, as they all stand in the corner of the surprisingly modern, very white kitchen, watching Westby retrieve soda water from a fridge the size of a Jeep. ‘To stay calm?’

‘No,’ says Tate. ‘I told you. Nobody really bothers with Ease.’

‘They’re just naturally lobotomised,’ Hadley says. ‘Too much Town & Country magazine shuts down the emotions centre of the brain, and all you can think about is installing a dog shower in your boot room.’ Westby has already sourced some Diet Coke for her, and she’s slammed three in half an hour, smoked a joint in the scullery and is now vibrating gently, fiddling with the brass handles on all the kitchen drawers.

By nine o’clock, when twelve extra-large Fortnum’s hampers have already been delivered and half the older uncles are either roaring drunk or asleep in their chairs, they retreat into a room Westby calls the ‘den’. It’s distinguishable from the other rooms only in that the rug is slightly scuffed, the chairs and sofas are made of drink-stained leather, and there’s a TV next to the fireplace that was probably the biggest and most expensive widescreen available in 2001.

There’s already a cabal of Young People in there, draped over armchairs and gathered on the rug, a tanned and polished guy in his twenties smoking a joint by the cracked window. When Westby approaches, he hands it over without comment.

‘Fucked up, bro,’ he says, so posh that it sounds more like ‘farked arp’.

‘Yes,’ says Westby. ‘Very. This is my cousin, Will.’

Will nods politely at them, and then stretches his rugby muscles and gestures for Briar to take the joint.

‘Nice face,’ he says without inflection.

‘Um. Thanks.’

Briar’s not entirely sure when the groups fully merge; it might be when Briar is high enough to sit down on a chair without second-guessing how close it might be to a stranger, or when Hadley is invited to drink wine with the shiny brunettes on the rug by dint of being a fellow girl. Either way, Briar hears more information about minor political dramas, stocks and shares ISAs and yoga retreats in one conversation than they’d thought could be contained in the whole world, although it’s peppered with sharp reminders that these are no ordinary posh people.

‘. . . and did you see how badly he fumbled Question Time? That was Sazzer in the back row, you could see his mouth moving, he was never particularly subtle . . .’

‘. . . Daddy’s been pretty stingy ever since he lost his favourite caddie, they always take instructions so literally - they shouldn’t make the lakes so deep, he had no idea the stupid man would just keep going . . .’

‘. . . there’s supposed to be a waiting list about two years long, our neighbours have been trying forever, but of course that was no problem at all once I got in the room with her . . .’

Briar’s surprised they’re talking so openly about the Work, but then, everybody here must be part of the fold. Eventually, they’re all drunk and stoned enough to feel nostalgic.

‘Can’t believe you made it to graduation, Crispy,’ says Will, trailing one hand back and forth on the rug as he lies with his other arm cushioning his head. ‘You cried so much when you were a pip.’

‘God, did he?’ one of the girl cousins says. She’s got bare, mirror-smooth legs tucked up underneath her, a big sporty jumper on over her slip dress. ‘Wish I’d seen that.’

‘You could have been less of a prick to me,’ Westby says to Will. ‘Might have eased the pain, having an ally in seventh.’

Will snorts. ‘Defeats the purpose, doesn’t it? Anyway, you made it. I had this dreadful pip during Samaritans. He didn’t cry, but he walked around like he’d just spent a week buried in a pillbox on the Western Front, thousand-yard stare, total nutjob. Although Kipper said he’s a cape now. Can’t imagine how he managed that.’

Briar’s ears perk up, even through the haze of weed. ‘Who?’

‘Weedy little guy. Sam? Jed? His dad’s actually on the board.’

‘Seb?’

‘Yeah, yeah. That was it.’ Will pinches his sloppily rolled joint between his fingers and gestures at Briar. ‘You know him, then? Does he still jump at loud noises? Had a real psychopathic bed-wetting energy, that one. Walked around muttering to himself. He actually tried to bite Kips once during his first Lent term, just because he tried to take this letter off him, this babyish thing with cartoon tractors.’

Cartoon tractors?

Briar had stationery like that. A gift from Sean on their tenth birthday. They specifically remember the blue-and-red striped border, the brown cab with the smiley face pulling a tiller. It must be a coincidence. Surely. Briar had never written Seb a letter.

Will is still talking. ‘Real liability. Actually, it was odd, he came back from the Christmas hols looking like he’d been hit by a car. Maybe that helped, because eventually he learned to shut up.’

Briar’s head is ringing with all this new information. ‘Hit by a car? At Christmas?’

‘Oh, well, not really a car. Beaten up. I get a drink with his brother sometimes when I’m in the city, and he said that it was so bad, his mother considered calling the police.’

‘But . . . who hit him?’ Not Bastian’s mum, obviously. His dad? Someone he knew from Temple? Someone from the village? Briar’s heart gallops. They’d always been the one to get between Seb and the bullies of the Herring Triangle.

‘No idea. He was fine before the hols, he served me dinner at the Christmas formal. Must be nearly time for the summer bash, right? Do they still throw one of the waitresses in the lake at the end?’

Will has already moved on to telling the story of some spiked consommé that had sent ten scholars to the hospital, and only Tate notices when Briar gets clumsily to their feet.

‘You all right?’ Tate says sleepily, tugging at the bottom of Briar’s cargos.

‘Mmm,’ Briar says. ‘Just need to check something.’

Outside, there’s a kind of sultry, summer wedding quality to the air. It smells smoky and lush, warm earth and night-blooming flowers tucked somewhere out of sight. Briar swipes away the notifications on their phone, the sporadic entries into the group chat that are almost all Kay sending samples from her carefully curated text post screenshot collection, and calls home.

‘Briar! What’s wrong?’ their mum says, picking up on the second ring, her voice distorted by the patchy signal. ‘I’ve been worried sick. God, I hate this. How did people have children in the old days, when they couldn’t call them? Did they just let them . . . go out? Free range? Surely not.’

‘You were a kid before everyone had phones.’

‘Oh, that’s different. Parents had more children then, so if a few died, you still had plenty to till the fields.’

‘In 1982?’

‘Mmm. Are you all right?’

‘Yeah,’ Briar says, fiddling with some lint in their pocket, scraping it into a ball with their fingernails and then flicking it into the gravel. ‘Look, you know when I didn’t get in? To Temple?’

Her tone shifts. ‘Yes.’

‘And I was really upset, and Bastian - Seb - sent me a letter.’

‘Yes,’ their mum says, with quick certainty. ‘What about it?’

‘So you remember the letter? Me reading it?’

She sounds odd when she says, ‘Yes? Of course I do, Briar. You tried to call him later, but he wasn’t home.’

Briar feels light-headed. Their high has soured completely, their palms sweaty. ‘I tried to call him? And . . . Mum, did I write him a letter back?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe. I thought you’d make up, but after everything that happened at Christmas . . .’

‘At Christmas?’ Briar flounders. ‘What happened at Christmas?’

‘Well, you wouldn’t tell me,’ she says, sounding genuinely quite upset. ‘But it was obvious the two of you had an argument. It was dreadful afterwards, just as bad as when he left, all over again. I always wondered, but you didn’t want to talk about it, you were so . . . depressed, Briar. It was frightening. I didn’t know what to do with you, you were too young to be that angry, that sad. And there was so much going on in the village, it was a bad time. By the spring, I suppose you decided to move on.’

Briar is rifling back through their memories, coming up short. They remember spending weeks in bed, but that was after Bastian left the first time, and . . . yes, maybe there was some more of that at Christmas, when he had the chance to make things right and chose to stay away. But these other details are missing. The thought that their own mind would betray them so thoroughly is making them feel nauseous, throat stoppered with sick panic.

‘Are you all right?’ Briar’s mum says, fuzzy with static. ‘Briar, don’t you remember?’

‘No. I mean, I . . . I guess I forgot.’

‘What’s all this about? Have you bumped into him at the school? How’s it been? Are you eating?’

‘Sorry,’ Briar says. ‘I’ve got to go.’

‘No, don’t, we’ve - look, Sean’s not even here, let me go and get him. He wants to know how you are too.’

‘I’m fine. Sorry. I haven’t had my phone, but I have it now. I’ll call you tomorrow. Go back to sleep. Love you.’

She sighs, clearly unsatisfied. ‘Okay. Love you too, you horrid creature.’

Briar hangs up, then leans against the lichen-furred brick and takes deep gulps of night air. Could it be a trick of the brain? Self-defence? Could something be so upsetting that the mind chooses to remove it entirely - highlight, select, delete? And if so . . . what had happened that left Bastian bruised and bloody and Briar catatonic in their bed?

A horrible thought arises, and Briar can’t push it away.

Did I hurt him?

Back inside, they can’t pay attention to the rest of the boy cousins’ stories about investment portfolios or one of the girl cousins’ extensive saga of redecorating a Chelsea townhouse. They pour a whisky, then another, and sink into a seasick fug of alcohol that cushions the sharp edges of their mind. Eventually, Tate notices their unfocused gaze, and the fact that Westby hasn’t spoken for at least half an hour, and gathers them all up to go to bed.

In Westby’s palatial room, somebody’s set up a couple of camp beds with the air of wartime, crisp linens and fuzzed wool blankets arranged neatly on top. Tate crawls in next to West, and Hadley and Briar take the fold-outs, Briar’s head spinning as they struggle to arrange the bedclothes.

Half an hour after Tate has fumbled for the switch on the lamp and plunged them into true countryside darkness, Westby’s mother opens the door and switches on the main light, and everybody gasps like they’ve been doused with a bucket of ice water.

‘Crispin,’ she says, like he’s just hanging out in here fully awake rather than in bed mostly asleep, ‘your uncle wanted that recommendation for lunch in Padstow before he leaves, and I can’t remember where your father puts the business cards for that sort of thing.’

‘Google “nice fish restaurants in Padstow”,’ Westby says from the bed, muffled by his pillow.

‘I certainly will not. Come on, we have guests.’

Westby drags himself out from under the covers, luckily still dressed, and zombie-walks from the room after his mother.

‘She’s nuts,’ Hadley says, once they’ve gone. ‘Impressively deluded. I hope that if I have a husband who dies I’m trotting about with a fresh blow-dry chatting shit about seafood the same day.’

‘It’s horrible,’ Tate says, looking strange and squinty without his glasses. ‘Fuck. Can someone turn off the big light?’

Briar does it, even though they’re technically the farthest from the switch and too drunk to do it without stumbling. They’re still lying there, thoughts of Bastian and Christmas and the letter cycling through their head like an unstoppable, nightmarish fairground ride, when Westby comes back into the room. Tate turns on the bedside lamp again so that he can find his way, and Briar watches him attempt to undo a couple of his shirt buttons with fumbling hands before giving up and collapsing into bed face-down instead.

He stays there, and a minute later Briar hears Tate say, ‘West,’ very softly, and then, when Westby doesn’t move, ‘West, come here.’

Briar sits up. Westby is crying soundlessly, his heaving breaths shaking the mattress against the bedframe. Tate moves over and puts an arm around him, and then Hadley gets up with her blanket and stomps flat-footed across the room so that she can get in on Westby’s other side. Briar is planning on leaving them to it, the intricacies and deep lore of these friendships well beyond whatever tentative bond they might have forged in the past couple of weeks, when Hadley says, ‘Come on, Jones, don’t just watch us like a pervert.’

Briar brings their blanket too, squeezes in at a sideways angle with their head next to Tate’s hip and their feet pressed against the tailboard. The bed is just big enough for all four of them as long as everyone except Westby remains deeply uncomfortable. His crying is audible now, low and primal. Tate is stroking his back, and Hadley has taken hold of his upper arm and then closed her eyes and somehow immediately gone to sleep again.

Briar can’t sleep. Not with the mystery of Christmas hanging over their head, listening to Westby’s cracked-open heart and the little boyish gasps of air he has to take between sobs. It sounds like he says something, but Briar doesn’t catch it, and then he says it again.

‘Tate. Please.’

‘West, come on. It’s not a good idea.’

‘Please.’

Tate takes a deep breath and lets it out in a steady rush, like the opening of a sluice. He doesn’t say anything else, but Briar is so close that they can hear the gentle stick and unstick of his mouth moving - and then Westby sighs, and all the tension goes out of him. He stops crying instantly and tucks his head into the gap between Tate’s neck and shoulder, boneless and weary. Tate turns off the light again. Briar feels the shift in his breathing when Westby falls into easy sleep, and hears it when Tate deems it safe to end his watch, stop focusing on the Work, and let himself drift off, too.






25 Freely, Yours, Forevermore

The atmosphere in the house is weird the next day, like there was a playbook for the night before but nothing for this unreal dreamscape of a morning, where all evidence of grief revels has been cleared away and Westby’s mother has locked herself in her bedroom, ignoring even the sternest uncle’s knocks.

They all wake up late, pick at the breakfast spread and then go outside to stand in the driveway under oppressive grey clouds and watch Westby smoke. Cousin Will is already out there, suffering in a polo shirt, roll-up in his fingers. Briar feels sick just at the smell of it.

‘She come out yet?’ he says, and Westby leans in so that he can light his cigarette on Will’s proffered lighter and then shakes his head. ‘’Kay. Hold this.’

Will hands his fresh rollie to his cousin and then approaches the house and hoists himself up onto the lowest windowsill. There are enough fancy crags and decorative trims on the facade of the house that he makes it up to the second floor with relative ease.

‘He boulders,’ Hadley says flatly. ‘He told me last night, about eight times.’

Will makes it to what must be Mrs Westby’s window, pulls it from ajar to fully open and disappears inside. A few minutes later he swings back out and shimmies down a drainpipe, landing lightly on the ground and reclaiming his cigarette from Westby, tapping off the long tube of ash and sticking it back in his mouth.

‘Unlocked the door. My mum’s in there now, and Milly,’ he says. ‘Running her a bath.’

Westby nods. ‘Thanks.’

A Land Rover pulls up full of four fresh-faced, well-aftershaved young men, and Will greets each of them in turn with a vigorous handshake. ‘Good to see you, boys.’

‘Sorry about your old man,’ one of them says to Westby. ‘Hell of a golfer.’

‘That he was,’ Westby says, toneless.

‘We’re going to town to get barbecue stuff in a bit,’ Will says. He does not seem at all put off by the fact that this is a bereavement, not a bank holiday weekend - or the gathering evidence that it’s definitely going to rain. ‘You want to come?’

Westby shoves his hands into his corduroy pockets and scuffs at the ground with his shoe. ‘No. No, I think we’re going back to school.’

Tate touches his elbow. ‘West, are you sure?’

‘Yes,’ Westby says. ‘I’ll just go and say my farewells.’

Hadley, who’s been standing next to Briar in malevolent, hungover silence, suddenly pinches them very hard on the arm.

‘Jesus, what?’

‘Wait for me,’ she says. ‘And can you grab my bag? From upstairs? My jacket is on the desk.’

Briar feels too close to death to interrogate this. ‘Yeah. Fine.’

Westby’s goodbyes take quite a while. Briar chucks everybody’s bags into the back of the truck and then leans against the bonnet, picturing Westby going from uncle to uncle, sharing restaurant recommendations and fielding questions about priceless and/or sentimental items that may or may not be in his dad’s will, getting air kisses from well-highlighted vest wives and consolatory fist bumps from well-meaning cousins.

Hadley has vanished, and hasn’t resurfaced by the time everyone’s gathered at the car.

‘She said . . .’ Briar isn’t actually sure what she said. ‘I don’t know where she is.’

Westby sets off with steely determination, and the others follow him around to the back of the house, where a small crowd of serious men are gathered on the striped, verdant lawn, standing in little groups or sitting on curlicued iron garden chairs with cigars in their hands, presumably talking Business. Westby’s mother exits the house holding an iced drink, wearing enormous sunglasses and deep in conversation with the drooping man from the armchair. They spot Hadley too, talking to one of the new arrivals from the Land Rover, a guy with a sweep of dark hair in a red-chequered shirt and pale chinos who looks to be in his mid-twenties. She catches Westby’s eye and holds up a finger, wait, without a hint of apology.

‘What the fuck is she playing at?’ Westby says irritably. ‘He’s my third cousin or something, I don’t think we’ve ever had a conversation. I want to go.’

They all watch as she leans over to say something in the man’s ear, and then she’s practically skipping across the lawn towards them.

‘We should go,’ she says, as if they haven’t all been waiting for her.

‘Excuse me everybody,’ the guy she’s just abandoned says, tapping his signet ring on his water glass to get everyone’s attention. ‘If I could just have a minute of your time.’

People dutifully stop talking, although the men his age all look faintly amused. ‘What the fuck, Webber? Are you going to propose? Give a man some warning.’

There’s raucous, ribald laughter at the thought of a man proposing to another man. Briar hates everyone here so much it’s like they can taste it.

Webber doesn’t laugh. Instead, he puts the water glass down on the nearest table, and then very calmly and deliberately unbuckles his belt. There are a couple of wolf-whistles from his peers, and Briar hears Mrs Westby say ‘Oh, for God’s sake’ as she heads back inside.

‘Seriously,’ Hadley says, with sing-song urgency, tugging on Westby’s arm. ‘Let’s go.’

Webber is facing mostly away from them, towards the house, so it takes Briar a moment to realise what’s happening. Down go his trousers, and then he’s reaching for his shirt, and there’s a chorus of horrified groans and shouts as he starts to pull down his underwear, not stopping until he’s completely naked.

His friends look amused, if baffled, but some of the older men are blatantly appalled.

Westby sighs, puts his sunglasses on and heads for the car. Briar is the last to leave, so they’re treated to the moment one of Webber’s friends throws a jumper in his direction, which he happily tosses aside.

‘That’s the guy,’ Hadley says breathlessly, as they get into the car. ‘The undercover wanker from when I was a pip. Recognised him when he got out of the car. He always was a shitty scholar.’

‘What did you do to him?’ Briar says, starting the engine, feeling like the world’s most slow-moving getaway driver.

Hadley grins in the rear-view. ‘Dispensed a little justice.’ She pauses, then leans forward to Westby, who’s motionless in the passenger seat. ‘Sorry, West. I know this is about your dad.’

‘It’s fine,’ he says dully. ‘Livened things up. Might even invite you to the funeral.’

On the drive back, the car is quiet until they’re halfway down the motorway, when Westby connects his phone to the speakers and insists on blasting a seven-minute Enya remix from YouTube on repeat eight times, only stopping when he loses signal.

Briar is running on an undercurrent of anxiety as steady as the rumble of the engine, desperate to be back at Temple, terrified of what they’ll find there. There’s only one person who can field their questions, but Briar’s not sure they want to hear the answers.

When they finally reach the security gate, and Briar has fished out their pass and convinced the unfamiliar guard that they’re allowed in the staff car park, the sky has cleared. It’s the kind of golden afternoon that usually sings in Briar’s veins, sunlight blinking through soft-swaying trees and clouds of gnats dancing above the tall grass, the reason Going Outside was invented. The others disperse with their things, Tate glancing back to see if Briar is following and then lifting a hand in a half-wave when he realises that they aren’t.

Briar’s not heading back to Eden yet, or to immediately return their phone to Eugenia, as promised. They can’t. Not until they know.

A boy in tennis whites almost bumps into Briar on the lawn, but skirts out of the way at the last minute, like they’re a piece of furniture that might bruise a hip; on the stairs at Hawthorn, Briar keeps their gaze down and marches steadily upwards to the fourth floor. The nerves only kick in then. Some of these rooms are currently occupied, full of older scholars at their leisure, most of the doors closed but a few propped open so that Briar catches glimpses of long-trousered legs, argyle socks and steaming cups of tea as they pass.

Briar raps on the door at the end of the hall. No answer. A scholar with wet hair and a towel slung around his neck a few doors down pokes his head out, curious.

‘What d’you want?’ he says.

‘Is he . . . ?’ Briar gestures towards the door, and the scholar sighs.

‘He’s getting ready with the others,’ he says. ‘Duh.’ He vanishes back into his room.

Briar knocks again, then glances down the corridor, locates the correct key and unlocks the door.

All is as they last left it, except for the copy of Earthsea, which is now sitting on the slim table by Bastian’s bed.

Briar strides over to the dresser, drops to their knees and starts methodically opening each drawer, sifting through the contents with clumsy fingers. It’s mostly school-related stuff: piles of neatly labelled notebooks, Annals IV by Cornelius Tacitus, a couple of legal dictionaries. It’s only when Briar reaches the second from last that they discover the drawer packed with personal effects. Letters from home tucked back into their envelopes, the Temple address inked in Mrs Wolfe’s looping, erratic scrawl, and then, the motherlode - expensive journals locked shut with proper numbered tumblers, a far cry from the little padlocks that kept the diaries of Seb’s youth from prying eyes.

Those locks would rip straight off, if Briar applied enough pressure. They weigh one in their hand - and then find that they can’t do it. That’s good, probably. Perhaps it’s proof that Briar is - was - a decent person.

Under the last diary there’s a plain, thin blue notebook with Bastian’s ten-year-old handwriting on it that practically falls open as they pull it out. Briar doesn’t try particularly hard not to read it.


I hereby freely enter into this covenant, in which I shall act as scholar. The scholar will be bound to the ancient terms of this agreement in perpetuity. The scholar will receive knowledge in a fair exchange, as long as he is willing to give his utmost in return.



Briar wonders if this is the pledge they make the pips recite at the end of their week of torture. It looks weird in little-kid handwriting, all that poncy legalese. It’s written again on the next page, with a couple of changes in the wording. On the page after, Bastian has written it out with line breaks in strange places, emphasising particular words, like slam poetry. Then he’s given it some Poe flair: Into this covenant, hereby freely, I will enter, weak and weary/in exchange for knowledge and long-forgotten lore/only this, forevermore. Briar mouths along with it, slotting the words into the familiar meter.

The next rewrite is less poetic, and somewhat sadder.


I enter willingly into this covenant. I bind myself forever. I will give everything I have. Please please please



It goes on and on like this, new iterations on every page. Briar does feel bad, then, and tucks the notebook back into the pile - but not bad enough to stop looking. The last drawer needs to be yanked, hard, before it judders open. It’s empty but for one, small scrap of paper.

The letter has been worn white along the line where it’s folded, but the border is still red and blue, and when Briar opens it, that stupid brown tractor is smiling back at them. It’s Briar’s handwriting. Briar’s notepaper, Briar’s childhood vitriol in response to Seb’s earnest kindness, written in such forceful biro that at one point, it’s punctured the page.

They’d thought these things - ruminated over them, imagined again and again what it might be like to say them - but Briar remembers a stoic silence, a dignified hurt. The first step in a life spent locking things down and holding their tongue.

This was written to hurt Seb in return, and Briar had erased it completely from their mind. How? What else are they forgetting?

Flashes of something - Seb, small and scared, shouting. Screaming. Blood on his face, on Briar’s knuckles. But that can’t be right. It would be too life-altering, too brutal a break in the backbone of their childhood. Briar would remember.

There’s something acidic rising in their throat. They rush from the room without locking the door, take the rest of the steps two at a time, dart out of the back door and keep going.

It’s only when they’re back in their attic bedroom, clumsily pulling on trainers, that they realise that apparently they’re going for a run. They tear the room apart looking for earphones, which inevitably died while Briar’s phone was in lock-up and will take too long to charge. Downstairs they jog through scattered flocks of scholars, and when they hit the weathered, much-abused tarmac of the road they speed up, feet and heart pounding in rhythm until all they can think about is how they’ll draw the next breath. The gentle hills around Temple feel like mountains as Briar summits and descends them, the pleasant summer evening air suddenly close and cloying.

Any time a thought threatens to slip past Briar’s defences they speed up. They don’t have one of those smart watches that tells you how fast you’re going, but soon they have a stitch and the taste of metal in their mouth and their heart feels about ready to explode, so it’s probably pretty fucking fast. They’re forced to come to a stop halfway up another hill, half-blinded by sweat, and then they pull out their phone and call Kay, still bent over and struggling to suck in any air. It takes ages to connect, and when it does, she sounds confused.

‘I’m in Italy, dumb dumb. This is probably costing us both a fortune.’

‘Shit,’ Briar wheezes. ‘Sorry.’

‘Have you been buried alive? Are you talking to me through a straw?’

‘What?’

‘What’s wrong?’

Briar wipes the sweat from their brow, then wipes that hand on their shorts. A car comes careening around the corner at breakneck speed, and Briar steps back into a waist-high patch of nettles to avoid it. ‘Shit. Ow.’

‘Briar Barnabas Horatio Blow-Job Jones, tell me what’s happening, and tell me fast because this is probably costing me one pound per wheeze.’

‘I don’t know,’ Briar manages to get out, red spots dancing at the edges of their vision, burning nettle pain smarting on their calves. They’re going to be sick. Maybe they already have been sick, and managed to swallow it. ‘I think I just . . . missed you.’

‘You what? Are you high?’

‘No,’ Briar says. ‘Not high. I don’t know.’

‘I don’t mean this as an insult, BJ, but you’ve never told me you miss me. I didn’t know you were capable of that much human emotion. I once gave you a fucking pop-up birthday card I’d made myself with cardboard and a craft knife and you said “Okay”.’

‘I didn’t. Did I?’

‘You did, but I knew you liked it because you put it up in your room and kept it there for like, years. You are not so much with the words. I’m used to it. So did you have a near-death experience or something? Or did it just occur to you that uni is actually happening?’

‘No, it’s just . . .’ Briar watches a couple of jackdaws mobbing each other as they fly overhead. ‘Am I like . . . a good person?’

Kay’s voice changes. ‘You really are dying. I wondered why you hadn’t replied to any of my texts.’

‘I haven’t had my phone.’

‘You want me to be honest?’

‘Please.’

‘Well, you are a bit of a dick sometimes. I love you, obviously, and I sort of assume you love me, maybe in the way a fish experiences love for another fish it just happens to share a tank with, but whatever. You’re a very closed-off person! Prone to violence! You probably need loads of therapy! It shouldn’t be weird as hell for you to call me up and communicate an emotion, you know? But you can work on that. I have to go, we’re cliff jumping and June’s been holding on to me this whole time so I don’t fall and die. Text me back!’

‘I can’t, they’re going to take my—’

‘Bye!’

Briar imagines her dropping her phone into a nest of towels, grabbing her sister by the hand and leaping into the ocean without hesitation. She’s always been brave like that.

Briar likes to think of themself as the hero, the big man, the protector - but maybe the truth is that they’re a coward.

Or worse.








26 I Will Have This Dance

A thirty-minute shower can’t wash away Briar’s hangover or soothe the manifold horrors in their heart, but it’s a good start. They sit on their bed afterwards looking out the window, the letter burning in their pocket, watching for Bastian. When the eleventh scholar in a tux and a mask strolls out from one of the other dorms, Briar finally realises why.

The summer formal.

There are a few posters up around campus advertising a masquerade ball, printed in full colour on thick, glossy stock, but as the whole affair seemed to be nothing to do with Briar, they’d ignored them completely. Even if their friends had been the type to go to official school parties, Briar was under no illusions that staff would be allowed to attend.

What had the scholar in Hawthorn said? That Bastian was ‘getting ready’?

He’ll be there, then. That means Briar needs to be, too.

Once they’re dressed in a black shirt and jeans, they join the crowds of latecomers out on the lawn. It seems that only the upper years are invited to partake; nobody out there looks under the age of fifteen. The few girls are wearing simple, expensive sheaths of pale-toned silk, their hair up in buns or cascading in loose waves, with far less frills and flash than Briar might have guessed. Some of them have rosebuds in their hair, but they’re a far cry from the polyester flower crowns the girls at Briar’s school used to don for festival season. The boys are practically identical in white tie, although some are wearing the Temple house pin, and fewer still have pinned sprays of pale flowers to their lapels. The boys favour plain eye masks in black or white; the girls are wearing silk and velvet, Venetian florals and avian feathers.

Briar is criminally underdressed. They approach the door to the hall anyway, where fresh summer garlands have been pinned to the frame and lintel, and the guy checking tickets just laughs.

‘I need to . . . fix something,’ Briar tries. ‘I work here.’

‘Don’t care,’ says the scholar. ‘You can fix it in proper shoes and a tie.’

Briar stands there picking their nails as a perfumed crowd of girls are let in with a sweeping arm of welcome. Then they turn and head for Griffin.

Tate is in his room, although it takes him a long time to come to the door.

‘I was sleeping,’ he says miserably. ‘Why aren’t you sleeping? Everyone should be sleeping. It’s the middle of the night.’

‘It’s eight p.m.’

‘Ugh, come in.’

Tate’s weekend bag is open on the floor, a shirt spilling out, an uncharacteristic moment of chaos in the otherwise bright and orderly room. On his desk, Briar finds a stack of ancient Temple yearbooks, and picks one up to have a look, momentarily distracted.

‘Oh, yeah,’ Tate says, grabbing a vending machine sandwich from his bedside table and tearing it open. ‘Got those from the library. They’ve got all sorts of old Temple crap in one of the annexes. I’m on the yearbook committee, and I was doing the layout for the teacher’s pages and I suddenly thought about our tower guy. Robert. Thought we might find him in one of these.’

‘Yeah?’ Briar flips to the neatly tabbed page at the back and finds a whole section for the faculty, a photograph and paragraph on each of them written by a scholar. There’s no page for Robert Parker. The yearbook is dated 1998.

‘So he wasn’t teaching here by the end of that year,’ Tate says, between mouthfuls of chicken salad, ‘but what’s weird is, he’s not in 1997, either. And I think someone’s taken a page out. Same with 1996, 1995. But I did find this.’ He rummages in a pile by his bed and then hands Briar a faded group photo, scholars in their formal finest, teachers at the back. ‘There he is, at the back.’

He taps the page. Briar looks down at a fuzzy, smiling guy with a beard and glasses. He’s got a husky build and a friendly expression, and he’s wearing a very ugly blue tie. There’s something vaguely familiar about him, but Briar can’t put their finger on it.

‘That’s from 1994. So he’s not a ghost. I did try to run a search on him on the way back from Westby’s, but there are ten million Robert Parkers, and about half of them seem to be teachers.’

‘This is cool,’ Briar says. ‘I can’t believe you found it.’

‘If I had any control over my own life,’ Tate says, ‘I’d want to be an investigative journalist. Instead, I will be a lawyer, and be rich and miserable. At least I’ll have nice clothes.’

‘I wonder what happened.’ Briar squints at the photo again, then remembers the task at hand with a brutal tug of nerves. ‘Actually. Speaking of clothes. I need a big favour. I need to get into the formal, and they won’t let me in like . . . this.’

Tate finishes his sandwich, wipes his hands fastidiously with a tissue and sighs. ‘I can’t give you a makeover. I don’t have it in me. Go and borrow one of Westby’s hideous argyle vests.’

‘I can’t, it’s white tie.’

‘Well, you won’t fit into mine.’ Tate wavers, then gives in. ‘Look, it’s all in a garment bag on the end of the rail. The shirt isn’t going to fit you, and I don’t think the waistcoat will button, but I do have one tail coat that’s too big in the shoulders, I’ve been meaning to get it altered . . .’

Despite his reluctance, he gets up off the bed to rummage through his wardrobe. ‘Have you got black trousers? I can lend you a different shirt and the tie, and then you just need shoes.’

‘I’ve got trousers,’ says Briar. ‘They’re cheap, but they’ll work.’

‘They won’t be the same shade of black, but what can you do?’ Tate hands Briar a white silk shirt; up close, it’s decorated with appliqué butterflies, but as they’re the same shade as everything else, the effect is subtle. ‘That should fit. It’s totally wrong, but as long as nobody scrutinises your fabrics, you’ll be fine.’

‘You don’t have a mask, do you? It’s a masquerade.’

‘I wish I could say no,’ Tate says. ‘But unfortunately I do. Second drawer down, with the ties.’

‘Thank you,’ Briar says. ‘Seriously.’

Tate waves them off, then climbs back under the covers, energy spent. ‘Why are you going to the formal, dare I ask?’

Briar clears their throat. ‘Just . . . never been to one before. Wanted to see what it’s like.’

‘Hope you know what you’re doing,’ Tate says, putting his pillow over his face. As Briar is on their way out, he adds, ‘And don’t get any blood on my shirt, it’s archive Valentino.’

Briar returns to their room to change and do something about their hair, and by the time they return, the party is in full swing and there’s nobody standing at the door. Bolstered by their sheer good luck, they slip inside, and almost jump out of their skin when a girl in a neat black uniform says, ‘Champagne?’

There are six of them lined up in the antechamber like royal guards, holding black trays laden with glasses.

‘Um, no thanks,’ Briar says, but then they glance at the large, open doorway into the hall. ‘Actually . . .’ The woman hands them a glass with a smile, and Briar knocks it back as they walk into the formal.

The hall is part of the old house, medieval, with the kind of vaulted ceiling that’s been replicated throughout the years in the more modern buildings on campus. The arched windows are very high up, and below them, wrapping all the way around the considerable length of the room, matching tapestries are hung end to end. The effect is extremely striking, the room more alive than any of the other ancient stone chambers Briar has seen here; the subjects of the tapestries hunt unicorns through trees, duel each other in clearings and picnic in finely stitched glades.

Circular tables have been set up at one end of the hall, and an extravagant buffet has been laid out, the white tablecloth beneath it already stained with sauce and wine. The other end has been left clear, presumably for dancing. The lights are dimmed, candles burning on every table. Just standing there with an empty champagne glass in hand, Briar feels something like French royalty, partying at Versailles. Their outfit should look stupid, but glancing in the mirror in the bathrooms on the way out of Eden, Briar had thought they looked almost . . . sharp. Cary Grant, but with much worse hair. 

Then they’d put the white silk mask on; that certainly felt stupid.

It’s busy. Scholars are mostly sitting at tables with half-empty plates, or helping themselves to the bottles of wine in the ice buckets. A few are standing around the edges of the room with their drinks. Nobody’s dancing. Briar goes to the buffet for lack of anything else to do, then stares at the carefully labelled spread, overwhelmed. There’s sushi studded with pink fish and bright cubes of avocado, tender wagyu crostini, a caviar station, venison and quail Scotch eggs laid in yellow sauce, a whole battalion of peachy salmon croustades; Briar tries one of the latter and feels ruined for all other food, forever.

‘I thought there were going to be more canapés,’ a nasal-voiced scholar says, picking at the blinis on his plate.

‘Well,’ says his friend, ‘they said hors d’oeuvres.’

‘What’s the fucking difference?’

‘Are you joking? Do you actually not know? Oh, wow. Okay. Canapés can be hors d’oeuvres, but most hors d’oeuvres aren’t canapés.’

‘How in the ever-loving fuck does that help me, Joshua? All, like, canapés can only tell the truth, and hors d’oeuvres can only tell a lie . . . I didn’t ask for a fucking riddle, I just want some cheese on a fucking cracker.’

Kay pronounces hors d’oeuvres as ‘horse divorce’. Briar really does miss her, especially at times like this. She’d dine out on this overheard conversation for months.

‘Have you seen Bastian Wolfe?’ Briar asks, and they both look slightly affronted.

‘No. What’s wrong with your shirt?’

Briar just takes a Scotch egg and keeps moving. Side chambers off the main hall have been decorated in softly twinkling fairy lights, and there are lanterns hanging in the courtyard outside and braziers burning in its centre; Briar glances out through the leadlight, the uneven glass warping the faces of the guests outside as they pass, and thinks they spy a head of grey-shot hair.

Outside, things are messier. A very stoned scholar with curly red hair half-scraped into a top knot bounces off one of her friends, giggling, and careens right into Briar.

‘Oh,’ she says, ‘sorry.’ They’re all masked in pristine, virginal white lace. She exchanges a meaningful glance with the other girls, and then turns a very toothy smile on Briar, her hand still resting on their arm. ‘Hey. You’re in Baldwin, right?’

‘No,’ Briar says, stepping back. The redhead’s friends fall about laughing, clutching at each other, straps falling from their shoulders, bags and pearls swinging as they all stagger away.

‘You don’t look like you’re having fun,’ somebody says. The voice is utterly familiar, but completely wrong; Briar turns to see Bastian standing there in pristine white tie and mask, his cape swept over his shoulders, hair in a low bun. He’s holding two glasses of champagne. After the shock of him wears off, Briar realises what feels so off: he’s drunk. He doesn’t wait for Briar to answer before handing over one of the glasses and taking a long pull from the other.

‘Look, I just—’ Briar says, but Bastian cuts them off.

‘I don’t know you, do I?’ he says, gazing out over the party. ‘No. But that’s all right. I’m sick of all the people I know.’

Is he serious? Does he really not recognise Briar behind the mask? He’s drunk, yes, but standing perfectly upright. Briar would still know him one magnum down, from a hundred paces, in the dark.

