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Chapter 1: The Star That Doesn’t Move

The Forge Annex had a line outside it now.

Not a long one. Four students, spaced along the corridor wall with the careful distance of people who didn’t want to be seen waiting together, each pretending to read a notice board or check a satchel that didn’t need checking. A second-year mage with a sealed elemental branch. A Sanctum girl whose secondary pathway had been clipped at enrollment. Two I didn’t recognize, both with the scholarship pin and the same hunted look I’d seen seven times in a single day at the end of last term and a hundred times since.

They went quiet when I came up the stairs.

That was the part I still hadn’t adjusted to. Six weeks ago, the worst class on the academy rolls walked these halls invisible, and now a corridor full of people stopped breathing when he appeared. The Annex stairwell smelled of cold stone and the waste yard out back and, under it, the warm metal smell of the workshop that I’d come to think of as home. I nodded to the four of them on my way past.

“Holt’s logging names,” I said. “Quietly. He’ll fit you in.”

“You’re not seeing anyone yourself today?” the mage asked. Hope and disappointment in the same sentence.

“Tomorrow. I read three crests yesterday and my nose started bleeding on the second one.” I said it plainly, because the plain version did more work than reassurance ever would. “I’m not a machine. I’m one person with one set of eyes, and the eyes have a budget. Holt will sort the order. Nobody who’s actually being harmed waits long.”

The mage nodded like I’d handed her a verdict. Maybe I had.

Inside, Holt sat at the front desk with a ledger and an expression I’d never seen on him in my first month here, when the Forge Annex Supervisor had been a lean, greying man counting down to a pension nobody believed he’d collect. He looked, today, like a man with a purpose he hadn’t asked for and wasn’t entirely sure he wanted. He had a list. He had a system. He had circles under his eyes.

“Four out there,” I said.

“I know. I’ve got nine names total.” He didn’t look up. “Garrick, I want to say something and I want you to actually hear it instead of doing the thing where your face goes still and you file me away for later.”

I sat on the corner of the desk. “I’m listening.”

“You can’t read all of them. Not at the pace they’re arriving.” He set the pen down. “Last term it was a trickle, scholarship kids who’d heard a rumor. This term it’s becoming a pilgrimage. You’re going to bleed yourself into the ground trying to be everyone’s truth-teller, and then you’ll be no use to anyone, including the ones who actually need a forge and not just a reading.”

“I know.”

“Then act like you know.” His voice gentled. “Triage. Like a field healer. You don’t treat the man with the splinter while the man with the open artery waits politely. I’ll sort the splinters. You save the eyes for the arteries.”

It was good advice and he knew it and I knew it, and the only thing wrong with it was that every one of those students out there felt like an artery to themselves, because being told your destiny was stolen does not come in degrees. But Holt had spent twenty years in the Annex watching the academy decide which people mattered. If anyone had earned the right to lecture me about not setting myself on fire, it was the man who’d quietly absorbed three administrative punishments last term for the crime of not turning me in.

“All right,” I said. “You triage. I’ll save the eyes.”

“Good.” He picked the pen back up. “Also there’s a smell coming from your half of the workshop and I’d like it to stop.”

“That’s Brennan.”

“It usually is.”

It was, in fact, Brennan.

I found him in the back, crouched over the central worktable in a posture I’d come to recognize as the Brennan Gale Special: butt in the air, nose six inches from something that was either a breakthrough or a fire hazard, red curls sticking out in every direction, a smear of grease across one freckled cheek. The smell was scorched copper and burnt sugar, which meant he’d been soldering near his snacks again. There was a half-eaten honey bun balanced on the edge of the anvil. The anvil. The two-hundred-year-old central node of an ancient Class Smith forge, and Brennan had put a pastry on it.

“Don’t move,” he said, without turning around. “I’m at the delicate part.”

“You’ve got a bun on the anvil.”

“The bun is load-bearing. Don’t touch the bun.”

Strung across the workshop ceiling, between the oath-metal inlays in the floor and the high cracked windows that looked out at the waste bins, was a web of copper wire and salvaged resonance components that hadn’t been there when I’d left last night. It looped from rafter to rafter, terminating in a central housing the size of a loaf of bread that pulsed with a soft, irregular light. The amplifier rig. He’d been building it since the end of last term, scavenging Artificer components and Undercroft forge-metal, and apparently he’d decided the only sensible install method was to turn the entire ceiling into a spider’s nest while I slept.

“Brennan.”

“I know what you’re going to say.” He straightened, finally, and turned around, and the pride on his face was the open, undefended kind that made it impossible to be annoyed with him. “You’re going to say it looks like a deathtrap. And to the untrained eye, it does. Here’s the part you’ll like.” He swept an arm at the ceiling. “Last term, the amplifier rig sat in a box because every time I powered it up it tried to draw resonance from your crest and gave you a headache. So I hung it from the rafters and grounded it through the oath-metal floor instead. Now it borrows from the forge, not from you. You stand on the center spoke, it boosts your Class Sight maybe a third again, and your nose stays inside your face. Theoretically.”

“Theoretically.”

“There’s always a theoretically.” He retrieved the honey bun from the anvil and took a bite, entirely at peace. “I haven’t tested it on a person because the only person it’s calibrated to is you and I wasn’t going to risk your brain without your permission. I’m a bad influence, not a monster.”

That was the thing about Brennan. Under the snack wrappers and the grease and the cheerful self-deprecation, there was a mind that had quietly solved a problem I hadn’t even told him I had, which was that I was the only bottleneck in the entire operation and bottlenecks broke. The academy had stamped his Artificer class “failed” and slotted him into the Annex to be forgotten. The academy had a real talent for that.

“Show me later,” I said. “Carefully.”

“Carefully is my middle name.”

“Your middle name is Aldous.”

“Carefully Aldous Gale.” He grinned. “It’s got a ring to it.”

The morning had a rhythm to it. The forge-cold settled into warmth as the resonance lamps woke up, the comfortable knowledge that everything that mattered was within these walls, and Brennan was halfway through explaining why his middle name had a ring to it when a bell rang across the campus that wasn’t the class bell.

It was a deeper sound, slow and ceremonial, the kind of bell the academy only rang for visiting dignitaries and tribunal sessions and the rare official ceremony. I’d heard it exactly once, at the placement ceremony on my first day, when a test crystal cracked in my hand and the careful invisible life I’d planned to live cracked with it.

Brennan and I looked at each other.

“That’s the procession bell,” he said. The honey bun had stopped halfway to his mouth. “Somebody important just came through the gate.”

We went to look. So did everyone else.

The central courtyard was already crowded by the time we reached it. The fountain shaped like a crest in full awakening threw its water in glittering arcs, and around it, students from all five towers had gathered in the loose, gossiping cluster of people who’d abandoned whatever they were supposed to be doing because something was happening. The 312 stairs from the lower gate fed up into the courtyard, and a procession was climbing them.

I felt the crowd’s mood before I understood the cause of it. There was an excitement to it, the particular hunger nobles showed when power they recognized arrived, but under the excitement ran something colder. A few of the faculty at the courtyard’s edge had stopped talking, their faces emptying of the easy academy boredom. Octavia would have called it institutional memory: the body remembering a threat the mind had decided to forget.

The procession reached the top of the stairs.

There were six of them in slate-grey livery, marching in the precise formation of people who’d been drilled to move as a single object, and at their center walked a woman.

She was tall. That registered first, height worn like a verdict rather than an accident of growth. Straight-backed, unhurried, moving through a courtyard full of staring students with the absolute indifference of someone who had never once in her life needed to rush. Her hair was scraped back into a severe knot, and the color of it stopped me: not white like an old woman’s, not the warm silver-blonde of Isolde’s braid, but a colorless platinum, bloodless, the white of frost on a window or the inside of a shell. Drained of every warmth a color could hold.

Her eyes, when they swept across the courtyard, were pale grey. Flat. Cataloguing. They moved over the crowd like a Ledger Keeper’s hand over a filing drawer: not seeing people, sorting entries.

At her throat she wore a sigil. A circle of five points arranged in a star pattern. Fixed positions.

The Concord of Fixed Stars.

My hand found the oval class stone in my pocket. My mother’s stone. I turned it once between my fingers and made myself breathe.

“Who is that?” Brennan whispered.

I didn’t answer, because I didn’t have a name, only a shape, and the shape was what the Concord sent when suppression had to be done in person. They send a Class Examiner. An institutional authority with the power to audit, suppress, or shut down an academy. Caldran’s enforcer. The thing the Concord sends when private sabotage needs a public face.

She’d come faster than Thalia predicted. Weeks, possibly, Thalia had said. Months at most. The Concord doesn’t act hastily.

The Concord, apparently, had decided to make an exception.

A man hurried out from the faculty side of the courtyard to meet her, and the sight of him was its own small horror. Lord Provost Caldran. Silver hair swept back, dark registry robes immaculate, the seal pendant of his office on his chest. Six weeks ago I’d watched his tribunal collapse in front of three hundred people. He’d retreated to his darkened office and burned files while Thalia copied them faster than he could destroy them, and I’d allowed myself the dangerous luxury of thinking of him as a defeated man.

He did not look defeated now. He looked reinstated. He bowed to the platinum-haired woman with the precise depth of a man acknowledging a superior, and the smug satisfaction on his face curdled, even as I watched, into something more complicated. Because she barely looked at him. She let him bow, and she walked past him toward the center of the courtyard, and Caldran fell into step behind her like a dog who’d expected to be the master and discovered he was the leash.

The woman stopped at the fountain.

She turned, slowly, and addressed the courtyard. She did not raise her voice. That was the first thing I learned about her, before I knew her name: she did not raise her voice, and somehow everyone heard her anyway, because the crowd went silent to catch the words rather than the other way around.

“My name is Caelira Orent,” she said. “I am an Examiner of the Concord, here at the invitation of your Lord Provost to certify the Inter-Academy Descent. You will see a great deal of me over the coming weeks. I will try to be no more disruptive to your studies than my office requires.”

Polite. Courteous. The voice of a woman reading a kind note to a child.

“As it happens,” she continued, “a matter has been brought to my attention that I can address now, by way of introduction, so that you understand what an Examiner does.” Her pale eyes moved across the crowd and settled, without urgency, on a young man near the front. A second-year, Arcane Tower by his robes, fair-haired and broad and visibly nervous to have been chosen. “Master Pell. Not your house,” she added, with the ghost of acknowledgment toward Odran somewhere in the crowd, “a cousin. Come forward.”

The young man came forward. He didn’t seem to know why. Someone had told him to be here, I realized. This had been arranged.

“This young man,” Caelira said to the courtyard, “carries a Flame-Render class of unusual volatility. A concerned member of his house has petitioned the Concord, fearing for his safety and the safety of those around him. His class is unstable. Twice this term it has discharged without his intent. You may have heard the rumors.” A soft murmur through the crowd said they had. “The compassionate course, the safe course, is to fix what is broken. To still the storm before it harms the student carrying it.”

I went very still.

Because I’d been reading the student’s crest from the moment she named him, and there was nothing broken in it.

I let Class Sight settle, slow and quiet, holding the golden glow back so it didn’t flare too bright in my eyes. His crest sat over his sternum, visible to me as a luminous structure beneath the fabric, and it was not unstable. It was young. The Flame-Render line ran hot and fast and a little wild, as a powerful class runs in anyone still learning to hold it, but the architecture was clean. The branches were whole. The lines were true. He wasn’t a danger. He was an eighteen-year-old with a strong class and not enough training, which is the most ordinary thing in the world, and the cure for it is time.

A concerned member of his house, she’d said. I’d have bet my mother’s stone that the concerned member was a rival branch of the family, or a creditor, or a noble who wanted a strong young Flame-Render quietly removed from a board before he became a piece on it. I didn’t know the specifics. Class Sight didn’t give me specifics. It gave me structure, and the structure said: this is not a mercy. This is a murder dressed as one.

Caelira drew something from her belt.

It was a stylus. Slim, dark, longer than a writing tool, with a tip that caught the courtyard light wrong, the same odd snag oath-metal made, except oath-metal warmed and this did the opposite. Looking at it made the air feel thinner. I’d spent last term learning the warm, living language of the forge, and here was its grammar reversed: a tool that didn’t shape or repair or reveal. A tool that ended sentences.

“Hold still,” she told the young man. Not unkindly.

She set the tip of the stylus against his sternum, over the crest, and she sealed his class.

I saw the whole thing, because I couldn’t stop seeing it. Through Class Sight, the student’s clean young Flame-Render structure went rigid as the stylus touched it. A cold spread from the contact point, not the cold of temperature but the cold of stillness, frost crawling out along the living lines of his crest and freezing them where they stood. The branches stopped moving. The hot, wild, beautiful pulse of a powerful class went flat. Where my forge work clicked a broken bone back into alignment and the relief flooded through, this did the opposite: it took something whole and pressed it into a shape it could never grow out of. A class fixed. Permanently. The way a corpse is fixed.

The young man gasped. His knees buckled. The two slate-grey guards caught him under the arms before he could fall, holding him upright while his eyes went wide and wet and uncomprehending, and I watched an eighteen-year-old’s face register the absence of something he’d carried his whole conscious life. He didn’t have the words for it. He just knew, in the dumb animal way the body knows, that part of him had stopped.

“There,” Caelira said gently. “Safe now.”

And the nobles applauded.

Not all of them. But enough. A ripple of relieved, approving applause moved through the courtyard, the sound of people who’d been told a problem was solved and were grateful not to have to think about it. The student was led away, stumbling, between two guards. His class would never grow again. He would never again feel the thing he’d just lost. And the people around me clapped, because a kind woman had made the world a little tidier.

My stomach dropped through the courtyard stones.

This was the inverse. This was the exact, mirror inverse of everything I did. I found broken things and made them whole, and she found whole things and broke them, and we used the same word for it. Fix. I’d spent last term learning to say I can fix that as the kindest sentence I knew, and she’d just turned it into the cruelest one in the kingdom, and gotten applause for it.

I said nothing. I stood in the crowd with my jaw set and my face doing the still thing that Holt had complained about, and I said nothing, because there was nothing to say that wouldn’t end with me on the wrong side of that stylus before I was strong enough to do anything about it.

I filed it.

Caelira’s pale eyes finished their slow sweep of the courtyard, and they found me.

I don’t know how she picked me out. There was no reason to. I wore an Annex tunic in a courtyard full of duelists and mages; I was, by any reasonable accounting, the least important person present. But her gaze stopped on me like a filing hand on the one entry that’s out of order, and it held, for a moment too long to be accident. She didn’t smile. She didn’t nod. She simply noted me, one more entry among the rest, and then her eyes moved on as if I’d been catalogued and shelved.

She knew. Of course she knew. She’d come for me. The Descent was the box she’d come in.

“Garrick.” Brennan’s hand was on my arm. His voice had lost all its morning brightness. “Garrick, your eyes are doing the gold thing. People can see.”

I banked Class Sight down until the gold in my eyes stopped showing. The world dulled, but it did not go ordinary.

“We should go,” he said.

“In a moment.”

Because I was still reading the crowd. I kept reading anyway. Once the Sight was lit, the courtyard had become a catalogue of its own. Half these elite crests were tampered. I could see it everywhere, now that I knew what to look for: the false gold of inflated noble classes, the rust of suppressed scholarship branches, the surgical seams of alterations nobody had consented to. A courtyard full of people whose destinies had been quietly edited, applauding a woman who’d just edited one more.

And the only person present who could undo any of it had to stand in the crowd and clap along.

“Garrick.”

A different voice. Low, precise, very close to my ear, and I turned to find Thalia Corvain had appeared at my shoulder with her usual conjuror’s timing, out of the crowd, out of nowhere, a slim figure in fitted Veil Tower black with her jaw-length hair falling over one eye. She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at Caelira, and her olive-warm skin had gone a shade paler than usual, and one of her hands was pressed flat against her own lower back as if she’d pulled a muscle.

“We need to talk,” she said. “Not here.”

“What’s wrong?”

“My seam.” She said it very quietly, under the noise of the dispersing crowd, and there was something in her precise voice I’d almost never heard there: a crack of genuine fear, quickly sealed. “Whatever she’s carrying. That stylus. The wards her people set up overnight on the east wing. My false seam went cold the second she walked into the courtyard. It’s never done that. It pulled, Garrick, like it recognized her.”

I understood enough to be afraid for her in a new way. The alteration in Thalia’s crest, the false seam she’d carried for two years without consent, had recognized something in Caelira’s craft before either of us could name the full mechanism. The cold was the same family as the sealing stylus that had just frozen the student in the courtyard, one discipline handed quietly down through two centuries of careful cruelty.

The Concord was in the shape of both wounds. What that meant for Thalia’s seam would take a deeper read than either of us could risk in a courtyard.

“Tonight,” I said. “The workshop. I’ll get the others. We don’t keep any of this between us.”

She nodded, once, and was gone back into the crowd, and across the courtyard Caelira Orent stood at the awakening-crest fountain with Caldran a half-step behind her, surveying an academy she had come to seal, and somewhere above us the procession bell finished its last slow toll and let the courtyard fall quiet.

I let out a slow breath, the kind my mother used to take before she lit the forge.

Then I went to find my circle.

The dining hall, at midday, had developed a problem it didn’t know how to solve, and the problem was where to seat us.

For most of the academy’s history, the seating answered itself. The class-crest banners hung from the high vaulted ceiling, one for each tower, and the tables arranged themselves beneath them in a hierarchy nobody had to enforce because everybody had agreed to it before they were old enough to argue. Duel Tower near the center, where the resonance lamps burned brightest. Arcane and Sanctum flanking. Veil Tower along one wall, watching. And the Forge Annex at a single battered bench shoved against the far end near the kitchen doors, where the lamps were dim and the air smelled of dishwater, because that was where you put the failures and forgot about them.

The problem was that the failures’ bench now seated a Storm Duelist ranked in the academy’s top fifteen, a Woundbloom Adept the Sanctum Tower couldn’t explain, the most dangerous spy in the Veil Tower, and a Class Smith. And nobody knew what to do about that.

“They’ve moved the bench,” Brennan said, dropping onto it with the satisfaction of a man claiming territory. “Look. It’s a hand’s width closer to the center than it was last week. They keep nudging it over in the night, like if they move us toward the good lamps slowly enough nobody’ll notice the Annex table is migrating up the hierarchy.”

He wasn’t wrong. The bench had crept. Someone on the kitchen staff, or possibly the lamps themselves out of sheer institutional confusion, kept relocating us a few inches at a time toward a status nobody was willing to grant out loud.

Agda fixed that for them.

The head cook came out from the kitchen doors with a tray she had no business carrying personally, being the head cook, and set it down in front of us with the blunt directness of a woman who’d decided whose side she was on and didn’t care who saw. On the tray: real bread, the kind that went to the faculty table, and a wheel of the good cheese, and a pot of the dark resonance-grain ale that was technically not permitted to students and that Agda had been quietly diverting to the Annex bench for two weeks now.

“Eat,” she said. It was not a suggestion. Agda’s vocabulary, like her handwriting, ran to the imperative.

“Agda,” Rosalie said warmly, sliding onto the bench beside me, “you’ll get in trouble.”

“They can take it up with me.” Agda looked across the hall, at the central tables where the duelists and the noble heirs sat under the brightest lamps, and her expression said exactly what she thought of them. “Half that lot couldn’t find the kitchens with a map, and the other half wouldn’t lower themselves to thank the people who feed them. You four say please.” She jabbed a thick finger at Brennan. “He says please three times and then steals a roll for later, but he says please.” And she went back through the kitchen doors before anyone could argue.

Brennan, who had in fact already pocketed a roll, looked deeply betrayed. “How does she know that.”

“Everyone knows that,” Isolde said.

She didn’t sit. Of course she didn’t sit; Isolde Fen did not sit in a dining hall any more than she sat anywhere else, because sitting put your weight in the wrong place and cost you a half-second if you had to move. She stood at the end of the bench with her blade harness across her back and her silver-blonde braid falling between her shoulder blades, and she ate standing, like a soldier on a march, and the entire hall pretended not to watch her do it.

That was the other half of the seating problem. People watched our table now. They watched it like a fire nobody was sure was contained.

“They’ve been staring for ten minutes,” Brennan said happily, around a mouthful of the good bread. “Second-best meal where people stared at our table for a good reason. First one had less faculty cheese. Last term they stared because we were sitting near the bins. This term they stare because a Storm Duelist is standing at the failures’ bench eating faculty cheese and nobody’s brave enough to say anything about it. It’s the best food I’ve had in a year and the floor show is excellent.”

“It’s not a floor show,” Isolde said. But something eased at the edge of her jaw, which on Isolde was the equivalent of a laugh.

“It’s a little bit a floor show.”

I let them have it, the warmth and the ribbing, because they’d earned it and because I knew I was about to take it away. Rosalie was the one who noticed first. She always was. Her green eyes found my face and read it as her hands read a wound, and the warmth in her settled into something steadier and more alert.

“What happened in the courtyard,” she said. Not a question.

I set down the bread.

“An Examiner of the Concord arrived this morning,” I said, low, under the noise of the hall. “Her name is Caelira Orent. She’s here to certify the Inter-Academy Descent. And she sealed a student’s class in the courtyard in front of three hundred people as an introduction, and they applauded.”

The warmth went out of the bench like a lamp shuttered.

Isolde stopped eating. Her hand, without any apparent decision on her part, had gone to her blade hilt, the knuckles whitening around it. Rosalie’s hand found my knee under the table, the Woundbloom resonance a steady pulse through the contact. Even Brennan’s perpetual motion stilled.

“She came fast,” Rosalie said quietly.

“She came very fast.”

“And the boy?”

“Whole. Clean class. Nothing wrong with him a year of training wouldn’t fix.” I heard my own voice flatten, the sound it made when the anger had nowhere to go. “She froze it solid in front of everyone and called it mercy.”

For a moment nobody said anything. The hall went on around us, the clatter of plates, the bright meaningless noise of three hundred students who didn’t know that the most dangerous person in the kingdom had just walked through their gate, and the four of us sat inside a pocket of silence at the failures’ bench while the good cheese went uneaten.

Then Isolde spoke, very quietly, in the register she only reached when the words cost her something.

“What do we do?”

It mattered that she asked. Six weeks ago Isolde Fen would have answered her own question by reaching for a blade. Head-on was the only direction she trusted. The fact that she asked me, that she put the question down on the table between all of us instead of charging it, was a kind of trust I didn’t take lightly.

“We don’t do anything tonight except get the whole circle in one room and tell each other everything we know,” I said. “No pieces held back. Thalia’s already rattled, her seam reacted to the wards. Octavia needs to hear the name. We put it all on one table and we look at it together.” I met each of their eyes in turn. “We don’t fight a thing we don’t understand yet. And we don’t fight it alone. That’s the only rule that’s kept us alive so far. We’re not breaking it because the enemy finally showed up in person.”

Rosalie’s hand tightened on my knee. Isolde’s grip on her blade eased, a fraction.

“The workshop,” Rosalie said. “After last bell. I’ll bring food, since apparently we’re going to need our strength to be terrified.”

“I’ll bring the ale,” Brennan said. “If we’re plotting against a woman who murders destinies for a living, I’m not doing it sober.”

It wasn’t much of a joke. But it landed, as Brennan’s jokes always did, exactly when the room needed air, and the bench loosened by a degree, and Isolde finally took another bite of the good bread, standing, watching the hall, ready to move.

I looked across the dining hall one more time. The central tables under the bright lamps. The banners overhead. The whole careful architecture of who mattered and who didn’t, built to keep people in the shape they’d been assigned.

And somewhere in the east wing, behind anti-forge wards that made a spy’s stolen crest pull cold, the platinum-haired woman with the frost-white knot was unpacking the tools she’d brought to fix me.


Chapter 2: The Bargain

The summons came on Concord stationery, which I’d never seen before and recognized instantly anyway, because the paper had the same wrongness as the stylus. It was too white. It made my fingers want to let go of it.

Mr. Ward. I would be grateful for the pleasure of your company this afternoon, at your convenience. There is tea. C. Orent.

At your convenience. As if I had a choice. As if the woman who’d requisitioned the east wing of Valebright and overridden the Lord Provost with a writ from the capital was asking a favor.

I went, because refusing the meeting taught me nothing and walking into it taught me a great deal. My mother’s journal had a line about that, in the sixty percent I could read. You learn more in the lion’s den than at the lion’s funeral. Go. Watch. Keep your hands where you can see them.

I told the circle where I was going first. The no-secrets rule cut both ways. I wasn’t going to walk into the Examiner’s Hall and let them find out from gossip.

The east wing had changed overnight.

It was the same corridor it had always been, faculty-grade, thick carpet and steady amber lamps, but the Concord had been at it. The lamps here didn’t burn amber anymore; they burned a pale, even white that threw no warmth and cast hard-edged shadows. The air had the thin, scoured feeling I’d noticed in the courtyard near the stylus, and as I walked deeper into the wing I felt my Class Sight grow reluctant to light, like a flame starved in bad air. Anti-forge wards. Brennan would want to know everything about them, and I made a note to remember the details, because Brennan had a theory about wards that I was starting to think might be the most important idea anyone in our circle had.

A slate-grey guard opened the door without being asked.

The room beyond had been an unused lecture hall last term. Now it was Caelira Orent’s, and she’d made it over in her own image: austere, ordered, cold. A long table. A few chairs. Shelves that held not books but flat document cases, each one labeled in a hand too small to read from the door. No clutter. No personal effects. No warmth. The only thing in the room that suggested a person lived in it rather than merely operated from it was a tea service on the table, and even that was austere, plain white porcelain, nothing like Octavia’s hairline-cracked ceramic that got more careful the more dangerous the conversation became.

Caelira sat at the head of the table. She’d set out two cups.

“Mr. Ward.” She didn’t rise. She gestured, an economical motion of one long hand, to the chair across from her. “Thank you for coming. Sit, please. The tea is from the southern provinces; I find the academy’s blend coarse.”

I sat. I kept my hands on the table where I could see them.

She poured. Her movements were exact, unhurried, the movements of a woman who had eliminated every wasted motion from her life decades ago. She slid a cup across to me and I didn’t touch it, and she noted that I didn’t touch it, and she didn’t comment, which told me she’d expected it.

“You’re wondering why I asked you here,” she said.

“I’m wondering a number of things.”

“Of course.” The ghost of approval. “A direct man. I appreciate it; it saves us both the dance. Most people in your position spend the first quarter-hour pretending not to understand me. You won’t, I think. So let me be plain.” She set down her own cup, untasted. “I know what you are, Mr. Ward. I knew before I climbed your stairs. I have read every record the Registry holds on you, and a great many it doesn’t hold, and I knew your mother’s name before you were born.”

There it was. No threat in it. She laid it out as she’d laid the stylus against the student’s chest: gently, precisely, as a kindness.

I let Class Sight settle, slow, while she talked. It came reluctantly in the warded room, but it came. Her crest sat over her sternum like everyone’s, and I’d half expected to find nothing there, the dead flat structure of someone who’d been sealed. That wasn’t what I found.