‘Bastian,’ Briar says, but Bastian shakes his head.

‘I’m so extremely tired of all of this. It’s not fun, is it? They’re all just pretending it is, because you’re supposed to. But you’re not pretending. You’re on the hunt,’ Bastian says, his usual deadpan drawl soft around the edges. Then he notices Briar’s hand clenched on the glass, frowns. ‘You’re not drinking your champagne.’

Briar drinks. Is this the Work? Is Briar in control? Is Bastian? The wine slips down so easily, a gorgeous burn on their tongue, and Bastian is watching, looking slightly pleased, so Briar keeps going until the glass is empty and then lets it fall from their hand. It shatters across the cobblestones. Nobody else seems to notice.

‘Good,’ Bastian says. He crooks a finger. ‘Come on.’

Briar follows him.

They leave the courtyard behind, cross the moat, Bastian trailing his fingers along the stone balustrade of the bridge, and then he opens the gate to one of the gardens and slips inside. It feels wilder than Briar would have expected, paths crisscrossing the space interrupted by bright ornamentals allowed to grow enormous, pale hydrangeas and creamy magnolias in bloom just visible in the last light of dusk. Tucked among the foliage is a circular, domed temple built of white stone, and this is where Bastian comes to a stop, leaning against one of the pillars.

‘The problem with these fucking parties is that anybody clever enough to know how dreadful they are stays at home, and I am so often told it’s my duty to come, when I would quite literally rather die.’

He touches his face and his mask slips slightly; he reaches up to fiddle with it agitatedly, one-handed. ‘Take this off for me.’

Briar swallows, then goes to him, slips their hands into his impossibly soft hair, finds where the mask is tied at the back with ribbons and works it steadily loose. The knot catches, and Briar has to lean in close to tug at it, Bastian’s shallow breath on their neck.

They pull the mask free and move back, clutching it, triumphant. Bastian blinks back at them, like he’s waking from a dream.

‘Look,’ Briar says, their hand twitching towards the letter in their pocket. ‘I came here to talk to you, I need to know—’

Bastian touches Briar’s jaw, very gently, which stops the words in their throat - and then he kisses them.

It’s soft and hesitant, like he’s not entirely sure he’s going to go through with it, a moment of questing contact and half-caught breath before their lips touch. And then . . . it’s not like before. Not like either of the times before. No grasping hands, no tang of blood. No fury. No panic.

What will memory do to this kiss, once it’s far behind them? Will Briar get to keep Bastian’s hand sliding down their forearm, fingertips probing past the end of their shirt sleeves, only satisfied once he’s touching skin; how unexpectedly pliant Bastian’s mouth is, languid and wine-slow, yielding and open like he’s trying to take Briar inside himself, like he wants Briar to push? Bastian moves away slightly, just far enough to take another hitched breath - and Briar chases after his mouth, pressing him against the stone, gripped with temporary insanity in the perfumed dark. It’s a total and complete betrayal of rational thought, in favour of keeping this impossible moment alive for another few seconds.

Fuck, they think. I’m not pretending. I love him. I still love him.

But then – It must be the Work. Briar pushes Bastian violently away.

Bastian laughs, breathless. ‘I thought you’d kiss me like you hate me,’ he says, leaning unsteadily back against the pillar, eyes drinking Briar in. ‘How disappointing.’

Briar’s had enough of this. They go to remove their own mask, fumbling angrily for the ties, and Bastian straightens up in alarm.

‘Don’t,’ he says.

‘Oh, fuck you, Bastian.’ Briar succeeds, wrenches the mask off, and Bastian sighs, heavy with disappointment.

‘Well, you’ve ruined it now, haven’t you?’ he says - and then he has the audacity to try to walk away.

Briar blocks his path. ‘What the hell was that? Did you just force me to—?’

Bastian shoves them. It’s not a very hard shove, but his eyes are bright with anger now, all listlessness gone. ‘To follow me? To kiss me? No, Briar. Sorry, but that was all you.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

Bastian shrugs. He must be lying. He must be. ‘Believe what you want.’

Briar lets him push past them, but they can’t let him leave. They catch up with him just outside the gate, struggling to keep pace, his stupid legs far too long.

‘Wait. Stop. I really did need to talk to you.’

‘Well, perhaps I don’t want to talk to you.’

‘I need to know what happened,’ Briar says, in a rush. ‘That December. At Christmas, the first one, after you left.’

Bastian stops in his tracks. Behind him, Briar can see lamplight from the formal skittering across the moat, hear strains of music and laughter on the air.

‘At Christmas,’ he repeats.

‘Yes.’

He’s turned away, and when Briar gets in front of him, the look on his face is terrible. A haunted expression, a lost child; the way he’d look back at Grove House, when the kids in the village had been hounding him, or his father had been to stay. ‘Nothing happened at Christmas,’ he says, but he’s not even convincing himself.

‘Tell me,’ Briar says, desperate now. ‘Please.’

Bastian won’t look them in the eye. ‘You’ll hate me.’

‘I already hate you.’

He flinches at that. ‘It’ll hurt.’

Briar shakes their head impatiently. ‘It’s worse not knowing.’

‘I sincerely doubt that,’ says Bastian, but then his shoulders sag. ‘But all right. I’ll tell you.’






27 What Doesn’t Kill You Makes You—???

At the party they’re playing something with a beat, the bass pounding through the flagstones of the courtyard on the other side of the water. Briar is leaning against the crumbling stone wall of the moat, watching the dark heads of ducks sail by, a silent flotilla only visible when the light catches them.

Bastian is standing just far enough away that only Briar’s fingertips would brush against him if they reached out an arm. He’s not said a word yet. Briar forces themself to wait.

‘What do you remember?’ he says eventually. He also seems to be watching the ducks - or maybe he’s not looking at anything at all.

Briar has spent such a long time trying not to think about this that it feels like a physical effort to drag it all up from the depths of their heart. ‘I remember that summer. You got your acceptance letter. You came over to my house to show me, because you thought . . . you were sure I’d have one, too. But I didn’t. And it never came. You called me a few times, came to the door, but I . . . wasn’t ready to see you. And then you left. I thought you’d decided to stop talking to me, I didn’t know that you’d already gone to school.’

Bastian pauses, nods. ‘And . . . that winter?’

Nothing, really. The vague impression of a bad Christmas, sitting in the playground alone, sulking over the roast. Going to bed and staying there. Briar’s mum standing in their bedroom doorway, asking them to come and play cards, then depositing the cat on the covers and quietly walking away. A hint of something else; wet grass and a grey sky.

‘I don’t know. I don’t remember you.’

Bastian is worrying at a jagged chip of stone in the wall, pressing the pad of his thumb into it again and again. ‘Do you know what the board of governors does here?’

Confused, Briar says, ‘Yes. Sort of.’

‘And did you know that my father is on the board?’

There’s a tightening of his voice as he says my father, familiar to Briar from their childhood. ‘Sort of. I knew he was involved in the school somehow. But . . . what does this have to do with Christmas?’

Bastian takes a deep breath, and finally turns to face Briar. The intensity of his expression is frightening, like he’s about to deliver life-changingly bad news. ‘The board has access to a suppressed text that allows them to alter memory.’ He’s watching Briar closely as he speaks, but Briar still doesn’t understand, until Bastian says, ‘You can’t remember that Christmas because my father took it away.’

‘Took it . . . away?’ Briar repeats. They barely even knew Bastian’s father. None of this makes sense. ‘But why would he—?’

‘Because I asked him to.’

‘But . . .’ Briar’s thoughts are a maelstrom; they feel like they might actually be falling, a nauseating lurch of vertigo like getting a drunken case of the spins, but they’re still standing upright, holding on to the wall. ‘Why?’

‘Because you were very upset,’ Bastian says quietly. ‘And I think you’ll be very upset again, now, if I tell you what happened. I . . . I know you think I’m completely depraved, but I did it for your own good. I knew you’d be happier this way.’

‘What the fuck?’ Bastian has clearly talked himself into believing this bullshit, but it won’t work on Briar. ‘You had no right to do that . . . Your father had no right.’ They think of Mr Wolfe probing into Briar’s mind, rewriting their history. Taking something from them, without their permission. ‘Tell me. Right now.’

Bastian clears his throat and looks sharply down at his shoes, and that fear rises again in Briar, all their anger deflating.

‘I hurt you,’ they say eventually, their voice hoarse. ‘Didn’t I?’

Bastian’s forehead creases. He takes a half-step in Briar’s direction, puts his hand on the wall next to theirs, not quite touching. ‘What? Briar. No.’

‘But I thought . . .’ Blood on the grass, on Bastian’s palms. On Briar’s. A look on Seb’s face that Briar had never seen before: like he was scared of them, of what they might do. The clifftop. The twisted, pink body of a lamb born too soon. Seb had been crying. Seb never cried.

‘It was that horrible older boy,’ Bastian says grimly. ‘Jason Page. Do you remember him?’

Jason. Yes. Of course. Tall, brown hair, broad scowl. He liked to follow Seb around town, to come up behind him in the shop and whisper slurs in his ear; to take his things, ruin them, then leave them in the dirt like they were nothing. Seb’s favourite jumper. His sunglasses. A necklace of his mother’s.

‘I hated him,’ says Briar. ‘I remember that.’

‘Yes, well. So did I.’ Bastian speaks each word delicately, like the wrong combination might cause a dangerous chain reaction. ‘That Christmas, I saw you. Day after Boxing Day, the first time my mother let me out of her sight. I was in the village on my way to your house, hoping we could talk, and you came marching over to me and handed me a letter. I was so happy to see you - naïve idiot - I asked if we could take a walk together and talk. You were silent the whole way, so I just kept talking, hoping you’d forgive me. We were up in the back fields, and I was upset, and unfortunately . . .’ Bastian pauses, clears his throat. ‘Unfortunately, Jason followed us. It was very poor timing on his part. You were not in the mood. He ambushed us, started taunting us with the usual . . . we were freaks, we were queers, you know how it went . . . and then he started hitting me. I wondered if you’d just let him. But . . . you didn’t.’

Briar still can’t remember. They still feel sick with nerves. ‘So there was a fight?’

Bastian takes a deep breath. ‘Yes. You . . . you tackled him. Punched him. A lot. It was . . . There was a lot of blood. And then I got involved, and . . . I could do the Work by then, a little, anyway, not that I had much control over it. He got hurt. Badly. You remember that?’

Blue flashing lights, the whole village watching. Briar’s mum consoling Elizabeth, who was absolutely beside herself. Briar was told later that it had taken them a day to find him, and he had no recollection of the incident. Nobody knew how Jason had ended up lying there, broken, on the ground.

He’d never come back to Worth Herring.

Briar’s fault. Seb’s fault. What the fuck. It would be so much easier to think all of this a lie, but Briar believes him. Their tongue feels thick as they ask, ‘What did you do?’

Bastian’s jaw is working, the tremor in his hand betraying his emotions even as he tries to sound blasé. ‘Look, it was an accident. It really was. We just wanted to get him away from us.’ We. The last time Briar and Bastian had been a we, and Briar can’t even remember it, and a boy had nearly died. ‘And afterwards . . . I don’t know. You were ashamed of what we’d done. We argued. You took it very badly. I think it was just all too much. I went home with two black eyes and a bruise all the way down my back, it looked much worse than it was, but my mother screamed when she saw me. Sent me to my father’s. And I told him what had happened.’ His mouth twists. ‘In retrospect, he obviously used the Work to get the truth. But . . . I asked him to take it away from you. All of it. And he never . . . he hated us being friends, he thought you made me weak. He told me it would be a clean break, as if I’d gone to Temple and we’d never spoken again. Easier for everyone.’

Briar laughs hollowly.

‘So he did it. We came to the farm. I knew you’d be alone that early in the morning, in the yard. I watched him do it. I regretted it, afterwards, I asked him to take it back, but he said no. I . . . broke into his office and read the Working, trying to understand. I thought maybe I could undo it. Stupid. But then . . . I opened the letter you’d given me.’

Briar doesn’t need to retrieve it from their pocket to know what it said.


I guess you’re a liar then Seb and you didn’t mean anything you said in your letter because you left anyway. That’s okay because if I got in and you didn’t, I would have gone without you. Nobody really stays friends forever it’s just something you say. And I’m really happy now without you. School is great and my friends are great and my life is so much easier, and I don’t miss you at all.



Briar’s stomach squeezes unpleasantly, but it’s more like hearing a horrible story, an unpleasant piece of gossip that doesn’t involve them. This version of themself who would write that letter, hurt someone that badly - Briar doesn’t know them. There’s a distance that renders the whole thing unreal.

‘I want them back,’ Briar says. ‘My memories. All of it.’ Maybe there’s some piece of this puzzle missing, something that Bastian isn’t sharing. Something to make it make sense. Briar couldn’t have sent Jason Page to the hospital, onto life support. Because Briar isn’t the bad guy here. Never has been.

Bastian shakes his head. ‘I don’t think it’s possible.’

‘Aren’t you meant to be the most powerful scholar for decades?’ Briar says, their voice rising to a shout. ‘Give them back. You had no right to do that, your father had no right, it’s a total fucking violation of - everything. You can’t mess around with people’s minds, you can’t use everybody who can’t do the Work like they’re your fucking playthings. How could you do that to me?’

They’re standing too close to Bastian, and even though Bastian has height and the Work on his side, he looks almost . . . frightened.

‘I know,’ he says. ‘I thought I was doing the right thing. I was a child, and I was scared. I thought it was . . . what you would have wanted.’

‘That wasn’t for you to decide, Bastian! Fix it. There has to be a way to fix it.’

‘I’m sorry. I really am.’ His voice catches. ‘But I don’t think I can.’

‘Bastian.’

The section of wall Briar is holding on to lurches, the ancient brickwork crumbling into the moat, and they stumble - but Bastian’s hand catches them by the back of Tate’s jacket, hauls them back to safe ground, the two of them tumbling down onto the lawn. Briar is winded, resting on their elbows, breathing through the pain in ragged gasps.

Bastian is lying on his back, his chest heaving, his hair pale against the crushed grass. Briar looks at him and sees a frightened eleven-year-old, returning from the horrors of Temple, hoping he was coming home to a best friend and a safe harbour. Finding only disdain and violence instead. Panicking. Running to his father, the one man he hated more than anyone. Letting fear shape his years. Letting ignorance shape Briar’s.

Fuck. It’s all such a horrible mess.

Maybe we deserved each other.

‘I’m sorry,’ Briar blurts out, on a shaky exhale. ‘I’m sorry for what I wrote in that letter. And that I didn’t answer the door when you came to the farm, after you got accepted. I was . . . Honestly, I was so jealous, I thought I might die. I didn’t want you to leave me. And I thought . . . you didn’t even really care about Temple. It wasn’t fair.’

Bastian doesn’t reply for a while. Briar looks up at the sky, marbled with cloud like smoked glass, and wonders if he might be about to get up and leave - to put some distance between himself and Briar’s anger - but he doesn’t. ‘When you wouldn’t speak to me, I . . . I don’t know. I really wouldn’t have gone without you, or at least I would have tried not to, but . . . after that, I thought you wouldn’t care if I left. I didn’t know what else to do, and my father came to pick me up, and . . . it felt like I had nothing to stay for. So I didn’t fight him. I just got in the car.’

‘I guess I can understand that,’ Briar says, because they can. Seven years of bitterness. All those nights hating Bastian. All for entirely the wrong reasons. ‘We were just kids.’

He’s still a bad person, Briar thinks - Mons, the pips, Briar’s memories, boys blinded and kneeling at his feet - and then they think of Jason, and a voice answers back, But Briar, maybe you are too.

‘Why did you come here?’ Bastian asks quietly.

‘I guess . . . I guess I just had to know.’ Briar turns to look at him, and is surprised to find him looking back. ‘Why did you kiss me?’

‘Ha,’ Bastian breathes. ‘I guess I just had to know.’

‘What the fuck is this?’

Briar and Bastian both look up to see Alistair Buckingham standing above them, beautiful in his white tie and cape, black mask clutched in his hand. His hair is mussed, and there’s a scrape of stubble on his throat, like he’s not been careful enough while shaving. He looks tired. He looks furious.

‘Buck,’ Bastian says, sitting upright very quickly. All the softness in his voice is gone. ‘There you are. It’s fine. Jones and I have been having a very productive little talk. Haven’t we, Jones?’

He looks meaningfully at Briar, who’s surprised to discover that they recognise that look in his eyes. They’ve done this a hundred times before, after accidentally broken vases at Grove House and mysteriously disappearing biscuits at the farm. Play along. ‘Yes.’

Alistair looks unconvinced. ‘What happened?’

‘Tried to hit me. Again,’ Bastian says. ‘It’s actually getting rather boring. And I’ve reached my limit, I’m afraid. So this one’s ours completely now.’

Alistair crosses his arms. ‘Really?’

‘Really.’ Bastian glances over at Briar, his eyes cold and fathomless. ‘Briar, stand up.’ Briar does. ‘Good. Now, bow.’

Briar has never bowed to anyone before, obviously, but they’ve seen it done in films. They give it a try, sweeping low and perfectly subservient, and Alistair laughs, cruelly delighted.

‘Give me a go.’

‘Later,’ Bastian says dismissively. ‘Where are the others?’

‘Looking for better champagne.’

‘Good.’ Bastian gets up, adjusts his waistcoat, then walks over to Alistair with purpose and kisses him, his hand buried in polished, chestnut curls. Alistair looks surprised, his eyes darting to Briar, but then he smiles into the kiss, pulls Bastian closer, hands dropping to clutch at his back as he licks slowly and extravagantly into Bastian’s mouth.

Bastian makes a noise of approval, the ghost of a groan, and Alistair’s grip tightens.

Briar’s heart pounds, but they don’t move. They just stand there, useless, playing along. Seething.

Alistair’s lips find Bastian’s neck and then he looks up at Briar, smirking. ‘You want to watch, you sick freak?’

‘Come on,’ Bastian says, pushing him gently away, steering him towards the bridge. ‘I want another drink.’ He doesn’t bother looking back over his shoulder when he says, ‘You’re dismissed. Go to bed.’

Briar doesn’t want to go, but knows they must. The idea that they’re under Bastian’s thrall is the only thing keeping them safe from Alistair’s bear trap of a mind. They start walking in the direction of Eden, taking slow, even steps, hoping it’s a passable impression of someone under the influence of the Work.

‘Bring it with us,’ says Alistair. ‘It could be fun.’

Bastian sounds appropriately dismissive when he says, ‘I’d rather have fun with you.’

Maybe he means it. It seems to mollify Alistair, anyway, until he glances back at Briar and says, ‘Go, then. But I think you should run for your life, little rabbit. And know there’s nowhere you can hide.’

Terror erupts in Briar like they’ve never known before. It’s like shards of ice in their lungs, their throat, an urgent burning sensation that turns their stomach to liquid. They sprint for Eden with tears smarting in their eyes, not sure what they’re running from, knowing that they’re dead if it catches them. The stairs take too long to ascend, the key too long to find with their shaking hands.

Not even Briar’s room feels safe. They drag the dresser in front of the door and then sit down on the stairs that lead to the platform bed, knee jiggling, waiting.

Waiting, waiting, waiting. Time loses all meaning. Briar’s torn between the desire to stay here and the urge to keep running. Eventually, there’s a knock at the door.

‘Let me in.’

It’s Bastian. But Briar doesn’t want to open the door. They can’t. They can’t even speak.

‘Briar?’ There’s a pause, and then Bastian says, ‘Listen to me. Open the door. Now.’

Briar gets to their feet, heaves the dresser away, doesn’t stop moving until the door is open. Bastian is standing there looking dishevelled, his cheeks pink, his hair now loose around his shoulders. ‘Fuck. I’m sorry.’ He looks at Briar’s shaking hands, and then says, ‘And I’m sorry for this, too. Calm down.’

Briar collapses to the floor with the relief of it, their breathing slowing, their problems floating away, and Bastian kneels in front of them. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine.’ Briar actually laughs, swaying slightly where they sit. The world is cotton wool and soap bubbles, and all they have to do is float. ‘I feel fucking - great, actually. It’s all good.’

‘No it’s not, you just think that because I told you to calm down . . . I don’t know if I should stop, though. Alistair hit you pretty hard. The strain on your heart . . .’ Bastian nudges the door behind him closed with his foot, his eyes searching Briar’s.

‘Yeah . . .’ Briar can’t bring themself to care. The faint moonlight from the window has turned Bastian surreally beautiful, strong, sharp bones and a velvet-cut mouth. ‘Hey. Bastian.’

‘Hello,’ Bastian says, sounding very tired. He sits down, cross-legged, staying within Briar’s orbit. ‘This is Ease. I’m not very good at it, I can never target it right. You’re basically high. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘Mmm.’ Briar blinks at him, then frowns. ‘I wanted to say . . .’

God, this is good. What a great room. Briar’s in a castle. Or, something adjacent to a castle. Their mum is going to be so excited when they tell her. There’s some reason Briar’s not supposed to, but it doesn’t matter now.

‘What did you want to say? Tell me.’

‘That I wish you hadn’t kissed him,’ Briar says, the words slipping out easily.

‘Oh.’ Bastian looks at the floor. ‘Right. Well, it was just . . . simpler, that way.’

Briar nods. They can understand this. They touch Bastian’s bright white shirtsleeve, right next to his silver cufflinks. ‘Kiss me again.’

Bastian jerks back. ‘What?’

‘I want you to kiss me. I hated watching him touch you. I want to touch you.’

Colour floods Bastian’s cheeks, but he looks concerned, which is not the reaction Briar is expecting, and then he understands. ‘You don’t need to tell me everything you’re thinking, Briar.’

It turns out Briar is still capable of shame, because a hot flush creeps up their neck, too. ‘Shit. Sorry.’

‘No, it’s okay. I should . . . I’m going to stop Working, now.’

He does. Brutally. Painfully. Briar’s heart is still beating too fast, and there are bright sparks of panic dancing in their chest, but they’re more like aftershocks now. They feel completely and utterly exhausted; they don’t realise they’re sagging towards the floor until Bastian catches them.

He helps Briar up onto the bed, and then takes a step back, and another, and doesn’t seem to know what to do with himself.

‘I’ll go.’

‘Please don’t,’ Briar says. They’re so very tired, but they can’t face the thought of watching Bastian leave, after all that’s happened tonight. ‘Just . . . come here.’

Bastian doesn’t move. ‘I can’t.’

Briar takes off their borrowed tie, the silk slipping clumsily through their fingers, folds it carefully with shaky hands. ‘Why not?’

Bastian’s fingers flutter to his own tie, then back down again. ‘Because it’s too dangerous.’

‘Dangerous?’

‘I was just Working on you. You’re too . . . suggestible, right now.’

Briar leans back on their forearms, and Bastian watches them go. ‘You said you’d stopped.’

‘Yes, well, as you may have noticed, I’m not always in control of myself,’ Bastian snaps. Then he relents. ‘Sometimes I Work without trying. Without words. I can’t let that happen here.’

‘I don’t care if you break a window.’

‘You’ll care if I break you.’

Briar doesn’t think he will break them, though, which is probably very stupid. Bastian isn’t a good person. They know that, logically. They’re not on the same side. Is this still part of Hadley’s plan? If Bastian’s walls are coming down, it only means that it’s working, even if Briar is a terrible covert operative. It’s just . . . hard to keep that all in their mind at once, after champagne and a brush with what felt like death, and with Bastian standing there looking so nervous, watching Briar with a frown that’s almost like tenderness.

‘I trust you,’ Briar says, meaning it, if only when it comes to this - and Bastian’s brows quirk upwards, his mouth opening almost imperceptibly. Briar finds the strength to get up, and discovers that they’re the same height like this, with Bastian on the step below.

‘Briar—’

When Briar kisses him, his breath catches. It’s good. Gratifying. They draw him closer, one arm around his waist and their other fingers under his collar, and he kisses Briar back, tentative, then hungry. It’s going so well until he pulls away, steps backwards and down a step, almost stumbling.

‘I can’t do this,’ he says, shaking his head. He takes another step down. Away.

‘You can.’

Bastian is halfway to the door. He turns, and his eyes flash with something incendiary. ‘For God’s sake. I’m doing this for your sake. Why do you insist on making everything so difficult all the time?’

‘I’m not scared of you.’

There’s a desperate wildness about Bastian when he says, ‘Well, you should be. And you know damned well why. You have no defences against me whatsoever. You’d do anything I say, with just a hint of suggestion, and I don’t want that. Not from you.’

‘I won’t—’

‘Tell me you love me.’

‘I love you,’ Briar says at once, with no hesitation.

Bastian’s eyes flutter closed; when he opens them again, he doesn’t look angry any more. Just horribly sad. ‘You see? Anything at all.’






28 All Bikes on the Western Front

‘One of your friends left an egg in my car,’ Eugenia says, when Briar goes to surrender their phone back into custody on Saturday morning. They feel . . . strange. Hungover. Terminally confused. Bastian’s revelation from last night weighs heavily on their mind, but it’s murky and ill-defined. Without their memories, it’s like something from a film - something that happened to somebody else. ‘Hello? Jones? There was an egg.’

‘Sorry. Fresh? Fried?’

‘Hard-boiled. Pocket in the back of the driver’s seat.’

‘Right. I guess that was Hadley. Sorry. Didn’t realise she was packing eggs.’

Eugenia is very fresh this morning. Clean hair, crisp black shirt, glossy manicure. By contrast, Briar feels like a sack of old shit.

‘What is wrong with you?’ Eugenia says, sliding Briar’s phone into a drawer and locking it shut.

‘Um,’ Briar says, feeling like they’ve aged a thousand years since they left Temple on Thursday. ‘I had a bad night.’

She cocks one thick, perfectly sculpted eyebrow at them. ‘You know, you have been here for three weeks, and every time I see you, you have had a bad night, or collected a new injury. If you are this clumsy, why have I hired you for manual labour? I am not paying you to get drunk and fall over.’

‘I know,’ Briar says. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You’re okay?’

It’s hard to define exactly what Briar is right now. They just shrug.

Eugenia sighs. ‘Fine, don’t tell me. I am only your boss, and a very good boss, too. I have bought new walkie-talkies. They probably won’t work, but you may have one. Only bother me if it is very important. Channel three.’

‘Thanks,’ Briar says, accepting the box she hands over with a very professional-looking setup pictured on the front. Until this moment, they hadn’t realised they were harbouring a secret desire to walk around with a walkie talkie clipped to their waistband or to talk into one sideways like film crew. It’ll be fun, probably. If Briar is even capable of having fun any more.

‘Don’t lose it,’ she says, opening a notebook filled with impossibly beautiful handwriting and crossing something off a list.

‘When do you sleep, Eugenia?’

‘When the baby sleeps,’ says Eugenia, adding something to her list. ‘Temple is the baby. Go away, take a day off. And stop falling over.’

‘It’s a dangerous school.’

‘Not if you’re smart.’

That’s probably true. Briar imagines a reality in which they got here, kept their head down, didn’t agree to disrupt ancient deranged rituals, didn’t take extra curricular trips to pubs and formals and grand estates, discovered absolutely nothing new about their childhood, and did not try to fuck their ex-best-friend in an attic bedroom after the relief of a fake near-death experience. Briar’s alternate universe ghost glimpses Bastian from afar and still hates him, hates the part of themself that loved him, and never understands what exactly went wrong.

It sounds terrible. It sounds peaceful.

In this universe, Briar walks back to Eden. Evie the pip waves at them from across the lawn, inexplicably happy to see Briar, as always.

‘Do you know Max and Ava?’ she asks, when she reaches them.

‘Nope.’

‘Oh. Ava sleeps in the bunk next to mine. Maximilian says Ava is his girlfriend, but Ava says she’s not allowed to have a boyfriend until she’s thirteen.’ She’s struggling to keep up; Briar is in no mood to slow down. ‘Do you have a boyfriend?’

‘Evie, I’m busy.’

‘So that’s a no then,’ Evie says. ‘Well, do you have a girlfriend? Or a . . . um . . . a friend who’s also a janitor?’

‘I don’t have anybody.’

‘That’s sad.’

‘Yeah,’ Briar says. ‘I’m a walking tragedy. Go hang out with your friends, Evie. I’ve got things to do.’

She looks a bit disappointed, but Briar can’t worry about that now.

At the dorm, they knock on Westby’s door. There’s no answer. They knock again, and choose to believe that the distracted noise they hear from within is an invitation.

Inside, the room is impressively wrecked on Westby’s side, his designer weekend bag open with the contents spilling out across both bed and floor. The bed itself doesn’t look like it was slept in. Miller is sitting on his own bed looking very piqued, reading a nonfiction book about entrepreneurship with an upsettingly hench man squeezed into a tight suit on the cover.

‘You didn’t say you were having guests,’ he says to Westby, and Westby waves him away with one hand without looking up from his desk, where he’s hunched over a vast array of open notebooks. He almost upsets a full cup of tea; Briar walks over and moves it aside, and discovers that it’s cold. There are two other unfinished cups on the desk and the windowsill. One of them has a tiny fruit fly floating in it, steeping in lazy circles.

‘West,’ Briar says. Westby is in the middle of writing a sentence in his doctor’s note scrawl; he speeds up, like Briar’s coming to eat all his thoughts. His face looks strangely rubbery, and is alternately paper-pale and shades of scrubbed pink around the eyes. ‘Did you sleep?’

‘No,’ says Miller. ‘He was up all night, and he talks to himself when he’s writing, and every so often he just sighs. It’s very antisocial.’

‘West, why don’t you take a break? I’ll get you a coffee from the admin lounge. Still tastes like piss, but . . . stronger piss. I need to talk to you.’

‘No thanks,’ Westby says. ‘Put the kettle on, would you?’

‘Not the bloody kettle,’ says Miller, throwing down his book. ‘Not again. All night, Crispin! You’ve had fifteen cups! I live here too, you know.’

‘I do know. I think of you constantly.’

‘I’m going to put a formal complaint in with the Dame.’

‘Please do.’ Miller seems slightly confused by this, but having made the threat, he has to follow through, grab his jacket and storm off. ‘While you’re there, could you please remind her that silverfish are book-killers? They kill books!’

‘No!’ Miller says, letting the door slam shut.

‘Zippy little dinosaurs from hell. Something like four hundred million years old. Well, I don’t know where they got all their books from back then, because it’s all they seem to bloody eat.’

‘What?’

‘Silverfish!’ Westby exclaims. He finally looks up from his work, pushes the notebook away and sighs. ‘Miller is testing me.’

‘Did you tell him about your dad?’

‘None of his business.’

‘And . . . did you make fifteen cups of tea?’

‘The kettle makes enough for a pot each time, so that’s only five boils.’

‘Right,’ says Briar. ‘And you don’t think it might be time to take a break?’

‘A break? I’m having a breakthrough,’ Westby says. ‘I think. I don’t know. Five boils is very reasonable, over a twelve-hour period.’

He sighs, then gets up, grabs the kettle and goes in search of a tap. Briar leans over the desk and squints down at one of the notebooks. It seems to be some kind of complicated legalese; Westby’s Working, then, except that Briar can read it, so it must not yet be imbued with whatever power makes the books in the attic illegible. They flip to the front and find the introduction, the part Tate had said would hold all the keys to the rest of the Working. This part makes sense, too, even if it is a tad dense, and full of terms Briar would need to look up in one of Miller’s many dictionaries.

Westby re-enters the room by kicking the door open, then puts the kettle on and sits down on his bed, rubbing his chin until it looks carpet-burned.

‘What’s the resource?’ Briar says, tapping the notebook. ‘You’re trying to use the Work to create something, right?’

‘Oh,’ says Westby. ‘You can read it?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, fuck my arse. Damn it. I really thought . . . but if you can read it, then it’s back to the drawing board.’ All the manic, trembly energy drains out of him, and he flops back onto his bed, narrowly avoiding cracking his head on the wall. ‘God. Embarrassing, really, but . . . when it boils down to it, this is all I have. Or . . . had, I suppose. Past tense. Rest in peace.’

Briar had come here to talk to him about last night, to try to probe the parameters of a historic memory removal, but seeing Westby like this, they feel ashamed to have thought of it at all.

Briar points to the notebook again. ‘How does it work?’

‘Well, it’s very simple, really.’ He seems re-energised by this opportunity to lecture, as Briar had thought he might be, and manages to prop himself up on his elbows. ‘A Working is kind of like a contract. You hold it in your mind as you speak, and it’s . . . it’s not that the words you say create the power, but that you anchor the Working to them, to get it out of your head and into the world. With something like Conduct, it makes sense to simply demand what you want. I won’t bore you with the details of contract law, because it’s not exactly the same, but . . . it helps with the framing. Like a valid contract, thaumaturgy requires consideration. You know what that is? Exchange of value. There’s nothing I’ve ever been able to find in all my research that says that consideration can’t be something physical. It just hasn’t been done. This started out as an experiment, to test the boundaries and see where it all falls apart, but so far it . . . hasn’t.’

‘Who’s the contract with?’ Briar asks, and Westby shrugs.

‘Frankly, we don’t know, but the idea is that it’s with God.’

‘God?’

‘Brings a whole new meaning to sanctity of contract, doesn’t it?’ Westby says. ‘That was a joke, Jones. I miss when you barely spoke. I could pretend you were very impressed by me.’ He sighs. ‘I mean, for all we know, it’s a pact with the devil, but that’s where the name thaumaturgy derives from. Miracle-working. Personally, I think it’s more . . . a gentleman’s agreement with the universe.’

Briar reads the beginning of the introduction again as the kettle comes to a rollicking boil, quivering in place until it clicks off and Westby fetches the teapot.

‘Oh,’ he says, staring down at it stupidly. Briar looks too. It’s full to the brim with untouched tea. ‘Ah well. Cold now, needed some fresh anyway.’

‘What was it you said about consideration? An exchange of value?’

‘Mmm.’

‘So what are you offering, to . . . to God, or the universe, or whatever? You get the Work, and they get . . . ?’

‘It’s all the effort you put into learning and understanding the fucking things. The story goes that the first Working was an agreement that hard work and bloody labour would have to be put in to understand them, and doubly so to create any more, which is why it’s damn-near impossible to get right and takes at least a hundred years.’

‘What does God get out of that?’

‘What does God get out of anything? The guy’s a despot and a pervert. Maybe he just likes to watch me sweat.’ Westby solves the teapot problem by opening the window and dumping the cold tea out, and then plops a couple of Earl Grey teabags in and refills it. ‘I mean, exchanging something of value for labour is par for the course. And hard work alone is Godly as fuck. You don’t have to actually be building a two-storey extension on the back of heaven. It’s enough to just be doing the work.’

‘The Work,’ Briar says, emphasising to capitalise.

‘Exactly.’

‘Do you believe any of this?’

Westby picks up a brown-stained spoon and pokes at the teabags, probably trying to squeeze as much caffeine out of them as possible. ‘Well, the Work works. So I believe there is an agreement with some higher power. I don’t particularly care who, as long as they keep the lights on.’ He blinks down at the tea, suddenly seeming unsure of himself, like he’s remembered something important.

‘Are you—?’

‘Do not ask me if I’m okay.’

Briar picks up the lid and drops it onto the top of the pot with a small ceramic clink. ‘Okay.’

There’s a single knock at the door, and then it’s shoved open.

‘That’s not really how knocking works,’ Tate says, following Hadley into the room.

‘Hello,’ she says. ‘We’re going to break into that janky vending machine in Baldwin and strip it and then get high and watch films in the tower. Oh - hi, Jones.’

‘Hi.’

‘You look bad.’

Briar glances over at Westby’s antique mirror. There are dark bags under their eyes, and their bruising has gone a sickly yellow. ‘I had a bit of a weird night.’

Tate brightens. ‘Oh yeah, how was the formal?’

‘You went to the formal?’ Westby looks aghast. ‘The summer formal? Did you wear a little outfit? Did you wear a mask?’

‘I did,’ says Briar. Everybody’s looking at them. They realise, suddenly, that they should have rehearsed a version of this story to recite now. ‘I went to see Bastian. We’ve been . . . talking.’

‘You’re my hero,’ Hadley says, in a breathy falsetto. ‘Shit, though, seriously - that’s great. Fourth Trial’s coming up. It’s going to be impossible for any of us to get close, but if you’re there . . .’

‘In grave danger,’ prompts Tate. ‘In harm’s way. Briar’s not going to the fourth Trial, Hads. Any of us take another step towards Mons and Alistair will probably actually kill us.’

‘Not to mention,’ says Westby, ‘the fact that Wolfe is a human atom bomb. You shouldn’t go anywhere near him, Jones. He should have one of those signs on him that stops people walking into electrical substations.’

Briar doesn’t say anything. How can they? They can’t tell fact from fiction any more when it comes to loving Bastian and pretending to love Bastian. They can’t even trust their own memories.

‘Whatever. We can talk about this later. Westby, put down your pen, you’re holding it like it’s a knife. Let’s go smoke a blunt and watch Heathers.’

Westby throws the pen, outraged. ‘We’re not watching Heathers again. If I want to watch people cunt around in blazers I can go to one of Milly’s equestrian nightmares.’

He does get up, though, and then they all troop over to Baldwin where Hadley can’t get the vending machine to glitch in her favour and can’t convince Briar to shake it until it gives her what she wants, so they have to hand over money in exchange for goods - consideration, Briar thinks - and then they go to the tower, crack open the window so that Hadley can light a joint, and bicker about what film to watch on the laptop until Briar puts on Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.

It feels soothingly normal. Briar needs that, right now.

‘What’s this about?’ Hadley says, squinting dubiously at the opening titles. ‘God, I hate that they used to put all the credits at the front. Makes me feel sleepy.’

‘You haven’t seen it?’ Briar asks. ‘It’s basically a Western buddy movie about a hot throuple.’

‘Okay. I’m in.’

They all manage to cram themselves onto the sofa, and then when that gets too annoying, Hadley drags over one of the armchairs and curls up in it, tucked into the wingback. She checks the time on her phone about half an hour into the film and says, ‘S’cuse me, fellas, off for a walk,’ grabs her bag and disappears.

‘Where’s she going?’ Briar asks, as the door closes. ‘She’s going to miss the bit where he rides a bike.’

‘Why the fuck are they riding bikes in this Western?’ Westby grumbles, arms crossed over his chest. ‘Ride a horse, you charlatans.’

Tate’s nose wrinkles. ‘She’s meeting Rochester.’

‘What? Rochester’s back in? Again? Christ, the man’s like a novel respiratory virus. I thought last time was the big break.’

Briar is a little too high not to say, ‘Why is she sleeping with a teacher?’

Tate and Westby exchange a look, and Tate coughs. ‘She says she’s not actually fucking him. They just talk.’

Westby huffs through his nose. ‘And we say, “Oh, that’s all right, then, as long as he’s just obviously grooming you.”’

‘She says you can’t be groomed if you know what grooming is, but that’s obviously bullshit.’

They watch Paul Newman ride his bike around and Briar assumes Westby is at least a bit charmed by it, because he doesn’t complain that it’s not a horse, and eventually Hadley comes storming back in, sits down on the steps and produces a squat, dark bottle of spiced rum from her pocket, which she takes a generous gulp from before offering it around.

‘Nice walk?’ says Westby.

‘We’ve broken up again,’ says Hadley. ‘So yeah, thanks, it was great.’

They lapse into silence, watching Butch and Sundance bullshit their way across South America. Briar catches Tate watching Westby, whose gaze has drifted out of the window as he taps his fingers irritably against his own knee, teeth worrying his lower lip; the next time they look, Westby has fallen fast asleep.

‘Hey,’ Briar says quietly. ‘Can you ever tell? When someone’s Working? Like . . . a feeling, in the air?’

‘No,’ says Tate. ‘Well, you wouldn’t, but scholars kind of can, if they really pay attention. If you know it well, you can recognise the parts of it that are being used. It’s how you build up your defences against it.’

‘Right,’ Briar says, watching the rise and fall of Westby’s chest, the angelic expression of total peace on his face.

When the film ends, Tate is asleep too; Briar’s media player ticks over to the next file in the folder, and with alphabetic inevitability, Casablanca begins to play.

‘You want me to—’

‘Nah,’ says Hadley. ‘I know this one.’ She’s almost finished the rum, but she offers the dregs to Briar, who accepts.

‘Hadley,’ Briar says slowly, because the thought is skimming too close to the surface, ‘I think I . . . really hurt somebody.’

Hadley rolls her head over to look at Briar. ‘What, like, made them cry?’

‘No, like . . . put them in the hospital.’

‘Oh. When?’ she says, bleary-eyed but interested. ‘Last night? Today?’

‘No. A long time ago.’

‘Did they deserve it?’

Briar thinks of Seb’s long-suffering, dead-eyed silence as Jason whispered poison in his ear. ‘I don’t know. He wasn’t a particularly nice person.’

‘Then it’s fine,’ she says croakily, shaking her head, like Briar’s odd for thinking twice about it. ‘Good, even. Good for you. Don’t worry about it.’

‘Yeah,’ Briar says, even though their stomach feels like lead. The laptop flickers black and white over their faces, and Hadley’s eyes close. Briar thinks she’s drifted off, when she says with surprising clarity, ‘Go see Wolfe, yeah? Find out about the next Trial. But be subtle. It’s important,’ and then turns over and does fall asleep.






29 Presumably Consecrated Ground

Briar calls Bastian on the phone.

This seems like a relatively insane thing to do when they’re standing there, behind the stairs in Eden, waiting for somebody to pick up - but they’re not sure where things stand right now. Is it safe to go to Hawthorn and knock for him? What if Alistair’s there? Briar doesn’t want to find out.

A frightened-sounding young scholar picks up. ‘Hello?’

‘Can you get Wolfe for me please?’

‘Right away,’ says the boy, like a harried butler, and he leaves the phone hanging off the hook so that Briar can listen to the sounds of scholars laughing and talking as they walk past, until eventually, after so long Briar’s almost given up, they hear someone touching the receiver.

‘Hello?’ Bastian says, sounding very bored.

‘Hi.’

‘Oh.’ There’s a long pause, and then Bastian says, softer, ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ Briar says. ‘Listen, can I come there? I need to talk to you.’

Bastian’s answer comes at once. ‘No. Not the dorms. Can you - that office?’

Briar shakes their head, even though Bastian can’t see it. ‘No, my friends are all high and passed out in there.’

Another silence. ‘Do you know where the chapel is?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’ll be there in ten minutes.’

The chapel is only a bit bigger than a regular country church, but whoever designed it trimmed every nook and cranny with the extravagance of a cathedral. It’s Gothic revival like many of the other Victorian buildings at Temple, red brick with striking grey stone contrasts in the vaults and buttresses. Everything that can have a botanical pattern or wrought iron embellishment does, and the ceiling is ridiculous, all in dark wood with a neat circle of ornate arches surrounding a central carving, looking like twenty-one doors to heaven.

It has a hint of the musky, yeasty smell that Briar associates with museums and art galleries from childhood trips to London, like something very old and dormant but somehow still sweating; as a kid, Briar always thought that it was the smell of antique blood on all the old weaponry and furniture, permeating through the glass of display cases.

Bastian is sitting in the second row of pews, around the corner in the transept. It’s strange seeing him out of both uniform and formalwear; he’s wearing jeans and a black sweatshirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows with a kind of nonchalance and cool that Briar still can’t quite reconcile with the version of him that they knew, and his hair looks freshly washed and still damp, curling slightly at the ends where it brushes his shoulders. He’s gazing up at the stained-glass windows like a saint begging for intersession as Briar approaches.

He stands up, but then doesn’t seem to know what to do with himself.

‘Well?’ he asks eventually. ‘You wanted to meet me.’

‘Yeah.’ Briar sits down in one of the pews, which is weird, but perhaps less weird than just standing there. ‘I like your hair.’

Bastian narrows his eyes. ‘Are you high?’

‘Oh.’ Briar considers this. ‘No. A bit. Not much. Hadley isn’t very generous with her drugs.’

‘And that’s . . . Watson,’ says Bastian. It’s weird hearing him say her name. Even walking the same halls it’s felt, all this time, like Bastian lives on another planet.

‘Yes.’

‘They weren’t being particularly kind to you,’ Bastian says, his gaze lingering on the crucifix as he sits back down. ‘Your friends. I hope they learned their lesson after last week. What they’ve been doing is extremely dangerous, and at least they have the Work. You have nothing.’

‘Not nothing. I have a walkie-talkie,’ Briar offers. ‘As of this morning. But I haven’t charged it yet.’

‘Congratulations.’ Bastian turns to look at Briar properly. ‘You know, I could order you to stop interfering with the Trials. To stay away from everything, just do your job. Force you to quit. Go home.’

‘Why don’t you, then?’

Bastian’s jaw clenches, and then he looks away again. He doesn’t want to use the Work on Briar any more unless it’s absolutely necessary. That much is clear, and to Briar’s advantage.

‘You could stop helping with the Trials,’ Briar counters. ‘I know it’s just how things are done, but you don’t have to be part of it.’

‘I can’t,’ Bastian says tersely. ‘It’s all I have.’

‘Bullshit.’

Bastian’s voice rises. ‘It’s not bullshit. My dad came here, my brothers, now . . . all my friends. My future. It’s all here.’

‘Choose a different future.’

‘Yes,’ Bastian snarls. ‘Like it’s just that easy.’

‘Honestly, I’m still just trying to make the connection between you and the guy who used to pick up dropped birthday balloons and carry them home in case they felt lonely.’

‘That was you.’ This is said so loudly that it echoes off the arched ceiling above them.

‘No it wasn’t,’ says Briar, but then they pause. ‘Was it?’

‘I’m fascinated by this childhood you’ve concocted for both of us,’ Bastian says, snide now, the set of his mouth cruel. ‘Did we galivant with a drunk goat on the other side of a wardrobe? Did we sail a little wooden boat to an island with Mimsy and Titty?’

‘Titty?’ Briar says, distracted.

Bastian waves a dismissive hand. ‘That’s her name. In Swallows and Amazons.’

‘Titty,’ Briar repeats.

‘You’re missing the point.’

‘Well, apparently I’m missing a lot more than that.’ Bastian takes their meaning, mouth clamping shut. Briar puts one arm over the back of the pew, anchoring themself in place. ‘I’m just trying to understand how you ended up . . . like this.’

Bastian stands up very suddenly. It makes Briar jump. ‘Like what? Someone who can defend himself? Who isn’t nice just for the sake of it?’ He shoves his hands in his pockets - although this, too, he manages to make elegant - and starts walking away towards the altar. Briar scrambles to follow him. ‘I’m not who I was when I was ten years old, and I was never this boy you’ve invented. Yes, I’m not a good person. This is not news to me. It doesn’t matter. What matters is surviving.’

‘Surviving? Right. Must be really hard to work out how you’re going to live. What if the housing market dips and nobody wants to buy your mansion? What if Canaletto landscapes go out of fashion? What are you going to do with just one private island?’

Bastian rolls his eyes. ‘It’s a boathouse and a lawn on a lake in the Midlands, you sound like an imbecile calling it a private island. And - and there are other kinds of survival.’

‘I know,’ Briar says, as they come to a stop. ‘Look, I know it must have been hard for you here, and I know that it’s . . . complicated.’

‘Why are you even saying all of this when you don’t even like me?’

Briar feels stunned. Genuinely baffled. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m not stupid, Briar. I know I’m everything you hate. My family, the house, the money. Mons. I’m powerful, and you despise the way I use that power. I see kids come through here just like I was, ten and scared and hopeful, and I ruin everything for them. They’re terrified of me.’ He laughs humourlessly. ‘I mean, nobody in this school can even look me in the eye because I told them seven years ago that they were not permitted, and it held.’

‘I - wait, you did what?’

‘Just because for some inexplicable reason you’ve decided against your better judgement that you’d like to fuck me—’

‘Woah, wait,’ Briar says, holding up their hands in surrender. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I mean it. Clearly I’m not a perfect person either. When I say I want to know what happened here - I really want to know.’

Bastian eyes them suspiciously. ‘You do?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay.’ Bastian leans back against the altar, watching Briar intently. It’s probably sacrilegious, but he makes it look so good. ‘What do you want to know in particular?’

‘First of all, what the hell did you mean, nobody can look you in the eye?’

Bastian lets out a shaky breath through his nose and looks down. ‘I . . . I mean, just what I said. When I was a first-year, one of the very first things I did . . . It’s a Working for Subtlety, nobody ever really learns it, everybody here wants to be seen . . . but I couldn’t stand any of them looking at me, being surrounded by all these strangers who wanted to know about me, especially without - well, it felt like being under siege. I didn’t want anyone to be able to look at me, not properly, and . . . it worked. It’s still working.’

‘Are you serious? Nobody at Temple can look you in the eye? Can they see your face?’

‘I don’t know the exact parameters,’ Bastian snaps, but it’s undermined by how nervous his voice is. ‘I mean, I suppose they can. Snatches of it. But never all of it. It gets stronger and weaker depending on the day, sometimes I don’t think they can look at me at all. It only applies to the scholars. Maybe some of the teachers.’

‘Bastian,’ Briar says, incredulous, too horrified to be careful. ‘Aren’t you fucking Alistair Buckingham?’

Bastian takes a deep breath then, in and out like he’s absorbing a blow, letting something rise and subside inside him before he speaks. ‘If you think that requires eye contact I can only assume you’ve just been sitting around on your farm watching the tumbleweed blow past since I last saw you.’

‘Well, okay, no,’ says Briar, feeling briefly wrong-footed. ‘But . . . Alistair? Why? It doesn’t even seem like he’s very nice to you.’

Briar waits for Bastian to say ‘You don’t know him like I do’ or ‘Who cares about nice?’ but instead he says, ‘In my first year a seventh-year dragged a few of us in so that he could practice Conduct on us, and I’d been working on Repellence, and instead of putting him off choosing me like it was meant to, it somehow . . . it pushed him physically away. It was a really weird thing to do, or . . . to be able to do . . . and I hated it. Hated that I’d drawn attention to myself. But afterwards Alistair marched right up to me, told me he knew my father, and told me to sit with him and his friends at lunch. It had been such a miserable fucking year. I knew what he wanted from me - power, he’s obsessed with it - but I wanted something from him, too. It worked.’

‘So you don’t love him.’

‘Ha,’ Bastian lets out a huff of a laugh. ‘Hardly. I was just . . .’

‘Just what?’

Bastian sounds disgusted when he says, ‘Very alone.’

Briar hates this. More, even, than the thought of Bastian and Alistair; more than they hated watching Alistair run his tongue down the side of Bastian’s neck.

‘So is it weird for you?’ Briar asks. ‘Eye contact?’

Bastian answers by looking straight at them, unwavering. ‘It was at first. But it’s not now. Not if it’s you.’

That goes straight to Briar’s head. And to their body, too, which suddenly aches to be closer. Everything about Bastian is gorgeous in this light. The fall of his hair, the lines of his shoulders. His jaw. His hands. That half-nervous, half-defiant look in his eyes. They take a step up towards the altar, and Bastian goes still.

‘What are you doing?’

‘You’re suddenly very into consent, for a guy who spends all his time ordering other people to do depraved shit.’

It’s the wrong thing to say. Bastian’s eyes snap back down. ‘If you think I’m so awful,’ he hisses, ‘then why are you—’

Briar takes Bastian by the collar of his sweatshirt and kisses him, bruisingly hard; Bastian takes a sharp breath, and then lets Briar pull him under. He seems to just be reacting for the first few seconds, but then suddenly he’s clinging to the front of Briar’s shirt, his breath coming bright and fast. When Briar slides a hand along his jaw, their thumb just brushing the swell of his lower lip, he leans into Briar’s palm like a cat begging to be scratched.

‘I missed you,’ Briar says, and Bastian lets slip a desperate sound that might break Briar’s heart if it wasn’t also doing interesting things to their body.

Briar presses their fingertips to Bastian’s temple and then runs their hand through his hair, chasing threads of silver, and Bastian groans and lets his head fall back. They’re pressed so tightly together, Briar feels like the only two things left in the world are this church and Bastian: the humming quiet of the transept, the soft scrape of teeth against lip, the distant drip of holy water, the sound of both of their breathing, too loud and hopelessly honest.

‘I can’t,’ Bastian says, leaning back, cheeks flushed, his pupils like black holes. ‘I don’t know if I can be . . . careful.’

Briar accidentally makes an audible noise of frustration. ‘Okay,’ they say shakily. ‘Okay.’

But as Briar follows him down from the altar and through the aisles, he keeps stopping to kiss them, the two of them stumbling in step as Briar’s back hits a pillar, a wall, the ornate wooden door that gives way and sends them both staggering into a side room, where Briar breaks away, breathing hard, and says, ‘Is this a . . . bar?’

Bastian gives the room a cursory glance; it’s mostly empty, but for the fresh flowers on each windowsill, bright lilies and snapdragons, and the long table running the length of the room, purpose betrayed by neat rows of highballs and wineglasses and the bottles of red wine and spirits arranged at one end. ‘Yes,’ he says distractedly, gaze flicking from Briar’s eyes to their mouth.

‘Why is there a bar in a chapel?’

Bastian looks vaguely irritated by the question. ‘For scholar and alumni events,’ he says, like Briar’s stupid. He reaches for their hair, finger and thumb following the line of the gentle curl where it meets their nape, and then drops his arm, aghast at his own daring.

It’s that look - naked desire replaced by innocent horror, like his hand has betrayed him for wanting to touch Briar so much - that makes Briar feel reckless and desperate.

‘It’s okay,’ they say, touching Bastian’s shoulders, his collarbones. ‘Look, how about this - I’ll tell you what to do. And then you don’t have to think at all.’

‘How?’ Bastian asks, with hushed fascination.

It does occur to Briar, as they help Bastian up onto the bar, that if there really is such a thing as God, trading bits of magic with scholars in exchange for hard work and fealty, then they’re definitely going to hell.

Briar takes the soft cotton of Bastian’s sweatshirt between their fingers and says, ‘Take this off,’ and wonders at their own power when he does. His chest is naked underneath, and when Briar runs a hand slowly from his throat to his naval, he shivers.

‘Are you cold?’ Briar asks, leaning over to kiss a lone freckle on his shoulder.

Bastian shakes his head. ‘No.’

But he shivers again when Briar bends to his chest, kisses his sternum, his ribs, the hollow of his hip. He’s got some lean muscle, broader shoulders than expected tapering to the narrow planes of his waist, and Briar can’t help but ask, ‘Have you been . . . working out?’

‘No,’ Bastian says again. ‘I . . . swim.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Sometimes I—’ Bastian breaks off, his head tipping back as he arches into Briar’s hand, which has slid to the button of his jeans.

‘Sometimes you what?’

‘I - fuck,’ Bastian whispers, throat bared, pale hair spilling down his shoulders. ‘Do you want me to . . . ? Should I—?’

‘No,’ Briar says, unbuttoning Bastian with one hand and sweeping a thumb across his stomach with the other, watching him shudder in response. ‘I’ve got you.’

Briar knows now, as they kiss Bastian open-mouthed and languid, their hand working beneath the waistband of his jeans, that they’ve been desperate to do this for the past three weeks. It’s why picking fights has felt so good; Briar’s hand on Bastian’s chest, Bastian’s weight crushing Briar into the tiles, his teeth in the muscle of their arm. Better to be hurting him, and being hurt, than not touching him at all.

That’s insane, Briar thinks, but then Bastian slumps forward to rest his head on Briar’s shoulder, and groans quietly, so close to their ear that a chill runs down their spine. Punching him certainly hadn’t felt as good as this, right now: feeling him cant his hips and breathe their name on a sharp inhale; the way he can’t help but watch as Briar sends a brief mental apology in the direction of the apse and then slowly eases down onto their knees; the ragged gasp Bastian lets slip when Briar takes him into their mouth, and then a little later, when Bastian digs his fingernails into the back of Briar’s neck and starts to shake.

‘You don’t hate me?’ he asks, voice trembling with effort, careful to phrase it as a question, not a demand. He reaches down to touch Briar’s cheekbone, barely skittering across their skin, his eyes wide with wonder, like he’s not convinced Briar really exists.

Briar surfaces to look at him right in the eyes, steady and unwavering.

‘No,’ they say, pressing a gentle kiss to the soft skin of his thigh. ‘I don’t hate you, Bastian.’

In the end, it’s probably the eye contact that wrecks Bastian completely, sustained with blazing intensity until the precise moment he comes, a glass shattering distantly on the stone floor; afterwards, Briar stands up and rests their head on Bastian’s chest for a moment, listening to the quickness of his breath and the thundering of his heart, until Bastian flushes red and pushes them away.

‘We shouldn’t have done this,’ he says, dressing quickly and roughly, his hair caught under the neckline of his sweatshirt. Now that Briar’s not dragging gasps from his lips with single-minded abandon, they have to agree.

Hard to justify this one under the guise of reconnaissance. Worse, even, than admitting they just wanted to see what might make Bastian blush. This was a fucked-up thing to do. Even in a place like this.

Beyond the afterglow, there’s a ringing hollowness. I don’t know who I am any more.

‘Yeah,’ they say, trying to match Bastian’s certainty.

It’s not too late. Helping Hadley and the others can be its own kind of redemption. And if it means they really are using Bastian, these moments between them nothing more than the sacrifices made in the course of espionage?

Briar’s only fighting fire with fire.

Just looking at Bastian now, the way he’s closing off already, they can tell it’s too late to extract any useful information anyway. They can hardly just come out and say it - ‘Oh, by the way, what’s up with the fourth Trial?’ - and it’s not like things can get much worse, so they say, ‘Do you want to go for dinner tomorrow?’

‘What?’

Of all the things Briar has said and done tonight, apparently this is the most outrageous.

‘Meet me in the car park at seven?’ Briar says, picking up their jacket and shrugging it back on, impassive in the face of Bastian’s incredulity. ‘I’ll drive.’






30 Breakfast for Dinner

By the time Briar gets back to the tower, everyone’s fast asleep. Briar’s fully aware that this will cause problems, probably sooner rather than later; Dames will discover three beds empty, raise the alarm, start going from dorm to dorm in search of lost charges. They’re so tired they almost don’t care, but they dutifully start shoving shoulders. Nobody wants to get up.

Briar cranks their laptop’s volume up to full, scrubs the file back to the start and presses play on the opening credits of Casablanca. The Warner Brothers fanfare jolts everyone rudely awake: Hadley swearing immediately to kill Briar in a number of increasingly creative ways, Tate’s face crumpling tragically, like a prematurely awoken baby.

‘Where’ve you been?’ Westby says, instantly and completely awake.

Briar can’t tell the truth. Hadley would be thrilled. The other two, not so much.

‘Just went for a walk.’

Tate’s eyes go from Briar’s dishevelled hair to their swollen lips, but he says nothing.

‘And did you . . . have a nice time?’ Hadley says meaningfully, sitting up straight, her phone dropping to the floor with a crack.

‘I did,’ Briar says. ‘Might . . . do it again, tomorrow.’

Hadley raises her eyebrows but says nothing, retrieving her phone. They all disperse sleepily, Tate putting his arm around Westby as they walk out of the door, with that warm familiarity borne of many years spent casually touching.

Bastian and Briar would probably touch like that, if they’d not lost their teen years together. Instead, everything feels new and dangerous, every brush of lip and skin like it might be the thing that fatally crosses the line.

Briar follows the boys until they all reach Griffin and Tate peels off, and then exchanges a grunt of goodbye with Westby at his floor. Upstairs, they dig out their contacts and get wearily into bed, thinking of bruised knuckles and blood on the grass, the thought like a shadow on an X-ray, before they dredge up the old fantasy again: the first week at Temple, this time with Bastian by their side.

Bastian and Briar glued to each other as they navigate campus, discovering the secrets of Temple, delighted and horrified; facing the Trials together, debriefing at the end of each agonising day, whispering back and forth before lights out; Bastian coming to the Work, realising he’s stronger than everybody else, not knowing why, and Briar . . .

That’s where Briar draws a blank. Honestly, would they have been pleased for Bastian? Supported him? Fallen into step next to him as his happy sidekick, an afterthought - a footnote in the story of Bastian’s great and confusing power?

No. That doesn’t sound right, not even to Briar. It might have had its own, different ugliness: the jealousy, the feeling that Briar would be pushed aside. Alistair Buckingham probably would have marched right up to Bastian in that reality, too, and maybe Bastian would have been sick of Briar by then, their griping, their envy, and would have taken that proffered hand all the same.

Or maybe not, some part of Briar thinks, with flat rationality. Maybe if he hadn’t been alone and sad and frightened, he would have been someone completely different. But optimism loses both the battle and the war.

On Monday, Briar opens a trunk tucked into the northeast corner of the attic and discovers, carefully wrapped in plastic, two vintage suits that look bold and expensive. The trunk is worn monogrammed scarlet leather, and the date on the train ticket inside is 1968.

On their lunch break, Briar leaves a note on the board for Tate, and at three o’clock they furtively let him into the dark of the stairwell, locking the door behind them.

‘Oh my God,’ Tate says when he sees the suits, dropping to his knees in reverence, peeling back the plastic. ‘These are Mr Fish. He dressed Bowie! Who the fuck came to Temple with Fish in their luggage? Maybe that’s why they hid them. Shit, Briar, I owe you like . . . everything. Are you sure?’

‘If anyone ever asks,’ Briar says, ‘which they won’t, I’ll say they must have been in one of the many mouldy old cases I threw out at the tip.’

Tate’s hands pause on the lapels of a suit, like he doesn’t quite want to believe it’s his yet. ‘You could sell them, though. These could be worth a couple of grand.’

Briar swallows down a couple of grand and pushes past it. ‘Nah. They search the car every time I leave. I wouldn’t even know where to start, and they’d technically be stolen goods. You take them. Just don’t wear them here.’

Tate snorts. ‘As if I would. People here call me a bender when I’m wearing joggers, why would I bother dressing up for them? God, these are so good. Thank you.’

Briar expects him to leave with his plunder, but he starts looking through the rest of the pile. It’s Briar’s ‘maybe’ section: furniture that looks salvageable, long-lost belongings. Next to it, the stacks of books in good condition. Then a much larger pile of books in partial decay, followed by books that are rotten, or already half-eaten by Westby’s nemesis, the ancient and deplorable silverfish. Texts that seem to contain Workings have their own special section, although some of them are obviously defective or incomplete. Irreparably broken things are on the other side, with the rubbish bags full of stuff that’s either illegible or slimy. There are vast swathes of floor visible now, a mishmash of various shades of hardwood, parts bleached by the sun from the windows, parts stained dark black where Briar has attempted to wipe up miscellaneous sludge.

Tate unearths a heavy, ominous-looking metal box in military green and cracks it open to reveal a large compass as Briar drifts back to the nearest mess and picks up a book from a partially collapsed bookcase, so used to the rhythm of cleaning and tidying by now that their hands move without thinking.

This book is bound in dark-green leather with intricate marbling on the sides - green is probably the fourth most popular choice in this attic, after brown, scarlet and navy - but it doesn’t have any of the fancy gold leaf or other flourishes that seem common in thaumaturgical texts. Briar flips it open. It looks much newer than some of the others they’ve found, the hand-lettering harder to read.

‘Why don’t they mass-produce these for all the scholars?’ they ask, as Tate turns in a circle, trying to find north.

‘Doesn’t work. You have to put the work in, and sort of . . . reproduce the Working as you make a copy, like with translation, and that’d be way too hard. You can actually learn an entire text by somebody reading it to you, explaining the meanings, that seems to count as putting in the graft - it’d just be agonising. The audiobook from hell. Man, I thought north was just like . . . up. But I guess I’m just imagining that the main school entrance is south, for no reason. The sports hall is actually east.’

Briar starts reading the introduction, but it’s nearly incomprehensible with legalese. They skip ahead a few pages - there’s something about repair, although it then seems to digress into a long section about specifications of quality. Half the words feel made up, but it’s similar enough to Westby’s Working that Briar gets the gist. It’s only when they reach the end of the second page that they realise what they’re doing.

‘Oh,’ they say to Tate, who’s holding up a pair of very tarnished ruby drop earrings to his face to check the effect, using his camera’s phone as a mirror. ‘I think this one’s another fake.’

‘Really?’ says Tate. ‘Maybe it was just an attempt, like West’s. Weird that they bothered to bind it, though.’

‘Yeah,’ Briar says. ‘I’ve found a few like that. What’s force majeure?’

‘I’ll lend you my legal dictionary, if you want. Although Workings use a very bastardised version of the English legal system, so you’d also need my notes. Some of it’s contextual. It’s not really worth it, to be honest, especially if what’s in there is wrong.’

‘I want to read it,’ Briar says, so Tate shrugs, and later, after Briar’s done for the day, they pick up the legal dictionary and a neat folder of Tate’s handwritten first-year notes and then sit on their bed with the smuggled book, trying to make sense of it all. It’s so hard it’s all-consuming, which is what Briar needs, to stop them from probing the gap in their memories like a missing tooth.

At seven, Briar is waiting in the driver’s seat of Eugenia’s truck, convinced Bastian isn’t coming right up until the moment he opens the door. He’s holding a fancy travel mug, and he’s got his hair up in a low bun; he’s wearing all black again - soft open-knit polo, dark cardigan, loose trousers nipped in at the waist with a designer belt - and Briar looks down at the cargos, tank and short-sleeved shirt they’re wearing and wonders if they should have dressed for a date.

‘Hi,’ Briar says.

Bastian takes a sip of what smells like herbal tea, his eyes on the gate ahead of them. ‘Can you please just drive?’

Briar drives. It’s tempting to head for the pub after security, but the ones nearest to Temple are risky, and the ones they know further out are too close to home. The radio roars into life as Briar heads for the A-road, and Bastian reaches out and stabs at the buttons, stopping when he finds some inoffensive classical music. Briar wonders if he’s chosen it because he likes it, or because he thinks Briar will like it, or if it just feels like safe neutral ground.

Bastian watches the evening slip by past the window, and only turns to look at Briar when they’re indicating to turn into the car park of their destination.

‘Good God. Seriously?’

‘I’ve never been,’ says Briar. ‘I want pancakes.’

Bustin’ Joe’s Diner is a recent addition to the area, a 24/7 American-style monstrosity with red-and-white stripes on everything and appropriately shiny red padded booths inside. Bikers stop there on the way to rallies - there are a handful parked out front now - but the only other patrons when they step inside are a very tired-looking couple with a tiny, fat baby in a high chair, and an old man reading a newspaper while he drinks his coffee. The broad-shouldered, middle-aged bikers are sitting at the bar on stools much too high for them, so their leather boots dangle a foot off the ground.

They sit down at a booth and Bastian picks up the slightly sticky menu with just his thumb and forefinger, like it’s a poisonous snake.

‘It’s laminated,’ he says ruefully.

‘Don’t be a bitch,’ says Briar. ‘I once watched you eat a burger van hot dog off the ground.’

‘I only ate the sausage,’ says Bastian. ‘The bun cushioned the blow.’

A bored-looking man comes wandering over, not wearing a name tag, not holding a notepad and pen. He’s incongruent with the theming; this man has never put curlers in his hair or called a patron ‘sweetheart’ in his life. Briar is mildly disappointed.

‘Drinks?’

‘I’ll have a . . . banoffee milkshake, please.’

‘No you won’t,’ Bastian says, disgusted.

‘I will. Thanks. And tap water.’

The man nods and turns to Bastian. ‘You?’

‘Do you have chamomile tea?’

‘No.’

‘Then I’ll have sparkling water.’

The guy looks like he wants to roll his eyes, but Briar does it for him, so he just taps a finger on the table and wanders off to fetch their liquids.

‘Do you think he even works here,’ Briar says quietly, ‘or does he just get off on asking people for their orders?’

‘Nobody who doesn’t have to would ever willingly spend any time here. The salt shaker is an eagle with a hat on.’

It’s true. The pepper shaker is just a pepper shaker, which is another disappointment. ‘Are you going to sit and gripe all night?’

Bastian’s chin is resting in his cupped palm. He turns from the salt eagle to Briar, a flash of defiance in his eyes. ‘Yes.’

‘Okay, great, I was just checking.’ Briar drums a hand on the table and then lays it down flat to prevent it from happening again. ‘How does it work? With you and Alistair?’

Bastian goes back to looking at the eagle. ‘Well, when two prefects like each other very much, sometimes they—’

‘Ha ha. I mean . . . is he your boyfriend?’

‘No, Briar, he’s not my boyfriend,’ Bastian says, like this is the most puerile thing he’s ever heard. ‘He’s going into politics.’

‘Right. And it’s 1956, so obviously having a boyfriend would be a huge problem.’

‘It would, actually, if you’ve been paying attention.’

‘One sparkling water, one tap water,’ polo shirt man says, plonking them both down on the table. ‘Your milkshake is coming. Do you know what you’d like to eat?’

‘The pancakes with bacon and maple syrup, please, and some scrambled eggs,’ Briar says, as Bastian looks on in horror. ‘What? It’s all-day breakfast. Do you want anything?’

He shakes his head like he’s still trying to clear it of the horror of pancakes, and says, ‘The house salad.’

‘You want to add chicken?’

‘I’m a vegetarian.’ This is interesting. Briar supposes it makes sense, based on Bastian’s childhood fascination with all things that crawl, but it’s strange to be presented with more evidence that they have no idea who Bastian is any more.

The waiter looks mildly disgusted. ‘It’ll suck without chicken.’

Bastian slides the menu across the table towards him. ‘My vegetarianism continues, regardless.’

The man concedes to him with his hands held up defensively, in an it’s-your-funeral kind of gesture. When he’s gone, Bastian picks at the paper sugar and sweetener packets tucked in with the condiments, idly rearranging them by colour and genre. ‘Did you break into my room the other day?’

‘Um.’ Briar had forgotten this, amid everything else. ‘Yes. Sorry.’

‘Find what you were looking for?’

‘I didn’t read your diaries,’ Briar says, sounding enormously guilty. ‘I did read . . . There was a notebook. Had some stuff in. The pledge, I think. Some . . . poetry. And my letter, from that summer.’

Bastian grimaces. ‘I wish you hadn’t.’

‘Sorry. I called my mum about that Christmas, she told me some stuff, but it didn’t make sense. I was . . . panicking. Do you want the letter back?’

Bastian shakes his head in a quick, sharp jerk, then finishes fussing with the sugar and spreads his palms flat. ‘If Alistair found out you’d read the school pledge, he’d kill you,’ Bastian says. ‘I’m not speaking metaphorically.’

Briar thinks of that seventh-year butcher scholar, shot while he was running away.

‘I know.’

Bastian’s temper is rising. ‘You have no idea how much I’ve been protecting you and your friends behind closed doors.’

‘Well. Thanks.’

‘Take this seriously,’ Bastian says, rapping his fist against the table. ‘These aren’t just harmless pranks, no matter what they’ve told you. The most powerful men in the country are deeply invested in what happens here, and they don’t take interference lightly.’

‘So why aren’t they here already?’

Bastian lets his fingers fall flat again. ‘Because we need them to know that we have things handled. That we’re in control.’

Briar thinks of the videos on Tate’s phone. They’ll be bad news for Bastian. That future he’s counting on might not be waiting for him after all.

‘Look, he’s been asking me to take more drastic measures for weeks, because I’m the only one powerful enough to do it without leaving a mark, and so far, I’ve refused,’ Bastian says, leaning across the table. ‘Out of some . . . misguided sense of sentiment. But he thinks you’re fair game now. If any of you try again on Thursday, I can’t protect you any more.’

Thursday. There it is. Hardly directions and blueprints, but it’s a start.

‘All right, calm down,’ Briar says, backing off before Bastian can realise what he’s given away. ‘You don’t need to worry about it. No more pranks, I’ll stay away from your Trials.’ It’s so easy for the lie to slip out. ‘Anyway, that’s not what I came here to talk about.’ Another lie. Or a half-lie, at least.

Bastian leans back in his chair, then takes a measured sip of his drink. He’s nervous. His hand is gripping the glass too hard, like he’s worried someone’s going to take it away from him, and then he lets go as if he’s noticed. ‘Then why did you come here?’

‘Because I meant it when I said I missed you,’ Briar says, watching to see what kind of reaction this provokes.

Flushed cheeks. Dilated pupils. Another awkward grab for his sparkling water, which he almost spills down himself.

Everything else might be complicated, but this part could be easy.






31 A Matter of Record

At curfew, Briar and Bastian are outside the diner, kissing against the door of Eugenia’s car. Hard to say whose fault this is, exactly; Briar had obviously been angling for it, but Bastian had been the one to follow them to the driver’s door and brush his fingers tentatively against Briar’s arm, then their collarbone, and then find their mouth with excruciating hesitancy, which evaporated as soon as the kissing began in earnest. Either he feels he’s mastered any accidental bursts of magic, or decided he doesn’t care. It probably speaks to some terrible failing of Briar’s judgement that they really do trust him.