Her crest was an Examiner’s, and it was deliberate. That was the only word for it. Where my mother’s journal described natural classes as living, growing things, full of the lovely accidents of a person becoming themselves, Caelira’s crest had had every accident pruned out of it. It was fixed by choice. The architecture was severe and symmetrical and scarred at the edges, where something that had once wanted to grow in a different direction had been cut away and the wound left to seal flat. She’d done to herself what she did to others. She’d sealed her own ambitions, whatever they’d been, into the shape she wore now.

I learned nothing about her past from it. Class Sight didn’t give me biography; it gave me structure. But the structure told me one thing clearly, the same as a worn tool tells you how often it’s been used: this woman had sealed a great many classes, with great precision, over a very long time. The scarring around her own crest had the same calibration as the wound she’d left in the courtyard student. Same hand. Many, many sessions.

“You’re reading me,” she said. Not accusing. Interested. “Go ahead. I have nothing to hide from a man who can only see structure. You won’t find my reasons in my architecture, will you? Only the shape of what I’ve done. Your mother used to complain about that. The forensic limit. She wanted the Sight to show her why, and it never would. Only what.”

My hand wanted to find the stone in my pocket. I kept it on the table.

“You knew my mother.”

“I knew of her work. I knew her name in the file. We never met.” A pause, fractional, weighted. “I regret that. She was, by all accounts, the most gifted Smith of her generation. The Concord does not waste talent lightly, Mr. Ward, whatever you’ve been told. We mourn what we have to do. We simply understand why it has to be done.”

“You sealed a student this morning.”

“I stilled a volatile class before it killed someone. The young man is alive. He will live a long, safe, ordinary life.” She said it without a flicker. She believed it. That was the thing I’d carry out of that room, the thing that frightened me more than the stylus: she wasn’t a sadist or a fanatic. She was a true believer in tidiness, and she slept well. “You think me cruel. You think me your inverse. You repair, I sever; you’re the warmth and I’m the frost. I’ve heard the poetry. Let me offer you a different frame, since we’re being plain.” She leaned forward, very slightly. “A forest fire is a living, growing thing too. Full of the lovely accidents of becoming. And we put it out, before it takes the village, and we do not apologize to the flames.”

“And who decides which classes are fires.”

“People wiser and older than either of us.” She let that sit. Then, smoothly, she changed the temperature of the room. “But I didn’t ask you here to debate doctrine. I asked you here to offer you a position.”

I waited. This was the part I’d come for.

“You are the first living Class Smith we have seen since your mother,” she said. “The bloodline survived where we believed it extinguished. That is, to my superiors, a problem. It is, to me, an opportunity, if it can be managed. The Concord does not actually want you dead, Mr. Ward, whatever Lord Provost Caldran’s enthusiasms.” A flicker of something cold and amused at Caldran’s name. “Dead Smiths become martyrs, and martyrs become movements, and we have spent two centuries keeping this particular fire from spreading. A living Smith, working under sanction, repairing the classes we authorize and sealing the ones we condemn, is worth a hundred dead ones. You could do extraordinary good. Within limits.”

“Sealing the ones you condemn.”

“Among other duties.” She folded her hands. “Here is what I am authorized to offer. A registered, sanctioned status as a Smith of the Concord, the first in living memory: no more hiding in a forge annex, no more reading crests by candlelight and bleeding for it. The resources of the capital. Catalysts you’ve never dreamed of. Forge altars that make the one beneath this academy look like a child’s chalk circle.” She paused. “Protection for those you’ve gathered. The duelist. The healer. The others. I am aware you’ve formed attachments. Under sanction, they are assets, not liabilities. No one touches them. Not Caldran, not a rival house, not me.”

She let the silence draw out, and then she played the card she’d been holding the whole time, and she played it like a surgeon making the last cut, knowing exactly where it would land.

“And your mother’s file. The complete one. Her true assignment. Her true death. The parts the academy buried and the parts the Concord sealed. Where she was sent and why and by whose hand.” Her pale eyes held mine, perfectly steady. “You came to this academy to learn what happened to her. I can simply tell you. All of it. It would take an afternoon.”

Through the fabric of my pocket I felt the small weight of the stone against my thigh, and it sat there ticking like a second heartbeat.

She was good. I’ll give her that. She’d read me as carefully as I’d read her, and she’d found the one lever that could move me, and she’d reached for it without a wasted motion. Not the power. Not the safety, though God knew the offer of protecting the circle had hooked something in me before I caught it. The file. The thing I’d walked three days from Fenhollow to find. The thing I might never find any other way.

And all I had to do was forge where she pointed and seal where she said.

All I had to do was become her.

“That’s a generous offer,” I said.

“It’s an honest one.”

“Then let me be honest back.” I kept my voice even, forge-town plain, the voice I used when I was setting a price I wouldn’t move from. “I’m a smith. I fix what’s broken. I don’t break what’s whole. The day I put a tool to a clean class and call it mercy is the day I become the thing that killed my mother, and you’d have me do it for the file that tells me how.” I shook my head, once. “No. I’m not going to do that.”

I didn’t slam the door. That was the forge-town hand: you don’t smash a thing you might still need to use. I didn’t tell her she was a monster. I didn’t get up and storm out. I just set my answer on the table as I’d set the bread back down in the dining hall, flat and final, and I let her see that it wasn’t a negotiating position.

Caelira didn’t look surprised. She didn’t look angry. If anything, she looked very faintly satisfied, the way you look when an experiment confirms what you already knew.

“No,” she agreed. “Not today. They never do, today.” She picked up her tea at last and drank, unhurried. “They always want to be the exception, Mr. Ward. Every Smith in our records believed the rules that applied to the others wouldn’t apply to him, because he was the one who fixed things, he was the kind one, the careful one. Your mother believed it too. The exception is the most dangerous class in the kingdom and the only one that ever made sealing uncertain.” A thin almost-smile. “You have until the Descent to reconsider. Take the weeks. Watch what I am, watch what you’d be working against, and decide whether you’d rather be the smith who works for the world, or the one the world has to fix.”

That word again. Fix. She set it down deliberately, the courtyard echoing in it, the stylus, the student’s buckling knees. She wanted me to hear it. She wanted me to know exactly what fixing meant in her hands, and exactly what she intended to do to me when the weeks ran out.

“Thank you for the tea,” I said, and stood.

“You didn’t drink it.”

“No,” I said. “I didn’t.”

I walked out of the Examiner’s Hall through the cold white light, and I didn’t let myself hurry, because she’d be watching how I left, and a man who hurries is a man who’s afraid. But the moment I crossed the threshold of the wing and the warded air gave way to ordinary warmth, I felt my whole body unclench, and I understood in my gut and not just my head, how Octavia had survived ten years in a building that held this. The cold got into you. You had to choose, every single day, not to let it set.

I went to Octavia’s office, because she needed to hear the name, and because I needed to be somewhere warm.

She let me in without making me knock, as she had since the night of the tribunal, the brass bolt sliding home behind me and the privacy ward taking up its low hum. The office was exactly as it always was: thick books, the dark-glazed ceramic tea set on the side table, the steady amber lamps. After the white scoured light of the east wing it felt like stepping into a hearth.

“You look,” Octavia said, studying me over her glasses, “like a man who’s met something.”

“I have.” I didn’t sit. “Octavia, the Examiner who arrived this morning. The one certifying the Descent.”

“I heard there was one.” She’d already turned to the tea, her hands reaching for the dark ceramic the moment the conversation went somewhere she’d rather it didn’t. “Caldran’s been insufferable about it, apparently. A real Concord Examiner, his leash-holder dressed up as his patron. I’ve been bracing for the introduction.” She measured leaves into the pot. “Do you have a name? It helps to know who one is curtseying to.”

“Caelira Orent.”

The teacup left her hand.

It didn’t fall far, only from her fingers to the side table, but it fell, and it cracked against the wood and rolled and came to rest, and Octavia Crest, who had spent ten years controlling every word and gesture she produced, stood with her empty hand still curved around the shape of a cup that wasn’t in it and did not move to retrieve it.

“Octavia.”

She didn’t answer at once. The color had gone out of her face, all of it, the warm medium tone draining to something grey, and her amber eyes had fixed on the middle distance the way eyes fix when they’re looking at a memory and not a room. Her other hand had risen, without her seeming to notice, and pressed flat against her sternum. Over the sealed crest.

“Octavia. You know that name.”

“Yes.” It came out of her cracked, half a register lower than her perfect diction ever allowed, a decade of practiced control coming apart in real time in front of me. She caught it, audibly, and forced the next words back up into the careful range she lived in, but the effort showed, the seam of it visible. “I know that name. I’m sorry. Give me a moment.”

She bent and picked up the fallen cup. Her hands shook doing it. She set it on the side table, very precisely, lining it up with an edge, and the precision was a thing she was using to climb back into herself, the way some people count breaths.

“How,” she said. “How do you know it’s her. There could be more than one Orent in the Concord’s service.”

“There’s one Examiner certifying this Descent and her name is Caelira Orent and she sealed a student’s class in the courtyard this morning to introduce herself.” I watched her flinch at sealed. “Octavia. Who is she?”

For a long moment I thought she wouldn’t tell me. The decade of carefully maintained silence reached up and took her by the throat as it had every time before, and I watched her almost retreat into it, almost adjust her glasses and pour the tea and change the subject, the deflection she’d run a hundred times.

She didn’t.

“I knew her, once,” Octavia said. The words came slow and terrible and quiet. Her hand pressed harder against her sternum, over the sealed crest. “A long time ago. In the worst hour of my life.” She stopped there, hard, as if she’d come to the edge of something and could not yet make herself step off it. “I can’t, Garrick. Not yet. Don’t ask me the rest of it tonight, because if I say it out loud I’ll have to do something about it, and for ten years I’ve chosen to do nothing instead, and I need a little longer before I choose differently.” She looked at me then, wet and furious and afraid all at once. “But I’d know that face anywhere. That bloodless platinum hair, scraped back hard off a face that never once changed expression while other people broke. I’ve seen that face every night for a decade. And now she’s walking these halls again as if she’s never set foot in them before.”

The room was very quiet. The privacy ward hummed at its edges.

“She knows you saw her once,” I said carefully. “What she may not know is that you’re ready to name her. She thinks you’re a sealed professor teaching theory, and she thinks fear has kept you silent for ten years.”

“Yes.” Octavia drew a breath, and I watched her gather the pieces of herself back together, one by one, the glasses pushed up the nose, the spine straightening, the diction reassembling. But it sat differently on her now. Looser. As if something that had been frozen for ten years had cracked at the edges and started, very slowly, to thaw. “Yes. Let her keep thinking that. We are going to keep my readiness quiet until it’s useful that she doesn’t see it coming.”

Octavia Crest had just said we about a fight instead of a fear.

“I’ll be ready,” she said, “when you need me. For whatever this becomes.” She adjusted her glasses with a hand that had stopped shaking, and behind the lenses her gaze steadied, bright with a decade of rage finally pointed at a face instead of a void. “I’m not finished being afraid of that woman. Not yet. But I am finished pretending fear is a strategy. When I’m ready, Garrick, I want to be useful. I want to help you take back what she sealed, one piece at a time.”

I gathered the circle that night, all of them, in the workshop with the doors closed and Brennan’s privacy stones active and his deranged copper amplifier rig glowing overhead. I told them all of it. The bargain. The file dangled like meat. My refusal. Caelira’s serene patience and the word fix she’d set down twice like a blade laid across a table. Octavia’s dropped cup and the name she knew.

I held nothing back, because that was the rule, and because the rule was the thing keeping us alive.

Isolde wanted to fight her.

Of course she did. She stood at the forge with her hand on her hilt and her jaw set and her whole body coiled toward the east wing, and her instinct was the one it always was, head-on, now, before the enemy chose the ground.

“We don’t wait until the Descent,” she said. “We go now, on our terms. She’s one woman in a borrowed wing. You said yourself half the academy’s crests are tampered; nobody down here loves her. We hit her before she’s settled, while she still thinks she’s the one with the schedule.”

“And then what,” Thalia said from the wall, not unkindly. “She seals one of us in the corridor and walks away, and the academy applauds, because as far as anyone but us is concerned, she’s the Concord’s lawful Examiner and we’re a forge annex with delusions. You don’t fight an institution by punching its agent in a hallway, Fen. You fight it by becoming something it can’t seal.” Her smoky eyes flicked to me. “Which is the part I want him to explain, because I don’t fully understand it yet, and I don’t like not understanding things.”

I understood the impulse to charge, the bone-deep need of it, because it was mine too. And I understood Thalia’s caution, because it was also mine. The trick, I was learning, was holding both.

Rosalie held both without trying. She sat on the bench with her hands folded and her green eyes thoughtful, and when she spoke the room quieted, as it always did around her.

“She believes it,” Rosalie said. “That’s the dangerous part, and it’s the part we have to build everything around. You can’t reason a person out of a thing they think is kindness. She froze that student’s class and called it mercy and meant it. A fanatic you can corner. A true believer who sleeps well is something else.” She spread her hands flat on her knees, a gesture she made when she was laying a plan out for herself as much as for us. “So we don’t try to change her mind. We make her irrelevant. We learn exactly what her craft does, structurally, the same as Garrick learns any tool, and then we build the thing that beats it. That’s how he wins. Not louder. Smarter. He fixes what she breaks faster than she can break it, until breaking things stops working for her.”

“And the files,” Thalia said, and there it was, the self-loathing in every precise syllable, the thing she’d named in the corridor turned over again in the safety of the circle. “She dangled your mother’s file. But an Examiner doesn’t travel with one file, and her office doesn’t spend two centuries sealing classes without carrying a ledger of what the Concord has done. There is a manifest in that cold wing. Every class her office has examined, every Smith the Concord has helped end, in one sealed document. The whole case, root to crown, with the perpetrators’ signatures on it. I want it so badly I can taste it. And I hate that I want it, because the existence of it is exactly the hook her kind would bait, and a spy who can be hooked is a spy who can be played.” Her mouth closed on that for a beat, every lock in her face held tight. “Which means it’s real. That’s the only comfort in it. The lever only works if the thing is real. So somewhere in that cold wing is a document that ends the Concord, if we can ever reach it without giving her what she wants in trade.”

“We’re not trading,” I said. “Not for the file, not for my mother’s, not for anything she’s holding. The second I take her bargain I’m forging seals for her by spring, and there’s no version of that where the circle’s safe; there’s only a version where I’ve become the thing that hunts people like us.” I looked around at the four of them. “So here’s where we are. We don’t take her bargain. We don’t charge her wards. We learn her craft, we map her cold, we widen every crack between her and Caldran, and we go down into her trap with our eyes open and take everything off the leash that we can before she pulls it.” A beat. “And nobody, ever, holds a piece of this back from the rest. She’s going to come at us through the people we love, because that’s what she’s best at. The only defense against that is that there’s nothing she can tell one of us that the rest don’t already know. No secrets. That’s the wall. That’s the whole wall.”

I looked at the four of them, my circle, arrayed around the forge that my mother’s people had built two centuries before any of us were born, and I felt the thing settle into place that had been settling since the courtyard bell. Down in the deep, out of her cold hands. Her file. My mother’s work. All of it.

“There’s one more thing,” Rosalie said, before I could close it, and the room turned to her, because when Rosalie chose to speak in that voice it mattered. She was looking at me, and her green eyes had the particular steadiness she got when she’d decided to say a hard thing kindly. “The file. Your mother’s file. I want to say this once, out loud, in front of everyone, so it’s not a thing you carry alone.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “She offered you the truth about your mother. And you said no, and you said it in one afternoon, and you said it for us.” Her hand found mine on the workbench. “I need you to know that we know what that cost. It can be the right answer and still take a piece out of you. So. Thank you. For choosing the not-knowing. I spent twenty years not knowing what my own family did to me, and I’d have given a great deal to anyone who promised to tell me.” Her grip tightened. “And we’re going to find it ourselves. The real way. Down in the deep, out of her cold hands. Not as her gift. As your inheritance.”

The room held still around that. Isolde, who did not do tenderness in public, gave a single short nod, which from her was a speech. Thalia, who did not do tenderness anywhere, looked at the floor and let the moment exist without cutting it, and her staying her tongue when she always had something dry to say was the gentlest thing she had to offer.

“We find it ourselves,” I agreed, and my voice came out rougher than I meant it to, and Rosalie squeezed my hand once and let it go, the warmth done its work.

Brennan, who had been visibly holding in a thought through the entire solemn exchange with the strained dignity of a man not interrupting a funeral, raised his hand from his nest of copper wire.

“That was lovely and I support it completely,” he said, “and also, quick question, because it’s been eating me. On the wards in the east wing. Were they hot or cold, when you walked through? Did your Sight catch on them or slide off?”

“It slid off. The air went thin. The Sight didn’t want to light.”

He chewed his lip, the look of a man circling a seam in the world he couldn’t quite see yet.

“Resonance wards,” he said, half to himself. “Class-based. If your Sight slid off, they’re keyed to class energy. They detect it, they suppress it.” He turned a spring over in his fingers, not quite knowing why he’d picked it up. “Which makes me wonder what they’re blind to. Everything she’s ever fought has been made of resonance. I keep thinking there’s a hole in that somewhere. I just can’t find the shape of it yet.”

It wasn’t much. It was a hunch and a freckled frown and a spring he was turning over without a reason. But it was the first crack of daylight I’d seen all day, and I held onto it.

“Go find the shape of it,” I said.

“On it.”


Chapter 3: Four Academies

Three rival academies arrived at Valebright over the next two days, and the campus stopped being a single thing and became four things crammed into one walled hilltop, all of them convinced they were the best.

I watched the first of them come up the 312 stairs from the Annex roof, where Brennan had set up what he called an observation post and what was actually two crates, a thermos of Agda’s smuggled ale, and a pair of stolen Arcane Tower far-seeing lenses he’d modified to make less Arcane and more useful.

“Sundermoor,” he said, passing me a lens. “Elemental school. Look at the leathers. Rust and ember, everything scorched at the edges. They set things on fire for a grade.”

Through the lens, the Sundermoor Collegium delegation climbed the stairs in fitted scorch-resistant kit the color of banked coals, and even at a distance I could see the heat-shimmer rising off a few of them, the air bending over them as it bends over a forge. A school of people who carried fire in their chests and didn’t bother to hide it.

“That’s Ravelin behind them. The war-college. The big ugly boots.” Brennan swung the lens. “And Mistral Hall last, the ones in grey that you can’t quite focus on. Veil and scholar types. Thalia’s lot, basically, but smug about it.”

The three delegations spread through Valebright like dye through water. Their uniforms turned the courtyards into a clash of colors that had never shared a space before, and within a day the culture friction had produced exactly the kind of comedy you’d expect from putting four academies’ worth of nineteen-year-olds in one dining hall.

The scrying-mirror gallery was the heart of it.

They’d set it up in the great vaulted hall that adjoined the Undercroft entrance: a long colonnade of tall silvered mirrors, each one keyed to show a different stretch of the upper sealed levels, so that spectators could stand in the warm safe gallery and watch teams descend into the dark below. The mirrors were dark now, waiting for the qualifier. But students from all four academies already gathered beneath them, sizing the competition up like fighters reading a room before the bell.

The dining hall, meanwhile, had become a war of cultures fought entirely with cutlery and posture.

Sundermoor’s elementalists ran hot, literally; they kept their food warm by holding a hand over it, which the Valebright kitchen staff found alarming and the academy’s fire wards found unforgivable, dousing two of them mid-meal on the first day to a roar of laughter from the Ravelin tables. Ravelin’s war-college students ate like they were provisioning for a siege, vast quantities, fast, and they’d claimed the central tables by sheer mass and refusal to move, four abreast, daring anyone to dispute it. Mistral Hall’s scholars sat apart and watched everyone and took notes, actual notes, which unnerved the entire hall, because nobody likes eating across from people who are clearly writing you down.

And the Annex bench, the old failures’ bench near the kitchens, had quietly become the most-watched table of all, because three rival academies had heard the rumor about the Valebright support team and had come to look, and what they found was a Storm Duelist eating standing up, a Woundbloom Adept the Sanctum Tower couldn’t classify, and a man in an Annex tunic who, the rumor said, could see what was wrong with you.

Agda enjoyed this enormously.

“They keep asking me which tower he’s really from,” she told me, setting down a tray that was, again, mostly faculty-grade food she had no business diverting. “The Sundermoor lot. The Ravelin lot. They can’t credit that a support student’s the one everyone’s whispering about. One of them asked me was it true the Annex team had a secret weapon.” She snorted, blunt and direct as her handwriting. “I told him the secret weapon was that you say thank you to the people who feed you, which is more than I can say for that pack of warm-handed savages from the fire school. Eat your cheese before it walks off; Brennan’s eyeing it.”

“I heard that,” Brennan said.

“Good,” Agda said. “Then hear this too. Touch his cheese and I put you on washing pots.”

Brennan was in heaven. He’d adopted the whole spectacle like a man who’d discovered a sport, and within a day he’d developed strong opinions about all three rival academies, none of which he’d had any contact with, all of which he held with the unshakeable certainty of a true fan.

“Okay, so the betting line has Ravelin favored,” he told me at breakfast, ticking it off on grease-stained fingers, “because they’re a war-college and they win this thing most cycles. But Mistral always places third because their teams over-plan and under-fight. Sundermoor’s the wildcard; they’ve got raw power but no discipline, classic glass cannons. And Valebright’s home academy so we get the cheap seats and the moral high ground.” He took a triumphant bite of toast. “But nobody’s accounting for us, because nobody knows the Annex team is the Annex team yet. We’re going to walk into that qualifier looking like a support class, a healer, a spy, and a man who polishes rocks, and then we’re going to embarrass four academies, and I am going to enjoy every second of it.”

“Where are you getting a betting line,” I asked.

“The Ravelin students run one. Out of a laundry alcove on the third floor. It’s beautiful, Garrick, they’ve got a whole ledger, they take it more seriously than their actual classes.” He leaned in, conspiratorial. “I put two coppers on us to place top ten. They gave me forty-to-one. Forty. They looked at me when I said Annex team and they could barely keep a straight face writing it down. One of them actually said, and I quote, the polishing boys?” He sat back, radiant. “I’m going to be so rich. I’m going to buy Agda a present. She’ll pretend to be annoyed and then she’ll use it every day.”

“You bet money you don’t have on us.”

“I bet money I’m going to have on us. It’s called confidence. You should try it; it’s free, unlike the biscuits I’m not supposed to have.” He stole a roll off my plate with the lazy entitlement of long practice. “Speaking of which, the Sundermoor delegation tried to bribe Agda for the recipe to the dark ale yesterday. Offered her actual silver. She told them it wasn’t for sale and then she told them it was made with resonance-grain and watched their faces, because half of them can’t have resonance-grain, it sets their charge off, and she absolutely knew that, and she did it on purpose, and then she gave us extra at the bench out of spite. She’s the most dangerous person at this academy and I include the frost lady.”

“We’re not entering to embarrass anyone,” I said.

“We’re not only entering to embarrass anyone.”

He had a point, and the point was the part I couldn’t say out loud in the dining hall. We weren’t entering the Descent for the ranking. We were entering it because the Descent went down, past the qualifier level and past the level where my mother’s people had built their forge altars, down into the deep sealed Undercroft no living person had reached in two hundred years. That was where the competition went. That was also where my mother’s journal pointed.

I’d briefed the circle on it the night before, properly, with the door closed and Octavia present.

“The competition is the cover,” I’d told them, spreading my mother’s journal open on the workbench to the pages I could read. “Four academies, a generational spectacle, scrying mirrors broadcasting the whole thing. That’s not an accident. Caelira didn’t certify just any Descent; she certified the one that goes into the deep. The deep is where I need to go. The catalyst for Isolde’s Tempest Blade is down there, beyond anything Valebright has. The technique I need to learn to fully repair classes is down there. And my mother’s last work is down there, the forty percent of this journal I still can’t read.” I’d looked up at them. “Caelira knows that. The Descent is a leash dressed as a prize. She’s going to let us go down, where the witnesses are, and seal me in the dark, far below, and surface a clean story about a tragic accident. Like my mother’s.”

“So we don’t go down,” Isolde had said.

“We have to go down. The catalyst’s down there and so are the answers and so is the great altar I’m going to need before this is over.” I’d held her ice-blue gaze. “We go down with our eyes open. We use her own trap to reach the things she’s trying to keep from us. And we make sure that when she springs it, we’re not where she thinks we are.”

Octavia had been quiet through all of it, pale and steady, and at the end she’d said only: “Your mother used the word braid for the deep levels, in the parts of her work I helped her with. She believed the largest Class Smith site in the kingdom was down there, beneath this academy, sealed by the Concord during the original purge. If she was right, then everything you need is in the one place the enemy has spent two centuries making sure no Smith could reach.” A thin breath. “And now they’ve built a competition to send you straight into it. The arrogance of it is almost admirable.”

That was the mission. The Descent was the road. The deep was the destination.

But first there was a qualifier to run and three academies’ worth of rivals to take the measure of, and the measure-taking started in the staging plaza, and that was where I met the two people who’d matter most.

The first found me.

I was crossing the plaza toward the gallery when a presence moved into my path with the deliberate, unhurried confidence of someone who’d decided to be there and dared the world to object. He was big. Ravelin big, war-college big, a head taller than me and built like someone who’d earned every inch of it in a training yard rather than a tailor’s. Dark-skinned, close-cropped hair, a heavy honest jaw, and a class crest I read involuntarily and then read again because I wasn’t used to seeing one this clean.

Kethan Vael. I’d hear the name within the hour; the gallery talked of little else. Ravelin’s champion. And his crest, when I looked, was the most honest thing I’d seen since I arrived at this academy.

No false gold. No inflation. No suppression, no surgical seams, no rust. A combat class, high-tier, earned and grown the slow way, every branch whole and developed through what could only have been years of real work. It was, structurally, beautiful. It was the thing all the noble crests in the courtyard were pretending to be and weren’t. After last term’s education in reading crime scenes written in class architecture, looking at Kethan Vael’s crest was like stepping out of a smoke-filled room into clean air.

He wasn’t looking at me, though. He was looking past me, at Isolde, who’d come up at my shoulder.

“You’re Fen,” he said to her. “The Storm Duelist. Fourteenth rank, restored from nothing last term.” He said it without mockery, a soldier reciting an opponent’s record. “I watched your re-ranking bout in the archive mirror. Forty-three seconds against a ninth-rank third-year. That was good work.”

Isolde’s chin came up. She’d spent six months being pitied and written off, and she could smell condescension from across a courtyard, and she was visibly checking this for it and not finding it.

“And you’re Vael,” she said. “Ravelin’s champion. The one they all bet on.”

“For now.” A faint, genuine smile. “I came to introduce myself before the deep, because down there it’s chaos and there’s no time for manners. I expect we’ll cross paths in the dark. I’d rather it be as rivals who respect each other than strangers who don’t.” He inclined his head, an honest gesture, nothing performed in it. “You hit a real bottom this year and climbed back. I’ve never had that taken from me, so I won’t pretend I know what it cost. But I know what it means that you’re standing here. I’ll be glad to test myself against you.”

Isolde studied him for a long moment, the same flat appraisal she gave a threat, and then something in her shoulders eased, and what came into her face was the closest thing to pleasure I’d seen there outside the forge: the pleasure of a fighter who’d found a worthy opponent at last.

“You’ll regret saying that,” she told him, “but I’ll respect you for meaning it.”

“I’d expect nothing less.”

He nodded to her, nodded to me, a brief assessing flick of the eyes that took my Annex tunic and dismissed it with the easy arrogance of a man who didn’t yet know better, and moved off through the plaza. Isolde watched him go with the focused intensity of someone already running the bout in her head.

“He’s good,” she said quietly. “Really good. Honest power, all the way through. I haven’t fought honest power since before the sabotage.”

“You sound happy about it.”

“I’m thrilled about it.” And she was. After everything the system had done to her, the chance to lose or win clean against an opponent who’d earned his strength the same way she’d earned hers was a kind of gift. “Don’t fix him, Garrick. Whatever you do. Leave that one exactly as he is. I want him at full strength when I beat him.”

That was the first rival.

The second one found me too, but it didn’t go anything like as well, and it was the one that mattered.

I heard her before I saw her. A bright, fast, brash voice cutting across the staging plaza, pitched to carry, the voice of someone filling silence on purpose so nobody could get a word in edgewise.

“…because Sundermoor came here to compete against actual academies, not a support school, no offense, but honestly, the host slot should’ve gone to a real combat college, your whole defending team is two duelists, a healer, and somebody from a tower whose entire discipline is filing, and you want us to take that seriously? In the deep? Half your roster wouldn’t last a level.”

I came around the edge of a staging crate and there she was, holding court in front of three of her own Sundermoor teammates with the wired energy of someone who’d been talking for a while and didn’t intend to stop.

She was barely over five feet, and the male part of my brain clocked it before the rest of me caught up, small in the way a struck match is small, compact and quick and burning, the absolute opposite of Isolde’s tall cold control or Octavia’s organized stillness. She stood on the balls of her feet, weight forward, never quite still, one knee bouncing and her hands moving constantly as she talked, painting the air with her grievances.

Copper hair. Bright, true copper-red, the first copper-red I’d seen on any woman at Valebright, escaping a short practical braid in wild strands that stuck to her flushed skin. Freckles scattered across her nose and her cheeks and spilling down the open collar of her cropped ember-colored jacket onto a slim freckled chest. Warm amber eyes, almost honey-gold, quick and darting and lit with the particular brightness of someone who’d learned to put on a loud show. Fair skin that pinked easily; it was already pinking now, high on her cheeks, with the heat of her own performance.

And a faint forge-mirage wavered above the line of her bare forearms where she’d shoved her sleeves up.

I didn’t mean to look at her crest. I’d learned to keep Class Sight banked in crowds, precisely so it wouldn’t light up gold in my eyes and announce itself. But she was keyed up, charge crackling off her in little involuntary flickers I could feel from ten feet away, like the charged hush before a storm, and when a class is that loud my Sight catches on it whether I want it to or not.

It caught. And what I saw stopped me where I stood.

Her crest was a Cinder Channeler’s, a heat-and-charge line, and it was generating beautifully, a powerful young class flinging off energy in bright sheets. That part was whole. That part was strong. But the energy had nowhere to go. I looked, and looked again, and what I’d taken at first for natural overflow resolved into something with a tool signature on it, and my stomach went cold, the same drop I’d felt in the courtyard.

Her release channel was severed.

Not damaged. Not naturally narrow. Severed, cleanly, with a calibrated instrument, the same family of cut I’d read on Isolde’s Storm Channel and on the fifth thread of Rosalie’s seal. The branch that should have let her class vent, that should have given her a valve to release the charge it built, had been cut through and left to seal flat, and her crest had spent however long since then doing exactly what a forge does when you block the flue: building pressure with nowhere to send it.

Two years, maybe. The cut had that age to it, the edges healed over and scarred. Two years of generating charge with no way to release it. Two years of a body screaming with energy it couldn’t get rid of.

Her “poor control” was a crime. Same as Isolde’s. Quieter, older, but done by a trained hand with the authority to do it, and the tool that did it had left a signature I could have picked out of a hundred.

I must have stared, because she noticed.

“What,” she said, rounding on me, the bright performance turning sharp. “Got a problem, Valebright? You want to add something? You’re the support team, right, you wanna defend the honor of the people who file paperwork for a living?” Her amber eyes snagged on the Annex crest at my collar and her lip curled, but it wasn’t Kethan’s lazy contempt. Kethan had glanced and forgotten me. She’d clocked the failures’ badge and reached for it like a weapon, grabbing the nearest insult to hand because someone was looking too closely at a wound she didn’t want seen. “You’re staring. People in this kingdom never seen a Sundermoor before? Take a portrait, it lasts longer.”

And then, mid-tirade, her class misfired.

I felt it before it happened, the pressure spiking in her crest with nowhere to go, and a spark jumped off her right hand, a real one, a lash of fire that cracked across her knuckles and made one of her teammates flinch back. She gasped, a sound she tried instantly to turn into temper, and shook her hand hard, and the air around her bent hard for a second before she got it back under control. Pain flashed across her face, raw and naked, before the brash mask slammed back down over it.

“Maeve, your charge is up again,” one of her teammates said, with the weary distance of someone who’d watched this happen a hundred times. “You need to go bank down before the qualifier, you’re going to fry someone.”

“I’m fine.” She said it too fast and too loud, the reflex of someone who’s been told a thing isn’t true her whole life. The pink in her cheeks had gone deeper, and it wasn’t only the heat. It was humiliation. The proud Sundermoor competitor’s class had just misfired in front of a rival, and she didn’t have a word for why, because nobody had ever given her one. They’d given her undisciplined. They’d given her poor control. They’d given her too much.

She rounded on me one more time, because I was the safest place to aim, because I was a nobody from a support school and aiming at me cost nothing.

“What are you looking at,” she snapped.

I could have told her. I almost did. I knew the exact shape of what had been done to her, and I’d spent weeks learning that the kindest thing in the world was to look at a person carrying stolen potential and say someone did this to you, it isn’t your fault. The words were right there.

But I knew what would happen if I said them in the middle of a staging plaza to a stranger from a rival academy. She wouldn’t believe me. She’d think it was a trick, a head game, a Valebright support student playing mind games before a competition. And worse, much worse, she’d file the moment away, and the next time her class misfired in public she’d be wondering what the rock-polisher from Valebright had seen, and the wondering would eat at the place that was already raw.

So I did the hardest thing I knew how to do, which was nothing.

“Nothing,” I said. “Sorry. Long day.”

It landed wrong, because truth withheld always lands wrong. Her eyes narrowed, reading me for the insult she expected and not finding it and being more unsettled by its absence than she would have been by its presence. For just a second the brash mask slipped again, and underneath it was something tired and braced for a blow, and then she got it back up.

“Whatever,” she said. “Stay out of my way in the deep, support.”

And she turned on her heel and stalked off across the plaza, her teammates trailing after her, the air still wavering faintly off her shoulders, the fingers of one hand spitting faint involuntary sparks she kept shaking out against her thigh, a tell I didn’t think she knew she was making.

I watched her go.

“Your eyes went gold,” Isolde said beside me. I’d half forgotten she was there. “The way they do when you’re reading something you don’t like. What did you see?”

“The same thing somebody did to you,” I said quietly. “Quieter. Older. But the same crime, same kind of tool.” I watched the copper hair disappear into the crowd. “Her class can’t vent. It just builds. She’s been carrying a full forge with the flue blocked for two years and everyone she’s ever met has told her she’s just bad at being a person.”

Isolde’s jaw tightened. She knew, better than anyone alive, exactly what that was. “Are you going to help her?”

“If she’ll let me. Which, right now, she would rather die than do.” I let Class Sight go dark. “Give it time. People who’ve been told they’re broken don’t believe in repair. Rosalie didn’t. You held a knife to my throat. Maeve Sorrel’s going to take a while.”

Across the plaza, near the foot of the staging stairs, another pair of eyes was on me.

Odran Pell stood apart from the Valebright duelists, alone, in plain training kit instead of the gold-trimmed dress uniform he’d worn the first day I met him. Six weeks ago he’d been a Gilded Champion, the recruiting-poster golden boy, his class inflated to a tier his family had purchased. Now he was stripped down to his real base Fighter, the false gold burned away in the public forge, his family disgraced by the inflation scandal, and he was here, training grimly among the people who’d watched him fall, because his real class was all he had left and it wasn’t anywhere near good enough to coast on anymore.

He’d have to actually work now, without bought gold doing the work for him.

He met my eyes across the plaza. I’d saved his class in the climax of last term, the same week I’d exposed it; I’d kept the destabilizing false gold from killing him even as I burned it away, and we both knew it, and neither of us had ever said a word about it. A life-debt, unspoken, sitting between us like a stone in a stream that the water has to go around.

He didn’t nod. He didn’t sneer. He just held my gaze for a moment with an expression I couldn’t read, resentment and something harder and more honest tangled up in it, and then looked away. He’d hardened; the soft golden-boy ease was gone, sweated off in a training yard he could no longer ignore now that his class was stripped down to what he had actually earned. His base Fighter crest, when I caught it, was unremarkable and entirely real, the kind a thousand students carried, a respectable foundation his family had spent a fortune burying under purchased gold. He hated it, and he couldn’t stop being it, and the friction of those two things was visibly reshaping him.

I let him look away.

“That one hates you,” Isolde observed.

“That one hates that I made him real,” I said. “It’s not the same thing. He spent his whole life being told he was exceptional, and it was a lie his father bought, and now he’s ordinary and it’s true, and ordinary-and-true is harder to live with than exceptional-and-false. He can’t decide whether he’d rather have his lie back.” I watched him cross to a training dummy and set to work on it with the grim, unfamiliar effort of a man whose bought advantage had stopped carrying him. “He’ll be a real fighter by the end of this, if it doesn’t break him first. Whether that makes him grateful or just angrier, I genuinely couldn’t tell you.”

“It’ll make him angrier first,” Isolde said, with the certainty of someone who knew the territory. “Then, if he’s any kind of man at all, grateful, much later, in a way he’ll never say out loud.” She watched Odran swing at the dummy. “I had to be broken all the way down before I’d let anyone help me back up. He’s only halfway down. He’s got further to fall before he’s ready to climb.” She turned away. “Leave him to it. Falling’s the only teacher he’s got left.”

I turned away from the plaza too. “Come on. The qualifier’s tomorrow, and Brennan’s going to want to show us his thing made of brass before we go down into the dark, and if we don’t go look at it he’ll follow us around the dining hall describing it until we do.”

But the copper-haired Sundermoor fighter came with me as we crossed the plaza, or the shape of the cut in her crest did, sitting behind my eyes next to the courtyard student’s. Two years with the flue blocked. Another stolen class I’d seen and couldn’t touch.

“Stay out of my way in the deep,” she’d said. As if I had any idea how to do that.


Chapter 4: What the Cold Leaves Behind

I couldn’t get warm.

It had been two days since the Examiner’s Hall, and the cold of it had followed me out. Not a real cold; the workshop was warm, the forge banked but breathing, the resonance lamps steady. A cold under the skin. Every time I closed my eyes I saw the courtyard boy’s knees buckle, the clean young structure of his Flame-Render going rigid and flat under the frost crawling out from the stylus, and the thing I’d seen had gotten into me somehow, a residue left by looking too long at the inverse of your own craft.

So I worked. I did what I always did when I couldn’t fix the thing that was actually wrong: I found a smaller thing and fixed that instead.

The qualifier was the next morning. I should have been sleeping. Instead I sat at the workbench past midnight with a tray of Brennan’s salvaged class stones in front of me and a polishing cloth in my scarred hands, working oath-metal grime out of the seams of stones nobody would ever use, because the motion was steady and the motion was the only warm thing I had. My mother had done this. Worked her hands when her mind wouldn’t quiet. I’d inherited the habit along with the cipher I couldn’t fully read and the stone I carried everywhere.

The workshop door opened, and I knew it was Rosalie before I turned around, because the air changed when she came in. It got warmer. Greener. The infirmary garden came in with her, herbs and lavender and something growing, and under it the warm clean smell of her skin, and the cold under my own skin loosened a notch just from the smell of her.

“You didn’t come to dinner,” she said.

“I wasn’t hungry.”

“You’re always hungry; you just forget.” She crossed the workshop and set down the bundle she was carrying, which turned out to be food, because of course it was. Bread and cold chicken and a wedge of Agda’s good cheese wrapped in cloth, and a small jar of something dark green and luminous that I recognized, after a moment, as fresh bloodmoss paste. “I made you a plate. Eat it before you tell me you don’t want it.”

She was in her off-duty clothes, not the structured white-and-green healer robes but the softer things she wore when she wasn’t on the infirmary floor: a loose-woven shift, sleeves pushed to the elbow, her honey-brown hair down around her shoulders instead of pinned. The shift fell across her in a way the structured robes never allowed, following the generous curves of her instead of organizing them, and the freckled skin of her collarbones showed at the open neckline. She’d been in the garden; there were grass stains at the hem and her feet were bare.

I ate, because arguing with Rosalie about whether I was hungry was a fight I’d never won and didn’t want to. She watched me eat, her gaze steady and a little crease of worry between her brows, and when I’d gotten through most of the plate she came and sat beside me on the workbench, close, her hip against mine, and put her hand flat on my chest.

Over my sternum. Over the crest.

“I’ve been growing bloodmoss again,” she said, conversational, but her attention had gone somewhere else, gone inward, the turn it always took when she was reading. “Three new beds. The infirmary garden’s getting out of hand; Seren says it’s a fire hazard and I told her bloodmoss doesn’t burn, it’s the opposite of burning, and she didn’t think that was as funny as I did.” Her palm pressed a little firmer. “I’m worried, Garrick. I’m not going to pretend I’m not. There’s a woman in the east wing who unmakes classes for a living and you walked into her parlor and drank her tea.”

“I didn’t drink the tea.”

“You walked into her parlor.” Her thumb moved against my tunic, over the place where the crest’s golden glow sat banked beneath the fabric. And then her brow furrowed, and her gaze sharpened, and the worry on her face shifted into something more focused and more alarmed. “Garrick. Hold still.”

I held still.

Her Woundbloom resonance came up through her palm, the warm green-gold pulse I knew, the gift that let her feel things in a body that standard healers couldn’t. But she was feeling for something now, hunting it, her healer’s awareness moving over my crest as her hands moved over a wound looking for the break, and what she found made her go still over the place, the warm pulse under her palm faltering for a half-second the way it never did when she was only healing.

“You’ve got her cold all over you,” she said.

“What?”

“Here.” Her palm pressed flat. “And here. It’s like.” She searched for it, her medical precision reaching for words. “Frost. Right on the crest. There are little patches of cold soaked into it where there shouldn’t be any, like someone breathed frost onto a window and it didn’t all melt. It’s faint. It’s not damage, you’re not sealed, nothing’s broken.” Her hand tightened on my tunic, and the green of her gaze went wide. “But it’s her. It’s the residue of her craft. You stood close to someone whose whole class is cold and you came away with some of it stuck to you, like ash on your clothes after a fire. I can feel it. Garrick, I can feel it.”

Something in me cooled and sharpened, and not from the frost this time.

“You can feel her craft,” I said slowly. “On me. The residue of a seal.”

“I didn’t know I could until right now.” She pressed her palm harder against my chest, and I felt the warmth of her come up against the cold patches, felt the two things meet, and the place where they met was the strangest sensation, like holding your hand over a flame after coming in from the snow. “It’s new. My Woundbloom’s been growing ever since the unsealing, you know it has, reaching further every week, and I think.” She stopped. Started again, the healer in her assembling the diagnosis even through the alarm. “I think it grew toward this. Toward sensing what’s been done to a class, not just what’s broken in a body. I can feel sealed things now. Cold spots. I’ve been noticing it for days and telling myself it was nothing, a draft, a mood. But there’s no draft. It’s classes that have been frozen, somewhere in the stone around us, and I can feel the cold they leave behind.”

The implications unrolled in front of me one after another, and they were enormous, and they were terrifying, and Rosalie’s face told me she’d arrived at the same place.

She could detect seals. She could feel Caelira’s craft. She could feel it coming.

“That’s.” I had to stop and find the word. “That’s the most useful thing anyone’s said to me in two days. That’s an early-warning system. If you can feel the cold, you can feel her work before it lands, you can feel her wards, you can feel her tools.” And then, because the rule cut both ways, because I never let myself think only the good half of a thing: “And it means she can probably feel you, too. If you’ve grown toward her craft, you might glow on her instruments the same as the cold glows on you. We have to be careful with this.”

“I know.” Her thumb was still moving against my chest, against the cold patches, and now I understood what she was doing, because the cold patches were smaller than they’d been a minute ago. She was working at them. Without making a thing of it, while we talked, she’d been pushing her warmth into them, melting them, scouring the frost off the bond a little at a time. “I know it’s dangerous. I’m going to tell the whole circle the second the qualifier’s over, and we’re going to figure out how to use it without it using us. No hiding. The rule.” She kept her palm over my crest, green gaze steady on my face, the worry still there but fierce underneath, the same fierceness I’d seen the night she unsealed her own combat branch in defiance of her family. “But right now, Garrick, you have the Examiner’s craft soaking into the man I love, and I am not leaving it there. Take your tunic off.”

She stopped me before I could obey, because healer instinct won over desire for one more practical breath.

“Food first,” she said, and pushed the plate back toward me with two fingers. “Three more bites. Don’t give me that look. The frost is residue, but Class Sight strain is still depletion, and if I melt the cold off you while you’re running empty, you’ll just collapse against me and pretend you meant to do it.”

“That sounds like an accusation.”

“It’s an observation with a record behind it.” Her mouth curved, but her palm stayed firm over my crest, the warmth still working. “Eat. Then drink. Then you can take the tunic off and let me be less professional.”

So I ate three more bites under her supervision, because Rosalie Arden could make a man facing the Concord feel like a patient caught skipping soup. The absurdity helped. It put the floor back under the night, turned the enemy’s cold into one more thing Rosalie could name and manage and feed around.

While I chewed, she kept testing the frost. Her eyes half-lidded, her thumb moving by tiny increments, the Woundbloom glow brightening and dimming as she learned the shape of it.

“Fresh seal-residue feels hungry,” she murmured. “Not just cold. Hungry. It wants to keep spreading along the structure it touched. Old sealed places in the stone feel dead, like a cellar that’s been shut for years. This is different. It remembers the hand that made it.” Her lips pressed together. “If she works near me, I’ll know. Maybe not fast enough yet. But I’ll know more than I knew yesterday.”

“Then we drill it,” I said. “After the qualifier. You call direction, Thalia reads shape, I repair if it lands.”

“And Brennan makes something ridiculous that explodes in the correct direction.”

“Ideally.”

That earned a real smile, brief and warm, and I felt the cold lose another edge under it.

I looked at her.

“That wasn’t a request,” she said, and the husky drop was already coming into her voice, the warmth concentrating instead of disappearing, which was what happened when she stopped being only the healer. “Let me take it off you. All of it. The cold. There’s nothing in this academy warmer than what I’m carrying, and you’ve got frost on the bond, and I am not going to sit here and feel it on you for one more minute.”

The line landed where she meant it to. I’d stopped fighting her on this kind of thing weeks ago.

I took the tunic off.

She made a sound, low in her throat, when the crest came bare. The golden glow of it lit the workshop dimly, the circle pattern of three hammer-marks pulsing on my sternum, and over it, visible to her where it wasn’t visible to me, the patches of cold she’d described. She put both her hands flat against my chest, one over the crest and one over my heart, and the bloodmoss-warmth of her flooded into me, and I felt the cold meet it and start, finally, to give way.

“There,” she breathed. “That’s better. Feel that?”

I felt it. I felt the frost loosening, and I felt her hands, and I felt the resonance come awake between us as it always did when we touched, her Woundbloom and my Class Sight reaching for each other as they’d reached since the first night, warmth pouring back into me through her palms, and the cold I’d carried out of the Examiner’s Hall began, finally began to thaw.

“Rosalie.”

“I know.” She was already pulling the cord belt of her shift loose, her dark-warm green eyes holding mine, the worry burned away into something else now, something warm and certain and entirely unashamed. “Let me take care of you. I’m good at it. It’s the whole point of me.”

The shift loosened at her shoulders.

I’d seen Rosalie undress before. It never stopped being an event. The loose-woven fabric came open as the cord belt fell away, and it slid, and she let it, helping it with an easy roll of her shoulders that had nothing performed in it and undid me more thoroughly for that. The freckled collarbones came bare first, the scatter of them across her upper chest that I’d traced with my mouth a dozen times and would trace again. Then the fabric caught for a moment on the swell of her, and gave, and her breasts came free, heavy and full in the forge light, swaying with the motion of the fabric falling, and the Woundbloom crest glowed gold between them, an answering light to the cold one on my own chest.

Something low in me clenched and let go all at once. My whole body, which had been chilled to the bone since the Examiner’s Hall, came awake.

“There he is,” she murmured, watching my face, watching what the sight of her did to me, the satisfaction low and certain in her voice. “You always look at me like that. Like I’m the only warm thing in the world.” She shrugged the shift the rest of the way off and let it pool on the workbench, and she stood bare in front of me in the forge light, generous and soft and utterly at ease in her own skin, wide hips and full bust and the soft curve of her belly and the freckles scattered down across all of it. “Tonight I am. Let me prove it.”

She came to me.

The first touch of her skin against mine was a shock after the cold, a flood of warmth that made me grip her hips hard enough to feel the give of her, and the resonance spiked at the contact, the two crests flaring brighter, gold answering gold. She made a low pleased sound and pressed herself against me, her breasts soft and heavy against my chest, the Woundbloom glow warming the place where her crest met mine, and I felt the last of the frost give way under the sheer warmth of her, felt the cold scoured off the bond by the simple animal fact of her body against mine.

“Better,” she murmured against my throat, the healer’s glow flaring warmer where her chest pressed to mine. “Feel that? The frost’s lifting. She’s peeling away under my hands.”

“Don’t stop, then.”

“I wasn’t going to.” Her hands found the laces of my trousers, deft, sure, healer’s hands that knew bodies and weren’t shy about them. “Lie back. You’ve been holding yourself together for two days. You’re done holding. That’s my job now.”

I let her push me back against the workbench, and I let her work my trousers loose and off, and I let her look at me the slow, hungry way she liked to look, her eyes going dark and her tongue touching her lower lip, because Rosalie was a healer who understood bodies and had never once in her life pretended she didn’t want what she wanted. My cock was already hard, had been hard since the shift slid off her shoulders, and she wrapped one warm hand around it and made a sound of pure, leisurely appreciation that went straight through me.

She stroked once, slow, her thumb spreading the wetness already beading at the tip, and the gold flared again where her skin met mine, the resonance amplifying the sensation so that the simple touch of her hand felt like more than a hand. That was her gift, in bed as everywhere: the Woundbloom resonance ran through the contact and made everything more, for both of us. “I’ve been thinking about this. While you were being noble and cold and not coming to dinner. I was in the garden thinking about taking care of you and you didn’t even know.”

“Tell me.”

“I’d rather show you.” And she knelt.

She knelt on the workshop floor between my knees, her honey-brown hair falling forward around her face, her heavy breasts swaying with the motion, full and soft in the forge light, her crest casting its gold up from the valley between them. She gathered them in both hands, one on each side, lifting the soft full weight of them, and there was a moment, before she did anything, where she just held them and looked up at me and watched my face, because she knew exactly what the sight of her doing this did to me and she liked to take it in before she gave it.

“You’re already so hard,” she murmured, pleased, her green eyes traveling down the rigid length of my cock and back up. “And I’ve barely touched you. Look how thick you are. You feel it too, don’t you, what’s running between us. You feel how much I want to do this.” She gathered the heavy fullness of her tits in both hands and pressed them together around my cock, slow, and the soft flesh closed over me, swallowing the shaft, and she sank me into the cushioning weight of her until only the flushed head pushed up through the top of her cleavage, slick and dark.

The heat of it. That was the first thing, always, with Rosalie. The soft yielding give of her closing around me, the skin damp with sweat and the Woundbloom glow spreading gold across her chest where my cock parted it. They were heavy and full and they took me in completely, the dense plush weight of her swallowing the shaft, and the contrast of it, the frost I’d carried out of that white room meeting the lushest, most open part of her, went through me like a current. She held herself snug against my shaft, pressing the deep warm valley of her tighter with every roll of her shoulders, and she looked up the whole time, watching what it did to me, the green of her gaze gone dark.

“Like this?” she asked, and started to move, lifting and lowering the plush mass of her tits around me, fucking me with them, the slick drag of skin and the heat and the glow, her nipples gone dark and stiff above the place where my cock disappeared into her. “Tell me if you like it. I want to hear you. I always want to hear you.”

“You know I like it.” My hand found her hair, threading into the honey-brown waves, not gripping, just holding, anchoring myself to her. “God. Rosalie.”

“This is what I came down here to do.” She did it again, slower, watching me, the soft weight of her tits working up and down my cock, and her thumbs pressed them tighter together so the friction sharpened to something almost too much and I groaned, and she made a low pleased sound at the groan, because my sounds were what she wanted, my sounds were the thing she was working for. Where the head of my cock pushed up through the top of her cleavage she dipped her head and caught it with her mouth, lips closing wet around the crown, her tongue flickering across the slit and lapping the precum off the tip before she sank back down and buried me again in the soft press of her tits, alternating, the enveloping flesh of her chest and the wet suction of her mouth, her eyes never leaving my face. A string of spit and precum stretched silver in the forge light between her lower lip and the head of my cock when she lifted off, and she didn’t wipe it, because messy was how she liked it, because a healer who understood bodies had no shame in any of this. “Mmm. You taste like the forge. Hot metal and salt. I could do this all night. I could keep you right here between my tits until you come all over them.”

She worked me like that for a while, in no hurry at all, generous, the soft heavy weight of her tits rising and falling around my cock, her mouth catching and sucking the head on every upstroke, the Woundbloom glow flaring brighter across her chest with her own arousal, her thighs shifting together where she knelt. I watched her do it, watched the freckled collarbones and the dark-warm eyes and the honey-brown hair falling around her face, watched my own cock slide wet and gleaming up out of her cleavage and vanish again, and the frost I’d carried out of that white room burned away another degree with every slick stroke.

“You’re not doing it all night.”

“No?” She looked up, mischief in the dark green of her eyes. “Why not?”

“Because I want to be inside you when you come, and I want to feel it on the bond, and I’ve been chilled to the bone since that room and I want to be as warm as I can get.” I tightened my hand in her hair, just enough, and she made a low pleased sound at the firmness of it, as she always did, because Rosalie liked to give and she liked it even more when I took. “Up here.”

That was the new thing, this term. Last term I’d followed her lead, all of it, taken what she offered as she offered it. This term the smith in bed had caught up to the smith at the forge, and she loved it, and I knew she loved it because the moment I gave an instruction her whole body responded to it, the flush spreading down her chest, the nipples darkening and hardening, the Woundbloom glow flaring brighter.

She let me pull her up, and I lifted her onto the workbench and laid her back across it among the trays of class stones and the polishing cloths, the workshop forge-warm around us, and I put my mouth on her at last. On her tits first, because they were the softest, most giving part of her and the part she offered most freely, and I worshipped them the way she deserved, cupping the full soft weight of one in my scarred hand, dragging my tongue over the dark hard peak and then sucking the nipple between my lips, and she arched up off the workbench with a sound that wasn’t suppressed at all, because Rosalie never suppressed anything.