Now Bastian’s got Briar pinned against the door, and he’s touching them everywhere as they kiss, hands tracing and retracing paths like he’s trying to recommit them to memory. Briar doesn’t even think he’s doing it on purpose, not really, but it’s hard not to feel overwrought and shivery when Bastian’s fingers are stroking their hip bones, their stomach, mapping their ribs, their spine, sliding up the back of their neck, sensation sparking like a pleasant fizz of static. When Bastian tries to push his hand under Briar’s collar, Briar shrugs off their overshirt and lets it fall to their elbows, and catches the exact moment Bastian realises both what he’s doing and the fact that Briar has noticed what he’s doing.

He freezes, then removes his hands completely, and Briar catches him by the wrist and places his palm firmly back on their shoulder. He still seems too afraid to move - but then Briar bends to his neck, and as their lips brush across the soft hollow of his throat, a nearly inaudible groan is followed by the feeling of a hand closing tight around Briar’s bicep.

Briar did not spend the past few years working out for the sole purpose of impressing Sebastian Wolfe, but right now, it feels like every weight they lifted was leading, inevitably, to the hot gratification of this moment.

‘Do you want . . . ?’ Briar mumbles against Bastian’s jaw. ‘We could get in the car?’

Bastian’s voice is stretched gossamer-thin in Briar’s ear, even as he tries to be scathing. ‘I’m not going to fuck you in the car park of a place called Bustin’ Joe’s.’

‘Didn’t think that was on the table, but good to know.’

It’s not really fair, because Briar feels a bit like they’ve got all of Bastian’s cheat codes. They know that Bastian used to like to have his hair played with when he was trying to fall asleep; that he was always very tactile, and wanted to feel held. Briar gathers him up in their arms, and pulls his hair roughly loose from its tie, and knows just how much he’ll like it, even before they feel his breath catch, his fingers falter, the hot press of him hard against their thigh. Briar tries not to think too much about what exactly Bastian knows about them in return.

A car pulls in blasting soft rock, and they both shy away from the headlights, Bastian leaning into Briar when he could have pulled away.

‘Okay,’ he says, shaking his head distractedly. ‘Let’s go.’

So they get in the car and Briar pulls out of Bustin’ Joe’s, heading for Temple. Bastian ties his hair up again with a quick snap of elastic and presses himself right up against the passenger side, looking out of the window, seeming disproportionately embarrassed by the whole thing, until he says, ‘Don’t go back to school yet.’

‘All right.’ Briar turns off the indicator and drives straight ahead at the crossroads. Bastian shifts in his seat, glancing over at Briar when he thinks they can’t see, and Briar responds by dropping a hand to his knee for a few seconds of contact. Bastian presses his lips together and says nothing, but he doesn’t move away.

If this had been a real first date, Briar wouldn’t be so bold - but it’s Bastian, and it’s doomed, and if this is going to be their only real chance to touch him, Briar’s going to take everything they can get.

They pull off the road and onto an anonymous stretch of gravel a few miles from school, a scrubby patch with a very broken-down tractor languishing on it, their parking spot shielded from the road by hedge, a dark swathe of wheat stretching into the distance on the other side.

Briar turns off the radio, rolls down the windows and they sit in thrumming silence for a while. It’s a warm night; Briar feels like they’re simmering in it, a pleasant, anticipatory kind of heat.

‘You didn’t fancy me when we were kids, did you?’ they ask.

‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ Bastian draws himself up into his seat and rests his elbow on the open ledge of the window, knuckles pressed to his mouth as he looks out at the field.

‘What? I’m just checking.’

‘No,’ Bastian says tersely. Then he sighs. ‘I don’t think so. It wasn’t like that. But . . . I don’t know. sometimes I felt like we weren’t two separate people any more. Like we’d spent so much time together, we’d become something else.’

‘Yeah. I know that you mean,’ Briar says. ‘I probably fancied you, to be honest. As much as a kid can. Just didn’t know what that felt like. And you were . . . so much more to me than that.’

Bastian’s speaking into the sleeve of his cardigan when he says, ‘I was?’

Briar wants to just say obviously, but when they look at Bastian, so still and soft in the frame of the window, they feel like they owe him something real.

‘Yes. And I’m sorry if I didn’t always show it. I’m bad at that. After you left . . . I was sad about it for years.’ The impermanence of this thing between them makes the unsaid sayable - a strange liberation, like the removal of a splinter, a clean relief. They feel . . . lighter. So they add, ‘I’m still sad about it.’

Bastian is still looking out of the window. ‘Better to be sad than . . .’ He turns to Briar. ‘I mean, would you really rather have known? About December?’

No. Yes. Briar doesn’t want it to have happened at all. ‘I don’t know.’

‘I’ve thought about it a lot,’ Bastian says. ‘About what happened, and . . . how you’re doing. Sometimes I was worried my father might have taken too much - that you wouldn’t remember me at all.’

‘Oh, I remembered you,’ Briar says. ‘To be honest, I don’t think I’ve gone a day without thinking about you.’

He’s dangerous, Briar thinks, as Bastian’s body unfurls from his seat, shifting back towards Briar again. And you’re lying to him. Bad move.

But he’s touching Briar’s knee, mirroring Briar’s hand from before - so Briar takes off their seatbelt and releases Bastian’s, too, and then fumbles with the seat lever until it jolts back into a reclined position. They’d imagined this might be smooth; instead, Bastian hisses ‘Jesus,’ and glares up at Briar from their near-horizontal position with catlike umbrage.

‘Sorry,’ says Briar. ‘Not my car.’

‘What? Whose car—?’ Briar cuts him off by kissing him, and Bastian makes a sound of affront that’s completely undermined by the fact that he’s opening his mouth and lifting his hips and trying to press every part of himself flush to Briar as they crawl on top of him.

A bit of gravel by the side of the road doesn’t seem like much of an improvement on the car park of Bustin’ Joe’s, but Bastian’s previous misgivings don’t seem to apply. He shrugs out of his cardigan and pulls his own shirt off between increasingly desperate kisses, and is reaching for the buckle of his belt when Briar stops him, moves his hands up and away and then takes it off for him.

‘What do you want?’ Briar asks.

Bastian doesn’t hesitate before he reaches for Briar’s shirt and says, ‘I want to see you.’

Briar strips off their overshirt at once, is reaching for the hem of their tank top to do the same when Bastian sits bolt upright and says, ‘Fuck, no, stop.’

So Briar stops, confused, and watches with equal confusion as Bastian scrambles for the door handle and lets himself out, pulling his shirt back on as he goes.

He’s taken a few steps into the field by the time Briar catches up.

‘Hey,’ Briar says. ‘I’m sorry. If it’s too much, I can—’

‘It’s not you,’ Bastian says, cold and vacant. ‘It was me. I wasn’t careful enough.’

Briar pauses, then realises. I want to see you. An order, instantly obeyed. ‘I would have done it anyway.’

‘Neither of us can know that for certain,’ Bastian shoots back, his voice clipped. ‘And that’s not . . . that’s not how I want to do this.’

This isn’t how things are supposed to go. It would be so much easier if Bastian were demanding and unscrupulous, the villain Briar has built him up to be - both hurting each other, different but equal. Damned together.

Now they stand apart, and when Bastian goes to get back in the car, he shies away from Briar’s proffered hand, like he’s worried even the slightest contact might betray him.

Briar climbs into the driver’s seat, suddenly so weary, and drives him back to school without saying another word.

After dinner the next day, Evie the pip spots Briar from across the cloisters and comes hurrying over, looking harried beyond her years.

‘Hello Briar,’ she says. ‘No new bruises.’

‘No,’ Briar says, discomfited by her perceptiveness. Her hair is tied into two neat plaits, secured at the ends with pink hair ties sporting little plastic cherries that click as she walks. Briar wonders if one of the other pips did it for her. There must be something of the dystopian novel spirit, over in their bunks. Budding bonds like the one between Tate, Westby and Hadley being forged in fire.

‘Does that mean you’re having a good week?’

Briar manages a weak smile. ‘Yeah. It’s going okay.’

‘Good. That’s good. Me and Orph have been trying to work out what the next Trial might be,’ she says, falling into step with Briar as if they’re trusted colleagues. ‘I think it’ll be something mental. Maze in the dark, that sort of thing. He thinks they’re going to hit us with hot pokers.’ Her bravado falters. ‘What do you think?’

‘Um.’ Briar glances up the hallway, at a few scholars walking in pairs, engrossed in their own private dramas. ‘They’re going to make you eat or drink something disgusting, Evie. Sorry.’

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Oh, no. I have a very queasy disposition.’ Briar looks at her. Just the thought of the Trial seems to have her looking a bit green around the gills. ‘Do you think I can just pretend to eat it?’

Briar’s nose wrinkles. ‘I don’t think they’ll give you much of an option.’

‘No,’ she says, very worried now. ‘Well, thanks for telling me. Do you have any chocolate?’

‘Not today.’

‘You can’t win them all,’ she says, and then gives Briar a distracted wave and hurries off, presumably to warn the rest of the pips to urgently secure some mints.

‘Breaks your heart, doesn’t it?’ Briar is startled, and turns to see Daniel standing there with a cup of coffee in his hand, wincing sympathetically at Evie’s retreating back. ‘Poor little mites.’

Briar wonders how much he heard. Surely, not even a benevolent librarian would approve of Briar interfering with the Trials - but Daniel doesn’t look the least bit concerned.

‘It’s rough here,’ Briar says, and Daniel sighs.

‘It is. Too rough. Some of the kids that come through my office, looking for a shoulder to cry on . . . they’re just desperate for a bit of kindness.’ Briar can only imagine. A friendly young librarian in a place like this must feel like a tiny island of respite. ‘How are you doing? Keeping out of trouble?’

‘Yeah,’ Briar says distractedly. ‘Thanks.’

‘Coffee’s always here when you want it!’ Daniel calls after them, as they wave at him over their shoulder.

In the tower, Briar sits on the sofa and studies the small green book of made-up magic. It’s useful, even if it isn’t fully realised - a glimpse behind the curtain, an idea of what makes the Work tick. Westby is at the desk, right back in the thick of his project, but he seems content to answer Briar’s questions between long stretches of silence.

‘So the introduction unlocks the mystery - each sentence is actually a clue. There’s the meat of it, then a sort of subsidiary indication, which is another hint at what you’re supposed to be getting at. Honestly, the most useful thing you can do to prep for Temple is do the damned cryptic crosswords every morning. Wish my mother’d had the foresight. So, for example, here.’ He taps at a sentence on the page that Briar has read three times already. ‘This mad genius wants you to know that everything in chapter two that might seem like a negative is actually meant to be read as a positive. So if it says the parties will not be subject to something, it means they will.’

Briar’s head hurts. ‘But . . . how did you know that?’

‘Because the second paragraph starts with a sentence that has the word “opposing” in it,’ says Westby, which hardly helps. ‘Look, you’re really diving in at the deep end here. The oldest Workings are far more simple, because while they might mostly be in Latin, they hadn’t developed the complexities of legal language yet, so it’s a more direct form of Procedural. How’s your Latin?’

Briar just looks at him.

‘Well, never mind. Look, they’re horrible, but it’s by design - so you have to put your blood, sweat and tears into them, earn the power. The work is the Work, Jones. I’ll take a look at yours later, once I’m done with this . . . I want to see where he broke it. If I can identify that, I might be halfway to solving my own problems . . .’

‘When’s the last time someone finished one?’ Briar asks, looking at the mess of papers strewn across the desk. ‘Successfully.’

‘Ah,’ Westby says, wiping his face, leaving a smudge of ink behind on his chin. ‘Victorian, I think. Obviously the board have been trying, but lots of them just don’t take. Personally I think there’s something . . . chivalrous about them. Only unlock for the pure-hearted. That’s why monks were so good at it. And perhaps why mine will never work.’

‘You don’t think you’re pure-hearted?’

Westby doesn’t look up. ‘Ha. No. Too many dark thoughts. If only I had your gentleman’s heart, Jones, I’d be away.’

Hadley is the only one Briar has told about Thursday night, the next Trial. She didn’t ask for any details about how they’d obtained this information - the precise methods don’t seem to matter to her, but Briar could see her immediately starting to think, formulating some plan. Maybe the methods shouldn’t matter to Briar, either, but they think of Bastian’s hands on their body and the tentative, hunted expression on his face and feel far from a gentleman right now.

‘West,’ they say, ‘can you reverse a powerful Working?’

‘Um, you can sort of negate it,’ Westby says, turning a page. ‘But they usually stop once somebody stops focusing on them, anyway.’

‘What about . . . the memory stuff the board does?’

Westby hums distractedly. ‘What about it?’

‘Can it be reversed?’

Westby looks up briefly, thinking. ‘Well. Perhaps. I imagine the person doing the reversing would need to know an awful lot about what they’re giving back. But frankly, I doubt they’ve ever tried.’

There’s the raspy sound of a key in the lock, and they both glance up, but it’s just Tate letting himself in.

‘It’s actually nice outside,’ he says, slipping off his sunglasses. ‘Come and revise in the sun. Be happy lizards with me and Hads.’ He looks at Briar, the book in their hand and the notebook beside them. ‘Jesus, you know you don’t have exams, right? Put the book down and back away with your hands up, before you hurt yourself.’

‘It’s interesting,’ Briar says, because it is.

‘Oh good,’ he says, looking accusatorially at Westby. ‘It’s catching. Briar, can I have your attic key?’

‘No,’ Briar says automatically. ‘Why?’

‘Because there’s a sun lounger up there, if I remember rightly,’ Tate says, grinning. ‘And if it’s still sittable, it’ll be my finest coup.’

Briar needs to take a break from staring at their little green book, anyway. They stash it in their inside pocket and follow Tate down the hallways and into the sunshine, blinking away the sudden brightness, then back into the gloom of the attic stairwell.

Light is streaming in through the window upstairs, casting a wide gold circle on the floorboards like the ritual markings of the magic on television. Tate crosses through it, illuminated for a second, and then finds the rusted sun lounger in Briar’s maybe pile and starts to haul it out.

‘Score. Good condition, too. And it’s got a cup holder! I need to find something to put in a cup. Someone in this hellhole must know how to mix a good mojito. Not really the same without the tiny umbrella, though, is it? They should do a scientific study testing cocktails with them and without, because I’m sure the umbrella does half the heavy lifting.’

While he’s talking, Briar wanders their piles, checking on each one like they’re shepherding very stationary sheep. They’d found a good, damp-free wooden crate earlier that day and started putting all the loose materials in it - pages torn from books, newspapers - and they start again automatically, unable to sit here among their work with their hands idle. They’re just glancing over the front page of a newspaper from the 1970s - MAGGIE WON’T BE SILENCED - when a thought clicks into place like the loading of a gun.

They drop to their knees and begin pulling out newspapers, checking the date on each one before discarding it. 1897, 1924, 2001.

‘Hey,’ Tate says breathlessly from the other side of the attic. ‘Can you give me a hand with this? There’s no way I’m going to get it down the stairs by myself. Wish we could just drop it out the window.’

‘Just a second,’ Briar says. 1956, 1904, 1994. Prime Ministers rise and fall on the front pages as they search, wars begin and end, diseases flourish and are eradicated.

They find it almost at the bottom of the box, sandwiched between other familiar headlines read during their first week at Temple. It’s dated the fifteenth of July, 1998. Briar turns to the back.


MAN’S PLEA FOR HELP IN CASE OF MISSING FRIEND

Mr Grayson of Norfolk is offering a cash reward of £5,000 for any information pertaining to his missing friend, Mr Robert Parker, aged thirty-seven. The two live together in the town of Winterton-on-Sea; Mr Grayson raised the alarm when Mr Parker failed to return home from work on Friday the 10th of May. Mr Parker works as a travelling salesman during the week, and difficulties have arisen as his last known whereabouts span the breadth of the country. 



There’s a large photo of a broad man wearing narrow glasses; in this one, as in the other Briar’s seen, Robert Parker’s tie is a striking monstrosity of colour.

‘Look,’ Briar says, holding it out for Tate to take.

‘I’m hauling chair,’ Tate says, the chair in question making a cacophonous scrape against the floor, no doubt leaving a mark.

‘Tate,’ Briar says, more urgently, and Tate sighs, drops his cargo and comes to see.

‘Shit,’ he says, once his eyes have scanned the notice twice. ‘There he is.’

‘I found his glasses,’ Briar says, strangely numb. ‘When I first went into his office. Broken, on the floor. Like they’d been knocked off his head.’

Tate tears the page from the newspaper, carefully folds it and puts it in his pocket. Sun lounger abandoned, he puts his hands on his hips and nods.

‘Come on,’ he says. ‘We’ve got work to do.’






32 Stand Down, Scooby Gang

They tear Robert Parker’s office apart.

It’s hard to convince Hadley - lying on a school blanket in the shade by the lake, Prada sunglasses on, academic notebooks abandoned in favour of a fairy romance - into the tower, but eventually she comes, pink-cheeked and grumbling. Westby puts up a good fight, insisting he’s in the flow and cannot be interrupted, but when Tate ignores him and starts opening all the drawers around him, he relents.

‘You are both very horrible,’ he says, hurrying to collect his own work before it can be lost in the rest of the mess. ‘And frankly, I don’t know why you even care.’

Together, they take out everything from the desk and spread it out on the rug, followed by the contents of the bookshelves, the trunk by the door, even the coat stand. Briar has brought the briefcase from upstairs, and they crack that open too, examining everything inside. Hadley seems to particularly enjoy sweeping whole armfuls of belongings onto the floor, heedless of what breaks.

They find a black Lego dragon, a credit card, a couple of imported Playguy magazines and a passport in a burgundy leather case. In July of 1998 it would still have been in date.

‘This is freaking me out now,’ Tate says. ‘We’ve got his wallet and his passport. That means—’

‘They disposed of him,’ Westby says. He’s not helping the search, but he has relocated his work to the floor on the other side of the room. When Briar looks at him, startled, he shrugs. ‘I don’t know why any of you are acting the least bit surprised. Must have fallen afoul of the board. Had his memory erased, or worse. Nunquam deficere.’

The school motto, emblazoned under the crest everywhere. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Never fail,’ says Tate.

Hadley is trying to open the narrow drawers in the base of a bookcase, and failing. Briar had thought they were simply stiff, or swollen shut, but she says, ‘These are locked. Is there a key? Or . . . a sledgehammer?’

They haven’t found a key, but they renew their efforts, focus narrowed. Briar finds buttons, push-pins, loose change. No key. Tate helps them pull the desk away from the wall; still no key.

‘Let me see the briefcase again,’ Tate says, and Briar passes it to him. He mutters something under his breath, focusing hard, opens it, then runs his fingers very slowly over the striped interiors in methodical lines, until he pauses. ‘Hadley, give me your knife.’

‘Who says I have a knife?’ says Hadley, but she duly fetches it from her bag and hands it over. It’s a foldable pocket knife with a four-inch blade, extremely illegal. Tate makes a neat, deliberate cut in the lining, then smiles triumphantly as he pulls out a tiny gold key.

It doesn’t unlock the first drawer, or the second, but the third clicks decisively, and slides open smooth as water.

There are more notebooks inside, more sheaths of paper, but unlike the academic mundanity of everything else they’ve found in the office, there’s a sickly, panicked quality to the writing.

‘This is a Working,’ Tate says, ‘but it’s so short.’ Westby’s ears perk up, and he comes to retrieve it.

Westby lets out a low whistle. ‘Look at these dates,’ he says. ‘Short, yes, but old Parker worked on this for a very long time. It’s . . . a key, I think.’

‘What do you mean, a key?’

‘It . . .’ Westby gestures, trying to find the words. ‘It unlocks something, but it’s not clear what. He must have had something to hide. Funny. I wonder if it works.’

Briar is flicking through another notebook, plain and cheap, with a heathered blue cover. It reminds them of the workbooks they used in primary school, rough and utilitarian. The first few pages contain shopping and to-do lists: milk, teabags, eggs, juice, custard, strawberries, vanilla essence; pump tyres, call M, council tax, dad admin. Then there’s a list of newspapers, journalists’ names written next to them, some with question marks, some struck through.

Afterwards, things take a turn.

HM watching, he writes. Called P from the village but it just made him upset. L attempted to ensnare me outside library but he never was any good. He forgets I was top of my class, before. They all do.

Then: Still saving scraps from the fire. Harder than I thought. It won’t work again. HM came to help security search my car. They haven’t come here yet. What happens on campus stays on campus as far as they’re concerned

Sleep deprivation jumps off the page, as clear to Briar as the grey shadows under Westby’s eyes. Wish I’d told P the truth now. He’ll never know now and even what he did know might be taken from him like they’ll take it from me

The last note is written in delirious scrawl. It simply says: Give it to the world.

Briar hands the notebook to Tate.

‘The fire he’s talking about is the bonfire,’ he says, frowning, his thumb caught on his lower lip as he reads. ‘We’re supposed to throw anything too damning on it at the end of the year, all our workbooks and notes. They search rooms afterwards, so you have to try really hard if you want to keep something.’

‘Like what? A text?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Tate, shaking his head. ‘I don’t really know how, or what the point would be - the board wouldn’t let you get very far with a text in your pocket, and it’s not like anyone outside of Temple would be able to understand it - or even bother to read past the first page. But whatever it was, it must have been important.’

‘Stand down, Scooby Gang,’ Westby says, ‘and give me my fucking desk back.’

‘You don’t think this is interesting, West?’

‘The Working? Yes. But otherwise, I think these are the ramblings of a madman in the midst of a breakdown,’ says West. ‘And frankly, as a madman in the midst of a breakdown, I would know. He wouldn’t be the first scholar disappeared, and I’m sure he won’t be the last.’

‘But he was a teacher.’

‘I suspect even plods are human,’ says Westby. ‘Just ask Watson. She’s been testing the theory.’

‘Fuck off, West.’ Hadley is already gathering up her things, searching for her sunglasses among the wreckage of the room.

As thrilling as the day’s discoveries have been, Briar feels they’ve hit a wall. Perhaps this is where the story ends.

‘How do you end up a teacher here?’ they ask Tate, the only person who seems remotely interested. ‘Or - a Dame, or a Housemaster, even? If you can do the Work, why would you be here instead of . . . ?’

‘Hedge-funding?’ says Tate. ‘You’re picked, by the board. Some people think it’s an honour. Other people see it as a punishment. It’s pretty well paid, anyway. Not exactly living pay cheque to pay cheque at a state comp. I wonder what he did wrong . . .’

‘I can have a look from the outside, after I leave. Do some research. Maybe even go to Winterton-on-Sea, find this Grayson guy.’ What happens if Briar breaks their NDA? Nothing good, that’s for certain. They’ll have to be extremely careful, but they think they can manage it.

‘After you leave?’ says Hadley. ‘What, you mean when your contract is up?’

‘Yeah,’ says Briar. ‘I reckon the attic will be done by next week.’

‘Well, how are you going to do that when your brain’s gone bye-bye?’

The atmosphere in the room shifts violently; even Westby looks up, uncomfortable, shooting Hadley a warning glance that’s a few seconds too late.

‘What do you mean?’ Briar asks, watching Hadley’s face carefully for tells.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ she says. ‘Anyone want to scavenge the venders? I could eat a child.’

‘Hadley.’

She swings her canvas tote over her shoulder and leaves, with an infuriatingly breezy wave and a clatter of pen, keys and water bottle; Briar is left with Westby and Tate, who are both studiously avoiding their eye, until Tate relents.

‘They’re not going to let you remember any of this,’ he says ruefully. ‘Sorry, Briar. I thought you knew.’

‘But,’ Briar says, taken aback by the strength of their shock. ‘I did the . . . I signed a non-disclosure. A really long one.’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ says Westby. ‘You’re too much of a risk. They’d never let you walk out of here with all this knowledge rattling around in your head.’

‘So they’ll . . . When I leave, I won’t remember anything?’

‘I don’t know,’ Tate says sadly. ‘It might be selective. You’ll probably remember the boring job parts, the bits that make it plausible, so you don’t question any . . . gaps.’

‘But I’ll lose . . . you,’ Briar says, their heart fluttering, a bird in a bag. Not this. Not again. ‘You guys. And . . .’ They want to say Bastian, and everything that’s happened here, the strange and unexpected new act of their personal history. Will Briar even know that they’d crossed paths again? Or will everything go back to exactly how it was three weeks ago, when they thought they’d had the measure of things, and hadn’t known anything at all?

‘Sorry,’ Tate says again, reaching for their arm, but Briar is already leaving, fleeing something they know they can’t outrun.

‘Did you know?’ Briar says, when Bastian answers the door. Momentum has taken them all the way across the twilit campus and up the stairs of Hawthorn, paying no mind to the scholars they’ve passed, dangerously blasé about the possibility that Bastian might not be alone.

‘What?’ Bastian says, darting a sharp glance down the corridor behind Briar and then yanking them hard by the arm into the room. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Did you know they’re going to take my memories, when I leave?’

Bastian drops Briar’s arm like it’s scalding, and takes a step back. His room, previously so orderly, is in a state of general disarray; bed unmade, desk cluttered, mugs piling up at his bedside. No cleaner has been in here for days.

‘Yes,’ Bastian says, sitting down on the edge of his bed, posture alert and upright. ‘I mean, I assumed they would.’

‘What the fuck, Bastian. So . . . none of this matters? Anything we’re . . . saying, doing? This time next week, it’ll all be gone?’

‘Next week?’ Bastian says, his eyes wide. The window is open; a warm breeze filters in through the gap, lifting the papers on his desk, the loose hair hanging over his face.

‘Is that why you’ve been doing all of this?’ Briar says, realisation tightening around them like a fist as they step closer. ‘Because I won’t remember it anyway?’

‘No,’ Bastian says, shaking his head. ‘Briar, no—’

‘Why do you even care? If none of it matters? You won’t touch me now, you don’t want to be near me, just in case - why not just do it? Order me around, use me - it’s not like I’m going to fucking remember!’

‘Because I’ll remember,’ Bastian grits out, face thunderous. Briar realises they’re standing too close, being too loud. They’re crowding Bastian, and he’s leaning away from them, an inch away from needing to catch himself on his elbows on the bed. ‘And it does matter, and I do care. About this, anyway.’

Briar’s shoulders wilt. They sit down next to Bastian on the bed, push their hair back with a shaking hand, taking measured breaths. ‘So you were just going to . . . let it happen?’

Bastian shrugs helplessly, glancing at the mess on his desk and back again. ‘Maybe it would be for the best.’

Briar stares at him. ‘What?’

‘You wouldn’t know what you lost, that Christmas. And this, with us, I know it’s not . . . I know you think you’re degrading yourself. I thought you might be happier, not remembering.’

‘That’s not true,’ Briar says - but they can’t tell if they’re lying. Briar doesn’t want to be someone with a dark vein of violence running through their heart, someone who can excuse Bastian of terrible things as long as they want him near - or someone who can lie, again and again, to themself and others, whatever’s needed to twist the narrative their way. They don’t want to be a person who hurts people. It’s too murky, too difficult. Things had been hard before Temple, but at least they’d felt simple.

But to lose every part of Temple? Every hungover breakfast and late evening spent alongside Westby, Tate and Hadley, every stolen moment with Bastian? That’s surely worse.

‘I don’t want to forget,’ Briar says, finding that their throat feels tight, their voice thin.

‘Not even . . .’ Bastian doesn’t finish his sentence, but he doesn’t need to. It’s written all over his face.

‘No,’ Briar says. They take his face in their hands, and when he doesn’t pull away, they kiss him. Gentle, patient, breaking apart and coming back together, like they have all the time in the world. Which they don’t. Bastian lets Briar ease him down on top of the covers, his hands clutching at Briar’s shirt, his eyes squeezed tightly shut.

‘Not this,’ Briar says quietly, kissing the sharp edge of his jaw, the soft part of his neck. ‘I don’t want to forget this.’

‘Briar,’ Bastian says, and Briar knows he’s going to say that it’s too dangerous, that Briar needs to leave - but Briar doesn’t want to hear it. They kiss and kiss him, mouth questing over the corners of his eyes, the hollow of his cheekbone, the silver at his hairline, and Bastian’s breathing is more like sighing, both of them on borrowed time, until he says, ‘Enough.’

Briar stops. They wonder if this is a Working. Impossible to know. They like to think they’d have stopped anyway.

‘I’m sorry,’ they say, backing off. ‘I’m sorry, I—’

‘Don’t go,’ Bastian says. When Briar looks at him questioningly, he says, ‘It’s not the fucking Work, Briar. I wouldn’t - I’m not - you can leave if you want to. But please . . . don’t.’

Briar nods, suddenly feeling almost tearful. How strange, that this precise moment would be when their heart gives out. ‘I just . . .’ Their hands curl in the air, useless, desperate to explain. ‘If this is it . . . if this is all we get, all I’ll have . . . then I want to take it. All of it. Let me have this, before it’s gone. Let me have you.’

Bastian rubs at his brow like Briar is bringing on a migraine, and Briar realises just how exhausted he looks. He gets up, goes to his desk, puts one hand on an open notebook.

‘I think . . . look, I’m not sure. But I think I might know a way to undo it.’

‘What?’

‘The Working,’ Bastian says. ‘Your memories. I read it in my father’s office, and I mean . . . I was eleven. But I know the basic tenets, and I’ve been working on it since we spoke, and I think . . . the memories aren’t gone. They’re just blocked. And blocks can be removed, if you know what they’re obscuring. Or at least, I could try. You should know that I don’t think anybody’s actually ever done this before, and it’s half guesswork, but I think if anybody could do it . . .’ He looks uncomfortable for a moment. ‘. . . well, it would probably be me.’

‘Yeah,’ says Briar. ‘It probably would.’

‘And if it works . . .’ If it works, then in theory, Briar can have all of this back. The board won’t be able to do a thing about it. ‘Do you want me to try?’

Briar is suddenly very afraid. They’d wanted this, fought for it - but now they’re not sure if they’re ready.

Coward.

‘Yes,’ they say. ‘Do it.’

Bastian takes a deep breath, and then holds out a slender hand, still hesitant. ‘Come here, then. If you’re sure.’

Briar closes their eyes and leans into Bastian’s embrace, the feeling of his arms around their shoulders, holding them tight. For a while it’s so peaceful, a moment of rest - Bastian is whispering something inaudible, just catches of breath and the movement of his mouth - and then there’s a strange feeling in the back of Briar’s mind, like a word on the tip of their tongue. It doesn’t hit for a beat or two of Bastian’s heart.

And then Briar remembers.


Jason had been particularly vicious that day. In retrospect, Briar can think of many reasons why - trouble at home, shipped off to his grandmother’s, stuck in a tiny village - but nothing excuses his relentless, calculated vitriol.

He’d been in trouble for picking on them already, Briar running to their mum to tell even when Seb refused, so he’d waited, and watched, and followed Seb and Briar from a distance until they were far enough away from the village that nobody could interfere.

He’d circled them for a while, tossing insults while Briar’s face grew hotter and hotter, already upset and discombobulated from distance from Seb, the hurt look on his face, the way he’d shrunk away when Briar had stepped in close - and then Jason had touched Seb on the shoulder, and that had been it.

It’s not sharp. It’s blurry, as any memory that old would be. But Briar remembers hitting him. Remembers liking it. Remembers how Jason had broken away and gone for Seb, a punch to the face, Seb going down hard on his left side - and then Briar had tackled Jason. It had been so easy to knock him off balance, Briar’s full weight thrown at his middle, and then they’d hit him hard, again and again, until the blood was running in rivulets down his brow, into his ears, pink eyes and pink teeth. It had felt good. It had felt like what he deserved.

They’d turned to help Seb up, reaching out a hand, and Seb had looked up at Briar like they were the one he needed to be afraid of.

Then Jason had been there, slippery hands clamped around Briar’s throat. Seb had shouted something in a burst of panic, forced him to back off - the Work, Briar knows now - and then Briar had followed him, pushed him, and he’d staggered backwards and gone down.

Down and down and down, over the edge of that short, unlikely cliff, until he lay screaming and broken, cradled in the unforgiving brambles at the bottom.






Book Three: No Heroes








33 Love’s Redeeming Work

Bastian holds Briar as they fall apart.

They can’t even feel him there at first, so all-consuming is the horror, their breath coming in sharp bursts, their heart flayed raw. When the onslaught abates slightly, the feeling less urgent but no less painful, Briar realises that they’re crying. Great, heaving sobs, soaking Bastian’s shirt, ugly and primal.

It was Briar’s fault. Bastian had tried to shield them from it, but now they know the truth. They can’t stop picturing Jason: limbs at impossible angles, all that blood.

‘I didn’t mean to,’ they say, knowing it’s pathetic, a pitiful excuse, something they’re clinging to in their desperation. ‘Fuck, it was an accident. I thought it’d give us time to run, I thought he’d be okay, I thought . . . I thought . . .’

‘I know,’ Bastian says into Briar’s hair, his voice tight. ‘I know, Briar. Listen. Shhh, listen. It wasn’t your fault. I told him to get away from you. I used the Work. I was already too strong. He went too far. If he hadn’t been so close . . . Listen to me. It was my fault. It was all my fault, Briar.’

Briar wants to believe him, wants so badly to be liberated of this weight, washed clean, but it’s not true. And they realise, as Bastian strokes their hair, their back, whispering more quiet words of absolution, that he’s not freeing them both from this. He’s trying to take Briar’s burden, to shoulder it alone.

‘No,’ Briar says, lifting their head from Bastian’s chest. ‘I hit him. I . . . I wouldn’t stop hitting him. I didn’t want to stop. I was so angry. At you. At him. He’d have been so . . . so hurt, even without the fall. I felt his bones breaking.’

‘You did it for me,’ Bastian says, as if this is somehow still his fault.

‘Stop,’ Briar says, touching his neck clumsily, finding it wet with their tears. ‘You were scared, you were - you were just trying to protect me. For God’s sake, Bastian, it wasn’t your fault.’

‘It was,’ Bastian says simply, with an untethered, faraway look in his eyes that Briar hates. He shifts away on the bed, opening up the air between them. ‘I’m the one who sent him towards the edge. And that’s okay. You know, that made it easier for me here, I think, not harder. Easier to be someone who doesn’t care. Every ruined kid, the pips, the first-years learning to be cruel . . . every time I turned away when I could have helped - just adding another mark on my record. I try to Ease their paths, I really do, when the best I can. Or tell them to weather it and feel nothing. I don’t enjoy it, I never have . . . but Temple . . . Temple demands its pound of flesh. And I was already . . .’ He takes a fortifying breath, gaze fixed on the window. ‘Already too broken.’

‘You’re not,’ Briar says, like they have any authority over the matter. They want to say: I thought the same, when I saw first saw you again. That something had gone terribly wrong. But now I see it’s not just what you did, but what was done to you.

‘During the pipping I was so homesick I wanted to die,’ Bastian says. ‘I mean, everyone was, we were all walking around like . . . like we’d just been packed up and shipped off to war. Even before the Trials started, we all felt like the world had ended, even the ones who’d been excited to come. There’d be brave faces all day, but at night, the lights would go out and almost everyone was sobbing in their bunks. It was funny, really, because I didn’t miss my house, or my room. Certainly not my mother. Some of the other boys would cry out for theirs while they were sleeping. I just missed you.’

Bastian in a narrow bunk, alone, in terrible pain. Nobody to look out for him, and no happy home awaiting him during the school holidays. Briar had been bereft in their own bed missing him, feeling like the world had ended - but at least they’d been tucked in with love at the farm, secure and safe. ‘But I never cried. And I thought, well, maybe there’s something wrong with me. All through the Trials, I would . . . I can’t explain it. It was like closing my eyes, but they were still open. My body might have been stuck, but my mind wasn’t there. I’d recite poems in my head, play films from start to finish, or recreate conversations we had, you and me, back at Grove. Mons were furious, because I hardly reacted, no matter what they did. I think some of the other pips were scared of me.’

He reaches for what must be an ice-cold mug of tea next on the desk and takes a sip. ‘And they were right to be. When we started classes, I was so good. Too good. I was always the first one to understand, to be able to wield the text, so they’d have me practice on the other scholars in the class, the ones who hadn’t caught on yet. It bred resentment, and the teachers encouraged it. It didn’t matter. You were the last person to ever see any good in me. That’s why I wanted you to leave, to quit this job. I didn’t want you to see me . . . here, like this.’

‘Do you know . . . why?’ Briar asks, clearing their throat, wiping the tears from their hot cheeks. ‘Why you’re so good at it?’

Bastian tilts his wrist, watches his tea swirl around the mug; it’s old and chipped, and it has a different school crest on it, three flowers on a black shield topped with a fleur-de-lis and a lion. ‘No. I have my theories. Mostly just that I . . . needed it, so much. The Work was all I had. I was willing to give it absolutely everything. And it gave me so much in return. Too much. There was an incident in fifth year . . .’