“Yes,” she breathed, both hands in my hair now, holding me to her chest, grinding her tits up into my mouth. “God, yes, your mouth, I love your mouth. Don’t stop, don’t, that’s.” She broke off into a moan as I drew the nipple deeper, rolling it on my tongue, grazing it with my teeth, my other hand kneading and squeezing the generous swell of the other breast, the Woundbloom glow flooding warm and gold under my palms. “I can feel everything through it, I can feel you feeling me, it’s so much.”

I worked down her body, my mouth dragging wet over the freckled skin of her chest, the soft curve of her belly, and I settled between her wide soft thighs and spread them open with my hands, and she opened for me without hesitation, generous, unashamed, her hands still in my hair guiding me down to her cunt. She was soaked already, slick and swollen and glistening, the smell of her thick and sweet, and the first long drag of my tongue up through her wet folds made her cry out and her soft thighs clamp against my ears, yielding, giving.

“There, there, oh, there.” Her voice had gone husky and high and completely unguarded, filling the workshop, and I didn’t care who heard because the Annex basement was empty at this hour and there was no better sound anywhere than Rosalie coming undone. “Garrick. Garrick, I’m close, you always get me close so fast, it’s not fair, it’s the bond, I can feel how much you want me and it. Oh.”

I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked, working it with the flat of my tongue, two thick fingers pushing up into her soaked cunt and curling against the spot that made her hips buck, reading her with my mouth and my hands and the bond all at once, feeling her slick clench around my knuckles. The resonance built in her crest, the gold gathering, and I knew exactly where she was because the bond told me, the same way Class Sight told me where every edge of her pleasure sat, every breath from the edge.

“Come for me,” I said against her swollen clit, and felt her shatter.

She came with a long broken sound, her whole body arching off the workbench, her thighs clamping around my head, and the Woundbloom crest blazed gold between her breasts, the light flooding out across her chest and down her belly, and the bond surged with it, her pleasure pouring back into me through the resonance so that for a moment I felt what she felt, the warm overwhelming gold of it, and the last of Caelira’s cold burned away entirely in the flood of her.

“Come here,” she gasped, before she’d even finished, reaching for me, pulling at me. “I want you. Now. But let me.” And with a strength people never expected from someone so soft, she pulled me down off the workbench and turned us, pressing me back against it and climbing astride me, the lush weight of her settling over my hips, her breasts swaying full and heavy between us with the motion, the light of her crest pooling in the valley of them.

“Like this,” she breathed, reaching down between us, wrapping her warm hand around my cock and guiding the head to her slick swollen cunt. “I want to ride you. I want you to watch me.” And she sank down onto me in one long slow descent, her tight wet heat swallowing every inch until she was fully seated, the soft give of her thighs pressing down against my hips, and we both groaned at the stretch of it, and the bond flared so bright the whole workshop lit gold for a second.

She rode me slow at first, her hands braced on my chest, her hips rolling and grinding, my cock dragging in and out of her slick clutching heat, and her tits bounced heavy with every motion, full and soft, the freckled skin flushed pink, the nipples dark and hard, the glow flaring brighter with every roll of her hips. I filled my hands with them, lifting their soft weight, thumbing and pinching the hard peaks, and she arched into my hands and rode me harder, taking me deeper, her honey-brown hair falling around her flushed face, her gaze dark and locked on mine, her wet cunt gripping me on every downstroke, and the sight of her like that, soft and lavish and taking exactly what she wanted, riding my cock with her tits the bouncing center of everything, drove the last real chill out of me.

“Look at you,” I said, my hands full of her, watching her move.

“Yours,” she gasped, riding me, her breasts heavy in my hands. “All of it’s yours. I can feel you coming back to me, Garrick, every inch of you, keep, oh, keep going.”

I sat up under her, wrapping an arm around her back, taking a nipple into my mouth while she rode me, and she cried out and held my head to her chest and rolled her hips faster, and the workshop was warm and golden and the cold was nearly gone. Then I gripped her hips and turned us again, laying her back across the workbench, because I wanted to be over her at the finish, wanted her under me with the two crests glowing between us.

She wrapped her legs around me, soft thighs pulling me deeper into her slick heat, her arms around my back, her heavy tits crushed against my chest with the two crests glowing between us. I drove into her, slow then harder, my cock sinking into the soaked grip of her cunt with every stroke, and she met me, her hips rolling up to take it, her voice in my ear, unguarded and frank, telling me everything she felt.

“Yes, like that, harder, I love how you feel, you’re so. Oh, Garrick, I can feel both of us at once, I can feel how much you needed this.” She pulled my head down to her chest, an old reflex of hers, pressing my face into the soft valley of her breasts, the glow flushing my cheek. “There. Feel that? That’s you again. I’ll always pull you back to it.”

“You’re the warmest thing I have,” I said into her skin, the words coming out of the deepest place, half a vow and half a confession, “and I’m keeping you,” and she answered it instantly, eagerly, her whole body tightening around me.

“Keep me, then. I’m not going anywhere. I’m yours to keep warm. Harder, please.”

I gave her harder. I lifted up enough to get the angle and pounded into her, the workbench rocking under us, the trays of class stones rattling, the wet slap of my hips against her thighs filling the room, and her heavy tits bounced with every thrust, the glow flaring, her voice climbing, and I felt myself getting close, my balls drawing tight, the bond pulling it out of me, the resonance building toward something that was going to take us both.

“I’m close,” I told her. “Where do you want it.”

“In me.” No hesitation, no shyness, her green eyes blazing up at me dark and certain. “Inside me, fill me up, I want to feel you come in me, I want the bond to. Garrick, please, come in me, fill me up, I’m so close again, come with me.”

I drove deep, once, twice, burying myself to the root, and felt her go over the edge a second time, her cunt clenching tight around me, milking the length of my cock, the Woundbloom crest blazing gold, and the bond surged and pulled me over with her. I came hard, buried deep inside her, my cock pulsing, my body losing its rhythm, gripping her hips and grinding the last inches into her, and I groaned her name into the valley of her tits as I emptied into her in long thick pulses, spilling everything I had into her clenching heat, and the gold flooded out from both our crests at once, the resonance peaking, our two crests synchronizing in a wash of light that filled the workshop and rang through the stone like a struck bell.

She held me through it. Through the aftershocks, her body still trembling around me, her hands stroking my back, her voice gone soft and warm in my ear, and I stayed inside her and stayed against her chest and let her hold me, and I was entirely warm again.

“There,” she whispered, when our breathing had slowed, her fingers tracing the cooling crest on my chest. “Gone. All of it. I can’t feel her on you at all anymore.” She tucked my head more firmly against her, pressed a kiss to my hair, and I felt her smile. “Took some doing. You let her get into your skin. Won’t happen again on my watch.”

We lay tangled on the workbench in the forge light, the class stones scattered, her body soft and warm and slick beneath mine, and I felt the bond settled and bright between us, and the crest on my chest pulsed clean and gold with no frost left in it anywhere.

After a while she said, quietly, her fingers still on my crest, “I’m scared of her, Garrick. I won’t pretend I’m not. But I can feel her work now. I can feel the cold coming.” Her arms tightened around me. “She doesn’t know that yet. So we’ve got a secret she doesn’t. And I’m going to spend every day until the Descent learning to feel her better, so that whatever she tries, I feel it first.” A pause. “I’m the early-warning. That’s my job now, on top of the rest. Is that all right?”

I lifted my head and looked at her, the green eyes, the freckled chest, the glow settling gold between her breasts, this open-handed woman who’d just scoured the enemy off my skin with her own body and then volunteered to stand watch against the cold for the rest of us.

“That’s exactly right,” I said.

And she smiled, and pulled my head back down to her chest, and held me.


Chapter 5: The Spy and the Star

Thalia found me in the Veil Tower archive before first bell, after a night with too little sleep and too much of Caelira’s cold still caught in the bones of the academy, which meant she’d been waiting for me, which meant she had something.

The qualifier ran that morning, the first descent into the upper sealed levels, the run that would seed every team for the deep legs to come. But Thalia didn’t care about seeding. Thalia cared about the manifest, and the manifest was what she wanted to talk about, and she’d chosen the archive because the archive was hers in a way no other room at Valebright was.

I’d never been allowed up here before. The Veil Tower archive was where the academy’s records lived, ranks and rolls and the careful institutional memory of a place that survived on knowing things, and it was a Veil Tower student’s natural habitat as much as the forge was mine.

It didn’t look like a place that survived on knowing things. It looked like a place that survived on dust. Tall cases of dark wood marched away into a gloom the lamps never fully reached, each one stuffed with bound ledgers and document cases and the spillover of generations of an institution that recorded everything and threw nothing away. The air smelled of old paper and cold candle-smoke and the particular dry mineral smell of ink gone to powder. Somewhere out of sight a clock ticked, and somewhere else, water dripped, and the two sounds didn’t quite keep time, a small wrongness that would drive a person slowly mad if they sat with it long enough, which was, I suspected, the point. The Veil Tower trained people to sit with things that didn’t keep time.

Thalia moved through it like she’d grown there. She knew which floorboards reported your weight to a listener two rooms over and stepped around them without thinking, a little weaving path through the gloom that I copied a half-beat behind her and got wrong twice, each wrong step earning me a flat backward glance. She knew which lamps were also eyes. She’d chosen our corner accordingly: a dead spot, she said, between two cabinets, where the Tower’s own wards went blind.

“Sit,” she said. “Don’t touch anything. Half the cabinets in here will tell someone you opened them, and the other half are rigged to tell someone you thought about opening them. The Veil Tower does not trust its own students, which is the first thing they teach you, usually by demonstrating it.”

I sat. She didn’t. Thalia never sat; she leaned against the end of a cabinet with one hip cocked and one hand resting near the concealed knife at her belt and the other holding a thin sheaf of papers she hadn’t decided whether to show me yet. The dark Veil Tower jacket was fitted close, narrow at the waist, and below it her hips filled the high-waisted trousers with a fullness that always caught the eye despite the rest of her sharp minimalism, the surprise of her body, full where the line of her promised lean. Dark stockings at her ankles. Jaw-length black hair falling over one eye.

She watched me notice her. She always knew. Half-lidded, dry, the precise flick of attention that cost her nothing and told her everything.

“You’re staring.”

“You’re standing in the light.”

“I’m always standing in the light, it’s where the exits are.” Her mouth twitched once, dry amusement kept on a leash, which was as close as Thalia came to a smile in daylight. She set that aside, then, and got to work, because Thalia at work was a different creature from Thalia at flirtation, and the two of them circled each other in everything she did. “I’ve been mapping what changed in the registry since the Examiner arrived. The answer is: everything, very quietly. Caldran’s been reinstated with new authority, which we knew. What we didn’t know is that Caelira travels with a sealed manifest. Every class her office has examined. Two centuries of them, if the volume’s what I think it is. Names, dates, tool calibrations, outcomes.” Her dark eyes held mine. “Every Smith the Concord has helped end. Every class her office has frozen. Every person the Concord decided was a fire that needed putting out. In one document.”

That landed in the room and didn’t move.

“She offered it to me,” I said. “Or the part of it that’s my mother. As a bargaining chip.”

“I know. You told us.” Her fingers tightened on the papers, a small betrayal of the self-loathing she’d named in the workshop. “And I told you I want the larger thing so badly I can taste it, and I meant it, and I still mean it. That manifest is the whole case. It’s not forty-seven student records spanning three academic years; it’s the conspiracy from the hand that holds the stylus all the way up to the table the orders are signed at, with every name attached. Thalia Corvain has spent years building a prosecution against the registry, and that document is the prosecution against the people who built the registry.” She exhaled, slow. “Which is exactly why your mother’s file matters as a lure. If she carries one true file that deep, she carries the ledger behind it, and she knows what it would do to me to know that ledger exists. She didn’t have to name it to hook me. The shape of her office named it for her.”

“Can you get it?”

“No.” Plain, no hedge in it. That was the thing about Thalia; she gave you the gaps clean, never pretended to a capability she didn’t have. “Not with what I am now. It’s behind Concord wards in the Examiner’s Hall, and my Scribe of Veils sight can read a registry seal but it slides right off a Concord one. I can feel that the document is there. I can feel that it’s locked. I can’t touch the lock.” Her jaw tightened. “I’m a spy who can’t see the one thing she most needs to see, and I’m starting to think that’s not an accident.”

She opened the sheaf far enough for me to see the top page. Not the manifest itself. A movement log. Cold paper, precise hand, the kind of document that only existed because institutions trusted routine more than people.

“Three document cases entered the east wing with her,” Thalia said. “Two were standard Concord certification records. Boring, useful, not lethal. The third never touched the registry desk. It went straight from the carriage to the sealed cabinets in her hall, and every clerk who handled the transfer had their memory of the label scrubbed. Badly. Registry scrub, not Concord scrub, which means Caldran’s people tried to help and weren’t trusted with the real lock.”

“You saw the scrub.”

“I saw the absence where the label should have been. That’s the part they forgot I can read. You can erase ink. It’s harder to erase the shape of everyone pretending ink was never there.” Her mouth tightened. “That third case is the manifest, or close enough that it wants stealing.”

“What do you mean.”

She hesitated. And then she did the thing she did so rarely it stopped me every time: she let me past the lock, a little, on purpose. Her free hand came up and pressed flat against her lower back, as it had in the courtyard, against the place where the false seam ran down her spine.

“My seam aches near her wards,” she said quietly. “I told you it pulled cold the day she arrived. It’s gotten worse the longer she’s here. Every time I go near the east wing it’s like a tooth aching down my spine, and when I trace it, when I read my own alteration as I’d read anyone’s, there’s a part of it I can’t read. The same way I can’t read her manifest.” She looked at me, and the practiced control had a crack in it, and through the crack was a thing she’d clearly been turning over alone for days. “She’s here to seal classes. And whatever’s been done to me is half a seal already. I’ve been carrying her family of craft in my own spine for two years without knowing what it was. The Concord made me, Garrick. The same way they made that student in the courtyard. Quieter. But the same hand.”

I’d suspected the false seam was worse than registry paperwork since the night she first let me see it last term. But there was a difference between suspecting an alteration had teeth and hearing her say it like this, in her own archive, with her hand pressed to the place where the enemy had written on her without asking.

“Let me look,” I said. “Not all of it. I’m not going to push past where you’d want me. But if it’s tuned to what she’s carrying, I might be able to tell you what it’s keyed to. Knowing what it does is worth something.”

She considered it. I watched her consider it, weighing it as she weighed everything, the cost and the leverage and the exits, her dark eyes flicking once to the dead spot’s boundaries, confirming the wards were blind, confirming we were unseen. It cost her something even to consider it here, in daylight, in a room that was hers but not private. Last term she’d shown me the seam only in the dark, only behind a locked door, only as a confession. To present it here, in the lamplit gloom of her own working world, would be a step she hadn’t taken.

Her hand stayed flat against her lower back.

Then her fingers curled once against the dark fabric, and the lock shut.

“Not yet,” she said.

The words came rougher than usual, stripped of the little dry edge she used to make refusals sound like jokes. This was not a flirtatious lock clicking shut. This was the woman who never showed her back to a room finding the edge of what she could give and stopping there before the Concord’s theft turned into someone else’s schedule.

I held still. “Understood.”

“No.” She forced her dark gaze back to my face, precision returning by will alone. “Understand correctly. I believe you. That’s the inconvenient part. The seam aches near her wards, and my sight slides off her manifest the same way it slides off the blind place in my own class, and I am very tired of pretending those two facts don’t share a maker. I know what that means.” Her jaw tightened. “What’s in my spine and what she left on that student this morning were written by hands taught in the same room. The same discipline. The same family of craft. Maybe not the same operator, maybe not the same year, but the same school. The Concord made the blind spot, Garrick. Not a registrar with a ledger and a grudge. The Concord.”

Saying it cost her. I saw it in the way her fingers pressed against the small of her back, not tracing, not opening, just holding the ache in place as if pressure could keep the truth from moving farther than she allowed.

“So it’s real,” she said, and her precise voice had gone rough. “Not paranoia. Not a hole I imagined. Two years of being good at my job and never being able to explain why there were gaps in everything I knew, and now I can feel the shape of the hand that put the gaps there.” A breath. “I’ve spent so long not trusting my own eyes. It helps, strangely, to know the eyes were right. That someone put the blind spot there on purpose.”

“Someone did,” I said. “And when you decide it’s time, I can read it properly. I can tell you what it’s doing. And whatever it’s doing, I can undo it.”

Her mouth softened for half a heartbeat, not quite gratitude, not quite fear, and then the smoke came back over it.

“Not yet,” she said again, clearer this time. The defining phrase, the one she’d handed me a dozen times, the door she kept between herself and everyone. “Not here, not in daylight, not as a transaction, and not before I’ve decided exactly what it costs me to let someone all the way in. The rest is the last locked room I’ve got, and I don’t open it for a favor.”

She left it there, the door shut, as she always left it, and I didn’t push, because pushing was the one thing guaranteed to bolt it for good.

“Understood,” I agreed, and gave her the distance.

The smoky control reassembled itself over the rawness, but it sat a little looser now, the way Octavia’s had after the dropped cup. Nothing had opened. Not physically. Not yet. But the lock had a shape now, and we both knew who had made it.

“There’s more,” she said, all business again, because business was how she climbed back into herself. “And it’s the part you actually need. I’ve confirmed what the deep is.” She tapped the sheaf of papers against her thigh. “I pulled the Descent’s historical records. The competition’s run once a generation since the Concord began, always at one of the four academies, and the deep levels have never once been part of it. Always the upper sealed levels, never below. Until this cycle. Until Caelira certified it.” Her eyes gave nothing back. “This is the first Descent in living memory that goes into the deep. She didn’t certify a competition. She extended one, downward, into the exact levels the Concord sealed when they built this place.”

“Sealed by them.”

“Sealed by them.” She nodded. “The Descent’s lower levels weren’t closed by accident or time. They were sealed by the Concord, two hundred years ago, during the original purge. The same operation that killed fourteen Class Smiths sealed the largest Class Smith site in the kingdom underneath this academy, and then they built an academy on top of it to make sure no one ever went looking. The relics down there, the altars, your mother’s work, all of it, is exactly what the Concord has spent two centuries keeping a Smith away from.”

“And now they’ve built a competition to send teams straight down into it.”

“Now they’ve built a competition to send you down into it.” Her dark eyes were level and certain. “The Descent isn’t a prize, Garrick. It’s a leash. They can’t openly stop a Smith from descending; that would tell everyone there’s something down there worth stopping him from. So they dress it up as the academies’ grandest spectacle, they put a neutral Examiner in charge of certifying it, and they let you walk down into the dark with four academies watching the wrong levels in the mirrors. The competition is the cover for the kill. The deep is where she means to do it.”

I’d suspected as much. Hearing Thalia lay it out with sources behind it turned suspicion into ground I could stand on.

“Then we go down knowing it’s a leash,” I said. “And we get everything off it that we can before she pulls.”

“That’s the spirit.” She tipped the sheaf of papers at me in something that was nearly a salute, the closest she came to approval before noon.

I was halfway to the archive door when the chill found me, the now-familiar drop in the air that meant her, and I knew before I turned that I wasn’t going to leave that conversation clean.

Caelira Orent was in the corridor outside the archive.

She hadn’t been there a moment ago; I’d have felt the cold. She was there now, standing in the warm amber light of the Veil Tower corridor like a thing the light couldn’t quite touch, the colorless hair scraped back, the fixed-star sigil at her throat, and she was looking at a document case in her own long hands as though she’d simply happened to be passing and paused to read. She hadn’t happened to be passing. Caelira Orent did nothing by happening.

“Mr. Ward.” She didn’t look up from her document. “I hoped I might cross your path. I find I have a small thing to give you, in the spirit of our conversation. A token of good faith, you might call it.” She closed the case, unhurried, and turned her pale flat eyes on me. “Your mother kept a bloodmoss garden. Did you know that? In the northern posting, before the end. Even in a dead zone, where her power was suppressed and nothing of class energy would grow, she grew bloodmoss, because it doesn’t need class energy, only care. The local children used to come and watch it glow.” A thin pause. “She wrote about it. It’s in the file. The complete one. The one you could simply have.”

The cold of her got into me even at ten feet, and worse than the cold was the precision of the cut. She’d reached into my grief and found the smallest, warmest, most private thing, my mother on her hands and knees in a place built to kill her, growing the one thing that would still grow, for children who weren’t even her own, and she’d held it up to show me she had it. To show me she had all of it. To keep the bargain alive with a single perfect detail of a woman she’d never met and helped to murder.

Behind me, in the doorway, I heard Thalia’s breath stop.

I made myself answer flat and unmoved, as if a stranger had asked me the time, giving her nothing to feed on.

“That sounds like my mother,” I said. “She’d grow something anywhere. It’s the kind of person she was.” I let the silence sit a beat. “It’s a shame the people she worked among never got to see what she could really do. Somebody made very sure of that.”

Caelira’s gaze dropped, for half a second, to my hands on the table, and came back up. Not anger; she didn’t do anger. Just that small downward flick, the look of a craftswoman checking a tool that had returned a reading she hadn’t planned for, the subject failing to flinch on cue.

“You have until the Descent, Mr. Ward,” she said. “The offer doesn’t improve with waiting. Neither does the alternative.” And she inclined her platinum head, the barest courtesy, and walked on down the corridor, taking her cold with her, and the frost-bite drained slowly out of the air behind her, the corridor remembering how to hold warmth a few breaths after she’d gone.

I stood there until the air had warmed again. Thalia came up beside me, her hand near her knife, her smoky eyes following Caelira’s retreating back with the focused hatred of a spy looking at the hand that wrote on her spine.

“She used your mother’s bloodmoss garden as a knife,” Thalia said quietly. “That’s not a recruiter anymore, Garrick. A recruiter sells you the dream. She just showed you she’s read your grief well enough to find the one detail that would hurt the most, and she did it to remind you she owns the file. That’s a hunter who hasn’t stopped pretending to be a recruiter because the pretending is still useful.” Her jaw set. “Be careful with her. She’s better at the intimate kill than the cold one. The cold one’s just her day job.”

“I noticed.”

“Good.” She watched the empty corridor where the cold had gone, letting the absence prove the shape of what had passed, and then she said, in a different voice, lower, the one that came out only when she’d decided to hand me something true: “The Registry pulled that tactic on me once, you know. My first week at Valebright. A handler crossed my path, mentioned a detail about my mother’s village I’d never told a soul at this academy, smiled, walked on. Just to let me know my file was already open somewhere I couldn’t reach. That every scholarship student in this place is a folder on a shelf in the capital with the warmest things about us underlined.” Her hand drifted to the small of her back, to the seam. “It’s how they work. They learn the one true tender thing and they hold it up to show you they could break it. Your mother’s garden. My mother’s village. The boy’s whole future. Caelira’s version is colder, but it is the same method.” She drew a breath. “She makes the wound feel private, because a private wound is one you’ll bring to her alone in the end. So don’t let it stay private. Tell the circle she used the bloodmoss garden. Tonight, while it’s still fresh enough to sting.”

“I always do,” I said.

“I know.” A flicker of something almost like warmth under the precision. “That’s the whole reason her trick doesn’t work on you. She built her craft for men who keep secrets. She has no idea what to do with one who tells his circle everything.” She pushed off the cabinet, the old level guardedness sliding back over her face like a drawer easing shut. “It’s going to drive her genuinely insane. I’m looking forward to watching.”

“You’re a strange comfort, Thalia.”

“I’m the only kind I’ve got.”

I went back to the workshop with the chill of the corridor still ghosting at the edges of me, and I found Brennan exactly where I’d left him, hunched over his bench, except now there was a smell of scorched wiring and a small smoking ruin in front of him and an expression of total delight on his freckled face.

“It melted,” he announced, before I’d said a word. “Look at it. Beautiful. I made a little probe to read her wards from a distance, sent the data back through a resonance link, and her wards ate the resonance link and spat the probe back at me in the form of, as you can see, a small fire.” He poked the smoking ruin fondly. “And here’s the gorgeous part, before it melted it gave me four seconds of clean data, and the four seconds tell me everything.”

“Which is.”

“Which is that her wards are purely resonance-keyed. They’re designed to detect and suppress class energy. Anything made of class energy, they see and they eat. My probe was made of class energy, so they ate it.” He held up a finger, vibrating with the joy of a man who’d found the loophole. “But a mechanical trigger isn’t made of class energy. A spring under tension isn’t resonance. A counterweight isn’t a crest. A clockwork timer doesn’t have a frequency for her to ward against. She built her whole cold kingdom to keep out things that resonate, and she never once thought to keep out things that just, you know. Click.” He grinned. “I’m going to build you a counter-seal device that runs on clockwork. Springs and levers and brass. When she throws a seal, my device throws a mechanical disruption back, and there’s nothing in her wards that can see a mechanical disruption coming, because as far as her craft is concerned, it isn’t there. It’s just a thing that goes click.”

I looked at the loyal, brilliant, snack-hoarding menace the academy had thrown away as a failed Artificer, and I felt the first real warmth I’d felt since the corridor.

“How long,” I said.

“Give me till the deep legs start. And get me Undercroft forge-metal for the housing; the brass alone won’t take the stress.” He was already sketching, copper pencil flying across a grease-stained page, the device taking shape in lines and arrows and his own private shorthand. “Smiths fight with resonance. They’ve never had a failed Artificer on their side.” He paused. “Misregistered Artificer.”

“Misregistered.”

“She can seal a Smith. A duelist, a healer, a spy. Every one of those is a resonance she has a pattern for,” Brennan said, the copper pencil still flying. “And the whole genius of her craft is that she’s seen them all. There’s no class she hasn’t filed. But she’s never fought a man who’s annoyed at her on principle and owns a lot of brass.”

“So be a problem,” I said.

He licked the tip of the copper pencil and bent back over the page. “Finally found something worth being one about.”


Chapter 6: Qualifier

The qualifier started at dawn, and by the time the academy bells rang first light, the staging plaza above the Undercroft entrance was a wall of noise.

Four academies’ worth of students packed the scrying-mirror gallery, the tall silvered mirrors lit now and showing the upper sealed levels in flat silver light, so that the spectators in the warm safe hall could watch teams descend into the dark below in real time. Bets changed hands. Rival chants started and were drowned out by other rival chants. Somewhere in the crush, Brennan had set up to watch the first heats before our gate opened and was, I had no doubt, narrating them to anyone who’d listen.

The format was simple, which the politics of the whole event were not. Each team entered the upper levels through a different gate, ran a circuit of the sealed ruins recovering marked relic-tokens and surviving whatever the old wards still threw at them, and the run was scored on speed, recovery, and how many of you came back up the stairs on your own feet. The deep, the real deep, came later, in the championship legs. This was the seeding run. This was the academy’s chance to watch the Annex team and learn what we were.

By the time our run was called, Brennan had rejoined us with a pocket full of odds and a grin that said he’d learned exactly which teams were overconfident. We descended through the eastern gate, the five of us, into cold stone and old air.

The upper sealed levels were the parts of the Undercroft I half knew from last term’s Trial, but the qualifier had opened sections that had been closed before, and the deeper we went the older the stone got, the more the walls showed the dull grey gleam of oath-metal inlays under two centuries of grime. My Class Sight kept catching on things in the dark, the residue of ancient forge-work soaked into the architecture, and I had to keep banking it down to save the strain for when it mattered.

We were good. I want to be plain about that, because the gallery above us was about to learn it, and so was I.

The first circuit proved it before anything dramatic happened. A Mistral Hall team had taken eleven minutes to clear the same western pressure gallery and lost a relic-token to a false floor. We took ours in six. Strength had little to do with it. The five of us solved different pieces of the room at the same time, and the gallery had no category for that.

I read the old ward-lines under the floor, the places where the oath-metal had been cut thin and patched with newer academy work. Thalia read the route the official map had lied about. Brennan listened to the clicks under the stone like a man listening to a clock that wanted to eat him. Isolde kept the awakened construct busy with three clean feints that never gave it enough storm to drink. Rosalie stood behind all of us with her glow banked and her hands ready, not waiting to heal damage but preventing half of it by calling out which of us was about to overextend.

That was the part the mirrors would not know how to explain. A normal team had a leader shouting orders and four people trying not to die. We had a conversation at speed.

“Left plate has a second bite,” Brennan said.

“False wall behind it,” Thalia answered.

“Guardian’s turning,” Isolde said.

“Not at you,” I said. “At Rosalie. It reads healer-glow as a recovery node.”

“Rude,” Rosalie said, and stepped aside as the guardian’s stone fist smashed exactly where she’d been standing.

Isolde cut its knee out while it committed. Brennan slammed a wedge into the exposed ward groove. Thalia’s knife took the relic-token out of the false wall before the guardian had finished falling. Rosalie touched the cracked stone where the construct had strained the floor, reversing the damage enough that the passage did not collapse behind us.

No single one of those moves would have impressed Ravelin. Together, they would make the gallery very quiet.

Isolde took point. The Storm Duelist moved through the dark ruins like the dark was her natural country, lightning crackling faintly along her blade, and when the first ward-construct unfolded out of an alcove, an old guardian of stone and bound resonance lurching toward us with grinding limbs, she didn’t break stride. Lightning Step took her across the gap in a blink, a streak of blue-white, and she was behind it before it finished turning, her blade through the resonance node that animated it, and it came apart in a shower of dead stone.

“Left’s clear,” she called, already moving. “Rosalie, there’s a second one waking up behind the pillar, I can feel the charge.”

“On it.” Rosalie didn’t break her healer’s calm. She raised one hand, the Woundbloom glow gathering green-gold at her palm, and where a standard Rose Healer would have been useless against a construct, the Woundbloom offense her family had spent her childhood suppressing lashed out, a strike that didn’t heal but reversed, and the waking construct’s bound resonance unspooled the wrong way and collapsed in on itself. She lowered her hand, unbothered, and went back to watching the rest of us for hurts. “Garrick, Brennan’s behind. The floor.”

Brennan was behind, because Brennan was always behind, and he was on his knees with a satchel of his devices open in front of him, and the floor ahead of us had been about to drop out from under whoever stepped on it.

“Pressure plate, mechanical, two hundred years old and still works, isn’t that charming,” he said, his fingers flying, jamming a wedge of carved oath-metal under the trigger. “There. Locked. Old ward-traps are the best traps because nobody’s maintained them, so they’re predictable. The new ones are the scary ones. Go, go, I’ll catch up, I always catch up.”

Thalia ranged ahead of all of us, soundless, marking the route. The Scribe of Veils sight that read records also read the architecture of a place, the weak points, the false walls, the relic-tokens hidden in alcoves the casual eye slid past. She’d point, and I’d see it a half-second after she did, and Isolde would clear the path to it. We weren’t a team of individuals. We were a single thing with five sets of hands, and the thing at the center of it, the thing that made it work, was me, reading every crest in the room, every construct’s resonance node, every teammate’s exact state of strain, and calling it as it came.

“Garrick, you’re calling formations,” Brennan observed, catching up after his pressure-plate, only slightly out of breath. “Support classes don’t call formations. The gallery’s going to lose their minds.”

“Less narrating, more trap-finding.”

“I can do both, it’s my whole skill set.” He skidded to a halt, threw out an arm. “Speaking of. Don’t step there. Or there. Actually just walk where I walk for the next twenty feet, the floor’s got opinions.”

Maeve’s words from the plaza came back to me. A support school. Half your roster wouldn’t last a level. I stood in the deep calling a Storm Duelist’s openings and a healer’s strikes and a spy’s routes, reading a two-hundred-year-old ruin like a page of my mother’s journal, and four academies were watching it happen in a mirror and not understanding what they were looking at.

I found out later, from Brennan, who’d collected the whole thing secondhand from Agda, Holt, and three rival students who had all apparently decided the Annex was now the safest place to gossip, exactly how badly it had landed up there.

“You should’ve heard Agda tell it,” he told me afterward, delighted past all bearing. “She was three rows behind a Ravelin tactics master who kept saying that’s not a recognized formation in this increasingly upset voice, like the formation had personally insulted him, and finally one of his own students goes, sir, I don’t think it’s a formation, I think he’s just reading the room. Agda made him repeat it because she wanted the wording exact.” Brennan beamed. “A Mistral Hall scholar asked Holt what tower you were from and Holt told him you weren’t from a tower, you were from a forge-town, and the scholar wrote it down. He wrote down forge-town. Like it was a tactical doctrine.”

That was the thing about the support-class lie. It worked right up until it didn’t, and then it inverted all at once, and the laughingstock became the most dangerous person in the room while everyone was still laughing.

“There’s the third token,” Thalia said, from the dark ahead. “Sealed alcove. Resonance lock.”

“Mine.” I came up beside her, set my hand to the alcove’s lock, and let Class Sight read it. A simple old thing, by the standards of what waited below; a frequency lock, keyed to a Smith’s touch, because the people who’d built this place had assumed only their own kind would ever come this far. The grime came alive under my fingers, the oath-metal warming for me and no one else, and the alcove ground open. I took the token. “Three. We need five.”

“Four and five are deeper,” Thalia said. “And so is Ravelin’s team. I can hear them. Vael’s running fast.”

I could feel them too, the bright honest blaze of Kethan Vael’s earned crest moving through the levels below us at a pace that explained why Ravelin won this thing most cycles. We weren’t going to beat them on raw speed. We didn’t need to. We needed to place high enough to seed into the deep, and we needed the gallery to remember that the Annex team was not to be slept on, and we were doing both.

It was somewhere in the recovery of the fourth token that the qualifier stopped being a showcase and became something else.

I felt it before I saw it. A spike of charge in the levels above us, the wrong kind, not a construct waking but a class crest overloading, the unmistakable pressure of a powerful class with nowhere to put what it was generating. I knew that signature. I’d read it on the staging plaza two days ago, off a copper-haired woman who’d mouthed off to keep anyone from looking too close at the wound underneath.

“Sundermoor’s in trouble,” I said, and I was already turning back toward the stairs that climbed to the level above.

“Garrick.” Isolde caught my arm. “That’s their run. We cross into another team’s circuit, we’re disqualified, we lose the seed.”

“I know.”

“And the gallery sees it.”

“I know that too.” I met her eyes. “Maeve Sorrel’s class is overloading and her own teammates won’t help her because they think she’s just losing control again, and if it cascades the way I think it’s about to, it doesn’t just fail. It fractures. Real time. Like the class-stone emergency last term, when that Arcane scholarship student’s crest started coming apart in the Annex while everyone froze.” I held her gaze, and I watched her understand, because no one on this earth understood better than Isolde Fen what it was to have your class fail in public while people decided you’d done it to yourself. “I’m not leaving her to fracture for a seed.”

Isolde’s jaw worked. And then she let go of my arm.

“Go,” she said. “We’ll hold the circuit. If they disqualify us, they disqualify us.” A flicker of something fierce in her cold-proud stare. “Don’t let her break. Nobody should have to come apart like that while people watch.”

I went up the stairs three at a time, Class Sight blazing now, strain be damned, following the overloading charge like a beacon.

I found them on the level above, in a wide collapsed gallery that the qualifier route had threaded through, and the scene was exactly the one I’d dreaded. Maeve Sorrel stood in the center of the chamber with her three teammates backed away from her in a loose, useless ring, and she was burning. The faint plaza-warp around her had become a haze that bent the whole chamber, the air rippling, and fire crackled off her in lashes she couldn’t control, scorching the old stone, because the charge her class was generating had nowhere to go and the pressure had finally overrun her ability to contain it.

Through Class Sight it was worse than it looked, and it looked bad. Her crest was a forge with the flue blocked and the bellows stuck open, generating, generating, and the severed release channel meant every scrap of it backed up into a structure that was never built to hold it. The branches were starting to strain. Hairline stress lines were spidering out from the severed cut, the architecture of her class beginning, under two years of accumulated pressure and one moment of overload, to crack.

It was the same live fracture danger I’d stopped in the Annex last term. Except the scholarship student’s had been a sudden class-stone accident, and Maeve’s was a whole dam about to give with sabotage underneath it.

“Sorrel, just vent it,” one of her teammates was shouting, from a safe distance. “Push it into the floor like you’re supposed to, what’s wrong with you, you’re going to scorch the whole…”

“I CAN’T,” Maeve screamed, and it was the rawest sound I’d heard from her, the brash mouth gone, just terror, just a woman whose body was tearing itself apart and didn’t know why. “I can’t, I can’t get rid of it, it won’t go, it never goes…”

“Because someone cut your valve,” I said, crossing the chamber toward her.

She whipped around. Her eyes were huge and wet and panicked, and fire lashed off her in my direction on reflex, and I let it crack past my shoulder without flinching because flinching now would lose her.

“Stay back, support,” she gasped. “I’ll burn you, I can’t, I can’t control it, get back…”

“You can’t control it because there’s nothing wrong with your control.” I kept coming, steady, my voice the forge-town voice, the one that had talked Isolde down off a wall with a knife at my throat. “Your class generates fine. Better than fine. The problem is the part that lets you get rid of it. It’s cut. Somebody severed it two years ago, and you’ve been carrying everything your class makes with nowhere to put it ever since, and right now it’s about to crack your crest open. I can see it. I can hold it. Give me your hand.”

“You’re lying.” But something in her face had changed, because I’d named it, because in two years of being told she was undisciplined and too much and bad at the basic thing, no one had ever once said somebody did this to you. “Nobody, that’s not, my instructors said…”

“Your instructors were wrong, or worse.” Another step. The fire crackled, the crest cracked further, the stress lines spreading. “Maeve. Look at me. I am the one person at four academies who can see exactly what’s wrong with you, and what’s wrong with you is a crime, not a flaw. Now give me your hand before your class breaks in front of everyone, because I have watched a student nearly lose her class in public while everyone froze, and I will not watch it again. Give me your hand.”

She gave me her hand.

I don’t know why she did it. Terror, maybe, or the sheer foreign shock of being told it wasn’t her fault, or just the animal need to grab onto the one person in the room who sounded like he knew what was happening. Her hand shot out and caught mine, small and hot, the air bending around her skin, the charge crackling between our palms, and I closed my scarred hand around hers and I poured Class Sight into the contact and steadied her.

It wasn’t a repair. I couldn’t repair her in the middle of a collapsing gallery with a qualifier running and a fracture three seconds from spreading. But a Smith doesn’t only forge; a Smith can hold a structure together with his own resonance long enough to keep it from breaking, the way you brace a cracked beam with your shoulder while someone finds a post. I found the stress lines spidering out from the severed cut, and I pressed my own resonance against them, holding them, refusing them, taking the pressure of her overloading class into the steadiness of my own Sight, and I gave the backed-up charge the one thing it had never had: somewhere to go.

It went into me. Through the contact, through the held hand, the dammed energy of two years bled off in a rush, and it was a great deal of energy, and it burned, and I held on.

Maeve made a sound I’ll remember for a long time.

It started as the tail end of the scream and it broke, mid-note, into something else entirely, because after two years the pressure that lived in her finally had somewhere to drain, and the relief of it hit her body like a wave. Her knees went. She arched, her whole small frame arcing toward me on the held hand, the wavering heat around her flaring once and then guttering down as the overload bled away, and the fire lashing off her stuttered and died, and her cracking crest, with the pressure finally relieved, stopped cracking. Held. The stress lines stopped spreading.

“Oh,” she gasped, against the rush of it, her amber eyes wide and unfocused and shocked. “Oh, what, what is that, what did you…”

“That’s the pressure coming off.” I kept hold of her hand, kept bleeding the excess into myself a little at a time now, gentler, letting her come down. “That’s what it’s supposed to feel like to not be carrying all of it at once. I know. I know, it’s a lot.” Her hand was trembling in mine, her whole body trembling, and the flush on her cheeks had gone from the angry pink of overload to something else, something that came from a body discovering relief so intense it didn’t know what to do with it. “You’re not going to fracture. You’re stable. I’ve got you.”

“You’ve…” She stared at me, and the brash mask was gone, all of it, just a petite copper-haired woman staring up at a stranger who’d caught the thing nobody else could even see. Her free hand had come up and flattened over the crest that had just stopped trying to tear itself apart, fingers spread wide across it, and faint sparks guttered between them and went out, the last of the charge leaving her. “Nobody. Nobody’s ever. They said I was just bad at it. Two years. They said I was just…”

“I know what they said.” I let go of her hand, slowly, making sure she could stand, and she could, swaying, but she could. “It’s not true. None of it’s true. You were sabotaged, Maeve. Same as someone I know. We can talk about it when there isn’t a qualifier running and your teammates aren’t staring at us.”

Her teammates were, in fact, staring at us, slack-jawed, the three of them who’d backed away and shouted at her to vent it. And above us, all around us, the gallery’s eyes had found us, attention pressing down that wasn’t theirs, and I knew without looking up that the scrying mirrors had caught the whole thing, that four academies in the gallery above had just watched a Valebright support student cross into a rival’s circuit and pull a Sundermoor competitor back from a class fracture with his bare hand.

I’d shown the whole world what a Class Smith was. In front of everyone. In front of her.

Maeve was looking at me like I’d grown a second head. “Why,” she said. “Why would you, that’s, you lost your run, you crossed into our circuit, you’re disqualified, why would you…”

“Because you were about to break and I could stop it,” I said, like it was the simplest thing in the world, because to me it was. “That’s what a smith does.”

I left her standing in the collapsed gallery with one hand still spread over her quieted crest and her stunned gaze following me, and I went back down the stairs to my circle, and I didn’t look up at the mirrors, because I knew exactly who was watching through them, and I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing me look.

We were disqualified from the qualifier, technically. We’d crossed circuits. But the officials, four academies’ worth of them, had watched what I’d done in the mirrors, and there was enough confusion and enough quiet horror about a competitor nearly fracturing on a live feed that they ruled the cross a “safety intervention” and seeded us anyway, low, but seeded. Brennan was beside himself about the ruling and beside himself about the spectacle and could not decide which to talk about first.

But that wasn’t the part of the day that stayed with me.

The part that stayed with me happened in the gallery afterward, in the crush of the post-run crowd, when I caught sight of Octavia.

She was there in her capacity as a Valebright faculty observer, standing at the gallery’s edge in her tailored academic robes with her glasses on and her dark-gold hair in its structured twist, the picture of professorial composure. And beside her, because the gallery seated faculty observers together regardless of which faculty they belonged to, stood Caelira Orent.

The two of them weren’t speaking. They weren’t even looking at each other. But I read the body language between them as easily as I read a crest, and the cold history was written all over it.

Octavia held herself with a stillness that was costing her everything, the composure not natural but gripped, her hands folded in front of her with white-knuckled discipline. The tension-line between her brows had deepened to a crease. She watched the mirrors with apparent professional interest, and the apparentness of it was the tell; her eyes never tracked the action, never followed a team, just held fixed on the silvered surface like a woman using a mirror to watch the person beside her without turning her head. Her breathing was too even. I’d seen her control under pressure before, the night of the dropped teacup, but this was control under a specific, decade-old pressure, and I could see exactly what it was costing to stand there and not run and not scream.

And Caelira, who noticed everything, did not appear to notice Octavia at all.

That was its own kind of tell, because a woman who notices everything has chosen not to notice you on purpose. She stood with her hands at rest and her pale flat eyes moving over the mirrors at an unhurried, cataloguing pace, and she did not once let her gaze drift the few degrees it would have taken to acknowledge the professor at her shoulder, and the not-drifting was as deliberate as a signature. Either she didn’t know what Octavia carried and ignored the fear because fear was common around her, or she knew exactly what history stood beside her and had decided it was beneath the cost of a glance.

I genuinely could not tell which was worse. I think Octavia couldn’t either, and I think the not-knowing was a knife of its own: to stand beside the woman who’d unmade you and not be able to tell whether you were a horror she’d suppressed or a chore she’d forgotten.

The frightened professor and the woman from her past stood side by side in the gallery, pretending to be strangers, while four academies watched the wrong drama play out in the mirrors below.

Octavia found me later, alone, after the crowds had thinned, in a quiet stretch of corridor near the faculty wing. She’d kept her composure all the way through the gallery and held it until we were alone, and then it broke loose through her like water through a hairline crack.

“Resume the articulation work with me,” she said, without preamble. “Tonight. I’ll tell Holt it’s continuing study; it’s even true. You need remote Class Sight for the deep, and your articulation is still crude.” Her voice was controlled, but there was a thread under it pulled too tight. “And I need.” She stopped. Whatever composure she’d carried out of the gallery thinned to a single overstretched thread, and tonight there was nothing academic left under it. “I need to be somewhere that isn’t the gallery. I need to be in a room with a person who knows what she is and isn’t pretending she doesn’t. I stood next to her for two hours, Garrick. Two hours of being a stranger to the woman who…”

She caught it. Bit it off. She drew her shoulders back into the straight line she taught from, breathed once through her nose, and put herself back together by main force.

“Tonight,” she said again, more level. “We’ll work on the focus syllable. Your tongue is in the wrong place; it’s bleeding the resonance. I’ll show you the correct articulation.” Her eyes were on my mouth as she said it, and the word articulation came out a half-register lower than her perfect diction usually allowed, the control cracking just for the length of a syllable, something she’d held down for a decade pressing up against the surface. “Lips, tongue, breath. It’s all instrument. You shape resonance with your mouth the same as a singer shapes a note. I used to be very good at teaching it.” A pause she didn’t fill, though once she would have. “Come to my office after last bell.”

“I’ll be there,” I said.

She nodded, and turned to go, and stopped, and didn’t turn back around, and said, to the corridor, quietly: “What you did for that girl in the mirrors today. Pulling her back.” A breath. “Your mother used to do that. Brace a breaking class with her own resonance, in the field, before there was time for a proper forge. I’d forgotten anyone could.” And then she did turn, and her amber eyes held mine, bright behind the glasses with something that wasn’t only memory. “It’s a dangerous thing to be able to do in front of an Examiner, Garrick. She watched you do it too. You showed her exactly what you are.”

“I know.”

“Be careful what you show her.” A beat, the perfect diction gone soft at the edges, and she let me hear it slip rather than watching her hide it. “And be careful what you show me. I’m running out of reasons to keep pretending I don’t want to see all of it.”

She left me in the corridor with that, the wall lower than it had ever been, and went back toward the faculty wing without another word.

I went to her office after last bell.

The faculty wing had emptied into the particular hush it wore after dark, carpets swallowing footsteps, amber lamps steady along the walls, the academy pretending that nothing dangerous happened in rooms with bookshelves and brass locks. Octavia’s door was already open a handspan when I arrived. She closed it behind me, slid the bolt home, and set the privacy ward with a motion that was precise enough to be habit and just uneven enough to be nerves.

“Stand there,” she said, pointing to the chalk circle she’d drawn on the floor between her desk and the side table. “Feet shoulder-width. Breathe through the lower ribs, not the throat. If you shape the syllable in the throat, the resonance tears itself thin before it leaves you.”

I stepped into the circle.

She’d arranged three class stones on the desk at different distances, each one dull and ordinary to the naked eye. To Class Sight, banked low, they were three small structures waiting to be read. The task was simple in the way dangerous things were simple: touch none of them, speak the focus syllable, and let the resonance carry my Sight across the room without burning out my eyes.

“Again,” Octavia said, after my first attempt turned the nearest stone warm and did nothing to the others. “You’re opening too wide at the start. The tongue touches the roof of the mouth and stays there until the last breath. You let it fall.”

“I didn’t feel it fall.”

“I watched it fall.” Her eyes were on my mouth, not my crest, and she did not pretend otherwise this time. She came closer, close enough that the scent of aged tea and old paper replaced the corridor’s polish, and lifted two fingers. She stopped before touching my jaw. Asked with the pause instead of the words.

I nodded.

Her fingers settled lightly beneath my chin, guiding the angle, and the contact carried the lesson and the crack in the wall between us. Her thumb lifted a fraction. Her amber eyes tracked the shape of my lips with a focus that belonged to resonance theory and to the desire neither of us had named cleanly yet.

“Slower,” she said. The word came out lower than the lesson needed. She heard it too, because her throat moved once. “Press the tongue up. Hold. Let the breath go around it, not through it. The syllable is a channel, Garrick, not a shout.”

I shaped it again.

This time the resonance left my mouth in a thin controlled thread. It crossed the room, touched the first stone, then the second, then the third, and for one clean breath I read all three without moving, surface structures only, no deep forensic work, but real. Remote Class Sight. The pressure behind my eyes flared and settled instead of spiking.

Octavia’s fingers tightened once under my chin.

“There,” she said, and the pride in her voice hit harder than the lesson. “That’s it. Again, before your body forgets.”

I did it again. The second read held two breaths. The third held almost three, and then the strain bit and I shut it down before the nosebleed started.

“Good,” she said. “You stopped before it punished you. That’s new.”

“Rosalie would be proud.”

“Rosalie would threaten to feed you soup until you apologized to your own metabolism.” A real, brief smile touched her mouth, gone almost at once, but not hidden. “She would be correct.”

The office settled around us, warm and warded, and for a moment the lesson had done what she needed it to do. It had put craft between her and the memory of standing beside Caelira in the gallery. It had given both of us a thing we could shape.

Then Octavia stepped back, and the professional composure returned by choice instead of fear.

“Practice that every morning,” she said. “Not to exhaustion. Three clean reads. No more. The deep will punish waste.”

“And you?”

Her hand went to her sternum, over the sealed Saint. “I am done wasting fear. That’s my practice.”

She opened the door before either of us could make the room more dangerous than the lesson, and I left with the focus syllable still warm on my tongue.


Chapter 7: The Severed Channel

Maeve came to the Annex after the third bell, when the corridors were empty, and she came as they all did: alone, furious, and unable to stay away.

I’d been expecting her. After what happened in the qualifier, after I’d named the thing no one had ever named, there was no version of Maeve Sorrel that didn’t end up at my workshop door, and the only question had been how long her pride would hold out before her need outran it. The answer turned out to be one day. She’d lasted exactly one day, and then she was hammering on the Annex door past midnight with her copper hair loose and wild and her eyes blazing amber.

“You said it was sabotage.” She came in before I’d finished opening the door, brushing past me into the workshop, too keyed up to stand still, already pacing. “In the qualifier. You said somebody cut my, my valve, you said it was a crime. Was that true or were you just trying to calm me down so I wouldn’t burn the gallery?”

“Both,” I said. “It’s true, and I said it to calm you down. The truth’s usually the most calming thing there is, in my experience. People can manage almost anything except not knowing.”

She stopped pacing and stared at me, and I watched the suspicion war with the desperate hope on her face, the same war I’d watched on Rosalie’s face last term, on Isolde’s, on a dozen scholarship students since. The hope that someone had finally seen the thing you’d half believed was real, against the terror that they were lying, that it really was just you, that you really were just too much.

“Prove it,” she said.

“All right.” I gestured to the stool by the forge. “Sit. Let me look at you properly. Not the quick glance I got in the qualifier, where I was just bracing you. The way a Smith reads a crest, close and slow. It means I have to be near you, and it means you have to hold still, and it means letting someone look at the most private part of you, which is your class. If you don’t want that, the door’s behind you and no hard feelings. But if you want to know what was done to you, this is how.”

She sat. She perched on the stool with her knees together and her hands fisted on them and her chin up, braced for a blow, and I understood that for Maeve, holding still was the hardest thing I could ask, because she lived in motion, because motion was how she’d survived two years of a body that betrayed her.

“It won’t hurt,” I said. “Reading doesn’t hurt. It just feels like being seen.”

“That’s the part that’s going to be a problem,” she muttered, so quietly I don’t think she meant me to hear it.

I knelt in front of the stool, bringing my eyes level with her sternum, and I let Class Sight rise, the gold coming up in my eyes, and I read her.

Up close, slow, with her cooperation, the picture resolved into something far more detailed than the emergency glimpse in the qualifier, and it was a crime scene, and I read it as I’d come to read all of them: not a diagnosis, a prosecution.

“Your class is a Cinder Channeler,” I said, low, my eyes on the luminous structure of her crest, naming what I saw as I found it. “Strong. Genuinely strong, the generation branch is one of the cleanest I’ve seen, you throw off charge like a forge throws sparks. Whoever told you that you were weak was lying or blind. You’re not weak. You’re powerful and you’ve been told the opposite your whole life.” Heat lifted faint from her skin above me, her usually restless fingers gone still against her thighs. “Here’s the crime. Your class has two halves that should work together. Intake, which gathers and builds the charge, and release, which lets you vent it, spend it, push it out as fire. The intake half is perfect. The release half.” I found the cut, and my voice dropped and went flat, every word set down with the care I gave the worst of it. “Severed. Cleanly. With a calibrated instrument, registrar-grade or better. The cut’s two years old; the edges have healed over into scar. And the angle’s from the front, not the back, which means it wasn’t done to you in your sleep. It was done during something you participated in. An examination. An evaluation. Something where you held still and trusted the person holding the tool, and they cut your valve and let you walk away thinking you’d just failed a test.”

Maeve had gone very still on the stool. I looked up from the crest to her face, and her eyes were wet, and she wasn’t doing anything to stop them, because the brash mask only worked when she had the energy to hold it up, and I’d just taken all her energy by telling her the truth.

“Two years ago,” she whispered. “I had a class evaluation. After I, after my charge kept misfiring. They said it was diagnostic. They put a tool to my chest and said hold still.” A tear spilled over. “I held still. I thanked them. I thanked the person who…” Her voice broke. “It was someone with Sundermoor authority. Wasn’t it. You said registrar-grade. Someone with the right to do that to a student.”

“Someone with the right to do registrar-grade work, yes.” I didn’t soften it; she didn’t want it softened, I could see that, she wanted it named. “I can’t tell you who from the crest. Class Sight shows me the tool and the timing and the angle, not the face. But it was someone in your own academy, someone trusted enough to put a tool to a student’s chest and have her thank them for it. It’s kin to what crippled a duelist I know here, done with the same patience, the same authority turned against a student who held still because she’d been taught to. Hers was loud and yours was quiet. The intent underneath was identical.”

She pressed the heel of her hand against her mouth, and for a moment she just shook, the small frame of her trembling on the stool, two years of being told she was broken collapsing all at once into the simple, devastating fact of being believed.