‘Hadley told me,’ Briar says, so Bastian doesn’t have to repeat the horror of this story, but he shakes his head.

‘It was an accident,’ he says, his voice thick. ‘And I let everyone believe it wasn’t, because all I wanted was to be left alone. I just wanted him to get away from me, to reinforce my Working, I never thought . . .’ He takes a breath. ‘Nobody was even angry with me. Not really. The board of governors called me in for a meeting and I thought I was going to be thrown out - I mean, he has almost total loss of vision in both eyes, and he’ll never get it back - and they just wanted to talk to me about my future at the school, what I wanted to do afterwards. My father recuses himself from board meetings when I’m there, but he’s always there afterwards to shake my hand, and I could tell he was just so proud of me.’ Bastian shudders involuntarily. ‘Because he’d thought I was weak. And he thinks this is strength.’

‘That’s . . .’ Briar can’t find the words. ‘What does your mother think?’

‘I have no idea,’ Bastian says, recovering himself slightly. ‘She’s usually away. She’s having an affair with some scuba instructor in Barbados right now. I go to my father’s place in Battersea occasionally, but I’ve mostly been spending my holidays with Alistair’s family, or sometimes at the Rudersbergs’ house in Bavaria. There hasn’t really been anything to . . . go home for.’

Briar has been so comfortable for the past seven years casting themself as the one who was spurned, Bastian as callous and selfish for leaving - and for the past three weeks, simplifying things further: hero and villain, good and bad. But if Briar’s the one who broke Bastian’s heart, who let him down when he needed them the most, who pushed a boy almost to his death - the one who’s been all too willing to lie to Bastian to gain his trust, even as they kiss him, touch him, hold him - who’s the villain here, really? Maybe they truly are as bad as each other.

Or perhaps I’m worse.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s okay,’ Bastian says quickly, even though it isn’t. Something must be showing on Briar’s face, because he hesitates, then takes Briar’s hand and kisses their wrist, then their knuckles, watching them carefully like one wrong move might be enough to ruin them both.

When Briar doesn’t move, he kisses their chin, then their neck, cool lips and warm breath nuzzling over the pulse in their throat. It’s like he’s trying to make it all go away. Briar’s eyes are closed now, trying to let go, to feel it all - but they can’t turn off their brain, the part of them that’s still raw from the full weight of the past, the part that knows they’re betraying Bastian all over again.

‘Here,’ Bastian says, shakily hopeful; Briar lets him ease them down on top of his unmade bed, where they hold on tight to Bastian’s waist like he’s a life raft as Bastian hovers over them, knees bracketing Briar’s thighs, ducking his head to kiss their collarbone, right next to the burn that’s beginning to scar - soft at first, then with tongue, then teeth. His hands go to the buttons of Briar’s shirt and he starts to undo it, careful and methodical, until Briar lifts a hand to stop him.

He sits back on his heels, lost, searching Briar’s face for cues, and then his hands go to his own shirt, pulling it up and over his head. He’s so beautiful, so nervous. Briar can’t believe they ever looked at him without seeing it; the desperately loneliness behind his eyes, inherited from his mother, passed down like a precious heirloom in that empty house. He pulls back his hair, swallows. Enough power to level a whole village, wrapped up in skin so thin Briar can see his heart beating. They can’t believe that they ever wanted to hurt him. He’s hurt enough for a lifetime.

‘Bastian,’ they say, and Bastian comes to Briar immediately like they’re the one wielding the Work. But it’s not right. Briar had wanted this so much, but as Bastian bends to their chest, thumbs brushing shakily across their ribs, they say, ‘Stop.’

Bastian freezes. ‘I thought this . . . I thought this was what you wanted.’

Briar sits up, buttons their shirt, and Bastian watches, looking utterly bereft, shivering slightly in the breeze from the open window.

‘What do you want?’ Briar asks, hand going to Bastian’s thigh, where they hold on, hoping to ground him to something solid.

‘I just . . .’ Bastian’s gaze drops to the fold of the sheet. ‘I want you to stay. For now.’

‘Okay,’ Briar says. ‘Then I’ll stay.’

Bastian doesn’t seem to believe them. Not even when they take off their shoes, then their socks and their trousers. He stays sitting on the bed, watching carefully.

‘Do you have a toothbrush I can borrow?’ Briar says, and Bastian looks at them like he’s never heard of a toothbrush before, shocked by the mundanity of the request. He finds one and hands it to Briar, though, and when Briar comes back from sneaking to the bathroom he watches them climb into bed and pull the sheet up over them like it’s an unimaginable feat, never attempted before by mankind.

Once he deems it safe to move, he rummages in a drawer and then disappears, and comes back wearing a black vest and cotton pyjama bottoms, smelling of juniper and peppermint. When he gets carefully into bed, Briar shifting towards the wall to make space, he comes to a rest on his side, every muscle tensed, like he’s expecting a fire alarm.

He jumps when Briar reaches over and touches his arm, then says, ‘Sorry.’

Briar just eases the black elastic tie from his wrist and shifts up onto their elbows, gathering up his hair and finger-combing it before they begin to braid, frowning with concentration, trying to get it right. They feel Bastian’s body coming to rest, his breathing slowing, hands unclenching from their fists. His chest jerks, just once, and Briar knows from the wet hitch in his breath that he’s crying.

It feels monumental. Terrifying. They don’t say anything, though; they just keep up their diligent work, until the moment passes over them both and leaves them quiet and exhausted.

By the time Briar is finished, Bastian is leaning back against their chest, still and safe. Just where Briar wants him to be.

He falls asleep within minutes, and Briar lies down, curled around his body like a shield, and stays.






34 Bad News for Your Least Favourite Finger

Everyone is tiptoeing around Briar at breakfast the next morning, like they’re liable to explode. Briar, who awoke to find Bastian gone and feels bone-weary, is in no mood to placate them. They can’t explain that the memory Working is now reversable without context, and they’re not willing to provide it. Besides - the others should have warned Briar what was coming, if they’d known all along. They’d just accepted that at the end of Briar’s time here, they’d be erased. Gone forever.

Hadley is the only one who seems completely impervious to the blanketing effect of a bad mood, but perhaps that’s because her baseline is to be generally aggrieved. She piles food on her plate and then sits staring at her phone, bluetoothing messages across the refectory to girls at other tables. It’s been so long since she painted her nails that they’re almost entirely unblackened.

‘Did you hook up with someone?’ Tate asks suddenly, when Briar reaches for the salt shaker.

‘What?’ Briar says, but their hand goes to their neck, fingers covering the damning bruise there. ‘No.’

‘Okay, liar,’ Tate says, frowning when Briar doesn’t smile back. ‘You’ve been kissing someone here.’

‘You know I kissed Hadley,’ Briar says. Hadley dismisses this with a flutter of her fingers.

‘Ha. We did not hook up, we kissed very briefly on the mouth. I’ve kissed my own aunt sluttier than that.’

‘I seriously hope that’s not true,’ Tate says. Hadley is about to retort when she glances over at Westby, who’s been completely silent since they all sat down, and freezes. ‘West! For fuck’s sake, no.’

He’s got a cigarette in his mouth, and as they watch, he absentmindedly lifts his heavy silver lighter and flicks it into life. Tate and Hadley throw themselves on him hands-first like he’s a fizzing grenade, confiscating both cigarette and lighter, Hadley stubbing the former out on her plate while Tate pockets the latter.

‘Can’t a man smoke in peace?’ Westby says, doing his best and most natural impression of an elderly curmudgeon.

‘Not in the fucking refectory,’ says Hadley. ‘Don’t get kicked out with only a few weeks to go, West. And you’ve got to start going to your classes, they’re still monitoring absences.’

‘Oh, they can’t help me any more.’

‘I understand that,’ Tate says slowly, ‘but you should go anyway. Get through the exams. Just play their game for a bit longer, and then you can do what you like.’

Westby just absent-mindedly pats at his pocket, looking for his cigarettes again. Briar pulls out their own notebook and lets the sound of the others arguing with a completely nonplussed Westby wash over them; there’s a particularly tricky bit of the green book that they’ve been trying to crack, the perfect excuse to detach from the conversation. When they lean over to Westby and point out a carefully copied line, Westby glances at it and says, ‘That would negate itself, you wouldn’t have to worry about that.’

‘Excuse me,’ Hadley says to Briar. ‘Can you not interrupt? We’re literally yelling at him right now.’

‘It’s not yelling,’ Tate insists. ‘It’s a pep talk. We’re pepping.’

Briar sighs and leaves them to it. Back upstairs in their bedroom, they pull the collar of their T-shirt down, looking in their small, circular shaving mirror for the evidence of Bastian’s mouth on their skin, and find absolutely nothing at all.

Briar understands, now, why they’d spent weeks in bed after that fateful Christmas. They want to retreat there now. They’d thought of it as just more of the same from that fateful summer, devastated by losing Bastian, the feeling redoubling after a December without him confirmed what they’d suspected, that he was never coming back.

This is something completely different. The agony of knowing; the inescapable weight of themself.

Yes, Briar has always known that they’re too quick to anger, and that they express that anger the way they know best, with their fists. It has always felt like a reasonable reaction to the world they live in, one where people can’t decide whether to call them a fag or a dyke, and settle on whichever feels right in the moment. But admitting how much they like it? The moment their anger becomes force, and then pain, transformed, almost divine? That’s new.

As is the image of Jason on the ground, moaning through bloodied lips, and the knowledge that luck is the only reason Briar isn’t guilty of manslaughter.

‘Hello, miserable,’ Hadley says, when she catches up with them after lunch, letting themself back into the attic stairs. She’s got her hair in a ponytail; it makes her seem deceptively perky.

‘Not now, Hadley.’

‘Look, I’m sorry we didn’t tell you about the memory wipe,’ she says, like it’s a minor inconvenience. ‘Thought you’d have figured it out by yourself. Anyway, I need to talk to you about tomorrow - were you with Wolfe last night?’

Briar’s hands in Bastian’s hair; the way he’d woken in the night with a start, breathing hard, jolted from a nightmare, and then turned his face into Briar’s chest, instantly soothed by their arms around him, and fallen back asleep.

‘No.’

Hadley smacks her gum and squints. ‘Are you lying?’

‘I just . . . I don’t want to do this any more,’ Briar says, fumbling for the right key. ‘Sorry.’

‘What?’ Hadley straightens up, and when Briar gets the door open and hurries inside, she stops them from closing it again with her foot. ‘Are you chickenshit now, Jones?’

‘I’ll help you fuck up the Trial,’ Briar says, patience frayed. ‘I’ll help the pips, whatever you want. I’ll hold the camera, or the door. But from now on, I’m leaving Bastian out of this.’

‘Bastian,’ Hadley repeats, his name sounding bitter on her tongue. ‘You know he’s probably Working on you, right? In ways you can’t even understand. Whatever you’re feeling for him, it’s not real.’ When Briar says nothing, her eyes narrow. ‘Don’t tell me you’re falling for Fuckhead Revisited.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Briar says, and Hadley raises her eyebrows, removes her foot, and lets the door swing shut.

Any pride Briar had felt in their work before is gone. It feels meaningless, in the shadow of everything else. A waste of the limited time they have here.

They pull a side table out from the wall where it’s been awaiting appraisal, grab a Queen Anne dining chair that’s shedding horsehair from its torn upholstery, and sit down, spending the afternoon poring over the little green book. It’s a miniscule, one-person protest against the cruelty of Temple, furious and futile, knowing that this will be useless and irrelevant once the gates lock behind them, and choosing to turn the page anyway.

When Briar strikes out towards the refectory that evening, wet-haired and hungry despite a day distinctly lacking in manual labour, Alistair Buckingham is waiting for them by the front door in his stupid cape.

‘Ah,’ he says, almost pleasantly. ‘There you are, Briar Jones. I think you should come with me. Don’t make a fuss.’

And Briar does. Alistair doesn’t even look back over his rugby-broadened shoulders to see if they’re following, just saunters along, past groups of laughing and chattering scholars, most of whom spot him coming and give him a wide berth.

It’s a truly beautiful evening. Cloudless and bright, illuminated by the pearly gleam of the nearly full moon. As much as Briar hates Alistair - and they do hate him, even as they keep their eyes trained on him with a fervour that feels simpler than anything else they’ve felt recently - it’s not an unpleasant walk. The destination is likely where the problems will begin.

Eventually they reach a small, circular tower, only one storey high, and Alistair says, ‘Hold this, will you?’ and hands Briar a large bottle of dark liquid, while he fishes in his pocket for a key. The door unlocks with great reluctance, and then Briar follows Alistair into a gloomy, dank stairwell, not unlike the one that bypasses the lawn on the way to Eden.

Fear rattles through Briar then, as the door closes behind them and Alistair locks it, but the idea of turning back is unthinkable, so down they go. They only spiral briefly, and then the corridor straightens out, and after less than a minute Briar is walking briskly into a room so cool and damp that the air seems to leave their lungs waterlogged, an amphibious sheen on their skin. Alistair takes the bottle from Briar and slips it inside his cape. Someone’s put a few of those LED-powered lanterns in a cluster in the middle of the stone floor, and Briar can see a couple of caped figures skulking in the shadows. Their heart leaps, searching for Bastian - but if he’s there, he’s not making himself known.

‘Kneel,’ Alistair says, gesturing to the flagstones. Briar drops hard, the impact jarring, the cold from the floor immediately seeping through their jeans. They shiver, and Alistair smiles.

‘What do you want?’ Briar asks. They think of gunshot wounds and live rats and pencils thrust through eyelids, and feel so nauseated by fear it’s hard not to let it show on their face.

‘Right, well, the thing is,’ Alistair says, hands in his pockets, coming to loom over Briar with the foreboding presence of a deeply disappointed father, ‘I’m not fucking stupid. Busy, but not stupid.’ Now he’s standing too close, Briar can see exactly how tired he looks: sunken and dehydrated, badly shaved, grey-faced under his tan. Briar had been picturing meetings with the board of governors as dull formalities. Now, they wonder if they’re something far worse.

‘I know Bastian,’ he says, his voice dropping to a menacing hush. ‘And I know what he would and wouldn’t do, and . . . this’ – he gestures at Briar’s general person – ‘would be beneath him.’

‘Thanks,’ Briar says, idiotic with nerves.

‘Shut the fuck up,’ Alistair says. ‘What I mean is, he wouldn’t be playing pips with you. That’s never been his style, not even with the actual pips. But I was on my way to see him this morning, and what did I spy?’ Briar has a pretty good idea. ‘You, slithering your way out of his room. So the crux of the matter is—’

He hauls off and punches Briar square in the face, surprisingly scrappy for an aristocrat, pain exploding in Briar’s jaw. As they breathe raggedly through their nose, waiting for the initial shock of it to subside, they think: Punishment the old-fashioned way. I can deal with that.

‘First of all,’ Alistair says, eyes bright and feverish, ‘you’re not fit to lick the grime from his shoes. Or - any of our shoes, for that matter. Anything that gutter mouth of yours touches is demeaned by it.’

Briar manages to lift their head just in time for the second punch. This one is messy, but their head already hurts so much it feels like it might be about to split its seams, so the lack of technique hardly matters.

‘Secondly - I don’t believe you’re as ignorant as Wolfe says you are. I think you know exactly what we’re doing here, and that your little friends are the ones who’ve been meddling with sacred rituals because deep down, they know they’re all failures, destined for lives almost as depressing and inconsequential as yours.’ He grabs Briar by the chin, forcing their head up. ‘Almost, but not quite. Understand this: there is nobody more worthless than you in a five-mile radius. Your death wouldn’t even make the evening news.’ The inside of his lip is stained dark, traces of red wine clinging like a bruise. Briar can smell the alcohol on his breath, too, sour and strong. ‘Well,’ he amends, letting go of Briar’s face, ‘unless it was particularly disturbing.’

Briar’s eyes dart around the room, looking for exits, unsure faces, anything at all that might give them the slightest glimmer of hope. They find nothing.

‘Wolfe already asked me about all this,’ Briar says, trying for confusion. ‘I don’t know anything.’

Alistair rolls his eyes, then sighs, drawing his shoulders back like he’s limbering for a fight. ‘It seems you’ve already forgotten our lesson in Inquiry,’ he says. Briar’s stomach squirms uncomfortably. A lifetime of learning to hit back, and when it matters the most, they’re completely defenceless. ‘But perhaps we’ll have no need for it. I believe honesty can be taught.’

There’s an echo in his words of someone else, someone older, and Briar wonders who said the same thing to Alistair, and what age he’d been at the time. He disappears into the shadows, and comes back accompanied by another Mon holding a stool, who places it on the floor next to the lamps. He carefully lays out a mallet, then a knife, and then melts away again into darkness.

Alistair is circling now, taking his time. ‘Are you left or right handed, Jones?’

‘Right.’

‘Right hand on the stool, then.’

Briar places it on the dark wood and then looks helplessly down at their fingers, unremarkable and stubby and enormously precious. They’ve never spared them much thought before, but right now they love every frightened vein and rough callus, even the small, raised barbed-wire scar that curves around their index finger.

‘It’s Crispin Westby, isn’t it? What’s his game?’ Alistair says. Briar can tell he’s relaxed into his role now, enjoying it. ‘What could have possessed him to interfere, so close to graduation?’

‘I don’t know,’ Briar says, surprised to discover that they can still lie.

‘All right,’ Alistair shrugs. ‘Break one of your fingers, Jones. By hand first, I think. Dealer’s choice.’

Briar watches with a sense of violent unreality as they reach for their ring finger, thinking, logically, that it might be easy to break and relatively expendable. Without hesitation, they wrench it back on itself as hard as they physically can.

Briar screams. They can’t help it; the pain is like nothing they’ve ever felt before. It seems connected to every other nerve in their body, their spine, their brain, everything blinking out for a moment in a burst of white heat as they double over and vomit on the floor. It’s not like that punch, acute and then dull, fading to an insistent throbbing. It goes on and on and on.

‘Very good. So, again: what the hell is Westby playing at?’

He could decide to use the Work at any time, end this at once, the truth spilling over Briar’s lips as freely as the bile from their throat, but Briar knows he won’t. Not yet. This is what he wants: Briar broken before him, shaking from the pain, trying to breathe through it as it catches them on every breath.

They don’t bother saying anything this time. It’s not some grand commitment to the cause; it’s pure, stubborn loathing, a spite strong enough that they want to hold out as long as they can, to not give Alistair the satisfaction of winning.

‘Go on,’ Alistair says, sighing. ‘Index finger this time, I think. You’ll find it’s one of the more useful ones.’

Briar’s body says no no no no no, but their mind overrules it. The second finger breaks with a wet, sickly crunch, and Briar finds themself unable to be sick; unable to do anything but moan, clutching at their wrist where it rests on the stool, fingernails digging in so hard as they try to redirect the sensation that they begin to draw blood.

‘There’s something quite charmingly inevitable about this,’ Alistair says. ‘It’s up to you when you’d like it to—’

‘Buck,’ someone says, a hushed voice Briar can barely hear over the feeling of their screaming hand. ‘There’s—’

‘Not now,’ Alistair snaps.

‘But . . .’ His voice drops, and Briar just about makes out the words somehow and running out, although they can’t attach any meaning to them right now.

All of Alistair’s languid cool is gone. ‘For fuck’s sake. All right.’ He turns to Briar. ‘What was Westby’s plan?’

‘He didn’t have a plan,’ Briar chokes out. True.

‘What?’ Alistair kicks the stool out from under Briar’s hand, and Briar gasps, sagging towards the floor. They look at their fingers, then wish to God they hadn’t. ‘Oh, right, well, fucking - Adams’s plan, or Watson’s, then? What were they doing at the Trials? Are they coming back for more?’

‘They’ve been embarrassing you on purpose,’ Briar says, between huge lungfuls of air, none of which help at all. ‘They were gathering evidence to show to the board of governors. Tate and Westby are done, but Hadley—’

The glass in every one of the LED lanterns shatters at the same time, a sharp spray against Briar’s knees, plunging them all into darkness. There’s a horrible creaking coming from everywhere, a deep groan, like the ceiling’s about to fall in. Briar finds that they can stand, and staggers backwards, in a futile hunt for an exit.

Alistair is swearing loudly; the wide beams of two phone torches blink into life, sweeping wildly across the room, and then both phones fall to the floor with a synchronised clatter. There’s a thud and a sudden, urgent feeling in Briar’s leg, quick pressure, hot and cold at once, but it pales in comparison to the forest fire of their hand.

‘Stop what you’re doing, right now,’ Alistair shouts. ‘Fucking - stop.’ He must be trying desperately to Work, to get this situation under control, but the chaos of everyone floundering in the dark continues, until Briar feels a hand close around their upper arm.

They know that hand. It’s more familiar to them than their own.

‘Come on.’

Briar quiets their harsh breathing as they’re lead silently across the room, through what feels like a doorway, elbow glancing off a rough wall. Everything hurts; it’s hard to put weight on their leg, but they do it anyway, keeping pace with Bastian through the tunnels. It’s getting lighter, and they can see him just ahead of them now, head down, features obscured by his cloak.

They make their way through a cavern that’s perfectly circular above, a small dome, a hint of a breeze coming from somewhere. There’s enough moonlight breaking through to make out a large chalice resting atop a rocky plinth, but then they’re past and away, plunging back into the darkness of a tunnel that twists to the right before it begins to climb uphill. When they reach the door, Bastian shoves it open, and Briar discovers that they’re emerging from a thick, fortified wall on the east side of campus, near Cavendish house.

There are scholars everywhere, on their way to or from dinner. The nearest looks over, frowning.

‘No,’ Bastian hisses, and every single person on that manicured lawn turns to look at something else, paying the two of them no mind, not even when they begin walking across the grounds. Briar cradles their mangled hand and limps along powered entirely by adrenaline, and only realises where they’re going as they skirt around the cloisters, aiming for a side door.

Once they’re finally in Robert Parker’s office, Briar collapses onto the rug as Bastian apologises under his breath and starts searching their pockets, only closing their eyes once they eventually hear the sound of the key turning in the lock.
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Kneeling over them on the floor, Bastian gives Briar Ease like it’s morphine, his hand on their wrist like he’s trying to push it intravenously. Briar’s mind, previously buzzing with animal panic, unable to think of anything but the pain, clears. The pain is still there, unavoidable, but it’s manageable now, something they can survive.

‘I’m bad at this,’ Bastian says, his eyes darting from Briar’s fingers to their face. ‘I haven’t spent much time on it. I’m sorry. I wish I was better.’

‘It’s okay,’ Briar wheezes, head pillowed on their balled-up jacket. ‘It’s helping.’

They shift upwards onto their elbows, and Bastian moves back, keeping his grip on Briar’s arm with just the tips of his fingers.

‘I had no idea what he was planning,’ he says, his teeth gritted. There’s a small cut on his face, one drop of blood, the telltale mark of some tiny shrapnel. ‘I thought he was going to the library, but then I saw Sokolov on his way out, he’s never had a poker face, and it was easy enough to . . .’ He tries to sit down, but has to move Briar’s green book aside, open face-down where it fell during his search for Briar’s keys.

Briar watches the text with weary detachment, the faded marbling on the edges shifting like a magic eye, doing anything but looking at their mangled fingers, and then . . . something falls into place for them, the ending of the very last chapter they’d spent so long bent over, suddenly reunited with the first line of the introduction in a pure bolt of understanding. Maybe the pain is narrowing their focus; it’s like they can hold the whole thing in their mind at once, now, every page open wide to them if they care to see it.

They look at Bastian - his face white as a sheet, hazel eyes pinched with anger and worry - and then reach up with their unbroken hand to touch the cut on his forehead, mouth moving as they anchor their intent.

The wound heals over with understated instantaneity, hastened to nothing more than a faint, pink mark.

Briar doesn’t believe it at first. They’re out of their mind from the pain, the Ease; this is some hallucination. A dream. But the blood is still there, and the cut is not.

The Working called for mending. Repair. That’s all it is, really. The undoing of something organic gone wrong.

‘Bastian,’ Briar says, their head woozy, the words hard to find. ‘Look.’

Briar can feel a stinging cut on their cheekbone, the skin split where Alistair’s fist had made contact. They close their eyes, touch their faltering fingers to their cheek, clinging to the contents of the book with the last of their strength as they whisper - and know that they’ve succeeded when they open their eyes and see the expression of aghast wonder on Bastian’s face.

‘But . . .’ Bastian touches Briar’s skin gently, tracing a long line. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘It’s the book,’ Briar says, voice hoarse, tilting their chin towards it with monumental effort.

Bastian picks it up, turns it over, like some rational answer might come leaping off the pages. ‘But . . . Briar,’ he says. ‘You’re doing the Work.’

‘Can’t be,’ Briar says, and then they’re overcome with such a shivery wave of exhaustion that they forget what they were going to say next. Their elbows buckle, the world whirling around them, and they collapse back onto the rug.

‘Briar?’ Bastian drops the book, leaving twin smears of blood across its pages. ‘Briar, look at me.’

But Briar’s vision is spotting, splintering. They feel Bastian’s hands on them suddenly, face and then neck, followed by a panicked searching, and then a sharp intake of breath.

‘Okay,’ he says, his attempt at calm betrayed by the shaking of his voice. ‘Okay Briar, you’re bleeding. Your leg - it’s your thigh. I think someone must have cut you and it’s . . . but everything’s going to be all right.’

Briar thinks vaguely of that long, wicked knife sitting next to the dull mallet on the stool, and Alistair’s shouting as he cast around, looking for someone to punish. Nearby, Bastian is scrambling for something, hands at his waist, nonsensical until Briar realises that he’s taken off his belt. They feel a deep, dull ache in their left thigh as Bastian works over it, and then reach to touch it with their unbroken hand, warm leather belt and torn polyester; their fingers come back coated in dark blood.

‘Fuck,’ Bastian says. It almost sounds like a sob. ‘Briar, is there a phone in here?’

‘Mmm.’ Briar can’t remember right now. They can’t do much of anything.

The room is spinning, so they can only watch in stolen fragments as Bastian kneels next to them, hands grasping uselessly at the air in front of him, mouth open as if he’s been arrested mid-speech - before his face changes, and he turns in a flurry of action and snatches up the green book. He flips to the introduction and bends over it, hair almost brushing the page, eyes scanning fast.

‘Hold on,’ he says to Briar, an order. ‘Slow your breathing. Relax.’

It’s easy to do; Briar feels half-asleep already, strangely cold, grey static pulling on the corners of their vision. They can see Bastian’s lips moving, keep catching snatches of the text, familiar and almost comforting to them now, like the fantasy books they’d worn thin from re-reading when they were little.

‘Fuck,’ Bastian says again, turning the pages as quickly as he can. ‘Come on, come on. Please.’ He’s so upset, but Briar feels fine. It’s all faded away; their pain, their worry. It’s an unburdening. A relief. Their eyes are closed for a while, and when they manage to crack them open, they see that Bastian is crying, wet splashes on those ancient pages. Briar wants to tell him to be careful. He’s going to smudge the ink. It’s silly, anyway. There’s no way he can take in the whole book like this, to understand the intricacies of it, even with seven years of Temple behind him. Briar wishes he’d put it down, come over here and just hold them until they fall asleep.

Bastian’s bloodied hand reaching towards them is the last thing Briar sees before they sink into the rug, and the welcoming dark beneath.

Briar comes to in a cooling puddle of blood.

It feels absolutely disgusting; it’s soaked through their trousers, their shirt, left the rug black and sticky, and the smell of it is everywhere, a revolting, coppery tang so strong it’s like Briar is drinking it.

‘Jesus,’ they say, scrambling away from the mess. They’re on their feet before they realise what they’ve just done - used both hands to push off from the ground, easy and painless. They glance down at their fingers, bracing for the worst, and find them unblemished and whole.

Bastian is lying on the sofa, head tilted back, eyes half-closed, Ophelia among the flowers. For a heart-stopping second, Briar thinks he might actually be dead - but then his gaze shifts to Briar, and Briar realises he’s just completely drained, taking long, slow breaths, blood smeared up his arms to his elbows.

‘Hey,’ Briar says, going to him, trying to help him sit up. ‘Are you okay?’

Bastian just reaches for their thigh and touches it tentatively, frowning, like he can’t quite believe it’s healed.

It is, though. Briar unbuckles the black belt tied there punishingly tight and lets it fall to the floor, and then parts the torn fabric and only finds a pink scar and the blood it’s left behind.

‘You did it,’ they say, marvelling at it. ‘It worked for you.’

Bastian nods, moving his head as little as possible, and closes his eyes.

The full magnitude of what’s happened hits Briar, then.

The Work. They did the Work.

Their heart leaps, and they let out a giddy laugh, wiping their hands on Robert Parker’s blanket, then saving the book from the floor and smoothing down the pages.

‘I can read it,’ they whisper, and the words spark bright and warm in their chest. They’re ten again and buoyant with hope; eighteen, healing a heart seven years broken. Temple was wrong. Briar is magic. Maybe it’s just this text, this strange Working - but it doesn’t matter. They’d belonged here after all, all this time. With Bastian and the others, becoming someone who would shape the world.

It’s monumental. Unbelievable. It changes . . . everything.

‘Briar,’ Bastian says, his voice cracked and insubstantial, and Briar puts the book down and goes to him, hauls him up and into their arms, pulls the blanket over both of them. Briar touches Bastian’s face, the place where the wound had been, and thinks, I fixed that.

‘What does this mean?’ Briar asks, but Bastian is too tired to answer. He shakes his head, then turns it into Briar’s neck and falls almost at once into an uneasy sleep. Briar holds him, adrenaline waning, and they’re surprised to find their own eyes closing, too.

They drift together for an hour, two; Briar blinks awake first and has to do something about the smell of blood in the room. They crack one of the ancient windows open wide enough that they can roll up the rug and shove it through into the shrubbery outside, then, with a glance at the blueish pallor of Bastian’s lips, sacrifice some of Robert Parker’s empty notebooks to light a fire in the grate.

They turn back to discover that Bastian is easing himself up off the sofa, crossing to the chipped sink, where he turns the tap with a shaking hand and then has to wait a long time before the water starts pumping out in slugs and bursts. He begins to wash, clumsily, his arm slipping and cracking hard against the porcelain.

‘Wait.’ Briar goes to him, picks up an abandoned dusting cloth from the desk and takes his hand, dampening the fabric and starting to clean him gently, rusty whorls of blood splattering against the taps and disappearing down the drain. It feels good - an intimate act of service, tiny in comparison to what Bastian has just done for them. Bastian stands there and lets them work. Briar eases the cape from his shoulders, then takes off his shirt, the sleeves sticking to his skin where they’re crusted in scarlet. They wash diligently, silently, until Bastian is pink-faced and clean.

He stands there, swaying and relieved, and then takes the cloth from Briar and says, ‘Take off your clothes.’

Briar shivers, then steps out of their ruined trousers, pulls off their shirt, and closes their eyes as Bastian’s fingers touch their neck, their sternum; he returns the favour with equal reverence, the warm lick of the cloth so soothing after all that concentrated brutality that Briar lets out a long, contented sigh. Bastian’s hand jumps against their skin, then goes back to making slow, gentle circles. It feels so good. Briar leans into him as much as they can while remaining upright, until their cheek is resting on Bastian’s shoulder. When the motion stops, and Briar looks up again, Bastian is scrutinising their leg, then their face.

‘We’re extremely lucky that worked,’ he says, shaken back to reality, sounding as concerned as if it hadn’t. ‘It shouldn’t have, really. He’d nicked an artery, and then you’d somehow walked on it. You were about to bleed out.’

‘You said I was going to be okay,’ Briar says, taking the cloth from Bastian and leaving it balled up in the sink, turning the stiff tap off until it’s reduced to a steady drip.

‘Well, I lied.’ He seems to remember that Briar is standing in front of him nearly naked; two spots of colour flare in his cheeks, and he turns away.

‘Hey.’ Briar catches him by the wrist, with a jolt of elation. ‘I can do the Work. They got it wrong, when they turned down my application.’ They smile at Bastian; he doesn’t return it, his expression focused and serious. ‘This is huge. Surely they can’t just . . . try to mess with my memory now, and send me away. I’m one of you. And I can do something . . . exceptional.’

‘I don’t know,’ Bastian says distractedly. ‘Have you read any other texts?’

This deflates Briar slightly - because of course they have, and they couldn’t understand a word of them. A stumbling block. But it’s not fatal.

‘Maybe the way I do things is just . . . different,’ Briar says, rallying behind this thought. ‘This Working was new, right? You’ve never heard of it before?’ Bastian shakes his head, eyes darting to the text where it’s resting, unceremoniously, on the floor. ‘And it does things it shouldn’t be able to do. So maybe that’s it. Maybe there’s a whole different kind of thaumaturgy that’s been forgotten, and I can do it. A better kind. If I brought them that text, this power . . . surely, that would be worth something.’ Bastian still looks unconvinced, so Briar says, ‘And . . . we could be together.’

That catches his attention, like Briar knew it would. He stares for a moment, then shakes his head, like he’s trying to clear it.

‘You should . . .’ He casts around, then picks up his cape, tries to hand it to Briar in a bundle. ‘Put this on.’

Briar lets it fall to the floor again. ‘I don’t understand. Is that . . . not what you want?’

‘Of course it is,’ Bastian snaps, so angry so suddenly that Briar feels like they have whiplash. ‘I’m just not naïve enough to think it could ever be this simple.’

Briar’s mood can’t be dampened right now. They just narrowly avoided death and gained actual magical powers all in one day. Can’t Bastian see? It’s all going to be okay. ‘I didn’t say it would be simple.’

‘You’ve got some of the most powerful scholars in the school after you,’ Bastian says. ‘All that doesn’t go away just because you can do . . . whatever it is that you can do. Besides, I don’t know how it would work, even if you could read other texts - it would take you years to catch up, and they wouldn’t let you start here from first year, I’m sure of it. You don’t know the governors, they’re not going to take this lightly, and if they turn against you too . . .’

‘Your dad’s on the board,’ Briar says, as if Bastian doesn’t know this. ‘And . . . I’ve got you. Forget the others, you’re the most powerful scholar in the school, by a long shot. Don’t you think they’d do anything, to keep you onside?’

Bastian still looks taken aback, a question in his eyes, like Briar’s become something unfamiliar. ‘But . . . I thought you hated Temple.’

Briar does. Did. No, they still do. The wealth, the privilege. The Trials, and the fucked-up people they produce. But maybe they finally have the answer to that question - what would they have done, at eleven, if they’d been accepted? Shied away from the cost? Said no to a life of magic, on principle?

It feels impossible. This is too important. Not the idea of having power over other people, but the power to do something incredible. Fuck Alistair and Mons. Fuck the board. They have the texts, but not all the texts. Briar has their finds from the attic. Who knows what else might be lurking up there, forgotten or hidden by the faculty?

There must be a way to do this, with Bastian by their side.

‘We’ll work it out.’

‘How? I’m just one person, Briar.’

‘You’re just one extremely fucking formidable person,’ Briar says. ‘And I trust you.’

At this, the protestations seem to die on Bastian’s lips. He looks at Briar with an expression so transparently, anxiously hopeful that Briar can’t help but take his face in both of their miraculously still-working hands and kiss him.

It feels like there’s nothing standing in their way this time. No veneer of hatred, Bastian’s misgivings abandoned. Bastian seems to realise this the same moment Briar does - and it’s like they’ve fired a starting pistol.

Bastian is the one who pulls Briar close and kisses them hard, demanding their complete attention, his hand at the back of their neck, fingernails scraping pleasantly against their skin in his urgency. The fact of this - of Bastian so obviously wanting them, any previous hesitance a distant memory, and the hot, delicious press of his body against theirs as the kiss deepens - makes Briar groan into his open mouth.

Bastian pulls away then, and Briar feels a jolt of shame, but he’s just walking a few unsteady steps to the sofa, where he falls back against the cushions like an oft-indulged emperor, and starts unbuttoning his trousers with one hand, eyes fixed on Briar.

The sight is enough to make Briar want to fall to their knees in front of him, but the memory of Alistair’s commands in that darkened chamber is enough to keep them on their feet. They walk to him instead, ease down on top of him with one hand braced against the arm of the sofa behind him. The other strokes his hair with great care, pushing it back and away from his face, then skitters with awestruck daring across his lower lip. He opens his mouth, letting Briar’s thumb brush against the heat there for a moment, and Briar’s breathing goes ragged. Heavy-lidded and pleased, Bastian shifts his hips, so it’s easy for Briar to help him out of his trousers, leaving them pooled on the floor.

‘Come here please,’ he says, his voice rough, and Briar eases their weight down to meet him, so fiercely enamoured with the soft, choked-off noise Bastian makes when their bodies connect that they grind against him, slow and shameless, to elicit another barely restrained gasp in their ear.

‘What do you . . . ?’ he says, one shaking hand travelling down Briar’s ribs to their hip, fingers flexing around the top of their thigh. ‘I mean, I don’t know what you . . .’

Luckily, Briar knows exactly what they like, after a couple of years of fumbling experiments back home in the village. ‘I want to take care of you,’ they say. ‘Whatever that . . . means, for you.’ When Bastian bites his lip, unpractised and earnest, they say, ‘And I want to watch you come.’

Bastian’s hips shove infinitesimally up into Briar’s in what seems to be an entirely involuntary movement; Briar feels exactly how hard he is, is half-frantic with the knowledge of it.

‘But,’ Bastian says, his voice thready, ‘surely that’s . . . that’s not enough for you to . . .’

‘Trust me,’ Briar says, kissing Bastian on the soft skin behind his ear, ‘I’m going to have an extremely fucking good time.’

What Bastian wants, as it turns out, after his brief display of dominance and haughty posturing, is for Briar to lay him out on the sofa, helpless, and touch him absolutely everywhere until he whimpers, arching into the slightest contact, desperate for more.

When Briar hooks their fingers around Bastian’s underwear and relieves him of them, Bastian bites down so hard on Briar’s lip that he draws blood, and mutters, ‘Sorry, sorry,’ until Briar distracts him beyond speech. When they’re both naked, Bastian takes Briar by the hand to show them what he wants, and Briar kisses him softly along his neck, then his stomach, drawing out the long moment of anticipation before they give it to him.

‘Hey,’ Briar says, once Bastian’s head is thrown back against the cushions, his lips parted, Briar taking a break to admire him and breathe. ‘Conduct,’ they say, trying to arrange their thoughts into order, ‘when you’re with someone, if you . . . Have you ever . . . ?’

Bastian looks down at them, brow glossy with sweat, and says, ‘What are you talking about?’

‘I mean . . .’ Briar moves their hand, just to watch Bastian’s eyes roll back in his head before he composes himself, looking mildly annoyed. ‘You could . . . alter my mood with it,’ they say, ‘and you could kind of take control of my body, too. So . . . can you—’

‘Oh,’ says Bastian. ‘Yeah.’ He pauses, watching Briar’s arm like it’s the sole focus of his existence. ‘Do you actually want me to?’

Briar’s too far gone to think before they say, ‘Yes.’

‘Are you sure?’

It’s Briar’s turn to be impatient. ‘Yes.’

Bastian leans down as he guides Briar up, meeting in the middle. He kisses them first, too gently, pulling their bodies flush together - and then he’s less gentle, more demanding, tongue and an urgent scrape of teeth; Briar is the one who yields, and is surprised by how much they like it, when it’s Bastian.

Bastian’s mouth is on Briar’s neck, Briar’s hands clenched into fists, when he finally lifts his head, presses close to the shell of Briar’s ear and whispers, with the hint of a smile in his voice, ‘You’re going to come.’

Heat rushes through Briar with such force that they say, ‘Oh, God.’ It’s completely overwhelming - being held on the precipice, gasping and desperate - and they cast aside all vestiges of embarrassment as they push Bastian back into the cushions, moving into him like they’ll die if they can’t get closer, spurred on by Bastian’s answering groan beneath them.

‘Please,’ Briar says, shamelessly chasing friction, every noise that falls from Bastian’s mouth adding to the torture, ‘Bastian, please.’

Bastian gets a fistful of their hair in his hand and hauls Briar into a shaking kiss, slow and deep, before he says, ‘Now.’

All Briar can do is hold on to Bastian, trying - and failing - not to be too loud, until their hands unclench and their heart rate finally slows from a racing gallop. They open their eyes to discover Bastian watching them, his mouth slightly agape, looking drunk on his own power.

Far too fucking pleased with himself.

Briar can remedy that.

They delight in wiping that look off his face; in reducing him to a gasping, writhing mess, hands struggling for purchase against the fabric of the sofa; in drawing it out until he’s the one begging. It’s only when they’re entangled in almost every way possible, both shining with sweat, Bastian’s hair fanned across the cushions where it’s not wrapped around Briar’s fingers, that Briar feels a dangerous swell of emotion threatening to rise up into their throat and make them say something irrevocable and stupid.

‘I love you,’ they say, when the feeling wins, whispering it into the inches between their parted lips. Bastian closes his eyes and takes a steadying breath, exhausted and overwhelmed and achingly beautiful.

‘Don’t,’ he says. ‘Please. Not unless you really . . .’

‘I do,’ Briar says, taking up Bastian’s hand from where it’s been pinned above his head and kissing his wrist, their mouth fitting perfectly over the swell of his palm. ‘I love you, Bastian.’

Bastian blinks at them, and a single tear breaks free from under his lashes. Briar brushes it away with their thumb before it can fall into Bastian’s hair, and then they kiss him as softly as they can manage, touch their foreheads together for a moment; they stay like that until Bastian opens his eyes, somewhat steeled, and says, ‘If you don’t move, I might actually die.’

It’s different now, though, because Briar feels a strange sense of pride, like they’re responsible for something rare and delicate. It changes the way they fuck Bastian, the reverence with which they handle him. When Bastian finally comes, he buries his face in Briar’s shoulder and lets Briar hold him there, cradled, until he catches his breath - and after, when Bastian can’t resist whispering his Working in Briar’s ear again, his hand is holding Briar’s, fingers interlocked against the armrest as the world shakes apart.






36 Let Them Eat Books

There’s barely a second of warning before a key scrapes into the lock, and the office door bursts open.

Hadley freezes on the threshold, wearing what looks like pyjamas, and says, ‘Oh, shit.’

The scene is pretty damning. Faint morning light casting intricate diamonds across the clothes abandoned on the floor, and Briar and Bastian on the sofa, still in each other’s arms where they’ve been since last night. Briar pulls the blanket up over both of them and says, ‘Hadley, get out.’

‘Can’t,’ says Tate, who it turns out is right behind her. ‘Running for our lives. Sorry.’ He barrels into the room with Westby in tow, then shuts and locks the door behind them. He notices Bastian, and visibly starts. ‘Fuck.’

‘Well!’ exclaims Westby, noticing what’s happening a long beat too late. ‘What’s all this, then?’

‘Briar,’ Tate says, watching Bastian very closely. ‘Are you - did you want to—?’

‘Yes,’ Briar replies. ‘Jesus.’ Although it’s a fair question, in a place like this. Briar can tell that Bastian’s annoyed, though, from the way he stiffens next to Briar on the sofa, knees drawn up into himself like he’s trying to disappear. Tate doesn’t look entirely convinced.

He at least has the good grace to avert his eyes as Bastian hurriedly dresses, Briar handing him his trousers; Briar’s own clothes are so ruined by blood that Bastian silently gives them his cloak, instead, which is surprisingly cool and soft as it drapes over their shoulders.

Hadley, the only one who seems reluctant to give them their privacy, has been watching this unfold with a funny expression that Briar can’t parse. ‘Crazy,’ she says, looking between the two of them. ‘I thought you’d decided to stop.’

‘We can talk about this later,’ Briar says, with a flash of panic - but it’s too late. Bastian, far too attuned to every word that comes out of Briar’s mouth, is already frowning at them slightly, the question hanging in the air unspoken.

‘I don’t know what the hell is going on right now,’ Westby says. ‘But I’d feel a lot more comfortable if Wolfe weren’t in here with his shirt off. I actually thought he was the one we were supposed to be hiding from.’

‘Briar?’ Bastian says, ignoring this completely.

Briar owes him the truth, but it feels too inflammatory right now, knowing just how badly he’s likely to take it. They’ll just have to explain. After all they’ve shared, all they’ve done - Briar trusts Bastian. Perhaps it’s Bastian’s turn to have a little faith.

‘Hadley asked me to get close to you,’ they say, all in one breath, ‘to find out more about the Trials. But—’ Bastian stands up very abruptly, and Briar goes to grab his arm, then thinks better of it. ‘It was never just that, Bastian, I swear. And I told her yesterday that I couldn’t do it any more.’

‘Yesterday,’ Bastian repeats, the word like a death sentence.

Fuck.

‘Look,’ Briar says, hurrying over their words now, too careless, ‘it doesn’t matter, because the whole point was to fuck with Mons, and - and you don’t have to be with Mons any more. You don’t need them, Bastian, you’re not like them. We can work out a way to do this . . . differently.’

Bastian stares at Briar, and then Hadley, who seems determined to ruin Briar’s life, says, ‘Except when you’re torturing kids in a cape, obviously. Then you look quite a lot like them.’

Bastian takes one, convulsive breath, then pulls his shirt on, bloody cuffs and all. ‘This was a mistake,’ he says, his voice a dull blade. He won’t meet Briar’s eye. It’s like he’s just been waiting for evidence to prove this isn’t real, that he’s as unloveable as he always suspected - and Briar’s handed it to him on a plate. ‘Excuse me.’

‘Wait,’ Briar says, trying to put their body between Bastian and the door.

‘Get out of my way,’ Bastian says; Briar swears they feel the hairs on their arms rising, a warning buzz of static, like the pressure in the room is mounting. ‘I mean it. This is . . . This was fucked up, Briar. And I’m done protecting you, so you’d better stay out of Mons business. If you want to get killed, be my guest.’

‘Bastian,’ Briar says, shaky with disbelief. ‘Come on. You can’t go. They’re . . . they’re sadists. They’re monsters.’

Bastian looks at Briar like they’re the most stupid person in the entire world.

‘And you’re a violent brute,’ he says slowly. ‘And a liar. At least I’m honest with myself. I know exactly who I am.’

Briar knows it’s a mistake to try to touch him, even as their hand is reaching out - and it feels inevitable when they’re hit with a wall of thaumaturgy, that same force that had tripped them on their very first day, once again sending them stumbling. Glass shatters behind them, the second before Briar’s back hits the bare stone floor - Tate and the others are shouting something, and Briar realises, from where they’re lying crumpled and dazed on the floor, that their friends are trying to protect them.

They catch a last glimpse of Bastian’s face, frighteningly devoid of warmth, before he slips from the room, leaving Briar behind in the wreckage.

Tate and Hadley are having a blinder of an argument.

Briar says nothing; just sits on the floor and lets Westby pick tiny bits of glass lamp out of their back without much technique.

‘You kept encouraging them to fuck him for information? Knowing how dangerous he is?’

‘Briar’s an adult! They decided that all on their own!’

‘We said we’d stop, Hadley, before things went too far.’

‘Well, I didn’t want to stop, because they deserve all this and so much worse, and I’m not a fucking . . . a fucking coward. I notice that you’re angry with me, not with Briar, for happily getting into bed with that sadistic fucking—’

‘Guys,’ Briar says. When it doesn’t help, they say it louder.

‘What?’ says Hadley, like she’s irritated to discover that Briar is still here. Maybe Briar should hate her, but they can’t dredge up more than bitter animosity; it’s their fault they’re in this mess.

‘Look,’ Briar says. They raise their arm, where a rogue sliver of glass has left a thin line like a papercut a few inches long, and then they concentrate hard on the Working, holding it in their mind like they’re cupping it in their hands, and speak it into existence. They watch with the others as the wound seals over.

‘Jesus fucking fuck,’ says Westby. ‘Wait. Do that again.’

So Briar does, and quickly meets the limits of their new power: the next cut, which is somewhat longer and deeper, only heals halfway before Briar’s focus peters out.

‘What Working is this?’ Westby says, with hushed reverence, like he’s gazing into the face of God; Briar hands him the book, and he sits down with it right there on the floor and begins to read.

‘But . . .’ Tate is still looking at the red mark on Briar’s arm, where blood had shown through just seconds before. ‘You couldn’t do that before. Right? You couldn’t read that text in the attic, you . . .’

‘No,’ says Briar. ‘This is . . . new.’

‘Well it can’t be,’ says Hadley, snappish. ‘Because that’s not how it works. You can do it or you can’t. This doesn’t make any sense.’

‘Not to mention . . . I mean, the healing,’ Tate adds. ‘The physical stuff. That’s just not what thaumaturgy does.’

Westby is still having some sort of divine religious experience. ‘But . . . but it’s like I’ve been saying all along. Why not. Why not? How many more texts have you found up in that attic?’

‘I don’t know. A handful.’

‘The lost texts,’ Westby breathes. ‘I’d bet my estate on it. Right here under our noses, the entire time.’

‘But why would someone ever hide something like this?’ Briar says. ‘When it’s so powerful? It could . . . change everything.’

‘Maybe that’s exactly why,’ says Tate. ‘Especially - especially because this is physical, there’s evidence, you can actually see thaumaturgy happening in front of your eyes. Can you imagine what would happen, if that got out, and people knew what we had here?’

Briar shakes their head. ‘But that’s—’

There’s distant, muffled laughter outside, and Tate looks sharply up at the door.

‘Why are you hiding?’ Briar says, suddenly remembering the haste of their entry.

‘Same reason as you, I reckon.’ Tate is still watching, even though the door is locked, and the four of them are the only ones with keys. ‘Derbyshire told us what happened, tipped Hadley off that Mons were on their way to us, and we’ve been sneaking around the school all night to get over here like we’re playing the world’s most fucked-up game of sardines. Thank fuck for Sophie Derbyshire.’

‘Ha,’ Hadley huffs. ‘She told me very reluctantly.’

‘Well, reluctant or not, she’s the only reason we got out in time.’

‘Alistair used Inquiry on me,’ Briar says, realising the urgency of this information now, and feeling bad for spending the night so completely distracted. ‘Sorry. They took me to some . . . place, underground, there was this cave . . . a chalice. I think where they’re going to hold the next Trial. He knows you’ve been gathering evidence to embarrass him in front of the board.’

‘Not your fault,’ says Tate. ‘This whole thing is a mess. I don’t think Mons will actually kill us, because, you know, graduation looming, their fathers know our fathers, and the governors would be mad, there’d be so much paperwork. But . . .’

‘Stranger things have happened,’ Hadley finishes. ‘And it’ll be a long fortnight until graduation.’

‘Right,’ Westby says suddenly, snapping Briar’s text closed. ‘I’m going to fetch a book.’

Tate sighs. ‘West, you can’t go to the library, Alistair Buckingham is hunting you for sport.’

‘Well, we need to test the theory.’ Westby snaps his fingers and points at Briar. ‘You’ve got a cape. Can I borrow it?’

‘Um,’ Briar says, looking down at themself. ‘I don’t really have any other . . . clothes.’

‘We’ll swap,’ Westby says brightly.

This is how Briar ends up sitting on the sofa wearing Westby’s too-long corduroys and too-tight knitted vest, watching him disappear out into the corridor with a swish of Bastian’s cloak. It doesn’t seem like a good plan, but they’ve got nothing better. He’s gone for a long time, and when he comes hurrying back through the door, he reveals a book with a flourish, accidentally flashing his old-fashioned boxer shorts in the process.

‘Here,’ he says, putting the text down in front of Briar. ‘Try.’

‘Did you bring back any food?’ Tate says.

‘No,’ says Westby, like this is a ridiculous suggestion. ‘Just books. Briar?’

‘Initially,’ Briar reads out loud, ‘we are to deal with the subject at hand as if it is . . .’ They trail off, then look at Westby. ‘I can read it.’

‘Well, fuck me,’ he says politely. ‘That’s a first-year text. Persuaded it off a boy running it over from the restricted annexe, he’s going to get in so much trouble when he arrives at his classroom. So it looks like it’s not just your newfangled and extremely overpowered healing Work.’

‘So I can do it all?’ Briar asks. They feel oddly numb. None of this seems the least bit real. ‘How?’

Tate shakes his head. ‘I don’t know. I really don’t. It shouldn’t be possible.’

‘Is it locational?’ Westby posits excitedly. ‘Maybe it’s been seeping into you, Jones, the longer you’re here. Like radiation.’

‘But what about Eugenia? Ben, the caretaker? Can they do it?’

‘Perhaps they haven’t tried. Welcome to the club, Jones. It’s horrible, but there’s no denying it’s got its perks.’ He’s got more books under his arm, and he places them down in front of Briar expectantly, like they’re an octopus about to predict football results, waiting to see which one they’ll pick.

Last night has thoroughly caught up with Briar; they pick up one of the books and stare down at it, blurry and almost tearful. It’s everything they’ve ever wanted - so many years of longing, so much time wasted in the waiting room of their life, thinking of what could have been - but right now, all they can think about is the look on Bastian’s face as he’d fled the room. The fact that when it comes down to it, he’d rather go back to the familiar safety of the cruel, callous world of Mons than take a risk on something new, with Briar.

‘I guess we’d better bunk down here for a bit,’ Tate says, looking at the broken window and sighing. ‘While we work out what to do.’

‘Fourth Trial tonight,’ Hadley says, from where she’s sitting in the armchair, having firmly eschewed the sofa. ‘So they’ll be too busy to care about us, soon. We can sneak out then.’

‘And go where?’ Tate asks, rubbing a hand across his mouth as he thinks. ‘They’ll just find us, once the Trial is over. Maybe we could offer them our phones, have them delete the videos.’

Hadley laughs unpleasantly. ‘Maybe we can just bend over in front of them and tell them it’s open season on fucking us in the arse.’

‘I’m just trying to get us to graduation with all our limbs still attached, Hadley.’

‘Right, because they’ve never heard of backing up to the cloud.’

‘Well, we’ll let them delete the backups, too. Maybe we can get in Briar’s truck, go lay low somewhere for a few days.’

‘What? No.’ Hadley is wearing a very oversized T-shirt, emblazoned with crossed oars and the words Oriel College Boat Club, and surprisingly floral pyjama shorts. It should be hard to sound commanding with her hair in a sloppy bun and her legs tucked up underneath her, but she manages it anyway. ‘We’re not giving up. Fuck that. Fuck them. I’m not leaving this place without doing something. They’ll get away scot-free. No! We’re close. We’re seeing this through all the way to the end.’

‘How?’ says Tate, offering his empty palms up to her, like he’s hoping she’ll fill them with well-laid plans. But she doesn’t seem to have an answer yet.

They raid Robert Parker’s storage for the coats and jumpers they’d spotted during their recent hunt for locked drawers, and it feels like striking oil when Tate turns up a T-shirt and a pair of ancient, musty joggers that are too big on Briar but can be cinched in at the waist until they almost fit. Everybody’s starving and irritable, but they lie in wait until twilight, Briar studying texts under Westby’s supervision until their head hurts, Hadley napping on the sofa, Tate reading fantasy paperbacks with his head resting on a cushion and his legs propped up against the wall.

When Tate deems it safe, he and Hadley foray out in search of dinner, and come back with arms full of vending machine snacks.

‘Couldn’t risk the refectory,’ Tate says. ‘Very weird energy out there, all the younger kids look scared half to death. Hope everybody likes Hula Hoops, because I got them in every flavour.’

‘That’ll do nicely, thank you,’ Westby says, frowning over chapter three of Briar’s text. ‘Cheese and onion for main, barbecue beef for pudding.’

They start falling asleep early, dropping like flies, the others exhausted from spending the previous night on the run, Briar so overwhelmed that they feel like their thoughts have turned to a loud drone of static. When Tate is asleep under one of Robert Parker’s winter coats, and Westby is dropping off sitting upright against the wall, Briar eases the book from his hand, tucks it safely back into the inside pocket of their jacket, then closes their eyes for what feels like half a second.

When they open again, they find the room darkened, Hadley hanging over them, ghostly in the low light.

‘Hi,’ she says. ‘You saw the place? Where they’re holding the next Trial?’

‘Yeah,’ says Briar, sleepy and confused. ‘Um . . . I think so. There was this cave, and a big cup . . .’

‘Good,’ Hadley says. ‘That’s good.’ She presses something cold and smooth into Briar’s hand, then puts her other hand on their shoulder and leans in close. ‘I think you should put the cape back on, nice and quiet,’ she says, ‘keep your head down, and go find that cave. Don’t freak out, don’t talk to anyone until it’s over. And when the moment is right . . . I need you to kill Alistair Buckingham.’

Briar doesn’t need telling twice. In fact, it seems like a good idea; one they should have thought of themself. They get up at once, find the cape and swing it over their shoulders, tying it tightly at their throat and pulling the hood up so that it obscures all but their mouth. The others are still fast asleep, Hadley watching closely from the floor, as Briar tucks Hadley’s knife into their pocket and goes in search of Alistair Buckingham’s throat.






37 A Job Well Done

Fear protects Briar as they make their way to the little tower from the night before.

None of the scholars they pass dare to even steal a look at them, a solitary figure in a cape, so they’re entirely unchallenged, all the way to the ancient wooden door. It’s locked - but Briar isn’t going to let a locked door get between them and Alistair. There’s a calm inevitability to it, the knowledge that they have to find a way, as they press their hands to the warm wood, feeling for any give, then put their shoulder to rot and shove.

It’s the work of a few minutes to stave in a small section, and once it’s fractured, it’s easy enough to keep going, until Briar’s hands are bloody with splinters, the lock has been rendered useless and they can simply push the door open and make their way down the steps.

Down the tunnel, into the cavern. It would be quite lovely, if you could ignore its intended purpose for torture tonight; with candles twinkling behind the glass of their lamps and the sound of trickling water from somewhere above, Briar is almost surprised by the drawn expressions of expectant terror on the faces of the pips, who are huddled together against one wall. The space is ringed by the dark mouths of many tunnels, and Briar can see caped figures standing at a few of them, presumably keeping watch. The chalice on its plinth looks suitably grand, engraved with some intricate pattern Briar can’t make out. The pips keep darting nervous glances at it.

Most of Mons stands gathered around it in a semicircle, and Briar joins them, keeping to the back. Just from a glance, they can tell that Bastian isn’t there. Good. This would be impossible with him too close. They’re searching the sea of hoods for Alistair when he makes the job easy for them by stepping free of the crowd to speak.

‘It’s a shame, isn’t it?’ he says. ‘When a few bad apples seem determined to drag everyone else down into the rot.’ The pips exchange panicked looks, clearly wondering which of them has transgressed, and is about to be punished. Briar sees Evie by the back wall, her jaw working as she chews on something, Orpheus’s hand clutched tightly in her own.

‘As you all know, nefarious outside forces have been trying to ruin the sanctity of these rituals this year,’ Alistair continues, beginning to walk in circles around the cavern - but it seems like the involuntary, compulsive pacing of someone teetering on the edge of reason, rather than his usual leonine saunter. ‘Which is why it’s of the utmost importance that you continue to do your duty to your school, obey with honesty, and report any malefactors the second you suspect them.’

Some of the pips are nodding seriously. Briar doesn’t doubt that they’d turn over a suspected traitor in an instant, so indoctrinated are they already in the credo and culture of the school, that short leash of fear that keeps them well in line.

Alistair clears his throat, and Briar watches him rub absentmindedly at his collar and thinks, not yet.

‘Anyway,’ he says, seeming to lose his train of thought for a moment. ‘Tonight, we’ll . . . What was that?’ Water is dripping somewhere, but nobody has spoken. The pips shuffle uncomfortably. Perhaps they can sense that he’s losing it, too. ‘Did someone say something? Speak up, then, if it’s so important.’

There’s total silence, and then Alistair says, ‘Pay attention. As I was saying—’

There’s a flurry of dark cloaks from across the cavern, everyone turning to look. ‘What is it now?’ Alistair says, abandoning any attempt to seem in control of the situation - but then his shoulders relax as the Mons move aside, and Briar sees why.

Like a scene from a Western, the three capes sweep in escorting captives: Hadley, Tate and Westby, their hands bound, Hadley still in those pink-sprigged pyjama shorts.

Second thoughts from Hadley? Or had the others woken up to find Briar missing and come to investigate? Westby is pale and silent, but Briar can tell that the nihilistic detachment that’s been carrying him through the days since his father died is still intact from the way he’s blinking around at the cavern like he’s being shown around a stately home. Tate looks resigned, but Hadley is currently trying to kick the scholar holding her in the crotch. She’s quickly subdued.

‘Well, isn’t this a nice surprise?’ Alistair says, adopting the tone of a nursery school teacher, which is somehow even more frightening than his usual timbre. ‘Thank you so much for joining us. In fact . . .’ He turns back to the pips again, his hands steepled as he talks. ‘This gives us some exciting choices. Usually, we’d invite you up here to take the host in turn. But this year, you’ll have the choice of appointing a whipping boy.’

The phrase runs like wildfire through the crowd, whispered like a mantra, a protective invocation.

‘Now, for those of you who haven’t read your Scott, a whipping boy is somebody who takes your licks for you. You can choose any of these fine volunteers to receive the host on your behalf.’ The pips look unsure. It sounds like a trick, and they’ve been beaten down enough to be wary; an easy way out might be followed by a punishment for taking it.

Another Mon - sounds like Rudersberg - grabs a pip by the arm, causing the others to startle in unison, and says, ‘Right, come on then. We don’t have all night.’

That first shivering child approaches the chalice, fists clenched and brow furrowed.

‘Will you take it yourself?’

‘Yes,’ he says in a small voice, not sounding very certain.

‘Fine,’ says Alistair, apparently finding this a very dull answer. He’s abandoned the hushed menace of the early Trials for this wild, half-hysterical sense of abandonment that does not bode well for the fates of anyone in this room. ‘Go on, then.’

The pip picks up the chalice with difficulty - it’s almost twice the size of his head - and takes a sip of whatever’s inside, which is ominously scarlet. He coughs like it’s caught in his throat, and the other pips recoil, but then he recovers, and pauses with the cup still pressed to his lips, eyes trained on Alistair, waiting for permission to stop.

‘Yes, yes, very good,’ Alistair says, chivvying him away. ‘Next!’

But the other pips are watching the first, sensibly awaiting his reaction to whatever he’s just imbibed. He goes to stand against the wall, shaky with relief.

‘Next,’ Alistair says sharply. ‘Now.’

Another pip comes forward, but before he takes a sip, he looks back at the boy by the wall, who’s now got his eyes closed and his hands on his stomach, and swallows.

‘I want the volunteer,’ he says, putting the chalice back down. ‘That one.’

‘Oh, good,’ Westby says. It’s a relief to hear him talk; Briar had been wondering if he’d been ordered silent, if Alistair was powerful enough to subdue a fellow seventh-year that way. The answer seems to be no. ‘I love high-proof alcohol mixed with spit and rare hallucinogens, so this will be like a day out at the fair for me.’

‘Shut the fuck up, Westby,’ Alistair says, as Westby is brought forward. ‘Make him sit.’

The cape holding West kicks his knees out from under him, and he hits the ground with a wince.

‘Buck, he’s on prescription meds,’ Tate blurts out. It feels like an astonishing betrayal of trust, until he adds, ‘You can’t mix them, it might kill him.’

Briar doesn’t know if that’s true, and apparently neither does Alistair, because he pauses and then shrugs. ‘Exciting! We’ll find out, won’t we?’

‘That’s the spirit,’ says Westby. ‘Never let the risk of an adverse reaction get in the way of a good time.’

The pip who took the first sip doubles over and vomits very suddenly, and then wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, embarrassed. He still seems in control of most of his faculties, but if Westby’s right about what’s in that chalice and all the little postulants in this room decide to opt out, things could get very dangerous very quickly.

‘Pick it up,’ Alistair says to the boy at the plinth, with a wave of his hand. ‘Give him his medicine.’

The pip baulks, but then picks up the chalice and carries it carefully over to where West is kneeling.

‘It’s all right,’ Westby says to him quietly. ‘No hard feelings, I’d have done the same.’

He opens his mouth with perfect obedience to let the pip pour dark liquid inside, where it pools on his tongue before he swallows it.

Alistair is watching impatiently. ‘He can take a little more.’

The pip tries again, but he’s still too sparing, and Alistair loses his patience.

‘Give him a proper drink,’ he says, each word carefully enunciated. ‘He’s thirsty.’

This time, under the influence of the Work, there’s no hesitation. The pip forces open Westby’s mouth with an iron grip and starts pouring liberally, until Westby chokes, trying to jerk away, streams of red flowing down his neck, into his eyes and his nose; the noise is horrible, Westby struggling to breathe, and the pip doesn’t stop until Alistair says, ‘I suppose that’s enough.’

‘Fuck you,’ Hadley says, ‘you bastard cunt.’

‘I miss you too, Watson. All right - next!’

‘I want the . . . whipping thing,’ the next pip says. Coward, Briar thinks, even though it’s not his fault. He points at Westby. ‘Him.’

With everyone watching as the new boy takes the chalice, it’s easy for Briar to start making their way to the edge of the group, to stand by the capes closest to Alistair. He’s staring with a kind of feverish delight that almost looks like affection as Westby’s eyes track the cup being carried towards him.

Briar can’t tell if anyone else is watching as they step forward. All that matters is that Alistair’s attention is elsewhere, captivated by Westby’s pain, as they come up behind him, bring the knife to his throat and cut in quick, smooth motion, with the satisfaction of a job well done. 
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Alistair jerks in Briar’s grip, turning to the side as blood spatters both of them, shockingly hot. The moment it’s over, Briar lets the knife fall to the floor, no longer feeling compelled to hold on to it - they don’t realise their mistake until Alistair grabs Briar by the collar and drives them into the ground with a long shout of rage. Fuck. He’s not dead. Wounded, yes, with a gash in his neck that looks ragged and nasty, but well enough to drive his elbow into Briar’s throat, leaving them gasping for air that won’t come.

There’s a moment of completely directionless panic around them, and then Briar hears, through the sound of their own wheezing, Hadley’s voice raised in shrieking command: ‘Pips, grab anybody with a cape! Get them down, make them stay down!’

If Bastian had issued such a command, it’d be a bloodbath, lungs crushed beneath eager schoolboy knees. As it is, her grasp of Conduct seems powerful enough to elicit a burst of chaos - Mons scattering, shouting their own Workings, the sound of running feet and muffled bodies hitting the floor. There are far more pips than capes, and Briar thinks of a video they saw once, fascinatingly horrible, of a livid swarm of ants taking down a bird a hundred times their size.

There’s too much noise, now, for anyone to command the entire room - and Alistair, who Briar suspects is the one person here truly capable of bringing everything to a screeching halt, is now clutching his neck with one hand and trying to strangle Briar with the other.

‘How fucking dare you,’ he’s shouting, his voice hoarse, the cut still freely bleeding.

Briar’s hand reaches for the knife, and their slick fingers close around the handle; they swing for Alistair, slashing indiscriminately before the blade slips free of their grasp, and the pressure on their neck is relieved just for a moment as he throws himself back and out of the way. Briar follows him, manages to get in a quick jab to his windpipe with their open fist, and as he bends over on the floor clutching at his throat, unable to breathe, Briar realises that if he can’t breathe, he can’t talk, and if he can’t talk—

‘I’ve got one!’ There’s a flash of blonde plaits and then a small body comes careening into Briar, hard hands pushing them down against the floor. Briar looks up to see that Evie - little Evie, with the cherries in her hair - has tackled them. Of course. They’re still wearing the stupid fucking cape. To any pip in the thrall of Hadley’s working, Briar is the enemy.

‘Get off,’ Briar grunts, pushing at her. ‘Evie, it’s me.’

Evie’s eyes dance with recognition, but she just says, ‘Someone come and help me, quick! Briar’s too strong.’

More pips, and suddenly Briar is that baby bird, surrounded by determined ants. They can push each one off individually, but together they’ve become an immovable force.

‘Hadley,’ Briar shouts, but they can’t tell who’s still in the cavern, who’s capable of helping - and any moment now Alistair is going to regain the power of speech, and it’ll all be over.

They turn their head to the side, fighting for space, and see that Alistair is rising up onto his knees, purple-faced and still choking.

‘Use . . . the knife,’ he says, each word a ghoulish effort of breath. Briar watches with horror as Evie looks around, pleased to have a job to do, then seizes the knife from where it’s fallen and comes back to Briar practically skipping.

‘Don’t,’ Briar says, even though their words are powerless.

Evie crouches without self-consciousness, the ungainly squat of a toddler, as she leans over Briar and judges the angle to their throat.

Her hand flies through the air, and then freezes, arrested mid-motion, as Briar hears Hadley shout, ‘Stop.’

‘Do it,’ rasps Alistair, but then Hadley is there, saying, ‘Drop the knife, pip.’

The boy kneeling on Briar’s chest shifts, and it knocks the wind from their lungs completely. Briar reaches for Hadley, trying to draw her attention, to get her to free them from under this mass of determined legs, but it seems like all of her focus is going into keeping the sharp end of the blade from finding their skin.

Beyond the point of it, still hovering dangerously close, there’s a war going on in Evie’s head. Briar can see it passing across her face, the battleground between two wills, as Hadley grabs hold of Evie’s arm and tries to pry the knife from her that way. Evie’s hand jerks, and Briar is sprayed with fresh blood as Hadley falls back, clutching her palm.

‘Get her,’ Alistair says, his bloodshot eyes now trained on Hadley. Evie pivots, her arm reeling back to strike, and even when Hadley hisses ‘Stop,’ she doesn’t come to a complete halt. They’re tussling for the knife now, Hadley trying to push her away, stronger than her but not powerful enough to overcome Alistair’s command. He’s on his feet, close enough that Briar can see him in their periphery, so they grab for his ankle, leaving a smear of blood on his pristine white sock as he stumbles and goes down hard on the stones.

It’s all the opening Hadley needs.

‘Kill him.’

Evie turns, her lip caught between her teeth in concentration, and Briar can see the exact path the knife will take, the fact that she’ll succeed where they failed.

‘Stop her,’ Alistair says, a command thrown out to the world at large, so strong that even Briar makes one last valiant effort to get to their feet.

It doesn’t work. They’re still trapped as the knife is snatched from Evie’s hand by a boy with a bandage on his wrist - Orpheus, Briar thinks fleetingly, no – and driven, hard, into the soft and easy target of his best friend’s chest.


‘Fuck,’ someone’s saying. ‘Fuck.’

Hadley’s speaking too, and the pips restraining Briar finally let go, Briar’s lungs filling with mercifully cool air as they turn over, heave up onto all fours, then stagger to their feet.

‘Holy shit, Buck,’ someone else says, ‘that’s Lord Sinclair’s daughter.’

Evie is lying on the ground, eyes open, still breathing; Briar drops down next to her, heedless of Alistair, heedless of anything but the rise and fall of her chest, the dark patch where blood is blooming.

‘Hey,’ they say, ‘Evie. It’s okay. I’m here.’

They gather her up, her skinny frame unbearably light, and think of the Working. They ignore the sounds of shouting, of hiccupping sobs from nearby, of Hadley’s voice rising to a panicky pitch. Nothing happens. The blood continues to spread, soaking the white of her shirt.

‘Get Bastian,’ Briar says, glancing up at Alistair, grey and covered in gore, swaying like he’s clinging to consciousness. ‘He can fix this, Alistair. Get Bastian.’

They try again, eyes squeezed shut, cradling her close to their chest as they whisper to her, like it might help. Please, please, please don’t let her die.

Bastian had done it. Brought Briar back from the brink, as if it had never happened. But Briar isn’t Bastian, and as they hold Evie, muttering quietly to her, the Working interspersed with comforting nonsense, believing with every fibre of their being that any minute now he’ll be right by their side, Bastian fails to appear.

‘What did I do?’ Orpheus is saying, his voice high and shrill. ‘Evie? What did I do?’

Her breathing is too laboured now, a frightening rattle, and Briar turns to the boy sobbing at their side and says, ‘Just - hold her hand, okay? Hold her hand, she needs her friend.’

Orpheus fumbles for her fingers, drops them, then gathers them up and clutches them tight.

They’re both bent over her, two sentinels keeping a hollow watch, when she goes still.

Briar presses their fingers to her neck, desperately searching for a pulse. What are they supposed to do? Mouth to mouth? Chest compressions? But she’s bleeding so much from her chest, so that can’t be right.

‘She’s dead?’ Alistair says. He’s so close that Briar flinches away from his voice, as if they’re still trying to keep Evie away from him. As if it’s not already too late.

Because she is dead. And there’s nothing Briar can do about it.

‘You killed her,’ Briar says. They look up at Alistair, who’s agape with shock - until he narrows his eyes, then looks up at Hadley.

‘No,’ he says. ‘She did.’

It’s strange to watch it in real time, the way the world spins backwards to clean up the messes of supposedly great men; the story Briar already knows will be told so that Alistair Buckingham can keep his place at Temple, his title, his cape, his future. The room, already half-cleared of fleeing Mons and the pips chasing them, seems to come to stillness. Then Belcourt, who’s managed to Work himself free of pips, makes a move towards Hadley; Hadley throws her arms up to stop him, and the two of them go down hard, Hadley’s head glancing off the blunt edge of a rock as she hits the ground.