I gave her the moment. You don’t rush a person through having their reality confirmed. I stayed kneeling in front of the stool, close, my eyes still golden with the Sight, and I didn’t look away, because the looking-away was the thing she’d braced for her whole life, the moment the person who’d seen too much decided you were too much and turned their face. I held the Sight steady on the crime someone had carved into her and stayed exactly where I was, not flinching, until the bracing went out of her shoulders.

“You’re still looking,” she whispered, half-accusing, half-something else, her hand still pressed to her mouth. “People look away. When they see the broken thing. You’re just looking at it. Like it’s not gross. Like I’m not.”

“It’s not gross, and neither are you. What’s in your crest is a beautiful class with a crime done to it, and the only ugly thing in the whole picture is the hand that held the tool, which isn’t in you.” I let the Sight bank slowly, so the gold faded out of my eyes without snapping off. “I see you fine. All of it. And I’m not going anywhere.”

She made a small wrecked sound and pressed the heel of her hand harder against her mouth.

“Everyone said I had no control,” she said finally, into her hand. “My instructors. My teammates. They wrote it on every evaluation. Poor control. Undisciplined. Dangerous. And the whole time I was, I was generating all this charge and it had nowhere to go, and I’d try to vent it like they taught and nothing would happen, it would just back up worse, and I thought.” Her voice cracked again. “I thought I was just bad at being a person. I thought there was something wrong with me. And there wasn’t. Somebody cut me.”

“Somebody cut you,” I agreed quietly. “Two years ago, with a tool, on purpose. Everything since then is just the wound doing what a blocked flue does. The misfires. The backed-up charge. None of it was you failing. It was you, working perfectly, with the valve held shut.”

She lowered her hand and looked at me, and her eyes had changed, the wet shock hardening into something with an edge to it, something that was going to matter later.

“You believe me,” she said. It wasn’t a question. She turned the words over like a coin she wasn’t sure was real, pressing on them, checking the edges.

“I don’t have to believe you. I can see it. That’s different and it’s better. Belief is something you can take back. This is just true.” I let Class Sight settle a little deeper, because there was a complication, and she needed to hear it before she got her hopes too high. “But Maeve, I have to tell you the hard part, because I don’t lie to people about their classes. You can’t just be repaired. Not the simple way.”

The hope on her face flickered. “What do you mean.”

“When the channel was severed, your class didn’t just stop venting. It adapted, the same as any living thing adapts to a wound, and it adapted badly.” I traced the structure for her in the air with one finger, describing what I saw. “Your two halves, intake and release, were meant to grow together, side by side, sharing a common architecture. But for two years they’ve grown apart. Intake kept developing, because you kept generating; it got stronger and more complex. Release withered behind the cut, because it couldn’t do anything. They’ve drifted so far apart that they’re nearly incompatible structures now. If I just reconnect the cut, as I’d repair a simple sabotage, the two halves won’t recognize each other. It’d be like.” I searched for it. “Like joining two pipes that have warped in opposite directions. They won’t seal. The charge would still tear you up, just differently.”

“So you can’t fix me.” Her voice went flat, and the old despair came up under it, the two-year despair, the of course not.

“I didn’t say that.” I held her gaze. “I said I can’t fix you the simple way. There’s another way. It’s harder, and it’s newer, and I don’t know how to do it yet. It’s called Hybridization. Instead of forcing your two warped halves back together directly, you weave a third thing between them, a bridge, a strand of structured resonance that lets them speak to each other again even though they’ve grown apart. Done right, it doesn’t just restore you. It gives you something you never had: a controlled valve. Control. The thing they spent two years telling you that you lacked, you’d actually have at last.”

Maeve stared at me. “Why don’t you know how to do it.”

“Because it’s a technique my mother’s people developed and the Concord spent two centuries erasing, and I’m the first Smith since my mother, and I’ve been teaching myself out of a journal I can only read sixty percent of.” I said it plainly. “But the other forty percent is down in the deep, where the Descent goes. The thing I need to learn how to braid your class back together is in the same place everyone’s competing to reach. So I’m going to learn it. And then I’m going to give you control. If you want it.”

“If I…” She laughed, wet and disbelieving. “You’re asking if I want the thing I’ve been begging the universe for since I was seventeen?”

“I’m asking because it’s yours to choose,” I said. “It’s your class. Nobody touches it without your say, including me. The whole crime that was done to you started with someone putting a tool to your chest while you held still and trusted them. I’m not going to be one more person who does that. So I’m asking. Properly.”

She looked at me for a long moment, the brash copper-haired woman from the rival academy who’d spent two years being called undisciplined, and something in her face came all the way open, and what was under the brash mask was raw and unguarded and starving for exactly this.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I want it. God, yes, I want it.” And then, because she was Maeve, because the mouth came back the second the worst of it had passed, “And if it turns out you can’t do it and you got my hopes up for nothing, I’m going to set your stupid workshop on fire.”

“Fair,” I said.

The corner of her mouth twitched. The first real almost-smile I’d seen from her.

We went down into the deep that same week, the first true deep-vault leg, the circle and our low qualifier seed and a relic to find that my mother’s journal half-promised.

The deep was not the upper levels. I’d known that, intellectually. Knowing it and standing in it were different things. Below the qualifier levels, below the Trial levels I’d walked last term, the Undercroft changed. The oath-metal inlays in the walls stopped being grime-covered hints and became unmistakable, whole inscriptions running floor to ceiling in a script I half recognized from my mother’s journal. Old forge-energy pressed out of the stone in slow pulses, dimming the lamps whenever the oath-metal breathed, and my Class Sight kept lighting up on its own, catching on the architecture of a place built by people whose minds had run along the same grooves as mine.

“This was a Smith site,” I said quietly, running my hand along an inscription. “A real one. Look at the inlays. The whole level’s a forge.”

“It’s beautiful,” Rosalie said. She had her hand pressed to a different section of wall, her Woundbloom reaching into the stone, and her face had the wonder of a healer feeling something vast and old and asleep. “And it’s cold, Garrick. Deep cold. Not her kind, not fresh. Old. This whole level was sealed by the Concord, the way she seals a class, except they sealed a place. I can feel it. They froze it two hundred years ago and it’s been frozen ever since.” She turned to me. “I can feel the difference now. Her fresh seals burn cold. This is the cold of something that’s been dead a long time. That’s useful. I can tell new from old.”

“Map it as we go,” I said. “Anything that reads as old seal versus fresh seal. If she comes down here, I want to know the second her cold shows up against this background.”

We pushed deeper, and we hit the door.

It was a resonance-locked door, set in a wall of oath-metal, and it was the kind of lock the people who’d built this place had used to keep out everyone but their own kind: a frequency lock keyed to a Smith’s touch. Thalia found the weak points around it, Brennan checked it for mechanical traps and found three and disarmed two and decided the third was best left exactly where it sat, and then it was mine.

I set my hand to the lock and let Class Sight pour through it, and the oath-metal warmed under my palm, recognizing the thing it had been built to recognize, and the door ground open onto a chamber no authorized academy team had entered in two hundred years.

And the chamber’s guardian woke.

I felt it before I saw it, a stirring of bound resonance in the dark, ancient and patient, and then a construct unfolded itself from an alcove in the far wall, a thing of oath-metal and bound forge-energy that had been waiting in the dark for exactly this: an intruder who wasn’t its makers. It was big, slow, and lethal, and where the upper-level constructs had been simple ward-traps, this one had been built by Smiths, which meant it was clever in the specific way Smith-work was clever, and it came for the only person in the room whose crest it didn’t recognize as kin, which was, oddly, all of us, because none of us belonged to the long-dead hands that made it.

“Cover formation,” I called, the tactical voice taking over, reading the construct’s resonance nodes through Class Sight as fast as I could. The thing was a head and a half taller than Isolde, slabs of oath-metal moving on bound resonance, and where it should have had a face there was an inscribed plate that pulsed in time with its core. “It’s old Smith-work, which means it’s clever. Don’t trade blows; it’s built to outlast you. Isolde, its core node’s behind the left shoulder plate, it’s shielded, you can’t hit it clean until the plate’s open. Rosalie, the plate’s held by a resonance binding, can you reverse it? Brennan, it tracks us by resonance, it can’t see anything else, can you blind it? Thalia, watch the dark, there may be a second.”

They moved before the order finished leaving my mouth, each already turning to the piece of it that was theirs.

The guardian came on, slow and certain, one grinding step at a time, and it raised a fist of bound oath-metal that would have caved Isolde’s skull if she’d been where it swung. She wasn’t. She read the wind-up the instant it began, pivoted off the line, and let it hammer the flooded stone where she’d been standing, the impact throwing up a sheet of black water.

“It telegraphs,” she called, circling, drawing its attention onto herself. “Slow as a barn door. Rosalie, the plate, now, while it’s committed to the swing.”

Rosalie raised her hand, the Woundbloom glow gathering green-gold at her palm, and lashed the reversing strike at the construct’s shoulder binding while its arm was still extended from the missed blow. The binding unspooled the wrong way, the resonance running backward as only her suppressed branch could make it run, and the shoulder plate ground open with a shriek of ancient metal, baring the core node beneath, a knot of bound light pulsing in the dark.

The guardian felt the breach and turned toward Rosalie, fast for something so large, fast enough that she had to give ground.

“Blind it,” I called.

Brennan was already on his knees in the cold water, and as the thing turned toward Rosalie he triggered one of his resonance traps and skidded it across the flooded floor to the construct’s far side, a little screaming knot of mimicked class-resonance, a decoy crest loud enough to look like prey. The guardian, which saw nothing but resonance, lost Rosalie entirely and lurched after the louder signal, committing its whole great weight to a target that wasn’t a person at all, its open shoulder swinging wide as it turned the wrong way.

“It’s looking the wrong direction, go,” Brennan shouted, scrambling clear.

In the half-second the open plate and the misdirection gave us, Isolde was there. Lightning Step blinked her across the chamber in a crack of blue-white, up onto the construct’s back as it groped after a crest that didn’t exist, and she drove her blade down into the exposed core node with both hands and all the completed force of her Storm Channel behind it. The bound resonance of generations had nowhere to go but out. The core discharged all at once, a flare of dead light, and the guardian came apart beneath her in a cascade of grinding oath-metal, and she rode the collapse down and landed in the black water in a crouch, blade still raised, scars glowing, perfectly composed.

“Clear,” Thalia said from the dark. “No second.”

We stood in the settling dust of a thing that had waited an age to kill someone and had lasted four seconds against five people who knew how to work together, and Brennan fished his spent resonance-trap out of the floodwater with the fond satisfaction of a man whose scavenged junk had once again outwitted something far grander than itself.

“Old Smith-work,” he said, prodding the dead construct. “Gorgeous engineering. Sees the whole world in resonance and nothing else. They built it so clever it can only perceive the one thing I know how to fake. Centuries of menace, and it chased a decoy crest into a wall.” He pocketed the smoking trap. “I’m putting that in my report. The report nobody reads. The one I keep for myself.”

Beyond the dead guardian was the vault proper.

A Class Smith vault. Oath-metal floor, inscribed walls, and at the center a deeper altar fragment, a broken piece of the same circular dais I’d find whole further down, and on a pedestal in the middle of it, a relic.

It was a small thing, a fist-sized node of oath-metal and crystal, and when I came near it, it hummed. Not a sound exactly. A resonance, pitched to the frequency of my own crest, and as I reached out and closed my hand around it the hum poured up my arm and into my crest and into my mind, and for a moment I understood things I hadn’t understood before. The technique. The braiding. Two melodies woven into harmony. It wasn’t the whole of Hybridization, but it was the first verse of it, sung into me by a relic my mother’s people had left for whoever came after, and I stood there with the node humming in my hand and the theory of it unrolling in my crest and I knew, suddenly, that I would be able to do for Maeve what I’d promised.

“You’ve got the look,” Isolde said, watching me. “The one where you just learned something. What is it?”

“The bridge,” I said. “How to braid two strands together. It’s in here. Not all of it, but the beginning of it.” I looked at the relic, and then I looked at the inscriptions on the walls, and the breath stopped in my chest, because one of them wasn’t ancient.

One of the inscriptions, low on the far wall, had been added later. Centuries later. The oath-metal of it was less weathered, the cut fresher against the two-hundred-year background, and the hand that had made it was a hand I knew, because I read it every night before I slept.

My mother’s hand.

I crossed the chamber and knelt in front of it, and the others went quiet behind me, because they could see what it did to me. The inscription was short, a few lines in the forge-metal cipher, and as my crest came near it the metal woke, just as the lock had, recognizing the blood of the person who’d written it.

If you are reading this, you are mine, or you are theirs. If you are mine: I left more below. Follow the marks only your crest can wake. If you are theirs: you cannot read this anyway, and the marks will stay dark for you.

I was here. I am sorry I could not stay.

I knelt in front of my mother’s handwriting two hundred feet under the academy that had killed her, and I didn’t say anything for a while, and my circle let me not say anything, and Rosalie’s hand came to rest on my shoulder, warm, and Isolde stood guard at the door, and Thalia watched the dark, and even Brennan was quiet.

“She was down here,” I said finally. “Before the end. She left a trail. Marks only my crest can wake.” I pressed my hand flat against the inscription, against the cold oath-metal that had carried her words across two hundred feet of dark and however many years since she’d died. “She left it for me. Or for whatever Smith came after her. She knew one would. She left a trail running down into the sealed dark and she knew the Concord couldn’t follow it because the marks stay dark for anyone who isn’t blood.”

I knelt there a while longer with my hand on the metal. For most of my life my mother had been a thing that happened to me, a loss, a scholarship letter on a cold kitchen table next to a forge that would never light again. This was different. This was her hand, in oath-metal, two hundred feet down, written forward, to a future she knew she wouldn’t see, on the bet that her blood would come after her and her enemies couldn’t follow. She hadn’t just been murdered. She’d been working, right up to the end, leaving a trail for a son she must have known she might never raise to follow it.

I was here. I am sorry I could not stay.

I felt the cold anger and the grief braid together in me as the two melodies had braided in the relic, the grief the fuel and the anger the shape and the work the thing they made together.

“We follow it,” I said. “All the way down. Whatever she buried, it’s the thing they killed her to bury, and it’s mine now.”

“We follow it,” Rosalie said softly, her hand still on my shoulder.

I stood up, the relic humming in my pocket beside my mother’s stone, the theory of Hybridization warm in my crest, my mother’s words burning in the oath-metal behind me, and I led my circle back up out of the lower levels. The sealed dark thinned as we climbed, the inscriptions going grime-blind again, the air warming by degrees, and somewhere overhead the Annex forge waited, and Maeve waited, and the first real verse of the thing I’d promised her was humming in my pocket like a held breath.



I went to Octavia’s office before I slept, because the relic’s theory was bigger than my crest could hold alone, and she was the one person living who’d helped write the framework it leaned on.

She bolted the door behind me out of habit, set the privacy ward, and listened while I laid the relic on her desk and told her what it had hummed into me in the deep, the braid of two songs, the woven bridge, intake and release grown apart and needing a third strand to speak both at once. And I watched the theorist come awake in her, the careful composure giving way to something hungrier, because this was her work, the work she’d done with my mother before the Concord cut her down to a baseline.

She pulled the compound-class book from the locked drawer, the one with the resonance lock keyed to a class she no longer had, and she ran her finger down a page she could read but no longer fully feel.

“Here,” she said, quietly, tapping a passage in Elyse’s hand. “Your mother wrote the forge-bond chapters. I wrote the framework. And there’s a section here on grown-apart channels that I never understood, because I wrote it as theory and she was the one who could test it.” She looked at me over the rims of her glasses, amber gaze sharpened by old grief and new theory. “You just described the test. The relic isn’t teaching you something new, Garrick. It’s teaching you the thing your mother and I were reaching for and never finished. A bridge between two severed branches.” A breath, the composure thinning. “I can decode the rest against this book. The procedure. The order of the strands. I’ll have it for you by morning.”

“Why does it matter to you,” I asked, “doing this. It pulls you closer to the thing they sealed you for.”

She was quiet a moment, measuring it the slow careful way she measured anything that cost her.

“Because I spent ten years thinking the work died with her,” she said. “And it didn’t. It’s sitting on my desk humming, and her son is going to finish it.” She slid the book toward the lamplight. “Go sleep. I’ll read.”

I left her bent over my mother’s words in the amber light and went down to the Annex to sleep.


Chapter 8: Open the Valve

Maeve found the Annex before I’d finished deciding how to handle her, which was a pattern I was starting to recognize: she arrived at decisions faster than I did and forced mine by showing up inside them.

I’d told her, after the diagnostic, that the full repair needed more than the first deep relic had given me, the complete Hybridization sequence, and that until I had it she’d have to hold on. What I hadn’t accounted for was that “hold on” is a thing you can tell a person whose class works and a cruelty you tell a person whose class is a blocked forge, because every day I made her wait was another day her crest built pressure back up behind the cut, and she could feel it building, and she was not the kind of person who held still while a thing screamed inside her.

So she turned up two days after the diagnostic, mid-afternoon, in the workshop doorway, vibrating.

Brennan was at his bench when she came in, and he looked up, and the two of them regarded each other with the wary curiosity of two people who’d heard about each other and were now calibrating in real time. Brennan, stocky and freckled and surrounded by his gadget-chaos. Maeve, small and copper and crackling.

“You’re the Artificer,” she said. “The one who built the spider-web thing on the ceiling.”

“Failed Artificer,” Brennan said automatically, and then caught himself, a correction he’d been making ever since I’d told him his class was specialized and not failed. “Misregistered Artificer. Apparently. It’s a whole thing. You’re the Sundermoor one who nearly fractured on the live mirror feed.”

“I didn’t nearly fracture, I…” Maeve stopped, because she had, in fact, nearly fractured on the live mirror feed, and lying about it to a man surrounded by salvaged resonance components seemed pointless. “Fine. Yeah. That was me.”

“It was a great heat. Best part of the whole qualifier.” Brennan said it with such genuine enthusiasm that I watched Maeve’s defensiveness short out entirely, because she’d clearly braced for mockery and gotten a sports fan instead. “The mirror went all blue and everyone in the gallery thought it was part of the run, and then Garrick comes barreling up the stairs into a circuit he’s not allowed in, and the Mistral Hall delegation absolutely lost their minds about the rules, and meanwhile you’re…” He mimed an explosion with both hands and a sound effect. “It was the most exciting thing that happened all day. Want a snack? I’ve got Agda’s good biscuits. Don’t tell her, she pretends she doesn’t give them to me but she absolutely gives them to me.”

Maeve took a biscuit, looking faintly stunned, and ate it, and I watched the brash woman from the staging plaza meet the one person at Valebright who was constitutionally incapable of looking down on anyone, and I watched her not know what to do with it, and I made a note of it, because Maeve Sorrel had been treated like a problem for two years and the experience of being treated like a guest was clearly going to undo her faster than any of us expected.

“He’s nice,” she said to me, accusingly, after Brennan had gathered up an armful of his devices and wandered off to “give us the room” with a tact I hadn’t known he possessed. “Why is he nice. Nobody’s nice. At Sundermoor if you misfire on a mirror feed they put it in your file.”

“He’s nice because nobody ever gave him a reason not to be, and then everybody gave him a reason and he stayed nice anyway out of spite,” I said. “It’s the most stubborn thing about him. Sit down. You didn’t come here to eat Brennan’s contraband biscuits.”

“No.” The vibration came back into her, the keyed-up restlessness, and her thumbnail went to her teeth, the tell she fell into when the loudness wasn’t covering the fear anymore, while the fingers of her other hand sparked faint and restless against her thigh. “It’s building again. The pressure. You said it’d build back up slow, but it’s not slow, it’s, I can feel it backing up behind wherever you, whatever you did in the qualifier. I can’t wait for the deep, Garrick. I can’t hold this for another week. Whatever the half-measure is, the partial thing you said, do it. Please. I’ll go insane.”

I couldn’t do full Hybridization yet. The relic had given me the first verse, not the whole song, and braiding a bridge between Maeve’s two warped halves was complex, costly forge work I wasn’t ready to attempt with anything less than the complete technique. But there was something I could do, and it couldn’t wait, because Maeve’s class was still generating with the flue blocked, and every day the pressure built back up was another day she walked the edge of the fracture I’d braced her back from in the qualifier.

I could open the valve.

Not braid the bridge. Not the elegant permanent solution. But I could reopen the severed release channel just enough to drain the backed-up charge, like cutting a relief notch in a swollen dam before you rebuilt the spillway properly. It wouldn’t fix her. But it would stop her from breaking before I could.

I told her exactly that, in the workshop, the forge banked low, the door locked.

“It’s a partial repair,” I said. “I reopen the channel enough to vent the pressure you’ve been carrying. The full braid comes later, when I’ve got the whole technique. But right now you’re a dam about to give, and I’d rather drain you a little than watch you crack. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“That you’re going to let all of, of whatever this is, out of me. Everything I’ve been carrying.” She was on the worktable this time, not the stool, because the forge work needed her lying back where I could reach her crest, and she was so keyed up she practically vibrated, a faint mirage wavering above her bare forearms. She’d shed the cropped jacket; under it she wore a thin Sundermoor underlayer that clung to her small frame, and her copper hair was loose, sticking to the flush already climbing her throat. “Yeah. I understand. Just.” Her eyes flicked to mine, suddenly young. “Is it going to hurt?”

“No. The opposite. That’s the part I want to warn you about.” I chose the words carefully, because I’d read enough of her class to know what was coming and she deserved to know too. “Maeve. Your body’s been screaming with charge it can’t release for two years. When I open the valve, all of that comes off at once. It’s going to feel like relief, but it’s going to be a lot of relief, very fast, in a body that’s been wound past bearing the whole time since. I need you to not fight it. Whatever happens, let it happen. The whole point is to let it out.”

“Okay,” she said, not really hearing me, because there was no way to hear a warning like that until it landed.

I set my scarred hands to her sternum, one flat over the crest, and I let Class Sight pour down into the severed channel, and I began, gently, to reopen it.

It was visceral work. The healed-over scar resisted, as a long-closed wound resists, and I had to coax it, easing the edges apart a thread at a time, the oath-metal of the relic warm in my pocket lending its hum to the work. A hot mirage came up off Maeve’s skin in a sudden wave under my hands, her fingers sparking against the worktable. And then the channel gave, the first thread of it parting, and two years of dammed charge found a proper channel, somewhere safer to go.

It came off her in a flood.

“Oh,” she gasped, and her whole small body arched up off the worktable. “Oh, fuck, what is that, what is that…”

“That’s the pressure leaving.” I kept my hands steady, kept easing the channel wider a thread at a time, controlling the rate of the release because all at once would have overwhelmed her. “Easy. That’s all it is. Two years of backed-up charge, finally draining. Don’t fight it.”

But it wasn’t only charge coming off, and no warning could have prepared her for that, because there was no way to be warned. Her class venting and her body’s pleasure ran through the same overstimulated nerves, all that backed-up sensation with no release valve in either, and as the charge poured loose so did everything tangled up with it. The flush that had been climbing her throat flooded down across her chest. Her small perky breasts rose and fell hard under the thin underlayer, the nipples drawing up tight and visible. Her thighs, splayed across the worktable, pressed and shifted and pressed again, and a low broken sound came out of her that she clearly hadn’t meant to make.

“That’s not, that’s not normal,” she panted, mortified even through the flood of it, her hands fisting against the worktable. “Why does it feel like that, this is supposed to be a repair, you’re doing a repair, why does my whole body feel like it’s gonna…”

“Because your body’s been carrying everything in one place too long,” I said, keeping my voice even, easing the valve. “Release is release. It doesn’t know the difference between class charge and. The other kind. Right now they’re coming off together. It’s all right. It’s the same valve for both.”

“It’s not all right, I’m…” She broke off with a cry, her hips bucking up off the table, and the first release hit her, and it was not subtle.

She came. From a repair, from the easing of the valve, from all the dammed-up everything finding its way loose at once, she came hard, her back arching off the worktable, her thighs clamping, and she squirted, a gush of it soaking through the thin Sundermoor fabric, drenching her own thighs and the worktable beneath her, and her eyes flew wide with pure horror.

“No,” she gasped, scrambling, mortified, her hands flying down to cover herself, her face going scarlet. “No, no, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to, I can’t control it, I don’t know why my body, I ruined your table, oh god, let me clean it, I’m so sorry…”

“Maeve.” I caught her wrists, gently, before she could curl into the humiliation. “Look at me.”

“I can’t look at you, I’m so embarrassed, why would my body do that…”

“Because that’s the valve.” I held her wrists, held her gaze when she finally dragged it up to mine. “That’s exactly what I needed to happen. Your class vented. Your body vented. Same thing, same valve, finally open. The thing you’ve been punished for your whole life, the too much, the loss of control, the overflow.” I let go of one wrist and pressed my palm flat over her crest, and even she could feel it now, the relief in her own structure, the pressure gone. “Feel that? That’s the pressure off you, the pressure they left trapped when they cut you. The overflow isn’t the flaw. The overflow is the cure.”

She stared at me, scarlet, trembling, her thighs still soaked, her chest heaving, and I watched the mortification war with the relief, the two-year reflex of I’m too much, I’m sorry, I’m bad at this slamming up against the brand-new, impossible fact that the man doing the repair was looking at the mess she’d made like it was a triumph.

“You’re not, you’re not disgusted,” she said, very small.

“I’m the opposite of disgusted.” And then, because she needed it spelled out, because she’d been told the lie too long for one telling of the truth to land, “Maeve. That mess is two years of stolen charge leaving your body. It’s the cleanest read I’ve had off anyone down here. You’ve spent your whole life flinching at too much. I’m looking at it, and what I see is a class that finally got to finish a sentence.” I held her gaze. “Now. The valve’s open, but the pressure’s not all the way off, and your body wants to finish what it started, and I can feel it, and I’m not going to leave you halfway through the most relief you’ve had in years out of politeness. Do you want me to help you let the rest of it out?”

A fresh flush climbed her throat, and the air over her skin bent in answer before she could say a word. Her eyes searched mine, and the mortified woman who’d been apologizing was still there, but under her, unmistakable, was a body over-wound for two years and finally allowed to spin loose, and a woman who’d never once been told that what she did was right.

“Yes,” she whispered. “God. Yes. Please. I don’t, I don’t even know what I’m asking for, I just, don’t stop, whatever you’re doing, don’t stop.”

That was all the consent I needed and all she could give, the brash mouth dissolved into helpless honesty, her body asking for what her words couldn’t shape.

I took the lead, because that was what she needed, and because I knew it. I peeled the soaked underlayer up and off her, baring the small freckled body, the perky tits with their tight hard nipples, the flat stomach, the loose red hair stuck to her flushed throat, the petite frame of her trembling on the worktable. The Cinder crest glowed faintly over her sternum, copper-gold, brighter with every breath as the valve worked.

I put my hand between her thighs and she nearly came off the table from the first touch.

“Wait, wait, I’m too sensitive there, it’s too much, don’t, do, oh…” The words spilling out of her contradicting themselves halfway, hair-trigger, over-wound, the lightest brush of my fingers across her slick swollen clit making her jolt and cry out and arch toward the very thing she was telling me to stop.

“Good. That’s the point,” I said against her thigh, kneeling, settling between her splayed legs, the smell of her hot and sharp and soaked. “However loud you get, however much spills, that’s the right amount. Let me hear all of it.” And I dragged my tongue up the length of her drenched little cunt and sealed my lips around her clit.