Briar has had enough.

They stand abruptly and punch Alistair, hard, in the throat. He blacks out instantly, eyes rolling back in his head before he even hits the ground. Good. Good. Then, there’s Belcourt; he starts speaking, the Working unformed, his specialism a mystery - but Briar gets to him first, employs another jab to the windpipe, ensuring blessed silence. He keeps trying, his lips moving, but it doesn’t take.

‘Come on,’ they say to Hadley, helping her up onto her feet. She’s conscious, confused, the white crown of her hair sticky with blood. Briar has to sling her arm over their shoulder, her weight dragging.

She sent Briar in here to kill Alistair; likely, to die. Briar should just leave her here. But they can’t.

A quick glance around the cave confirms that Tate and Westby are nowhere to be seen.

‘Orpheus,’ they say. ‘Come on.’

Orpheus seems beyond speech, beyond reason - but he lets Briar haul him up with their free arm, then follows them, as if he’s just grateful to have someone telling him what to do, perfectly obedient to the last.
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When Briar emerges onto the lawn, it’s eerily empty, the grass lurid and bright under the watch of the full moon. Orpheus is whimpering, and Hadley has vomited down the front of her T-shirt somewhere on the way up the stairs; Briar doesn’t know much about head injuries, but this seems a bad sign. The infirmary is all the way on the other side of campus. Christ knows how many people Briar might encounter on the way there, and what their allegiances might be, if fleeing Mons have spread the word.

The library, however, is just ahead. There are lights still glowing in the windows of Daniel’s office.

When Briar knocks, they hear the sounds of unhurried movement inside; they knock again, hammering this time, and when Daniel answers the door his brow goes from furrowed to entirely smooth with shock.

‘Briar?’ he says, and then when he catches sight of who Briar is half-carrying, ‘Hadley?’

Hadley? Briar’s surprised by the familiarity, but it hardly matters now. He eases her from Briar’s arms and sits her down on the loveseat just behind the door.

‘She hit her head,’ Briar says. ‘I think she’s bleeding.’

Daniel bends over her, parts her hair and winces. ‘Where are you bleeding, Briar?’

Briar looks down at their hands, the blood dark in the cracks of their skin and black under their fingernails, and says, ‘Oh. It’s not mine.’

They start shaking, their teeth chattering a miserable dance in their mouth, and Daniel says, ‘Sit down, take a breath. It’s going to be all right. Whose blood is it?’ Briar slides to the floor and puts their head in their hands, light-headed and reeling.

‘We were . . . the Trial,’ Briar says. ‘We were at the fourth Trial, and Alistair Buckingham had Westby . . . I think he was going to kill him.’ Westby. Where is Westby? Briar can only hope that Tate managed to get him to relative safety. ‘But someone else is dead. A pip. Evie. Evie . . . I don’t know her last name, her father is a Lord. Alistair killed her.’

Daniel is still trying to hold Hadley up, stop her from slumping to the floor. ‘Wait, slow down. Alistair Buckingham killed someone?’

‘Yes,’ says Briar, tears burning in their eyes. Evie. Poor Evie. She’d been so wonderfully annoying, so deeply precocious. Maybe this place wouldn’t have broken her. Maybe she would have made it out with some of herself intact. They cast around for Orpheus, only to discover that he’s gone. A problem for later. ‘I tried to save her, I couldn’t . . .’ They remember the text in their pocket and go digging for it, wiping their hands on their borrowed joggers before they do, the half-congealed blood smudging brown across the heathered grey.

‘Hadley,’ Daniel says. ‘Look at me. What’s my name?’

Hadley, who seems unconvinced of her own consciousness, says, ‘Your name is . . . Danny.’

Briar produces the text, holds it up. ‘Use this,’ they say. ‘I tried, but I’m no good . . . You’re a teacher, will it work better for you?’

Daniel takes the book from Briar’s hand and turns it over, distracted.

‘What is it?’ he says, putting it down on the arm of the seat.

‘It’s a Working,’ Briar says. ‘For healing. I found it in the attic, I can read it now. We don’t know why. But it . . . it really works, I’ve used it.’

Daniel goes very still. He lets Hadley collapse back against the cushions as he picks up the text with both hands, then turns to the first page.

‘There’s blood on it,’ Briar says ruefully. ‘Sorry.’ Hadley is gagging quietly, like she’s going to be sick again, so Briar gets up on unsteady legs and goes to her, heaving her upright so she doesn’t choke on her own vomit.

‘You can read this?’ Daniel says.

‘Yeah,’ Briar says, pulling Hadley’s sticky hair back from her face. ‘I couldn’t read any Workings when I got here, but now . . . I don’t know, I guess I can.’ Hadley mutters something against Briar’s shoulder. ‘What, Hadley?’

‘Let’s go to Danny’s house,’ she slurs. ‘It’s not . . . very far.’

Briar frowns down at her, convinced she’s just confused, but then they look sharply up at Daniel. The trophy mounted on the wall behind him reads Oriel College Boat Club, twin to the logo now smeared with vomit on Hadley’s shirt.

‘You’re . . .’ Briar physically recoils, and Daniel glances up from the text and catches the expression on their face. ‘You’re Rochester.’

‘Who?’ says Daniel, feigning confusion, but he’s watching Briar too carefully.

Briar makes a sudden lunge for the text, and Daniel shoves it aside and says, ‘I don’t think so,’ and it’s not an order - not Conduct - but something else. Briar feels all of their attention focus in on him, urgent and acute, waiting to hear what he’ll say next.

‘That’s it,’ he says, ‘just listen to the sound of my voice, don’t worry about anything else.’ He stops speaking to punch in a number and pick up the grey plastic landline on his desk, and Briar half gets to their feet before he says, ‘No, it’s all right. Pay attention. It’s going to be okay. Oh - yes, hello, is that Sarah? Can you send the headmaster to my office, please? Stay there, Briar, it’s okay. Yes, thank you, Sarah, wake him up. And someone needs to find Alistair Buckingham very urgently, there’s some question of—’

‘Hang up.’

Bastian is standing in the doorway, dressed all in black, out of breath and magnificently angry. Briar sags with relief at the sight of him, able to look away from Daniel now, not sure what exactly he’d been saying that had felt quite so important.

Daniel visibly fights the Working, his hand jerking as he places the phone back on the receiver with a dull click.

‘Wolfe,’ he says, ‘think about what you’re doing. It’s been a difficult term, emotions are running high, but let’s take a second to breathe.’ Bastian is watching him speak with such concentrated attention - it takes Briar a moment to realise that he’s Working.

‘Bastian,’ they say urgently, ‘he’s—’

Daniel moves towards Briar suddenly. Briar’s not sure what he was planning to do - hit them? Cover their mouth, stop them from talking? - but Bastian is faster.

The librarian is thrown across the room, his back hitting his bookshelf with a hollow thud, hardback books tumbling down around him. It feels like the walls are shaking, a localised earthquake, a small avalanche of plaster dust raining from above one of the pipes. When Briar looks at Bastian, his pupils are so dilated, his eyes almost look black.

When Daniel tries to get up, a book sliding off his shoulder, a small gash in his forehead where it made contact, Bastian says, ‘Don’t fucking move.’

He stills so completely that Briar’s not sure he’s even breathing. In fact - he’s not. Briar can see it dawning on him in the flared whites of his eyes, the growing panic, the reddening of his cheeks as he’s starved of oxygen.

‘Bastian,’ Briar says. ‘Bastian, let him breathe.’

For a moment, Bastian doesn’t listen, and Daniel’s skin mottles with effort, his cheeks purpling, the veins bulging in his forehead. And then he says, ‘Fine,’ and Daniel releases all of the air in his lungs in one go, fighting to pull in the next breath, the rest of his body still completely motionless.

Bastian turns away from him, disgusted. ‘We need to go.’

‘Can you . . . ?’ Briar gestures to Hadley. ‘Can you help her first? She hit her head, I think it’s pretty bad.’

Bastian picks up the text and starts flipping through it, his eyes switching back and forth across the pages. He puts his hand on Hadley’s shoulder at the same time, his mouth working silently, and bit by bit, the life seems to come back into her; first she opens her eyes, then sits up, blinking hard. When she looks down at the vomit on her T-shirt and says, ‘Jesus, what the fuck,’ Briar knows she’s okay.

They exchange a look with Bastian, and he nods, and says, ‘Let’s go.’

Orpheus is standing by the open side door of the library looking miserable, and very guilty. When he sees Briar coming, he says, ‘I’m so sorry I’m so sorry, I needed some air, and then I saw him and he asked me if I’d seen you and I said yes, I don’t know why I said it, I didn’t mean to—’ all in one breath.

‘It’s fine, Orph, you did good,’ says Briar. In an aside, to Bastian: ‘You scared the shit out of him.’

‘I was in a rush,’ Bastian says tightly. He stops walking abruptly. ‘Where the fuck are we going? Campus is swarming, everybody’s looking for you. Apparently, you’re all wanted for murder.’

‘I don’t know,’ Briar says. The tower is too far. Damn this stupid fucking campus for being so extravagantly sprawling. Daniel had been the only teacher Briar remotely trusted. Who’s left? ‘Wait. Give me a second.’

They reach inside their jacket, thanking God and the universe for practical pockets, and pull out the walkie-talkie they’ve never switched on. They press the button now, and the tiny screen bursts into neon life. The battery is half-charged. What channel had Eugenia said? Briar takes a stab on three.

‘Eugenia?’ they say, pressing down on the call button, unsure if it’s working. ‘Eugenia, it’s Briar. I’m sorry to wake you, but I need a huge favour.’

The only answer is static for what feels like an entire minute. Briar’s about to try again when the speaker crackles into life.

‘The next time I need to hire someone to do something,’ Eugenia says, dry and distorted, ‘I will make better choices. I will hire one of those new robots they make that walks like a dog, and wants to kill you. That will be less trouble, I think.’

Under a tarp in the back of Eugenia’s golf cart, Briar and Bastian sit hunched over with their knees pressed together, Orpheus and Hadley at their feet. It feels like any second someone’s going to stop her and demand to see her cargo, like she’s smuggling something far more valuable than three scholars and Briar, but eventually their rattling journey comes to an end and they climb out by the back door of the old mews, converted now into terraced staff houses.

‘Get inside before someone sees,’ Eugenia says, opening the front door for them and chivvying them along with a wave of her arm. ‘Because I’m telling you, the second this goes south, I am betraying you to the highest bidder.’

‘Thanks, Eugenia,’ Briar says, as she shuts the door behind them, then leads them down the dark hall. Her house is frighteningly neat, and surprisingly cute. There’s a small, immaculate living room with seashells on the mantel and every cushion perfectly plumped, and a large kitchen-diner that hasn’t been updated since the eighties, retro small appliances to match, a single recipe book open on the counter. Hadley sits down at the kitchen table and puts her head in her hands. Eugenia clicks the kettle on and switches on a small lamp, then crosses her arms and sighs.

‘You’re in a lot of trouble,’ she says.

‘Yes.’

‘But it’s obviously not true what they’re saying,’ she says, her eyes flicking to Bastian and then back. ‘That you and your friends . . . have killed someone. Everybody is looking for you.’

‘No,’ Briar says vehemently. ‘It’s not.’

‘Okay.’ She nods. ‘I will go out. Sleep at my girlfriend’s place. Don’t switch on any lights, don’t be stupid.’

‘You have a girlfriend?’ Briar asks, unable to stop themself.

‘My sofa is new,’ Eugenia says. ‘You spill anything on it, I’ll make you pay. Where are the rest of your friends?’

Now that Briar’s had time to think about it, they’re sure that there’s only one place they could possibly be if they’re safe, although it would have taken a feat close to a miracle to get them there unscathed.

‘Sorry, before you go - do you have a landline? And . . . maybe a registry, for all the numbers here?’

She tuts, but shows Briar to the phone and the pristine ring binder beneath it containing every office on campus. Parker, Robert has been crossed out, but when Briar dials the office, someone immediately picks up.

Eugenia is throwing on her jacket when Briar says, ‘Er - maybe just one more favour?’

‘I love Genie’s cart,’ Westby says, once he’s been deposited on the sofa, the curtains firmly closed. ‘And I love . . .’ He trails off, distracted by the feeling of his hand rubbing against the aforementioned brand-new sofa, upholstered in pale linen. He’s unbelievably high; luckily, it seems to suit him fine.

Briar walks Eugenia to the door.

‘I just have a question, and then I swear I’ll let you go,’ Briar says, so cowed by the look on her face that they almost don’t continue. ‘Um . . . how long have you worked here?’

‘Five years.’

‘And . . . you can’t do the Work now, can you?’

‘No,’ Eugenia says firmly.

‘You’ve checked?’

It’s with great reluctance that Eugenia says, ‘Yes, Briar, I have checked,’ and then slips outside and slams the door in their face.

‘Hey, look at me,’ Tate says, crouching in front of Westby back in the living room. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Crispin,’ says Westby, struggling to focus on Tate and becoming enamoured with one of the cushions instead. ‘Silly name, I think. Textural. Makes me think of . . . salad. Pot-pourri.’

‘Okay. And what’s my name?’

‘Thaddeus Adams.’

‘Thaddeus?’ Briar says, and Tate shrugs.

‘Okay, yes. Good.’ He looks at Briar. ‘He’s off his tits, but I think he got all the puking out of his system in the tower. Somehow . . . I think he’s having a good trip.’

‘How did you get out?’

Tate pushes his glasses back up his nose, looking thoroughly flattened. ‘Slipped out the second the pips went feral. Ten of them tackled Sokolov, it would have been very funny in any other circumstance.’

‘How did you know to come to the cave?’ Briar can finally feel the full force of their anger, now that they’re not in imminent danger. ‘Did Hadley . . . did she tell you what she did?’

‘Yes.’ Tate straightens up. ‘I think she regretted it as soon as she’d done it. She woke us up pretty much immediately after you left, told us where you’d gone. I know that probably doesn’t make you feel any better about it.’

‘No,’ says Briar. ‘Strangely enough, it doesn’t. What was the plan? Let me kill him, and then let them kill me?’ It’s been made clear to Briar, many times over, that they’re expendable here. They just never thought Hadley would stoop so low as to use them as a tool to exact revenge. Briar had thought they were tentative friends now. They can see how it would have played out: Alistair dead, an outsider at fault. Easy enough for the board to tie up the few loose ends. ‘Or just let me be sent to fucking prison for murder?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know what she was thinking. But she couldn’t go through with it.’ Tate sighs. ‘Look, it’s fucked up. I’m not going to pretend it isn’t, or that I’m not very angry with her. But . . . when you’ve spent seven years here, you learn to live by a different set of rules. I think it genuinely rewrites your brain. Terrible things seem so much more reasonable. But I’m not saying you have to forgive her.’

‘Good,’ Briar says. ‘Because after all that, I saved her fucking life. It was . . . it was more than she deserves, after what she did to me.’

Westby winces up at them. ‘Could we take this conversation down a notch, please . . . ? I’m hearing Brahms when I want to be hearing Debussy.’

‘Talk like a normal person,’ says Tate. ‘What happened after we left?’

Briar fills him in, and then they go to the kitchen to find the others.

They are confronted with a sight so bizarre it looks randomly generated: Bastian, Hadley and Orpheus all sitting around Eugenia’s kitchen table in silence, steaming mugs of tea in front of all of them.

‘Hadley,’ Briar says, but when Hadley looks up, the expression on her face is like nothing Briar’s ever seen before. She looks . . . completely hollowed, from the inside out.

‘I fucked up,’ she says quietly. ‘I know.’

This is wholly inadequate. ‘That’s all you have to say?’

‘No. It’s not. Look, I thought I’d . . . do anything, sacrifice anything, to give Alistair what he deserved. I thought . . .’ She raises one hand from the table in a meagre, confused gesture, then doesn’t seem to know what to do with it. ‘I just wanted to hurt him, I wanted to do it so badly, I thought it would be worth anything. But I fucked up. You could have died, and that pip, that girl . . .’ Orpheus is weeping again. Hadley glances at over at him and looks sick to her stomach. ‘Fuck. She didn’t deserve that. Poor kid. And it’s my . . . If it weren’t for me, she’d . . .’

‘It was Alistair,’ says Tate, but Hadley shakes her head. Briar thinks they recognise that look in her eyes, even if they never expected to see it on her. That small collapse, taking on the burden of doing something irrevocable. She’s thinking: My fault.

Nothing Briar can say will hurt her as much as that crushing weight.

Bastian has been watching this exchange closely; now, with icy precision, he says, ‘Am I to understand that you sent Briar to kill my ex-boyfriend?’

Briar’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘Ex?’

‘Oh my God,’ says Tate. ‘Is this really the time?’

‘What did he do, Hadley?’ Briar asks. ‘I think I have the right to know, if you’re going to wield me like a fucking sub machine gun.’

‘He was a . . . very bad boyfriend.’ Briar won’t let this slide, and Hadley puts her face in her hands again and says, ‘He used to play these games with me, trying to make me feel crazy. Talked shit about me to his friends. Lied, said I’d fucked him, when I hadn’t. And I think he was Working on me too, sometimes. He was already too good at it. There are things I did, really . . . humiliating stuff. I thought I was just a piece of shit, a slut. That I made terrible choices. That’s what everyone believed, anyway. But afterwards, I started to wonder. Because it just didn’t sound like me. And then, just before we broke up . . .’ She clears her throat, then glances at Tate through her fingers. ‘Tate saw what he was doing and stood up for me, and Buck picked a fight, because there’s nothing he loves more than a fight. He threw a chair through a window. And he told everybody it was Tate, that he’d flown into this, like, violent rage. And of course everyone here believed him, and they nearly kicked Tate out.’

‘Wait,’ says Tate. ‘Are you trying to say you sent Briar to kill Buck for me?’

‘No. I don’t know. Partially. It was for everything.’ She scrubs a hand across her eyes and then looks at Orpheus again. ‘I should have just taken my fucking knife and killed him myself.’

Bastian has been listening without reaction. Now, he opens his mouth, then covers by reaching for his tea instead. How much of this version of Alistair is familiar to him? How much had he escaped, by dint of being a boy, of having power - of needing to be kept a secret?

Briar’s anger has cooled. It’s dull, now, where before it’d had teeth. They’d never have done what Hadley did, but it’s not like they’ve never made a bad decision out of anger, in the pursuit of revenge. And she’s miserable. That might be punishment enough.

‘This place is amazing.’ Westby’s voice floats down the hall. ‘Where are you all? It’s amazing! Genie’s house. I want to touch all her stuff. Give me some stuff, and I’ll touch it. Where’s her room?’

‘We’re in here,’ Tate calls back. The voice comes ever closer.

‘This feeling is just so . . . lovely. And I can’t even find the . . . I feel like I’ve got a thousand fingers, it’s like my mind’s been pushed past my . . . What’s the word? Like a limit, begins with P. Limit with a P. Oh. I thought that already. Did I say it already?’

‘Just say limits,’ Tate replies, as Westby staggers into the room.

‘Wait, I mean - parameters! Meter, from the Greek for measure, and para, which is just fun to say.’

Briar touches Bastian’s wrist, and he flinches. ‘Do you think that’s something it’s possible to . . . heal?’

‘Well. I can try.’

It works, thank God. Westby sits down at the last open seat in the kitchen and sighs, sobered. ‘Guess we’re pretty much fucked, then. Perhaps we should make a run for it. Hello, Wolfe. How long have you been here?’

Bastian’s jaw works, and then he says, ‘They won’t let you leave. Even if you try to run.’

‘Alistair’s probably in the infirmary,’ says Tate. ‘But that won’t stop him for long.’

‘No,’ agrees Bastian. ‘And he’s . . . far beyond reason, now. He’s got too much at stake. He needs to finish the Trials, make it to graduation, and he’ll cut through anyone that gets in his way.’

‘The bloody Trials,’ says Tate. ‘Why can’t he just give it up? They’re almost out of time.’

Bastian looks slightly surprised. ‘He can’t. That’s the one thing the board has always made very clear. Every suitable scholar has to make it to the pledge. He’s talked about nothing else for the past week; if we should truncate the Trials, get them there faster, without bastardising the sanctity of the rituals.’

Briar doesn’t understand. ‘Why not just do it now? Do they have to memorise it or something? It’s not like it’s complicated.’

Westby looks sideways at Briar, and then says, ‘How do you know that, Jones?’

‘Oh,’ says Briar. ‘I read it. The other day.’

‘And you remember it?’

‘Um,’ says Briar. ‘Not really. Isn’t it something to do with entering into an agreement?’

‘That’s right,’ Westby says. ‘Interesting.’ He picks up one of the cups of tea and drains it in one gulp. ‘Does anyone . . . can anyone remember the whole bastard thing?’

‘I can,’ says Bastian.

‘Oh,’ says Westby. ‘Good. Very good. I’ll just go and fetch a pen and paper, and if you wouldn’t mind . . . writing it down.’

They’re all edging around Bastian like he’s a grenade with the pin half-pulled, which Briar supposes is fair. Westby returns with Eugenia’s expensive notepaper, and they watch Bastian write out the school pledge in his neat cursive, hovering a safe distance away like he might snap at any second and stab someone through the neck with Eugenia’s pen. Briar doesn’t understand what’s happening, but Westby’s got that spark in his eyes, the one that means he’s ferreting away at an academic problem he’s determined to solve.

When it’s done, Westby asks for Briar’s text, then slides it across the table to Orpheus, who’s looking vacantly out of the window.

‘Pip,’ he says. ‘Hello? Have a look at this, will you? Just the first page will do.’

Orpheus blinks back at them, pale, face muddied by tear tracks.

‘Hey,’ Briar says, more gently. ‘Orph. Can you read that for us?’

Orpheus opens the book and stares down at the introduction. ‘No,’ he says. ‘It’s like . . . sorry, it’s like the words are all moving around or something.’

‘Fine,’ says Westby. ‘As expected. Now, can you read this? In your head, and then out loud?’

Orpheus’s eyes scan Bastian’s handwriting. He reads it once, then again, whispering the words hesitantly the second time. ‘Okay. I did it.’

Westby doesn’t have the sort of bedside manner meant to deal with shell-shocked children. He’s almost impatient when he says, ‘Now try the book again.’

Orpheus looks at it without much recognition, then sits up slightly straighter. ‘Yes. I mean, it doesn’t make any sense, but I can see the words now.’ He looks up at them all, entirely unaware of what’s just happened, waiting for further instruction. ‘Is that all?’

Westby’s smile is so wide it’s a bit scary. ‘Congratulations. You are now a thaumaturge.’

Everybody else sitting around the table looks utterly thunderstruck.

‘It’s the pledge?’ Bastian says.

‘It’s the pledge,’ Westby says. ‘You didn’t know?’

‘No. I thought . . . I knew they cared about it, deeply, but it seemed strictly ceremonial.’

‘It’s a Working all of its own,’ Westby says triumphantly. ‘Presumably it’s the Working, from which all others stem.’

‘Then I wonder if it’s been translated,’ Bastian says. ‘Surely originally it would have been in—’

‘Latin,’ they both say in unison.

It occurs to Briar for the first time that Bastian and Westby might actually get on rather well. It seems very important for everyone that this friendship cannot be allowed to happen.

‘Okay,’ Tate says, ‘okay, so - that’s one person who got in and one person who didn’t, and I know it’s unlikely, but - we have to account for clerical error. Maybe it’s still genetic, just dormant, until you read the pledge, and Briar was meant to be here all along.’

‘That’s the thing about me, Adams,’ Westby says happily. ‘I fucking love accounting for clerical error.’






40 The Total Loss of All One Holds Dear, or ‘Friday’

They all sleep in the living room, because nobody wants to split up or be too far from an exit. They give Orpheus one sofa and Hadley takes the other, the rest of them bedding down on borrowed cushions, with duvets and blankets from Eugenia’s lavender-scented airing cupboard, where everything is meticulously folded and stored by category.

Briar checks that the front door is locked twice, and both times Bastian watches them come back and slide back under the covers; after the second time, he turns to Briar once the rustling of the bedclothes has settled, and they exchange a long, wordless look.

‘Hey,’ Briar whispers. ‘I’m sorry I lied. I should have told you what was going on, before we . . . It just got very complicated’

Bastian’s head rustles against the pillow. ‘Sorry I left.’

Briar goes seeking his hand and finds it, his fingers too cold. ‘Well, thank fuck you came back.’

They can’t make out many of Bastian’s features in the darkness, but it doesn’t matter. Briar knows exactly how Bastian is looking at them right now, just from the way he’s breathing, the sound of his voice.

‘It’s hardly like I have the moral high ground when it comes to . . . manipulating the truth.’

Briar shakes their head, even though Bastian can’t see it. ‘I shouldn’t have let things go so far, when you didn’t know. All the stuff with Mons, it doesn’t mean . . . It doesn’t give me a blank cheque to be shitty to you in return.’

‘I don’t know,’ Bastian says, with false lightness. ‘Perhaps I deserve it.’

Briar realises, then, that they really don’t believe this. Bastian has done plenty of terrible things; but is that all he can ever be, forever? The total sum of his darkest hours - every decision he made out of self-preservation, or fear?

‘I had this idea of who I was, before I came here. And . . . I was wrong. That’s been hard. I always wanted to be . . . good. Without question.’

‘I’m not good,’ says Bastian. ‘I don’t know if I ever have been.’

Briar finds Bastian’s face in the dark, moves in close until they’re only inches apart. ‘I don’t think that’s true,’ they whisper. ‘But also . . . even if it is, I don’t think it helps, to keep punishing yourself. You know what I’ve done, and I know what you’ve done, and how we ended up here, like this.’ They take a deep breath, trying to keep their voice quiet and steady. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever be okay with what I did to Jason. Maybe you won’t be able to forget the things that happened here, or forgive yourself for the worst of them. But . . . I don’t think that means this is all you can ever have. Maybe . . . maybe we don’t need to be completely good, to be worth saving.’

The tear that rolls down Bastian’s face lands on Briar’s chin, and Briar wipes it away, then brushes their thumb gently over Bastian’s cheek.

‘You think so?’ Bastian says.

‘I don’t know. But . . . I hope so.’

Bastian is quiet for a moment. ‘The other week I said . . . I told you I didn’t remember you as a hero. But that wasn’t true. You were like that, to me, and it wasn’t because you were always good. It was because . . . I knew you’d fight for me, even if I didn’t feel worth fighting for.’

‘Until I didn’t,’ Briar says, thinking of a letter carved into childish stationary, the desperate expression on Seb’s face.

‘But that doesn’t mean the rest of it never happened.’

Seb’s hand clutched tight in Briar’s as they took the steps at Grove House two at a time. Briar’s arm around Seb’s shoulder, watching cartoons in silence, after his father had been to stay. Briar carrying Seb back across that field the day he’d sprained his ankle. Then, something new - Seb standing by the gate in the yard at the farm at dawn, Mr Wolfe between them in a dark suit, Seb’s face scarlet from crying as, without words, he told Briar goodbye.

‘No,’ Briar says. ‘I guess not.’ Across the room, Orpheus turns over on the sofa, snuffling slightly in his sleep. Briar’s heart aches for him. He’s lost his friend, too, and she’s never coming back.

‘Whatever you do tomorrow,’ Bastian says, ‘I’m with you.’

‘Good,’ says Briar. ‘Because I think you might be our only chance. Ready to be a hero?’

Bastian huffs out a disbelieving breath. ‘Not quite. And I don’t think I ever will be.’

‘Maybe not,’ says Briar. ‘But . . . Bastian, you should know . . . I was telling the truth when I said I love you.’

‘You do?’ Bastian asks, still with that soft note of uncertainty.

‘Yeah. I do.’

‘I’ve always loved you,’ Bastian says, so quietly that if Briar weren’t a hair’s breadth from his mouth, they’d miss it. ‘I don’t know how to be somebody who doesn’t.’

Briar kisses him lightly, chastely, just a briefly lingering press of their mouth to his before they break apart - but afterwards as Briar is drifting into sleep with Bastian’s head tucked into their shoulder, they know they won’t forget it for the rest of their life.

The next morning, Briar wakes to the instant thought that Evie is dead. The sofa is empty; they find Orpheus crying silently in the kitchen, and pull him into a fierce, tearful hug until he’s composed enough to be embarrassed, and push Briar away.

Things feel more dangerous in daylight, more precarious; everyone’s up, tired and subdued, by the time Eugenia lets herself in through the back door at six o’clock. For the first time in their life, Briar wishes for the darkness of winter mornings, instead of soft sunlight peeking through the cracks in the curtains at such an ungodly hour.

‘It’s bad out there,’ she says. ‘You need to make a plan, quick.’

‘We will,’ says Westby, coming off almost shy. ‘But first, er, Genie - Eugenia - I wonder if you wouldn’t indulge us a bit of an experiment.’

She reads the pledge quickly, like it’s a dull memo slipped onto her desk in her office, then hands it back to Westby, her stand-in secretary.

‘Hold on,’ she says, when Briar hands her the text. ‘Is this Temple property? From the attic?’

‘I mean, you said not to bring any scholars up,’ Briar says weakly. ‘Not that I couldn’t bring any books down.’

‘You are not going to escape the gallows on a technicality,’ Eugenia says darkly, before her eyes skim the introduction. She’s reading with a bored expression on her face at first, and then she freezes and her eyes widen a fraction.

‘So you can understand it?’ Westby asks.

Eugenia looks around at them all, her mouth slightly open, her face unreadable. Finally she says, ‘Have you little motherfuckers turned me into a goddamned magician?’

‘Yes,’ says Hadley. Then in the spirit of honesty, adds, ‘And . . . I also ate some of your nice biscuits last night, the ones from Marks & Spencer.’

‘Get out of my house,’ Eugenia says, but Briar can tell she’s only saying it with her regular amount of malice. She doesn’t, in fact, force them out of the door. She fills the pot with coffee and then goes upstairs to change. While she’s gone, Briar says, ‘So . . . does this mean that anyone can do it?’

‘I think so,’ Westby says softly. ‘Anyone who reads the pledge.’

‘But that . . . that means there’s no need for anybody to go to Temple. The scholars aren’t special. Everyone could do this. All of this. All they’d need is access to the texts.’

‘Which are fucking dangerous,’ Hadley points out, ‘in the wrong hands.’

Briar rolls their eyes. ‘Don’t you think they’re already in the wrong hands?’

‘It’d be the end of the school,’ says Bastian. ‘I mean, we’d - they’d - try to protect it, the books, the Workings . . . they’d fight for it with everything they have, and they’d have an enormous head start on everyone else. The pledge alone is functionally useless. It doesn’t redress the balance.’

‘We’ve got this one,’ Briar says, placing their palm on the green healing text on the table. ‘And it’s a really good one.’

‘Great,’ says Hadley. ‘So we can try to knit our skulls back together once Mons have bashed them in and buried us in the fucking pet graveyard.’

‘I still have those first-year texts,’ Westby says, not looking the least bit guilty. ‘I have two in my jacket pocket. And then there’s - Briar, do you know what else is in the attic?’

‘No,’ says Briar. ‘But if even half of them are as powerful as this . . .’

‘The world might actually end,’ says Tate. ‘I mean, I know it’s not just going to explode. But everything would change. Plus, I mean, look at Wolfe, how powerful he is. What if that happens again? More of him running around, unchecked? It could be a disaster. And all our fault.’

‘And, not to sound like a wretch, but we won’t be the least bit special any more,’ says Westby. ‘In fact, it could be the opposite of too much power - I think we’ll almost lose our thaumaturgy completely. If everyone can do it . . . it’s almost as if no-one can do it. If everyone understands, surely it . . . vanishes.’

‘Oh, well,’ says Tate. ‘There goes the rest of my life.’

‘You can still be a lawyer. You’ve certainly got the brain, and the grades.’

‘Or an investigative journalist,’ says Briar, and Tate answers with a weak smile.

Briar’s only had thaumaturgy for a few days, has spent the past seven years bitter that all the magic in the world seemed to lie on the wrong side of a single fence, and yet they already understand the hesitancy to set it free. For them it’s newness, possibility. For Tate, Bastian and Westby, it’s the pillar they’ve built their whole lives around.

But they have the chance to break the boundaries of the world. Make new rules. God, the potential applications of the one text in Briar’s hand alone . . . Could it cure diseases? Cancer? Dementia?

The risk is huge. So is the potential for reward. Briar knows, in their gut, that it’s what they have to do - and they can tell, just from looking at Bastian, that even though it’ll break his heart, he’s not going to stand in their way.

‘We don’t know if it’ll vanish,’ says Briar. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. I think it’ll get better. Just imagine how much rigorous academia will happen when it’s not just one school with access to this stuff.’

Westby laughs. ‘Oh, you do know how to push my buttons, very good. Mmm. Undergrad study. PhDs in thaumaturgy. Tenure. And I’ll have such a head start, I might even be considered eminent in my field . . .’

Hadley wrinkles her nose. ‘I don’t want my name anywhere near this,’ she says. ‘I don’t even want to think about this place ever again. I’m going to fucking RADA, and there’d just . . . there’d better still be a RADA waiting for me when I get there.’

‘Do you think this is what Robert Parker was trying to do?’ Tate asks suddenly. ‘What was it he wrote, in that notebook? Give it to the world.’

They all absorb this in silence.

‘I wonder,’ Westby says. ‘His briefcase was stashed in the attic, wasn’t it? And so was this text.’

Tate nods. ‘Whatever he was trying to do, he failed. But I think we’d have a chance. Not like things can get much worse for us, at this point.’

‘So . . . we’re doing this?’ Briar asks.

Westby looks at Tate. Tate nods. Bastian does too; less in agreement, more in acknowledgement.

An actual shiver runs down Briar’s spine at the magnitude of the moment, the ridiculous fact of a bunch of eighteen-year-olds - and Orpheus - deciding the fate of the world around Eugenia’s kitchen table.

Westby laughs again, quietly. ‘Why not? What have we got to lose, except everything?’

When Eugenia comes down the stairs, she takes a look at all their faces and says, ‘What are you doing now? Is it going to cost me my job?’

‘Um . . . yes, actually,’ says Briar. ‘I think it will.’

Eugenia sighs, her hands on her hips. ‘Well, it’s a good thing I’m sick of this shithole anyway. I’ll have to find another lawyer for my divorce, but I hate my lawyer.’

‘Divorce?’ Westby says hopefully.

‘West,’ says Tate. ‘You’re gay.’

‘Eugenia,’ Briar says, before they all annoy her so much she walks out on them, ‘we will leave, but when we do - do you think you could get to the attic?’ They explain their plan as quickly as possible.

Eugenia flicks her hair back over one shoulder and puts on her sunglasses; even Orpheus seems taken aback by her cool. ‘Avoid the lawn, okay? Keep your walkie on low, and don’t talk to strangers.’

The second the door closes, Westby says wistfully, ‘I wish I’d slept in her bed.’ Tate pats him on the shoulder in consolation. ‘I could die happy, if only I’d slept in her bed.’






41 Hunted (for Sport)

Somebody has inexplicably given Alistair a megaphone.

The squeal of feedback is the first clue, and then Briar and the others go upstairs to Eugenia’s spare bedroom to risk peering through the curtains there, and discover that he’s standing up on the lawn with a crowd gathered around him. He’s too far away to make out any details except for the large, white bandage wrapped around his neck.

‘Today, we’re all running the gauntlet,’ he says, his voice tinny in the amplification, the sound bouncing off the walls of the nearby buildings. ‘Because there are people within our walls who wish to destroy everything we’ve worked for - who’ve been plotting, behind the scenes, to disrupt our way of life. Ruin our rituals. Try to make us back down. Now, they’ve taken things too far. A pip is dead.’ Briar can’t hear the response to this, but based on the movement of the crowd, they can imagine it. ‘But we won’t back down. We’re Templetonians. Our power is God-given, passed down for hundreds of years. It is our job to maintain order in a thankless world. Anyone who wants to act against this school has to go through me.’ He takes a panting breath, the megaphone squealing. ‘Scholars - renew the vow you made to Temple when you first entered these hallowed halls. Pips - now’s the chance to fucking prove yourselves. Your only task is to find and subdue Briar Jones, Tate Adams, Crispin Westby, Hadley Watson and . . . and Sebastian Wolfe.’

Briar can see scholars turning to each other, putting their heads together, muttering at this latest development. Maybe they’re afraid. Next to them, Bastian lets out a little huff of irritation.