She squirted again before I’d properly started, a fresh gush slicking my chin and jaw, her whole body seizing, and she sobbed an apology that turned into a moan, and I gripped her trembling thighs and held her splayed open and didn’t stop, lashing her swollen oversensitive clit with my tongue, sucking it, and she came apart in a way I’d never seen anyone come apart. Two years of over-stimulation with no valve, and now the valve was open, and she was hair-trigger, gushing against my mouth, going off again and again under my tongue and my fingers, helpless, drenched, babbling.

“It won’t stop, it just keeps coming, what did you do to me, it keeps tearing through me…”

“Then don’t,” I told her, two thick fingers pumping into her tight slick clutching cunt, curling against the place that made her gush, and the copper-gold crest flared brighter with every release, because she’d been right about one thing in the qualifier without knowing it: for her, the venting and the coming were the same act, her class draining safely through her pleasure, the dam finally spilling. “Every time you go off, your class drains a little more. Give me every one of them.”

I rose up over her and pushed her knees up toward her chest, opening her small body wide, the slick pink of her cunt clenching on nothing, and I notched the head of my cock against her and fed it in slow, because she was so small that the angle changed everything and because I wanted to watch her stretch around me. As I sank into her like that she let go before I was even fully seated, a fresh wave of it soaking my cock and my thighs, her whole body seizing, her hands flying to grip my forearms.

“You’re not even all the way in, oh god, I’m already, fuck, I’m already there again…” Babbling, swearing, her amber eyes huge and helpless and rolling back, the wide-eyed overwhelm that was her whole undoing, the damp red strands stuck to her flushed throat, heat pouring off her skin in waves I could feel against my own.

“You can,” I said, pushing deeper, slow, sinking my cock into her inch by inch until I bottomed out against the tight clutch of her, letting her feel every bit of it. “You’re going to. As many times as your body wants. There’s no such thing as too many for you. Not anymore.” I held her gaze, which I’d learned steadied her better than anything. “Stay with me. Every time you let go, your class vents. I can see it. The crest’s draining. You’re not making a mess. You’re healing.”

“Healing,” she gasped, like the word broke something open in her, and then I started to move in earnest and she stopped forming words at all.

When I rose over her properly and started fucking her firm, driving the full length of my cock into her on every stroke, she squirted around me on the first deep thrust, her tight little cunt clenching and gushing, her small body arching off the worktable, and the surface beneath us was soaked, the sheets I’d thrown down ruined, the wet slap of me bottoming out in her loud in the workshop, and she didn’t apologize this time. Somewhere in the flood she’d stopped apologizing. The mortification had burned off in the abandon, and what was left was a woman finally allowed to be exactly as much as she was.

“There, yes, right there, harder, every time you push that deep it just, oh god, I can’t hold any of it…”

“Then don’t hold it.” I gripped her hips, drove deeper, watched the petite freckled frame of her come apart under me, the copper crest blazing brighter with every release, copper heat haloing her whole body now. “I’m your valve now. Every drop you’ve got, you give it to me. Nobody else gets a say in how much you are. Just me, and I’m telling you it’s right.”

“You’re my valve, oh god, then open me, don’t stop, fill me, I want, I don’t even know what I want, I just want all of it gone…”

I pulled my cock out of her, once, just long enough to flip her, because I wanted her riding me, wanted the petite frame and the soaked mess to be the whole visual, and she went where I put her with a dazed, helpless willingness, the brash competitor entirely gone, and when I gripped my cock and pulled her down onto it and she sank all the way down, taking every inch of me up into her tight little body, she spilled over again, soaking us both, her small thighs trembling around my hips, her hands splayed on my chest, the wild red hair loose around her flushed streaming face.

“Ride it,” I told her, gripping her hips, guiding the rhythm. “You set the pace. Take exactly as much as your body wants. There’s no wrong amount.”

She rode me, awkward and desperate and gushing, working her tight little cunt up and down my cock, finding the rhythm and losing it and finding it again, every few strokes triggering another release that drenched my shaft and balls, soaking us, the worktable, everything, and through all of it the Cinder crest over her sternum pulsed copper-gold, brighter and brighter, two years of dammed pressure venting through her body a wave at a time, and her eyes streamed and her mouth babbled and somewhere in it the humiliation died entirely and what was left was pure helpless joy at being allowed, finally, to be this much.

I lifted her off my cock and laid her back down, knees up again, because I wanted to be looking at her when she broke for the last time, wanted to watch the copper-gold crest at the moment it finally finished venting, and I drove back into her hard and steady, fucking her deep and even, and felt her tip over the edge she’d been living on for an hour.

“I’m gonna, oh god, I’m gonna, it’s the big one, I can feel it, I can’t, Garrick…”

“Let it out,” I growled, driving deep, my own end pulling up out of me, the heat of her and the soaked clench of her body too much to hold. “All of it. Every drop. Let the whole two years out. I’ve got you.”

She went over with a wail, squirting hard around my driving cock, harder than any of the others, her whole small body seizing and arching and trembling, her cunt clamping down on me in a rippling clench, and the copper-gold crest over her sternum flared blinding-bright, the last of the long-dammed pressure draining out of her in a single great release that lit the workshop copper-gold, her class venting completely through her pleasure at last. And the clench of her, the gush of her, the sheer overwhelmed shaking of her milking my cock, pulled me over with her.

I came deep inside her, burying my cock to the root and grinding it there, gripping her small hips hard enough to bruise, groaning her name, emptying into her in long thick pulses while she shook and gushed beneath me, my cum flooding her tight little body, and the relief on her face as I filled her was a thing I won’t forget, because it was the relief of a body that had finally, finally been allowed to overflow. The copper-gold light of her crest washed over both of us, the venting and the coming the same act, the dam fully spilled, and I stayed in her through the aftershocks, through the last trembling waves of it, until the crest banked down to a steady glow and the mirage faded off her skin and the pressure that had lived in her for so long was, at last, entirely gone.

She was wrecked afterward.

Wrecked and laughing and crying at the same time, sprawled on the soaked worktable, the red hair stuck to her flushed face, every defense burned away, and she clutched at me with her small hands and shook and laughed and wiped at her wet eyes and laughed again.

“That was,” she gasped, “I didn’t know my body could feel like that, two years, two years, and you just…” She broke off, laughing and crying. “Everyone told me I was too much. My whole life. Too loud, too hot, too much. And you just made me be all of it and then said it was right.”

“It is right.” I gathered her against me, the petite trembling frame of her, brushed the copper hair off her wet cheek. “Whoever wrote that on your file was holding a tool that cut you and looking for somewhere to put the blame. You were never the problem. You were dammed up, and pressure with nowhere to go looks like a flaw until somebody opens the valve. There’s a difference.”

She pressed her face into my chest and shook, and I held her, the prickly rival from the staging plaza melted into something raw and grateful and entirely undone, and the Cinder crest over her sternum glowed steady copper-gold now, the pressure gone, the valve open, stable after two years of strain.

The quiet after was its own kind of proof.

Maeve had been a moving thing since I met her: sparks at the fingers, knee bouncing, mouth running ahead of fear, whole small body refusing stillness because stillness left room for the pressure to speak. Now she lay heavy against me, not graceful, not composed, not trying to be anything. Just spent. Breathing. The charge that usually warped the air around her had banked to a faint warmth, and every few breaths her fingers flexed against my chest like she was checking that her body still belonged to her.

“It’s quiet,” she whispered again, so softly I almost missed it. “I keep waiting for the next shove. The next pressure. It’s not there.”

“It will build again,” I said, because she needed truth more than comfort. “But slower. And not tonight.”

“Good.” Her lashes fluttered. “Because if it starts tonight, I am going to bite someone.”

“I’ll warn Brennan.”

She gave a tiny laugh into my chest, then went still at the sound of it, startled by how easy it had come. That, more than the trembling, told me how long she’d been living braced for pain. Even laughter had been a thing she measured against the pressure.

“I don’t know what to do with not hurting,” she said.

“Sleep is traditional.”

“Shut up,” she mumbled, with no heat behind it, and her hand closed on my shirt like she intended to hold me personally responsible for the quiet.

“It’s not done, though,” she said after a while, quietly, her amber eyes coming up to mine, sharper now that the flood had passed, the mind under the brashness reasserting itself. “You said this was partial. The valve, not the bridge.”

“It’s partial. You’ll build pressure again, slower now, but you will, until I can do the full braid. This bought us time, not a cure.”

“And the braid needs the deep.” She pushed herself up on one elbow, and there it was, the edge from the qualifier, the thing that was going to matter. “And the person who cut me was Sundermoor. My own academy. Someone with the authority to put a tool to a student’s chest.” Her jaw set, and for a moment the wrecked, laughing woman was gone and something harder took over her whole face. “I’m competing under their flag, Garrick. I came here to prove to Sundermoor that I’m not broken. And it turns out somebody at Sundermoor broke me on purpose, and let everyone blame me for it, for two years.” She looked down at the copper glow on her own chest. “I don’t know if I can wear their colors anymore. Not now that I know.”

“You don’t have to decide that tonight,” I said.

“No.” She lay back down against me, the fierceness easing, the exhaustion winning, her small hand splaying over my chest. “But I’m going to find out who did it. And when I do.” A pause, her voice gone quiet and certain. “You’re going to help me, right? You and your circle. The healer who can feel cold, and the spy, and the duelist somebody cut just like me. You’re going to help me find whoever put that tool to my chest and walked away whistling.”

It was the first time she’d put herself inside the circle, even by implication, even as a question.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re going to help you find them.”

She didn’t fall asleep right away. She lay against me a while in the forge light, red hair fanned across my chest, the crest banked to a steady warm glow at last, and the brash mouth came back by degrees as the wreck of her reassembled into a person, except quieter now, the volume turned down to something I hadn’t heard from her before.

“Can I ask you something,” she said, “and you won’t make it weird.”

“Probably not. I’m bad at making things weird. Brennan says it’s my one social skill.”

“Why’d you stop. In the qualifier. To help me.” Her gaze found mine, and the question under the question was naked in it: why would anyone. “You lost your run. You crossed into our circuit. You’re from a rival school and I’d just sneered at your collar and called your whole academy a filing cabinet. And you ran up the stairs into a chamber full of fire to grab a stranger who’d been nothing but a brat to you. People don’t do that. Nobody at Sundermoor would’ve done that for me, and I’ve known them for three years. So why.”

I thought about it, because she deserved a real answer and not a noble one.

“Because I watched a student nearly fracture in public last term,” I said. “While people stood around frozen, with no idea what to do until I put my hands to the damage. And I couldn’t stand it then, and I can’t stand it now, and it turns out it doesn’t matter much to me whether the person breaking is a stranger from Arcane Tower or a stranger from a fire school who insulted my friends. Breaking is breaking. I can see it coming and I can stop it, and a man who can stop a thing like that and chooses not to because the person was rude to him isn’t a man I’d want to be.” I shrugged, careful not to dislodge her. “Also you weren’t really being a brat. You were being a person in a lot of pain who’d learned that loud was safer than honest. I’ve met that person. I’ve got a whole circle of that person.”

She laughed, wet and surprised, and wiped her eyes again.

“I’m gonna cry again,” she warned. “And then I’m gonna be embarrassed, and then I’m gonna say something mean to cover it up, so just, brace for it.”

“Bracing.”

“You’re annoying,” she said, which from Maeve, I was learning, was a term of deep affection, and then she pressed her face into my chest and cried a little more, the good kind, and I held her, and somewhere in it she finally fell asleep, copper hair across my chest, the crest a steady ember-warm light over her sternum, breathing slow and even at last.

There was a soft knock at the workshop door a while later, and Rosalie’s voice, low. “Decent?”

“More or less.”

She came in with a basin of warm water and clean cloths and the particular easy competence of a healer who’d guessed exactly what state she’d find, and she took one look at the wrecked worktable and the soaked sheets and the petite copper-haired woman asleep on my chest, and her green eyes warmed and crinkled at the corners.

“She vented, then,” Rosalie murmured, setting the basin down.

“She vented.”

“Good. The valve was the dangerous part; she’d have cracked within the week otherwise, I could feel the pressure building on her every time she came near the Annex.” She wrung out a cloth and, with a tenderness that didn’t wake her, started cleaning Maeve’s flushed face, brushing the damp copper hair back. “Poor thing. All that, carried so long. I know exactly what this is, Garrick. The first time someone takes the wound off you and tells you it was never your fault.” She glanced at me, the old grief and the old strength both in her face, the night she’d unsealed her own branch written there. “You don’t sleep like a person again until it’s gone. Look at her. Dead to the world. She hasn’t slept like that in years; I’d put money on it.”

“You’re not jealous,” I said. It wasn’t quite a question. I’d learned not to assume, with the circle, even when I thought I knew.

“Of a half-dead woman who just cried herself to sleep on your chest after you saved her life?” Rosalie smoothed the blanket over the small frame and gave me a look that was warm and faintly exasperated. “No. I’m a healer, Garrick. I know what relief looks like, and that’s not seduction, that’s somebody being put back together. The seduction comes later, if it comes, and if it does I’ll have words with her about my worktable.” She finished cleaning Maeve’s face, settled a blanket over the small frame, and pressed a brief warm kiss to my temple. “She’s under our roof now, isn’t she. Whether she’s decided it or not.”

“She’s circling it. She’ll land on it after the deep.”

“Mm.” Rosalie gathered her basin. “I felt it the second I walked in. The bond’s already started. Faint, but it’s there.” She paused at the door. “Tell her, when she wakes, that the healer who can feel cold checked on her and didn’t mind. She’ll need to hear it from a woman. The ones who’ve been told they’re too much always brace hardest for the women.” And she slipped out, the door clicking soft behind her.

That stayed with me, because Rosalie had named something I hadn’t. Maeve had flinched from my disgust and found none, but there was another flinch waiting under it, sharper and older: the expectation that another woman would see the mess and judge it, file it, make it a story. Sundermoor had taught her that audience better than any enemy could have.

So I cleaned the worktable as much as I could without moving her, folded the ruined sheet under the dry side of the blanket, and left the basin where she’d see it when she woke. Not hidden. Not treated like evidence to destroy. Just cleaned because care was a thing you did after relief, and because shame grew fastest in rooms where everyone pretended not to see the obvious.

Maeve surfaced a while later, just far enough to be furious about it. “Did somebody come in,” she mumbled, not opening her eyes, the mouthy front trying to reassemble itself out of pure reflex.

“Rosalie. She cleaned your face and called you poor thing and said you’re under our roof now.”

“I’m not one of anything,” Maeve said, with no force at all behind it. A pause. “Is she mad about the table.”

“She wants words with you about the table. Later. When you can stand.”

“Tell her I’ll buy her a new table.” The voice was thick, sliding back under. “I’ll buy the whole infirmary tables. I have, like, no money.” Another pause, smaller, the last of the spikes going out of her. “She really came to check. On me.”

“She really did.”

“Huh,” Maeve said, like that was the strangest thing that had happened all night, stranger than getting her class back, and on that she went under for good. I stayed where I was and let her sleep.


Chapter 9: Tempest

The Tempest chamber was flooded.

We found it three legs into the deep, following one of my mother’s marks, the kind only my crest could wake, a sigil in the oath-metal that lit gold when I passed and stayed dark for everyone else. The mark pointed down and east, away from the Descent’s official routes, into a section of the deep the competition would never reach, and at the end of it was a chamber half-full of black still water with something at its heart that made my Class Sight sing the moment I came near it.

A storm-core. A relic the size of a man’s chest, suspended on an ancient pedestal in the center of the flooded chamber, and it crackled, even down here, even after two centuries sealed, blue-white arcs chasing across its surface and reflecting in the black water. The catalyst. The thing the surface had promised all last term and never been able to give: a storm catalyst from beyond the academy’s reach, deep enough and old enough to complete what the surface forges couldn’t.

The thing for Isolde’s Tempest Blade.

She knew it the second she saw it. The Storm Duelist stopped dead at the chamber’s edge, one hand drifting unbidden to her sheathed hilt, her ice-blue eyes fixed on the crackling core, and her lightning scars, the pale raised lines branching down her left arm, lit faintly blue-white in answer to it, calling and being called.

“That’s mine,” she said quietly. “I can feel it. It’s calling my class. That’s the thing that finishes me.”

She took a step toward the black water before she’d thought about it, drawn, and I caught her arm.

“Wait.”

“I know.” She stopped herself, the discipline reasserting. But her voice had a rawness in it I’d rarely heard. “I’ve been chasing that feeling since they cut me, Garrick. The thing that was supposed to be the last piece. When they cut me, the Tempest branch was the part that died first, and I told myself I’d imagined it, that I’d never really had it, because believing I’d lost something real was worse than believing I’d never had it.” Her scars pulsed brighter, answering the core. “And it’s right there. Crackling in the dark. The thing they stole, sitting on a pedestal two hundred feet down, waiting for me. I want to run at it.” A breath. “Which is exactly how I’d get killed, so I’m not going to. Tell me what’s guarding it.”

“Everything in this place is guarding it,” Brennan muttered, crouched at the chamber’s edge with a device in his hand, watching the readout. “Floor’s flooded, but the water’s not just water. There’s something charged sleeping under it. Big. Old. The kind of big-and-old that’s been waiting two centuries for somebody to be stupid enough to wade in after the shiny thing.”

“It,” I corrected, because I could see it now, my Class Sight finding the shape of it under the black surface. “Singular. One guardian. And he’s right, it’s keyed to the core.”

The storm-core wasn’t unguarded. The black water wasn’t still by accident; a charged guardian slept in it, a construct of bound resonance and ancient oath-metal, coiled under the surface with the patience of something built to wait forever, and the moment we set foot toward the pedestal it woke, rising out of the water in a sheeting cascade, lightning sheeting off it, and the chamber became a fight.

It was a real fight, and it didn’t go the way I called it.

Because I called it wrong. I read the construct’s nodes through Class Sight as it rose, the water sheeting off it in a blue-white cascade, and I read it the way I’d read the guardian three legs up: find the core, open it, send Isolde in to finish it. “Core’s under the chest plate,” I started. “Isolde, draw it, I’ll have Rosalie crack the binding and you put your blade through it.”

But Isolde struck before the plan was even out of my mouth, because the thing was already on her, and her blade hit it clean across the chest plate in a crack of completed Storm Channel, and the guardian drank it. The whole strike. Her lightning poured into it and lit it brighter, the arcs across its surface doubling, and it surged forward with her own power feeding its hunger, faster now than it had been, and she had to Lightning Step clear of a blow that would have ended her.

“It eats storm,” she called, blinking back across the flooded chamber, and there was a crack in her composure I rarely heard, because the thing she’d been built to fight was the one thing she couldn’t hit. “Garrick, every strike I land makes it stronger. I can’t touch it. The harder I hit it the worse it gets.”

So we threw the plan out, because the plan was wrong, and I read the chamber instead of the construct, fast, while it came on through the water. Not the guardian. The pedestal. The storm-core pulsing on its dais pulsed in time with the guardian’s surges, and the resonance lock binding it was keyed to two frequencies braided together, and I understood, late, what the whole chamber was. “Stop hitting it,” I shouted. “Everyone. Don’t give it storm, it’s the only food it has down here. The guardian isn’t the lock, it’s the latch. It’s tied to the core. We don’t kill it. We steal what it’s standing on and it falls apart with nothing left to guard.” I was already moving for the pedestal, wading into the black water. “But the second I touch this lock it’ll come for me, and I can’t fight it and work it at once. I need it kept off me without a single spark of class energy. Improvise.”

And they did, ragged and on the fly, no clean roles handed out, just five people solving a thing as it broke. Rosalie went first because she was fastest to it, her reversed Woundbloom lashing green-gold strikes that weren’t storm and gave the guardian nothing to drink, herding it, fouling its footing in the flood. Brennan dropped to his knees in the freezing water and improvised a daisy-chain of grounding rods to bleed the charge out of the floodwater so it couldn’t draw the pooled lightning up into a weapon, swearing the whole time that he was making it up as he went. And Thalia did the thing that mattered, the thing no class could do: she watched the construct that ate resonance and read it with none, called its committed steps a half-second early, flat and certain, “it lunges when the core flares, it can’t help it,” so that Rosalie and Brennan always knew where it would be before it knew itself. They kept it off me with no storm and a lot of nerve, and I reached the pedestal and set both hands to the two-frequency lock.

“Isolde.” She was the only storm in the room, and I needed exactly one strike of it, aimed where it would feed nothing. “Don’t hit the guardian. Hit the core, the same instant I open the lock. Wake it while I release it. Now.”

She trusted it, against every instinct screaming at her to put her blade through the thing that had nearly killed her, and she Lightning Stepped past the construct entirely and struck the storm-core itself in a crack of blue-white the same heartbeat I poured Class Sight into the lock, two frequencies turning a binding built for exactly two. The core came free into my hands, crackling and ancient. And the guardian, its whole existence tied to guarding a thing that was suddenly no longer there to guard, simply stopped, the hunger going out of it all at once, and came apart in a slow collapse of dead oath-metal that sank into the black water without a fight, because we’d never given it the one meal it needed to keep standing. Isolde landed in the settling water with the construct dissolving around her, her braid soaked and her scars blazing and her chest heaving, and she looked, for a moment, like the storm itself.

The storm-core sat quiet in my hands, waiting.

“Now,” she said. “Do it now, while I’m charged from the fight, while my class is reaching for it. Garrick. Finish me.”

There was a deep altar in the chamber, a fragment of the same circular oath-metal dais I’d find whole at the bottom of the deep, and I brought her to it, and I brought the storm-core, and I did the work.

It was the deepest forge I’d attempted. The last cut of Isolde’s old sabotage, the one I’d shattered last term, had only opened the pathway to the Tempest Blade; it hadn’t completed it, because completing it needed a catalyst Valebright didn’t have. Now I had the catalyst, crackling and ancient and exactly keyed to her, and I had a deep altar to amplify the work, and I set my hands to her crest and I forged.

The storm-core’s energy poured into her class through me, and her Storm Duelist architecture, which had been complete but capped, reached up and took it, the Tempest branch that had been incomplete since before I met her finally filling in, finally completing, and the work was a cascade, a controlled avalanche, lightning chasing through her crest and out along her scars until they lit the flooded chamber.

She cried out. Not pain. The overwhelming intensity of a class doubling in power in the space of a few breaths, more storm than she’d ever held, pouring into her faster than she could learn to contain it. The light crawled the full length of her arm and then across her shoulder, the pale lines spreading bright as the Tempest filled in the architecture, and the chamber lit blue-white with it, the black water throwing the light back from a hundred ripples, and for a moment she was haloed in her own restored power, the storm written into her skin in living lightning.

“Garrick,” she gasped, her hands fisting against the altar, “it’s, I can feel it filling in, the part that was always missing, it’s, oh, it’s there, I had it, I always had it…”

“You always had it,” I said, holding the forge steady, pouring the storm-core’s energy through the completing branch. “Hold onto that. They didn’t erase the Tempest from you; they blocked you from reaching the piece that completes it. The architecture was always yours. The path opened last term, but the final key was waiting two hundred feet down where nobody let you reach, and now you’ve reached it.” The last of the Tempest branch reached up and took the catalyst’s energy, and the work crested. “Almost. Hold on. You’re almost whole.”

And then it settled, the lines clicking into final alignment, the cascade banking down to a steady blaze, and where there had been a Storm Duelist with an incomplete Tempest branch there was, fully, finally, a Tempest Blade.

Class: Storm Duelist → Tempest Blade (complete). New: Tempest Step (blink in a lightning-crack), Stormbreak (area discharge). Note: power now exceeds her control. Needs grounding.

The note burned across my sight and stayed there longer than it should have. The forge was finished; my body was still catching up to how close I’d come to being a conduit for something too large to survive. My hands were numb where they held her crest. The skin across my palms felt scored from the inside, as if the storm-core had dragged bright teeth through the fine channels of my own class on its way into hers. I kept my grip steady anyway, because the last thing Isolde needed was to feel me flinch while her restored Tempest was still learning the shape of its own cage.

“Garrick,” Rosalie said from somewhere behind me, healer’s voice low and sharp with warning.

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. Your nose is bleeding again.”

It was. I tasted iron at the back of my throat, hot and ordinary under the storm-bright air, and the sensation was almost funny because nothing about the work itself had felt ordinary. The forge had not only completed a class. It had taught a completed disaster how to sit inside a woman’s body without burning through her skin. That was not clean work. That was not a tidy insertion of a catalyst into an empty socket. It was pressure against pressure, storm against oath-metal, old sabotage scar tissue being forced to admit the branch had grown past it.

Isolde saw the blood and went very still.

“Do not look at me like that,” I said before she could turn the fear inward. “This is the cost of the altar and the core meeting through my hands. Not your fault.”

Her mouth tightened, because that was exactly where she’d been about to put it. The completed Tempest sparked once along her arm, answering guilt like it answered everything else, with a flash. I closed my fingers more firmly over her crest until the light steadied again.

“Listen to me,” I said. “The work is done. The dangerous part now is not the forge. It’s your control. You are going to feel too large for yourself for a while. That is not failure. That is a new class arriving faster than your habits can catch up.”

She stood at the deep altar, restored, completed, the storm she’d been chasing since before her sabotage finally hers in full, and her pale eyes were wet and her hands were shaking and she was, I realized, terrified.

“It’s too much,” she said quietly, and her clipped precise voice had a tremor in it I’d never heard. “Garrick, it’s, I can’t hold it. It keeps wanting to discharge. I move and it follows me, I breathe and it crackles, I haven’t, I don’t have control of it yet, it’s a storm and I’m holding it with my bare hands.” She looked at me, and the unbending composure she wore like armor cracked under the sheer overwhelm of suddenly being more than she knew how to be. “I need.” She stopped. Cracked her knuckles, the old tell. “I need to not be in charge of something. I need somewhere to put this down.”

There was something else under it too, and she got to that as we made our way back up out of the deep, the storm crackling off her with every step, the whole team giving her room because none of us wanted to be standing too close when the Tempest discharged.

Halsen was waiting outside the Duel Tower.

Not lurking. Stormwall recruiters did not lurk. He stood in the open under the carved lintel in a weather-dark coat with the guild’s storm-grey pin at his collar, a lean middle-aged man with a scar through one eyebrow and the patient posture of someone who had watched a thousand bouts and missed very little. He looked at Isolde first, not at me, which put him above half the academy before he opened his mouth.

“Fen,” he said.

Her shoulders went still. The Tempest crackled once along her scarred arm and banked down under discipline. “Halsen.”

“I watched the chamber feed until it cut out.” His gaze flicked to the faint blue-white glow still crawling her skin, and there was no greed in it, but there was calculation. Professional. Exact. “Stormwall was right about you before the sabotage. We were wrong to stop watching.”

Isolde’s mouth tightened. “Convenient conclusion.”

“Accurate one.” He took the hit without flinching. “I’m not here to soothe you. Guildmaster Brask will speak for the guild properly when she arrives, but I was the one who had your file before the sabotage, so the first words should be mine. The offer we meant to make then stands now, improved by what you’ve become. Stormwall training. Northern contracts. A name nobody can take from you because you earn it in the field.” He paused. “You don’t have to answer tonight. You shouldn’t. A completed Tempest should not make permanent choices while still sparking off the walls.”