‘Bring them to us and you’ll be richly rewarded,’ says Alistair. ‘And pips - any of you who help us bring these people to justice, for killing one of your own, will be exempt from the rest of the Trials, and ascend to scholarship immediately.’

‘He knows,’ Bastian says, livid. ‘That fucker. He knows, and he didn’t tell me. All those meetings with the board this term that he said I wasn’t senior enough to attend . . .’

‘Never fuck a fucker,’ Hadley says, very wisely.

The crowd on the lawn disperses in all directions, and Briar shifts back from the window, letting the curtain fall into place.

‘I think our best bet is the tunnels,’ says Tate. ‘Confusing as hell, but that could be to our advantage. Exit closest to the staff car park, and then we get in Genie’s car and floor it through the barrier.’

‘I don’t think that’s actually the sort of thing people do in real life,’ says Westby, and Tate shrugs.

‘Better plan?’

‘No.’

‘Then we’ll floor it through the barrier.’

‘We’re going to need a distraction,’ says Briar. ‘To even make it out of this house.’

Hadley side-eyes Bastian. ‘Wolfe,’ she says. ‘Think you could make something explode?’

Bastian crosses his arms and arches an eyebrow. ‘Apparently it’s almost all I do.’

Briar doesn’t like watching Bastian slip out of the back door alone, but he’s hardly an easy target, and he’s reclaimed his slightly blood-soaked cape to lend him a touch of anonymity as he crosses the grounds. Briar’s seen him Work before, telling an entire lawn full of scholars to avert their eyes, and succeeding.

They have a plan. He’ll be fine.

‘He’s fine,’ Hadley says, watching Briar linger by the back door. ‘Worry about yourself, and the Orphling.’

Orpheus, with the survival instincts of a lone duckling, has apparently decided that he’s coming with them all - which is sweet, if catastrophically misguided. ‘If things go south,’ Briar says to him, ‘just pretend you don’t know us, okay? Or that you . . . single-handedly tracked us down, and you were going to turn us in.’

They all wait by the front door, tensed for the signal - and then have to clap their hands over their ears when something detonates with such volume and intensity that Eugenia’s window cracks, one pane divided neatly into two.

‘Jesus,’ says Hadley. ‘It’s like having the key for the nuclear codes.’

Westby is aghast when they see that it’s the library that’s taken the brunt of Bastian’s distraction, every beautiful Gothic window now lying shattered on the lawn. But Bastian knows what he’s doing. The risk of a threat to precious texts is enough to draw a crowd - and in the chaos and confusion, Briar and the others are able to make a break for it.

The tunnel entrance is perhaps only twenty or thirty feet away. It feels like a marathon as they run, exposed, but once they’re inside, it’s almost worse; the walls seem to close in, a bottleneck, no chance of escape until they reach the first fork and choose a direction on a whim. Briar’s heart pounds so hard and fast, it feels more like a hum. They’re rabbits in a burrow, prey, waiting to be discovered teeth-first by the snarling jaws of the loyal scholars.

When they do run into someone, it’s a group of pips travelling in a pack, quick to scream when they find themselves face to face with their quarry.

Hadley almost sounds kind when she says, ‘Why don’t you try that way?’ and sends them happily off down the tunnel, none the wiser.

They turn at another fork, then through a small cavern. Briar’s almost sure they glimpse ancient restraints on the stone wall before they move on, rusted chains now dangling and impotent, but it’s not worth dwelling on.

‘I think . . . I think we’re under Eden,’ Tate gasps, as they run. ‘So that means—’

‘Stop right there.’ Two cloaked Mons are blocking their path. Briar comes to a sudden and complete stop; Hadley’s still moving, and is about to say something when Tate, glued to the spot just like Briar, says, ‘Relax.’

It’s Ease - but more powerful than Briar’s ever seen it. One of the scholars bends at the waist, sways like he’s being crushed by a hydraulic press, and ends up slumped against the wall, brows smoothed with the comfort of easy dreams.

Briar had absolutely no idea that Tate had it in him.

‘Run,’ Hadley says to the Mon still standing. He doesn’t move, but Briar can tell he’s fighting the urge, fighting Hadley’s Conduct with his own. If he succeeds, they might be in trouble.

‘Is that you, Crossby?’ Westby says. His tone is almost conversational. ‘Did you get the new edition of Heritage Railway? Exciting stuff about that recommissioned loco.’

This is baffling - but what’s even more confusing is that the Mon, Crossby, says, ‘Yes, and did you see - they’ve reopened the southern valley line, now that they’ve finished those landslip repairs.’

‘I didn’t, actually.’

‘Oh! I’ll go and get it for you.’

And he actually does, happily leaving his associate slumped against the dark wall of the tunnel.

‘What the hell was that?’ Briar asks, and Westby taps his nose, looking pleased.

‘Attention,’ says Westby. ‘I use it to lock in, when I’m studying. Very effective when aimed at a pre-existing fixation, and he’s always talking to Miller about bloody steam trains.’

They keep running.

After just a few hundred yards, Briar holds out an arm to stop the others. They can feel something very familiar in the air: a hot, resonant hum, an invisible wave that’s fizzing against their skin and rattling their molars.

‘Can you feel that? It’s Bastian.’

They’d never been able to sense it before, but now they understand something of the Work, it’s like static on Briar’s radio.

‘Honestly,’ Hadley hisses. ‘One shag and you’ve supernaturally imprinted on each other.’

‘I think we’re nearly there,’ says Tate. ‘It feels . . . lighter, that way. Don’t you think?’

Briar does, but they can’t leave. Not if Bastian might be down here, when he’s supposed to be up there, waiting.

Hadley jerks her head towards the exit. ‘I’m not dying down here for Sebastian Wolfe.’

‘I can’t leave him. Can you . . . ? Take the keys. Start the car.’ Briar tosses them to her and she catches them.

‘Will you be all right on your own?’ Tate asks, and Hadley snorts.

‘Get fucked, Adams. Come on, pip.’

But Orpheus shakes his head, sticking stubbornly to Briar’s side.

‘Fine. It’s your funeral.’

Briar takes a deep breath, and follows the feeling.

The tunnel wall on their right gives way from thick-packed dirt to rock, and then the rock begins to thin in places, pockmarked with small holes, letting out the noise of people talking. They all keep going, stepping carefully, until they reach a gap just big enough to spy through; Briar puts their eye to it and discovers a small cave, about the same size as the one that had held the chalice full of class A drugs.

Inside this one, a group of older scholars - half caped, half not - are standing in a tight circle around somebody obscured from view, every one of them rigid with concentration, muttering. Alistair is there, smoking a cigarette with affected calm, a spot of blood showing through the bandage at his neck.

‘They’ve got Bastian,’ Briar whispers to Tate, the words leaden in their mouth.

Alistair takes the cigarette from his mouth and says, ‘Why don’t you tell me where they are?’

Bastian almost sounds amused when he says, ‘Get fucked, Alistair.’

A jolt of surprise ripples around the room, and Alistair says, ‘He shouldn’t be able to do that, you shirking fucking hacks. Concentrate.’

Briar shifts along, very carefully, until they have a view of Bastian in profile, kneeling on the wet stone of the floor like an unwilling sacrifice.

‘I really can’t understand why you’d throw it all away like this,’ Alistair says, turning back to Bastian with something almost pleading in his tone. ‘I mean, fuck, Bastian - we were so close. A couple more weeks, and you would have had everything.’

‘Not everything,’ says Bastian.

‘Oh, please don’t tell me this is all about Briar Jones,’ Alistair says scathingly. ‘A freak with a hero complex you haven’t seen for seven fucking years. Do you think Briar is actually going to want you, knowing everything you’ve done here? Of course not. But we do. I do. You were nothing when you came here, pathetic - nobody. Your father’s little dud. Everyone thought I was insane for talking to you. But I saw your potential. You belong with the people who understand. We’ve ruled this place with an iron fist, and next . . . it’s the whole world. Ours. To play with, to break. We can do whatever the fuck we want.’

Briar winces. They need Bastian to know that Alistair’s wrong, that it’s not true - that he’s never been nothing - but it turns out, they don’t need to say anything at all.

‘D’you know what I’ve realised recently?’ Bastian says, almost conversationally, with an undercurrent of danger in his voice. He gets to his feet, and the scholars around him jerk back in shock. Clearly, this is yet another thing that he’s not supposed to be able to do. ‘The Work gives back what you put in - we all know that, they drill it into us from the very first day we arrive. But people like you, Alistair, always think things will work out in their favour. Because . . . well, because I suppose they usually do. But I didn’t think that, when I arrived here. I was so scared. I thought I was going to die. So when I took the pledge, I gave it absolutely everything I had. I recited it all day, every day. I dreamed it. Because I could so easily imagine how I’d fall through the cracks in a place like this, and I needed something to cling onto.’

‘Right, right, whatever,’ Alistair says, waving his cigarette hand. ‘You’re a thaumaturgical genius, the rest of us can only bow in supplication to such enormous power. Is there a point to this speech?’

‘If you’d been paying any attention,’ Bastian says, ‘it might have occurred to you that I was so powerful because I was so miserable. That’s when I’m at my strongest. When I’m feeling something. Because that’s what I fed into the Work, when I was at my lowest. And that maybe . . . it might be an exceedingly bad idea to piss me off?’

Alistair frowns back at him, the cigarette burnt to a stub at the end of his fingers.

Bastian raises his arms in the slightest of shrugs. ‘You always have suffered from a terrible lack of imagination.’

The wide sheet of rock above their heads begins to shake.

The scholars who have Bastian encircled stop concentrating on him at all; they’re looking up at the ceiling uneasily, exchanging glances, waiting for Buck’s next instruction. Instead, Bastian says ‘Go,’ and without hesitation they all run for the exit, sprinting right past Briar and the others without paying them any notice at all.

‘Now, kneel,’ Bastian says, his voice like death, taking a step towards Alistair, who fights with everything he has to stay upright before being forced to the ground by an invisible hand, letting out a wordless shout of pure rage.

The walls are still shaking. There’s water, too, a trickle shaken loose to a pour. Bastian doesn’t even seem to notice. He’s fixated on Alistair, his eyes twin chasms, an expression of malicious awe on his face as he considers his next move.

If this goes on for much longer, that ceiling is coming down.

Briar steps into the cavern and calls Bastian’s name.

He flinches, but he doesn’t look away; Alistair is red-faced, the veins in his throat standing out like cords pulled tight, shaking with strain.

‘Bastian,’ Briar says again. ‘Come on.’

‘I’m not done with him yet,’ Bastian says, his voice sounding very far away. He looks drunk on the fight, captivated by the justice of righteous violence. Briar knows how that feels. A natural, dangerous high.

It’s not worth dying - or killing - for.

‘Bastian,’ Briar says, touching his shoulder as loose rock patters down from the ceiling like deadly confetti. ‘Please.’

The press of Briar’s palm is enough to get him to turn around.

His silvering hair rings his face wildly, like a halo - but the expression in his black eyes is the furthest thing from angelic Briar’s ever seen.

‘Come with me,’ they say. ‘I can’t go without you.’

Bastian blinks, and his pupils contract somewhat, Alistair exhaling sharply on the ground like someone’s just relieved him of a very heavy weight.

‘Okay,’ Bastian says. The shaking of the earth stills. ‘Okay. Yes. Let’s go.’

Alistair watches them from the floor, still unable to get up, furious and disbelieving as they file past him. ‘You’re making an enormous fucking mistake,’ he shouts, spittle frothing in the corners of his mouth, his eyes as wild as Briar’s ever seen them. Briar almost feels sorry for him. ‘You,’ he says, spotting Orpheus, ‘Pip. If you go with them, you’ll be nothing. Nothing.’

Orpheus stares down at him, and then draws himself up to his full, tiny height. ‘My name,’ he says, ‘is Orpheus.’

‘Poor fellow,’ whispers Westby, as they make for the next tunnel. ‘Name like that, he didn’t stand a chance.’

The library is on fire.

‘What did you do?’ Briar says, as they emerge above ground to see black smoke seeping across the summer sky, blotting out the light in a strange blue eclipse.

‘I don’t know,’ says Bastian. ‘I might have hit something . . . gas.’

‘Gas,’ says Westby. ‘God, I hope they get the books out in time. I can’t do the library of Alexandria all over again. I don’t have it in me.’

Briar fumbles for the walkie. ‘Eugenia, it’s me. Do you have them?’

The reply comes almost immediately, like Eugenia’s been waiting. ‘Yes. And your horrible friend. But we’ve got trouble coming. Either I get them out now, or we might not get them out at all.’

‘Go,’ Briar says. ‘We’ll be fine.’

The channel fills with static, and then there’s one last beep. ‘I knew I hired you for a reason, Briar Jones.’

‘I think she’s already taken the car,’ Briar says to the others. ‘So we’ve got to run.’

‘I’m not running,’ Bastian says, aghast.

‘You were the junior county record holder in the 5k!’

‘That,’ Bastian says gravely, ‘was a very long time ago.’

A tiny scholar spots them from across the lawn, raises his arm to point; Tate whips around, Working, and the kid is unconscious before he can hit the ground. He won’t be the last - there are shouts coming from all directions now, those not mustering to gawk at the fire still on the hunt.

‘I can take them,’ Bastian says, eyes scanning as the scholars begin to converge; when Westby claps him on the shoulder, he looks completely taken aback and slightly affrighted.

‘You’re good, Wolfe, but you’re not that good. I’m afraid we’re running for it. Welcome to the side of the losers. You’ll get used to it.’

Briar bends to help Orpheus onto their back, and then they all take off in the direction of the staff exit, their one advantage the fact that not a single scholar on campus has ever conceived of a faculty car park. Bastian was right; he’s no longer a particularly good runner, but it makes sense to have him taking the rear as the scholars gain on them.

The security gate is unmanned, the guard temporarily drawn by the fire, but he’s sprinting back to his post as they approach, and Briar’s heart sinks as he turns to them, his mouth working, something illegal and taser-shaped in his hand.

‘Shit,’ they say, turning to the others, to Bastian - to anyone with enough power to get him to drop his weapon.

But they don’t need the Work. Ben, the groundskeeper, comes barrelling around the corner - spots Briar, the others, the gate - and keeps going until he knocks the security guard bodily into the grass.

‘Thanks Ben,’ Briar shouts. Ben leans into the booth and slams his fist on the release button, and then just gives them a slightly embarrassed, breathless wave, like he’s hoping Briar won’t make too much of a fuss about it.

They duck under the gate as it’s opening and then they’re on the road; the gentle swell of the hill is ahead of them, and Briar knows that at the top, they’ll find phone signal. Behind them, Bastian pauses briefly, and they hear the gate crashing back to the ground.

Hadley is waiting for them. It seems to take an age to get to her, all of them struggling to breathe, and when they finally reach her, Tate collapses to the ground while Hadley digs in his pocket for his phone.

‘Where’s Eugenia?’

‘I told her to go,’ Hadley says, tapping so violently it’s a wonder the screen doesn’t break. All those hours of furious texting are finally coming to fruition. ‘It was a miracle she got out with school stuff in her car, I didn’t want her to wait around and push it. Are you signed into his account?’

‘Yep,’ Tate says, closing his eyes and leaning back on his heels, letting her work.

His father, motivational speaker and the inventor of the best industrial wet vac in the business, over a million followers, is unknowingly about to break the biggest story the world has ever seen.

Briar’s phone buzzes in their pocket. Signal.

It’s such a small movement, the press of an invisible button; Hadley’s thumb moves, the post is sent, the video they filmed reading the pledge in Eugenia’s hallway shared, and absolutely nothing changes. The sky is still thick with cloying summer clouds; the hill still quiet but for the wheat whispering around them; Tate still doubled over, threatening to vomit.

But everything’s about to be so different.

Down on the road, a car horn honks three times in quick succession.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ Eugenia yells up at them, ‘I’ve been driving around in circles like a mad woman waiting for you, and you are playing on a hill? I have a boot full of stolen books and I am not about to die for them. Get in the car, ilíthioi.’

They stumble down the hill, Orpheus almost falling completely until Hadley catches him by the sleeve and yanks him along with her.

Hand on the truck door, Briar takes one last look at Temple: the chimneys just visible over the treeline, the fence that kept them at bay for so many years, the black smoke threatening to destroy it all. It seems utterly diminished, all its splendour already burnt up. So much poison has dripped through it, passed from grandfather to father to son. Maybe that’s why it’s so easy to turn away - or maybe it’s simply that Briar knows, now, that there could be so many more extraordinary things waiting beyond its walls than have ever taken place inside them.

‘Briar motherfucking Jones,’ Eugenia shouts.

Briar gets into the car.






42 An Extant Form of Magic

Briar is very against second homes on principle, but there’s no denying how useful it is that Westby’s family has a rarely used cottage in Norfolk by the sea, purchased by a holding company for nefarious tax reasons, with a very large security gate and unbroken views of the ocean from every southerly window.

It’s whitewashed, with blue shutters and driftwood sculptures in the garden. Westby seems to regard it as some sort of hovel.

‘I like your theory,’ he says to Bastian one afternoon, when they’ve been at Colby Cottage for a few days and nobody has come to kill them yet. ‘About how you got so terribly strong, I mean.’

Bastian has not been adjusting particularly well to Briar’s friends. He twitches every time they brush past him or reach over him, like he’s not used to people taking such liberties, and stares at anybody who offers him a cup of tea for a while before accepting the offer. As none of them are scholars of Temple any more, it seems they can look him in the eye. He’s not a fan.

Now, as they sit in the snug, a perfectly proportioned room in sunny shades of burnt orange arranged around a wood-burning stove, he watches Westby warily; academic theorising is one of the only places they can meet on solid ground.

‘Because that’s the thing, isn’t it? “As long as he is willing to give his utmost in return.” Most of us say that once and pretty much forget about it. But you didn’t. You gave it your utmost, for entirely innocent reasons, no designs on power at all - and in return, you got so much you don’t know what to do with it. I wonder if it’s replicable.’ He turns the page of the text he’s reading. ‘Probably not.’

It’s far from a theoretical question. The notifications on Tate’s phone are coming so thick and fast that at one point he panicked and put it in the freezer.

After they’d painstakingly recorded readings of the first few Workings - Healing from Briar’s text, Inquiry from the stolen first-year books - and uploaded them with no small amount of hesitation, the next step has been Westby’s lecture series; they’ve been spending hours every day filming study guides and introductions to thaumaturgy. If Briar has to hear Westby say, ‘Hello all, and welcome back to our little corner of the internet,’ one more time, they’re going to throw Tate’s phone off the upper deck.

It hadn’t been clear if it would take, at first. Perhaps nobody would care. Perhaps they wouldn’t be able to Work, without the texts right in front of them. Half the people watching think it’s a joke, or a scam, or some grand conspiracy theory - but the other half are obsessed, can already Work, albeit amateurishly, and are devouring the videos faster than Tate can upload them. Briar’s mum called, completely frantic, when she discovered on the news that a warrant had been put out for their arrest, Temple scrambling to get ahead of the story - but this was quickly superseded by videos of junior doctors performing actual magic, and since then, with a speed that’s frightened them all, Westby has become something of an oracle.

This seems to be why nobody has come to murder them in their beds. It’s too late; Pandora’s box already cracked wide open, and with Westby as the very public face of thaumaturgy, there’s no way to get rid of him quietly. The world is watching. Not even Bastian could wipe his face from the minds of everyone who’s searched ‘magic is real???’ in the past few hours alone.

When they’re not recording, they pore over the texts Eugenia rescued from the attic, Bastian and Westby leading the charge. Some of them are duds, or damaged beyond recognition - but some of them are so extraordinary that they almost trump Healing.

Defence, which seems to act as a sort of shield against malignant forces, both ordinary and magical. Plenty, which purports to be able to strengthen harvests and redouble a flow of fresh water. After discovering that one - a variation of the exact Working Westby’s been trying to write into existence for years - he had become so overwhelmed he’d taken off his jumper and run directly into the sea.

They bicker over these names, although that mostly seems pointless now. The Working, the Work, thaumaturgy. Kay calls, and says that everybody on social media has just been calling it magic. Briar studies every day, feeling like they’ll never catch up. It’s okay. It still feels like a miracle, being able to do it at all.

In all the madness, there’s still one more question they need answered.

On the fourth day, they climb into a tiny, anonymous hire car with Tate and drive the fifty miles to Winterton-on-Sea. Eugenia’s car is no longer available to them - nor is Eugenia, who dropped them off and then sped away, saying something about spending some time abroad.

It’s easy enough to find Mr Grayson’s address with just a gentle application of Inquiry on Tate’s part. Briar wonders how long it’ll be until that stops being possible; if eventually, many Workings will cease to function, the world filled with too much knowledge.

They know now that thaumaturgy won’t be completely gone, even then. Based on Westby’s experimentation after Bastian burned his hand on the stove attempting porridge, Healing seems to work just fine on scholars who’ve already studied it. Plenty doesn’t require a targeted scholar at all.

They pull up outside a small house with a garden that leads straight down to the beach, and when they knock, a man in his sixties answers with a cat in one hand and a watering can in the other.

‘Hello,’ he says. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Hi, Mr Grayson. Sorry to turn up like this, I hope you don’t mind. We just wanted to ask you about your . . . friend,’ Briar says. ‘Robert Parker.’

‘Oh.’ Mr Grayson looks taken aback before he shrugs, then gestures for them to follow him. ‘You can come with me, I’m just watering my delphiniums. Call me Pete, I can’t stand being Mr Grayson, he sounds like an accountant or something.’

They both follow him around the side of the house and into the garden, where he deposits the fat tabby cat on the grass and begins to water. Behind him, the sea is choppy, white caps flashing across the horizon. ‘What can I help you with, then?’

‘We understand that . . . Mr Parker went missing, in the nineties,’ says Tate. ‘And we think we know why.’

‘You do, do you?’

‘Do you know what he did for a living?’ Briar asks.

‘No.’ The watering can tilts, pausing the flow. ‘He said sales, but I didn’t believe him. He told me it was better if I didn’t know. That it would keep me . . . safe. I always assumed he was probably a spy.’

Briar doesn’t even know where to begin.

‘Do you watch the news?’ they say, and they go from there.

When Pete has made tea for everyone, and that tea has gone cold on the kitchen table in front of them, he wipes his eyes and says, ‘A few people came around, at the start. Said they were some kind of special . . . police force. Investigating. And I wanted it investigated, so I let them in, and they had a look around, asked me some questions and left. It was strange, though, more like an interrogation than anything else, mostly about Rob’s work. I knew nothing, and I told them that, and they seemed happy enough. Well, actually, annoyed, like I’d wasted their time. Years later, though, I was clearing out the attic and I found he’d been stashing something up there. It was in a sort of . . . hidden compartment, I only noticed because the hinges had gone.’

He fetches the stepladder, and Briar holds the base for him as he clambers up into the eaves, rummaging for a bit and swearing under his breath before he comes back down holding a single notebook, the Temple crest embossed on the front.

‘Here we are,’ he says, setting it down in the living room. ‘Couldn’t make head nor tail of it, but I kept it anyway. Kept all his things. Maybe you can make sense of some of that.’

Briar opens the notebook, and finds the single page of writing there . . . incomprehensible. It’s like trying to read the Work again for the first time; not only do the letters not form words, they hurt Briar’s brain.

‘I can’t read it,’ they say, handing the notebook to Tate.

Tate glances at the writing, then frowns. ‘What do you mean, you can’t read it?’

‘It’s like . . . gibberish.’

‘No it’s not,’ Tate says slowly. ‘It just says, south-east wall, second tree from the left, under the beach roses.’

‘It does?’ Pete sits up straighter in his chair. ‘Well, I know exactly where that’ll be.’

They bring the notebook with them into the garden, Pete leading the way.

‘Did you read that Working we found?’ Tate asks Briar quietly. ‘In his office, in the locked drawer? The one Westby said sounded like . . . a key?’

‘No,’ Briar says. ‘I didn’t.’

They find the spot, and then Pete has to fetch a spade. Briar offers to dig, but he insists on doing it himself, pausing every few swings to catch his breath and mop his brow.

Eventually, he hits something hollow. He does let Briar help him haul out the small trunk, and then they open it right there on the lawn.

Inside, there’s an ancient ring-bound folder, slightly warped from damp. There are documents, too, headed with the Temple school crest. Briar hands half of them to Tate and starts leafing through their stack. The contents are damning.

Requests and demands, addressed to the headmaster. Blatant insider trading. Blackmail. Vast sums of money on offer to solve legal and political problems that need to be waved away with the help of thaumaturgy.

Tate lets out a whistle. ‘How the hell did he get these out?’

‘He was going to ruin them,’ Briar says, trying to show Tate a letter from a previous Prime Minister, begging a quick and deeply unethical favour.

‘Briar,’ Tate says, not looking up from his sheets. ‘I think this is . . .’ He hands over a short, typed list of around twelve names, a date next to each one. It’s been carefully stapled to a hand-drawn map of the school campus. The woods and the graveyard are dotted with crosses, marking the spot - and beside each cross is a carefully inked set of initials.

It looks to Briar very much like a map of people who never made it out of the Temple grounds.

‘Yeah,’ they say uneasily. Who are these people? Staff? Scholars, who’d never made it home to their parents? ‘I think you’re right.’

There’s a letter at the bottom of the box, the handwriting now familiar. Briar and Tate read it together.


If you’re reading this, I hope we meet on common ground. I have not yet found anyone sympathetic to my cause within Temple school, though I continue to search, but if this letter has reached you, then we must either be enemies or comrades. I hope to God we’re the latter – that I told you where to look, that a friendly hand held the key. That a friend is with me now. I can’t do this alone. Nor can you.

I have reason to suspect that thaumaturgy, the Work we do at Temple, is being kept from the world by nefarious means, although I have not fully unravelled that secret. Furthermore – I believe the historic board of governors conspired to conceal the existence of a type of practical thaumaturgy contained within so-called ‘lost texts’. These, I began to uncover in hidden and forgotten places within the school itself, over many years. Such is the hubris of Temple – they cannot conceive of anybody within their walls betraying them, or, indeed, of any scholar venturing into a junk room on anything less than pain of death.

I can no longer tolerate this stain upon my conscience.

I have been able to retrieve the documents enclosed by pushing the very limits of my own power against security forces at the school, but alas, I have begun to attract suspicion from other members of the faculty, and so the texts have remained in situ. Their suspicion could prove fatal. I will make one last attempt, but I know my cause might already be lost. If I am not dead, then I am likely to be untethered, my memories lost to me. If you are a friend, please continue my fight. Force their hands. Burn it all down.

I have dedicated myself to the study of Inquiry as best as I can; I can only hope it fortifies me against their interrogation, when it comes. I have one last trick up my sleeve, should it come down to it. I’d like to see them try to get answers from a mind that’s self-destructed.

Please tell Pete that I love him, and I’m sorry. I hope he understands why I kept him safe in ignorance. If you can, keep the wolves from his door.

Robert Parker

July 17th, 1998



Briar hands the letter to Pete with a shaking hand. He frowns at it, scrabbles in his pocket for his reading glasses, reads the first line - then walks a few paces away, to read the rest of the contents in peace.

‘Robert fucking Parker,’ says Tate. ‘What a guy.’

‘Do you think he’s . . . ?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Tate, glancing over at Pete. ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

When Pete returns, he’s red-eyed as he says, ‘Well. I can’t thank you enough for coming. I spent so many years wondering . . . really, thank you. Do you think he might be out there, somewhere? Unable to come home?’

‘He might be,’ says Tate. ‘I wish we could help more, but . . . if he doesn’t know who he is, it’ll be hard for us to ever know.’ Pete nods bracingly. ‘Look, I’m sorry to ask this, but your friend—’

‘Partner,’ says Pete.

‘Your partner was trying to do something very brave, and I think, if you’ll let us take this with us . . . I think maybe we can finish the job for him.’

‘Well,’ says Pete, putting his hands on his hips and clearing his throat. ‘Yes. I think he’d like that. I think he’d like that very much.’

The news breaks a few days later, and they all gather around the tiny TV in the snug to watch. Helicopter aerials over Temple, fleets of police cars and ambulances.

It was hard to get anybody to believe them. Everyone’s confused right now, trying to separate what they thought was fiction from this new reality - but eventually, Tate found a police detective willing to listen. He’d warned them what they might come up against, and Briar had imagined the board at the gate ready to talk the police out of entering, even hordes of scholars lining the battlements, prepared for war - but instead of being a last bastion of the old world order, the authorities arrive at Temple to find it deserted.

It’s eerie, watching the helicopter footage of the wrecked library, a hole in the roof so large that you can see part of a sofa and piles of partly burned books beneath. The lawns, empty. No smoke piping from those ancient chimneys.

‘Where the hell is everybody?’ Bastian says, leaning in closer.

‘Gone home to their estates, I’d imagine,’ says Westby. ‘Burned the records and got the hell out of dodge. Harder to track everyone down and mete out punishment, if they’re scattered.’

Tate snorts. ‘So much for vows, and the Templetonian fraternal spirit.’

‘Ha! This is the Templetonian spirit. We’re all in this together, as long as it benefits us, and the second it doesn’t - every man for himself.’

Eugenia sends a text, inexplicably in all caps. The way it’s delivered implies that she might be abroad. SAFE. DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT THE BODIES. YOU NAILED THOSE FUCKERS.

They start finding human remains straight away, an enormous operation combing every inch of the grounds, and Briar is surprised that they cry alone at their laptop as photos of the dead fill their screen. They cry again, later, when the search seems complete and Robert Parker’s name stays safely off the list of victims, and they pick up the phone to find Pete imbued with new purpose on the other end of the line.

One week since they left Temple, tempers are fraying. Orpheus has been returned to his mother, dropped off at the end of her lane like stolen goods, but the house is still too small for all five of them; it’s very nice, tall ceilings and underfloor heating, but there are only two bedrooms, so Hadley sleeps on the sofa downstairs and gripes at anyone who wakes her too early in the morning, and bitches when Westby leaves his wet laundry to dry on the rail by the fire.

‘That’s what it’s for,’ he keeps insisting, when she’s furiously removed yet another pair of his dripping pants.

Pressure is mounting on him to return home for his father’s funeral; nobody’s sure exactly how safe this will be, with an entire extended family of thaumaturges waiting to receive him, but the fact that they haven’t stormed the cottage yet is a good sign. The board have gone silent, but that doesn’t mean they’re going to let this go unanswered.

Briar often finds Westby sitting by himself, caught in the claws of grief, but when they ask if he wants to talk, he just says, ‘That’s all right, Jones. Same liver, new eagles.’

‘We will come with you, though,’ Hadley says one evening, as they sit down to eat an uninspired dinner of instant noodles. She’s been uncharacteristically kind of late, although it clearly pains her. Briar supposes she’s trying to make amends. They don’t exactly trust her, but they think they can sort of understand her.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t put you through all that again,’ Westby says irritably. ‘You know. My mother, the uncles. An entire clan who might be set on murdering us. Golf.’

‘West,’ Tate says seriously, ‘I would suffer a thousand uncles for you. A million uncles.’

‘Good,’ says Westby, ‘because if you come, you certainly will.’

They’ve all been wearing Westby’s family’s clothes, whole wardrobes of spares packed away in plastic, Hadley speechless with delight when she discovered a hidden T-shirt of West’s that reads BIGGEST SLUT AT THE ANTIQUES STORE that she’s now refusing to take off.

It’s very unnerving seeing Bastian standing in the kitchen each morning drinking his chamomile tea, wearing corduroys and a classic Westby cardigan. Briar feels painfully soft whenever they catch a glimpse of him, unaware he’s being watched, sitting out on the deck with his eyes on the sea, or caught in a thought as he reads by the fire. The loss of Temple has hit him the hardest; he doesn’t seem to know who to be without it.

The constant tension of such close quarters is getting to him most of all. Having seen the consequences of his stronger emotions, the way the lamps begin to rattle when he’s approaching his limit, it’s a good thing that Briar is so attuned to his mood they can usually head things off at the pass.

This morning, as Hadley and Westby launch into another argument about the offensiveness of the smell of wet cotton, Briar catches Bastian’s eye and jerks their head towards the exit, and they both pull on their shoes and slip out of the back door, crunching down the stone path until they reach the security gate, and then out onto the beach.

It’s relatively empty despite the good weather, the floods of bucket-toting families and day trippers favouring a different stretch of coast. Bastian and Briar have been taking a lot of walks like this, just the two of them, in the cool summer mornings and late at night, their shoulders always close enough to touch.

‘My father’s been trying to call me,’ Bastian says grimly, shoving his hands in his pockets as he walks. His hair is tucked behind his ears, and with the addition of an argyle jumper, he looks sweetly benign and utterly miserable.

‘Are you going to talk to him?’

‘No,’ says Bastian. ‘What’s the point? I’m a disappointment. I could have raised the family to new heights, instead I ruined his life. What’s new? He ruined mine a long time ago.’

‘Good for you,’ says Briar. It’s new for Bastian, talking about his childhood like this, and his time at Temple; sometimes, on these walks, it all unspools out of him until his voice is hoarse.

They come to a stop at a big driftwood sculpture of a wrecked ship, so large and sturdy you can use it as a bench, and sit down side by side, Bastian scuffing his shoe in the pebbles.

‘I think Alistair tried to call me from his family’s house,’ he says roughly. ‘The number looked familiar.’

‘You didn’t pick up?’

‘No. I don’t have anything to say to him.’ Bastian sighs. ‘They’ll have all closed ranks around him. His family, his lawyers. Feels hypocritical to say that he should be in prison, because - well, so should I. But I hate that he’ll never face any consequences for killing that girl.’

‘I know.’ Despite the Temple raid, there have been no actual arrests. Good Templetonians always cover their tracks. ‘He’ll know what he did, though.’

‘He doesn’t care. He’ll find a way to rationalise it. He always did.’ He kicks another pebble, then frowns. ‘Watson came and found me last night and brought me wine,’ he says, sounding very troubled by the whole ordeal. ‘What’s her angle?’

‘Begrudging respect. Shared ex-boyfriend. A lot of guilt. And Westby told her not to open it if she couldn’t finish it, because it was expensive and nobody else was drinking red.’

‘Adams keeps being nice to me, too.’

‘I think he likes you.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘Okay, well, I’m not.’ Briar squints fondly at him. ‘I know you don’t want them to forgive you—’

‘I don’t.’

‘But sometimes,’ Briar continues, ‘people do it anyway. Horribly selfish, I know.’

‘Shut up,’ says Bastian, but he leans into Briar’s shoulder with a heavy sigh. ‘Does it sound . . . absurd, if I tell you it was easier being loathed? Knowing that people hated me, thinking that you . . . well, that at least I knew where I stood.’

‘No,’ Briar says. ‘I think it’s comforting sometimes, to put yourself in a role and go, yeah, this is me.’ Aggressor and victim; hero and villain. ‘But that’s not how life works, is it?’

‘No,’ Bastian says. ‘And you . . . you still . . . ?’

He seems to be waiting, constantly, for the other shoe to drop; for Briar to decide that actually, they’ve made a mistake, they’re not in love with him at all. Briar can’t blame him. All they can do is be there, day after day, in the hope that eventually their love becomes so mundane to him that he stops watching it like a horse about to bolt.

‘Yep,’ they say. ‘I still love you.’

Bastian pulls away, embarrassed, retreating into himself; but when Briar kisses him, he makes a pleased noise, and decides to stay.

It’s hard to remember, on a day like this that promises to be soaringly blue, with salt spray on the breeze and Hadley’s reluctantly vegetarian brunch cooking in the oven, that this is just a moment to catch their breaths. Briar’s not stupid enough to believe that the thaumaturges out there who hold them responsible for the fall of society can be kept at bay forever, even with Bastian and the public on their side.

But right now they feel like they could live here forever, caught between the mistakes of the past and an uncertain future, hoping it can’t catch up to them as long as they keep their eye on the horizon and Bastian’s hand clutched tightly in theirs.

Things are about to get bigger. Louder. Yesterday Westby received one phone call from the actual Prime Minister, and a second from the president of Imperial College London. Very soon, they’re all going to have to make some real decisions.

For now, Briar is content to sit by the fire with their friends and watch them bicker and embrace, play chess and share texts, shout themselves hoarse and then cover each other up with blankets when one of them falls asleep on the sofa at the end of the night. They’ll keep holding Bastian steady, finding excuses to touch him whenever they can, never not thrilled when he tentatively touches them back.

Standing on the beach, a little battered by the wind as the waves keep on coming, Briar puts an arm around him, and he leans ever-so-slightly back into their embrace. In some ways, it’s easy; they did it a thousand times before, a lifetime ago, when they were different people. Now they get to try again.

And it might not be perfect, but it’s good.
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