That nearly got a smile out of her. Nearly.

“You stopped watching when I broke,” she said.

“We did.” No excuse. That mattered. “We’re a guild, not a family, and not kind enough to pretend otherwise. We recruit strength we can put in the field. Tonight I watched you become stronger than the file I had. So I came back.”

Her hand tightened on the hilt. The old dream stood in front of her wearing storm-grey and admitting exactly what it was, and that made it harder to hate than House Fen would ever be.

“After the Descent,” she said.

Halsen inclined his head. “After the Descent.”

He left her with the offer and no comfort, which was probably the only reason she did not reject it on the spot.

“Stormwall made me an offer,” she said, low, walking beside me. “The guild. Their recruiter saw the qualifier, saw me restored. He wants to hand me back the career they cut out of me. I haven’t answered.” She didn’t look at me, and I knew better than to push at it now, with a storm crackling off her and her whole future tangled in it; the depth of that conversation would keep until she could think.

“You don’t have to answer tonight,” I said. “Not because of me. It’s your dream to weigh, not mine.”

“And if you say yes later,” I added, because the words had to be clean before the bed, before the bind, before need made everything feel simpler than it was, “I won’t call that betrayal. Stormwall was your dream before I ever touched your crest. If some part of you still wants the northern contracts, the field work, the name they almost gave you, then you get to want it without asking my permission.”

The lightning crawling over her skin dimmed, then flared again, not from the storm this time. From anger. From grief. From the insult of being offered back a future with the tear in it politely ignored.

“They’ll want me clean,” she said. “No circle complications. No Smith who touches my class from the inside. No healer, no auditor, no rival firebrand sleeping in our rooms because she finally found somewhere she wasn’t defective. Stormwall likes weapons with single owners.”

“Then they can learn to be disappointed.”

That did get the smile, brief and blade-thin, gone almost before it arrived. “You say that like disappointing powerful people is a hobby.”

“It keeps happening.”

She looked away, and the smile cracked into something that hurt more. “I wanted them so badly, Garrick. Before House Fen, before the sabotage, before I understood how fast a door shuts when your value drops. I wanted the storm-grey pin. I wanted northern storms. I wanted someone outside my family to look at me and see a weapon I chose to become instead of a daughter to place correctly.” Her hand opened and closed at her side, sparks snapping between her fingers. “Now I have the thing they wanted, and I don’t know whether accepting means I won or whether it means I crawled back the instant they whistled.”

“You don’t have to solve that with lightning still coming off your skin.”

“I know.” The words were controlled. Her breathing was not. “That is the problem. Knowing doesn’t make the storm quieter.”

“I know it’s my dream. That’s the problem.” She stopped walking. We were near the surface now, near her quarters in the Duel Tower, and the rest of the circle had peeled off, and it was just the two of us and the lightning crackling off her skin. “And I can’t weigh it while I’m holding a storm I can’t put down, and I need.” Her hand found her blade hilt and gripped it hard, the way it did when the words cost her most. “I need you to take this off me. The control. All of it. I’ve been holding everything since the chamber and I can’t hold it and decide my whole future at the same time. I need to give one of them to you.” Her jaw set hard, the discipline she fought behind fighting her now. “I need you to take it.”

I knew what she was asking. I’d known since the chamber.

Her quarters, when she let me in, locked behind us, the bolt thrown, the privacy ward she kept against exactly this. The Duel Tower room was spare and military, a bed, a weapon rack, her blade harness hung by the door, everything in its place because Isolde Fen lived as she fought. The Tempest energy arced off her in the dim room, blue-white light chasing across the walls, her lightning scars burning brighter than I’d ever seen them.

She stood in the center of the room and she stripped off her duelist tunic in a few economical movements, no wasted motion in any of it, baring the lean athletic body, the small firm breasts with their hard nipples, the flat stomach, the lightning scars branching down her left arm and glowing now along their whole length. And then she did the thing she’d never asked for before, the thing that was new, the escalation I’d felt coming since the chamber.

She went to the weapon rack, and she took down a length of her own oath-metal blade harness, the leather and metal straps she wore across her back, and she held it out to me.

“Bind me,” she said.

Her gaze was steady on mine, frost-pale and unwavering, and her jaw was set in the straight-backed line it always held, even now, even asking for this. She did not slip into submission; she chose it, with the same precision she used in a duel, and she chose this, the next depth, the thing she’d never trusted anyone enough to want before.

“I’ve never asked for this,” she said, and the imperious voice had the tremor under it again, the trust it cost her audible in every word. “Command, yes. But not this. I need it tonight. I need to not be able to hold anything, not the storm, not the choice, not my own hands. I need you to take all of it. Bind me and take it.” Her throat worked, and the next words cost her more because they were even more specific. “And if I ask you to hold my throat, lightly, controlled, I need you to do that too. Only if I ask. Only your hand.” Her voice dropped to nothing on the last of it. “Please.”

“Get on the bed,” I said.

It was the right answer, the only answer; not a question, not a discussion, not are you sure, because she’d already been sure, she’d chosen it with the same cold certainty she chose her openings in a duel, and what she needed now was for me to receive the choice with action. Her whole body responded to the command, the rigid set of her shoulders easing, the relief already loosening the tight line of her jaw, and she went to the bed and she knelt on it, proud even kneeling, her spine straight, her chin up, the storm crackling off her skin.

I bound her wrists with the oath-metal harness, behind her back, firm, testing the bind, watching her face for the stiffness or the pull-back that would have stopped everything. There was no pull-back. There was the opposite: as the bind drew tight, as the last of her ability to hold anything was taken away, the tremor went out of her, and her eyes went molten and soft as they only ever did behind locked doors, and the scars down her left arm flared bright and then settled to a deep steady glow, a low moan dragging out of her with them.

“There,” she said, low and unspooled. “Oh. There it is. I’m not holding it anymore.”

I took her braid in my fist, the silver-blonde rope of it, and I used it to angle her head back, baring the long taut line of her throat, and her scars blazed at the pull, blue-white light flaring along her arm.

“Look at you,” I said, low, against her ear. “The whole academy thinks you command armies. And you’re on your knees in your own quarters asking to be bound, because you can’t hold the storm and you can’t hold the choice, and you finally found someone you trust to hold both.” I tightened the fist in her braid. “Whose are you?”

“Yours.” Instant, breathless, the word she’d give to no one else. “Yours, I’m yours, sir…”

The sir came out of her unbidden, as it always did, a gift rather than deference, the highest thing she had to give, and I felt it go through her the moment she said it, the relief of it, the release of not being the one in charge.

I took her then, exactly as she needed it, stripped down to that needing by the completed Tempest itself. I ran my free hand down the long line of her bound back, over the lean muscle of her, feeling the storm crackle under her skin where I touched, and she shivered the whole length of her body at it, the contact arcing faint blue-white between my palm and her spine.

“Tempest Blade,” I said again, lower, naming it against her skin. “The strongest you’ve ever been. And with all that power, you handed it to me and asked to be tied up so you couldn’t take it back.” I bent her forward by the braid, slow, baring the lean muscular curve of her ass to the dim crackling light. “That’s not weakness. You know that. That’s the only kind of strength that scares people like the ones who broke you. A woman who can hold a storm and chooses, on her own, who gets to hold it instead.”

“Stop talking,” she breathed, but there was no command left in it, only need. “Please. Sir. I can’t, the storm, I need you to…”

I spanked her.

The flat of my hand cracked across her lean muscular ass and the pink mark bloomed sharp against her fair skin, and her whole body jolted forward against the bind, and the gasp that came out of her turned, mid-breath, into a push back for more. The scars along her left arm flared brighter at the impact, the arousal and the lightning the same thing in her.

“Again,” she said, the word scraped raw. “Harder. I can take it. Harder, it’s still crackling under my skin, I can feel it looking for a way out, I’m not down to the bottom of it yet…”

I gave her harder. Each impact bloomed pink against fair skin, sharper than the last, and each one drew a sharper sound from her, and the light crawled hotter along the scars with every one, the arousal and the lightning and the surrender all the same current running through her, all glowing the same blue-white, the storm she couldn’t put down crackling up brighter every time I struck her and not detonating, held in check by the surrender itself. I marked her ass pink and watched her drive back against my hand each time, the duelist who answered to no one begging silently with her whole bound body for the next one.

“You take it so well,” I told her, gripping the braid, dragging her head back. “Hand me the storm. All of it. You’re not carrying it another second.”

“Take it,” she got out, broken, straining back against the bind. “It’s yours to hold, sir, my hands are tied, I couldn’t take it back now even if I tried…”

I gripped her bound wrists in one fist and her braid in the other, notched the head of my cock against her slick entrance, and drove into her from behind, all the way, one long deliberate stroke that buried me to the root in her tight wet heat, and she cried out and arched into it, her cunt clenching around the sudden fullness, bound and bent and straining and finally, finally not holding anything at all.

“Yes, yes, like that, take it, take all of it, it’s leaving me, god, I can feel it pouring out of me into you…”

I took it. I drove my cock into her, fast and deep, the bind keeping her exactly where I wanted her, the braid a handle in my fist, the wet slap of my hips against her marked ass filling the spare room, her body straining against the restraint with every stroke, the lean muscle of her working under the bonds, her tight cunt gripping and dragging on every inch of me, the light forking the full length of her arm, the Tempest energy crackling off her skin where it touched mine and arcing into me. The bond carried it. Every thrust drew more of the storm off her and through me, the energy she couldn’t contain pouring through the surrender into the one place she trusted to hold it, and I held it, took the crackling overflow of a completed Tempest into the steadiness of my own crest and gave her back the thing she’d come here for: permission to stop holding.

I changed the angle, pulled her hips back by the bound wrists and fucked her deeper, my cock driving up into her at the new angle, and she sobbed into the sheets, the clipped command in her voice gone entirely.

“Sir,” she gasped, the voice that commanded armies broken down into the single syllable, over and over.

I pulled my cock out of her, the length of it slick with her, and turned her over, because I wanted to watch the scars when she went over, wanted to see the lightning written into her skin blaze at the moment she lost the last of her control. I laid her on her back with her bound wrists trapped beneath her, the position arching her small firm breasts up, the hard nipples standing, and I pinned her there with one hand flat between them and sank my cock into her again, and the angle made her cry out, her hips lifting to grind up onto me, the scars along her left arm flaring blue-white where they pressed against the sheets.

“Look at that,” I said, watching the lightning crawl bright along her skin with every stroke. “The storm’s already trying to get out. I can see it in the scars. You’re not holding it anymore. You don’t have to.” I gripped her braid with my free hand, used it to hold her gaze on mine, the molten blue of her eyes dilated and dark. “There’s a light choke you asked for, back when you told me this is what you wanted. Do you still want it. Yes or no.”

“Yes,” she gasped, instantly, her eyes going wide and bright with excitement at the offer, the warrior who controlled armies thrilled to give up the last of her air to someone she trusted with it. “Yes, sir, please…”

I set my hand to her throat, light, controlled, exactly as much as she’d asked and no more, my fingers reading her pulse as they read everything, and the effect of it went through her whole body, the surrender deepening, the light spreading up her arm and across her collarbone, a full-body shudder of relief at being held that completely.

“Sir, I’m close,” she managed, her voice tight under my hand. “The storm, it’s going to, I can feel it, it’s going to discharge, I can’t…”

“Then discharge it,” I said, gripping her braid, my hand at her throat, driving my cock deep and steady into her clenching cunt. “That’s what I’m here to hold. Give me the storm. Come on my cock and let it out and I’ll hold it. That’s an order.”

She came on the command.

And the Tempest discharged.

But it didn’t detonate. That was the thing, the signature thing, the completion of her class and her surrender as the same release: where the lightning cascade of her deepest repair last term had been a wild uncontrolled thing that had nearly hurt us both, this storm came channeled. Through the bond, through the surrender, through the bind that kept her from holding it, the discharge poured out of her and through me, grounded, directed, controlled at last, a full-body lightning surge that crackled across both of us where we touched and lit the whole room blue-white and arced harmlessly into the oath-metal of the bind and the floor instead of detonating across the room. She’d grounded the storm through her surrender. She’d put it down, finally, by giving it to me.

I went over with her, the bond pulling me, the lightning surging between us, her cunt spasming and clamping down hard around my cock as she came, milking me, and I drove deep and emptied into her bound and gasping body, my cock pulsing thick and hot inside her, gripping her braid and her wrists, groaning as I spilled everything into her, and the two crests blazed together, hers Tempest-blue and mine gold, synchronizing in the lightning-lit dark, the completed class and the deepened bond the same single release.

She collapsed forward when it was done, and I caught her, and I unbound her wrists, and I gathered her against me, the proud warrior gone soft and trembling and spent in my arms, the storm finally, fully discharged, her scars dimming back to their resting glow.

“There,” I murmured into her hair, rubbing the marks the bind had left on her wrists, the aftercare this new depth required. “You put it down. You held the storm all the way up from the chamber and you finally put it down.”

“You held it,” she said, muffled against my chest, her clipped voice gone soft and slurred with release. “I gave it to you and you held it. I couldn’t have done that with the recruiter. Or the guild. Or anyone.” Her fingers found the crest on my chest, tracing the Tempest-bright edge of the existing circle pattern while she gathered the next truth carefully. “There’s nowhere else in the kingdom I could put a completed Tempest down and trust someone to hold it. I keep coming back to that.”

She was quiet against my chest for a while, the storm banked, her breathing slowing. I let the silence hold, because forcing a thing out of Isolde was the surest way to make her lock it back up. But I could feel her turning it over, the same care she gave a difficult opening in a bout, and after a while I said it, low, into her hair.

“Tell me about the offer. Properly. Not because I’m worried. Because you should say it out loud to someone, and I’m here.”

Her fingers settled on the brightened edge of my crest, moving once along it before they stopped. “The recruiter’s name is Halsen. Stormwall’s senior talent man for the northern provinces. He’s the one who watched me before the sabotage, when I was climbing the advanced rankings and everyone said I’d be the youngest duelist Stormwall ever signed. Then they broke me, and I dropped off every board, and Halsen stopped watching, because Stormwall doesn’t sign damaged goods.” Her voice was flat, the old wound under it. “And now he’s back. He watched the qualifier. He watched me restored. And he came to me after with the same offer he meant to make before the sabotage, like nothing happened, like I’d just been away.” Her jaw tightened against my chest. “He didn’t ask what happened. He didn’t ask how I came back. He just wants the asset again, now that the asset’s working. And he can’t tell the difference between wanting me and wanting what I can do.”

“You can.”

“I can now.” She tilted her head up, the molten blue of her eyes steadier. “Because you didn’t wait for me to be useful. You read the sabotage on my crest when I was nobody’s asset and you wanted to fix it for me, not for what I’d be worth fixed.” She laughed, low and tired and warm, a sound I’d earned the right to hear over a lot of locked doors. “You sound like her, though. When you said the offer doesn’t expire. The offer doesn’t improve with waiting, she told you. You said yours doesn’t expire.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“No.” She settled back against my chest, the storm grounded, the choice closer, the bond bright between us. “You said it doesn’t expire. Hers runs out, so you grab it in a panic before the door shuts. Yours just waits.” Her eyes closed. “I don’t know how to handle an offer that still waits if I take my time with it. I want to feel what that’s like for a few more days before I answer Halsen. Is that all right?”

“Take all the days you want,” I said. “The circle’s not a thing you join because you’re afraid to leave. It’s not worth anything if it is.”

“No,” she agreed, drowsy, certain. “It’s not.” Her breathing had already gone slow and even, the clipped voice trailing off mid-word, the storm banked to a faint blue flicker that pulsed under her skin in time with her heartbeat.

I stayed awake after she slept, because the aftercare did not end when the storm stopped throwing sparks. Her wrists needed salve where the oath-metal harness had pressed crescents into fair skin. Her braid needed loosening before the tight weave turned sore against her scalp. The room needed grounding rods set in a slow triangle around the bed so the new Tempest would have somewhere harmless to sigh if a dream startled it awake. None of it was dramatic. None of it looked like conquest. It was cloth and salve and my thumb circling the pulse at her wrist until the rhythm stayed even.

Once, near the fourth watch, she stirred and her fingers searched blindly for the bind that was no longer there. I caught her hand before panic could become motion.

“You’re unbound,” I murmured. “You asked for it, you received it, and then I took it off. Nothing stays on you after the need is done.”

Her eyes opened a slit, blue and unfocused in the dim. “Stay.”

“I’m here.”

“Not because I can’t be alone.”

“No.”

“Because I choose it.”

“Because you choose it.”

That satisfied whatever part of her had surfaced to check the shape of the room. She exhaled, slow and rough, and settled again with her hand trapped under mine, the choice named, the body warm, the completed class sleeping at last inside its own skin.

The privacy ward hummed its low note against the door. Somewhere below us in the Duel Tower a sentry-bell rang the third watch, and her scars answered it with one small involuntary arc of light, blue across the dark, before they settled. She didn’t wake.


Chapter 10: The First Inch

We staged the next deep leg from the Annex, which had become, over the past two weeks, less a workshop and more a war room with a forge in it.

Brennan had taken over one wall with what he called the descent board: a hand-drawn map of the deep as far as we’d reached, marked in his private shorthand, with little brass tokens he moved around to track where the rival teams were and where the Descent officials thought we were and where we actually were, which were three different places and only one of them true.

“Right,” he said, the morning we were due to go down again, holding a biscuit in one hand and a token in the other and lecturing the assembled circle like a general who’d never been to a war. “Official record says the Annex team is running the standard championship route, here, with everyone else. Which is good, because the standard route does not go anywhere near here,” he tapped a token off to the side, in the dark margins where my mother’s marks pointed, “which is where we’re actually going. So as far as the scrying mirrors and the officials and a certain colorless menace are concerned, we’re a plucky support team punching above our weight on the sanctioned course. Meanwhile we’ll be two hundred feet sideways from where anyone’s looking, reading a dead woman’s love letters out of the walls.” He popped the rest of the biscuit. “I’ve never been a double agent before. It’s very exciting. I packed extra snacks.”

“You always pack extra snacks,” Isolde said. She was checking the bind-points on her new harness, the storm banked safe in her chest, the completed Tempest a low crackle she’d learned over three days to hold without lighting the room.

“I pack extra snacks recreationally. This is strategic snack packing. There’s a difference, and the difference is that this time if we get sealed in a vault for a week I’m the only reason anyone survives, and I’d like that on the record.” He looked profoundly pleased with himself. “Garrick. The counter-seal device is ready. The brass one. You want to see it before we go down?”

He did show me, and it was a beautiful ugly thing, a fist-sized housing of Undercroft forge-metal and salvaged brass with a hair-trigger spring mechanism inside it, and when he demonstrated it on a banked test-seal he’d talked Octavia into setting, the spring snapped and a tiny brass hammer fell and the test-seal’s cold pattern stuttered and broke, and Brennan looked at it like other men look at their children.

“It worked,” he said, almost reverent. “On the first proper test. The most dangerous craft in the kingdom, broken by a falling hammer the size of my thumbnail, and it didn’t even see it coming.” He cradled it. “She’s going to hate this so much. I can’t wait.”

“Don’t antagonize the woman who unmakes classes for a living,” Thalia said from the wall, without inflection.

“I’m going to antagonize her with clockwork,” Brennan said, with dignity. “It’s the only safe way. She can’t seal a grudge.”

We went down that afternoon, the descent board’s lie running cleanly above us, and we found, at the bottom of a long oath-metal stair, a door.

The deep had handed us doors before, but this one wouldn’t open for me. We’d pushed past the Tempest chamber and the vault where I’d taken the relic, following my mother’s marks down and down until the air went so old and so cold that even Rosalie’s seal-sense had to work to tell the dead Concord chill of the place from the living chill of the dark. And there it was, set in the oath-grey wall, waiting.

It was a Class Smith vault door, by the inscriptions, but it was unlike the others, because the others had opened for me. This one didn’t. I set my hand to the lock and let Class Sight pour into it, as I’d opened every Smith lock since I came to this academy, and the oath-metal warmed and recognized me and the door did not move.

“It’s reading you,” Thalia said, watching the lock from the shadows. “I can see it. It’s not a simple frequency lock. It’s reading the shape of your crest, not just the family of it.”

“It’s a trust lock,” I said slowly, working it out as the Sight showed me. The lock didn’t just want a Smith’s frequency; it wanted a perfectly read crest, presented exactly, as a key. The people who’d built it had assumed that anyone who could read a crest precisely enough to match this lock was trustworthy by definition, because the skill and the trust were the same thing in their world. “It wants a crest matched to its pattern, read so finely it fits like a key. And mine doesn’t fit, because the pattern it’s keyed to isn’t a Smith’s.” I looked closer, and the understanding settled cold and certain. “It’s keyed to an alteration. The lock wants a crest that’s been altered in a specific way. Cut, finely, along the spine and the sternum, in a pattern.”

I turned around.

Thalia was leaning against the oath-metal wall in the dark, one hand near her knife, her smoky eyes already on me because she’d already understood, because Thalia understood things a half-second before everyone else as a matter of professional pride.

“You’re going to tell me it wants my seam,” she said, without inflection, the way she stated a thing she’d rather not have known.

“It wants your seam.” I said it carefully, because I knew what I was asking. “The only crest down here altered finely enough to match the lock’s pattern is yours. The Concord altered you, two years ago, when they wrote that meta-seal into your spine. And the pattern they used.” I almost laughed, except it wasn’t funny, it was just the cold rhyme of the whole conspiracy laid bare. “The pattern they used to blind you is the same pattern this lock was built to read. They made their own key by accident, and then they handed it to a spy and made very sure she’d never know what she was carrying.”

The dark was quiet for a moment, the whole circle still, the implication settling.

“The Concord sealed this door,” Thalia said, working it through aloud, fitting the pieces of it together. “Generations ago. And the lock it used is the same craft they later used on me. So the alteration in my own spine, the thing they did to cripple me, is the thing that opens the door they spent two centuries keeping a Smith away from.” A dry, bitter sound. “That’s almost beautiful. The cruelty of it has a symmetry.”

“It does.” I held her dark, half-lidded gaze in the gloom. “And it means I can’t open this door without reading your full seam. Sternum to spine, the complete pattern, presented as a key. A suspicion from last term isn’t enough. It needs all of it.” I left it there between us, because I wasn’t going to pretend it was anything but what it was. “I’m not asking you for that here, in a cold vault, on a mission, because a door needs it. You’ve kept that part of yourself shut from every living soul for a reason. The day I read the whole of it, it’ll be because you decided, not because a lock at the bottom of the world made you.”

Her hand left the knife at her belt, which it almost never did, and rested open against the cold oath-metal instead, the rare thing under the smoke and the locks showing for half a breath.

“Show me,” she said. “How close it is. Not the whole seam. Show me how far the door’s reading. Trace the first inch and let me feel how much it wants.”

I came to her in the dark, close, against the deep cold, close enough to catch the scent of her, midnight ink and cold steel and under it something warmer she’d never admit to. This time she didn’t turn her back to me and bare her collar as she had last term. This time she faced me, deliberately, her shoulder blades against the cold oath-metal of the very door her seam could open, and she took my wrist herself and laid the flat of my palm against her sternum, over the top of the false seam, choosing the contact instead of merely permitting it. The faint shimmer of the alteration lit under my Sight, the olive-warm skin pale in the dark. And I let my Sight pour down into it, and read.

The first inch. Sternum to collarbone, slow, the alteration unrolling under my palm where it pressed flat against her, and I read it the way she’d told me she needed it read, out loud, naming what I found as I found it. The cold of the deep was a physical weight on us both, the dead Concord chill aged into the oath-metal at her back and the live chill of two hundred feet of dark pressing in, and against all of it her skin was the one warm thing in the chamber, her pulse jumping quick under my fingertips where they rested at the top of the seam. It was forensic and it was charged at once, the two things braided in everything that happened between Thalia and me, and down here the braid pulled tighter, because there was nowhere to retreat to and nothing to pretend at. The seam-shimmer woke the instant the Sight touched it, a faint silver-blue line lighting under the skin, and her breath went shallow and her shoulder blades pressed harder into the cold metal, and her free hand, the one that hadn’t laid mine against her, came up and closed loosely in the front of my shirt, not pulling, just holding, an anchor she didn’t seem to know she’d reached for.

Anyone could look at the uniform, the body, the mask she let the world see. Registry men had filed her, handled her records, assigned her usefulness in ink and seals. But no one had ever been allowed to read the truth of her, the actual written record of what she was, the thing she kept armored under every lock she owned, and I was on the very edge of it now, her own hand holding mine there, in a sealed vault at the bottom of the world with a door at her back that her own stolen alteration could open. I felt how much it cost her to stand still for it. Not the contact; the contact was easy for her, a currency she’d spent her whole life. What cost her was being read, being known, the one transaction she’d never once let close, and she was letting it close an inch at a time with her jaw set and her eyes half-shut and her hand fisted in my shirt, choosing it, the choosing visible in every locked muscle of her.

As I traced, the meta-seal lit more clearly than it ever had before, and down here, near the lock that was keyed to it, the pattern of it sharpened past suspicion into structure.

“It’s deeper than the first read made clear,” I said quietly, my fingers moving down the first inch of seam. “They didn’t just blind you to seals. They built it in layers. There’s a layer that hides the alteration from you. And under it, a layer that makes you not want to look, that turns your attention away every time you get close to noticing. They didn’t only blind you to it. They made you avoid the blind spot, so you’d never even try to clear it.” The gold of my Sight banked down hard against her sternum, the anger in me settling into the flat, careful steadiness it always took. “Whoever did this understood exactly what you are. They didn’t just cripple your sight. They made you complicit in your own blinding. That’s the cruelest layer. That’s the one I want to burn out most.”

Thalia’s dark eyes had drifted half-shut, the silver-blue line of the seam answering each inch I named, and what came loose in her was not her body but the watcher behind it, the part of her that catalogued every room and counted every exit going quiet because there was nothing left to guard against, only a man saying true things about her in a low voice in the dark. That was the whole of it for her, the thing no touch had ever reached: not being wanted, which she could weaponize, but being known, which she couldn’t. My fingers reached the inch she’d allotted, the place where the seam dipped below the collar of her jacket toward the curve of her breasts and then on down, the whole rest of it waiting, the complete pattern that the door wanted, that I wanted, that she kept locked.

She stopped me with a hand on my wrist.

“One inch,” she said, and her voice had dropped, rough, the precise control dissolved. “That’s all you get tonight. Not here. Not for a door.” But she didn’t take my fingers off the seam right away; she held my wrist and let them rest there, on the place that ached, and she looked at me in the dark with the lock in her eyes finally beginning to turn. “Not yet.”

“Not yet,” I agreed, and waited.

The dark held around us, the dead vault and the live cold and the faint glow of her seam guttering down as I lifted my Sight off it. Somewhere back up the stair I could hear the others not-quite-waiting, Brennan murmuring something to his descent board, the small ordinary sounds of the circle giving the two of us a wide and deliberate berth, and Thalia heard them too, I saw her register them, the way she registered everything. She didn’t move away from the door at her back. She stayed pressed to the very thing her stolen alteration could open, my wrist still loose in her grip, weighing something out in the quiet.

“But.” She said it like it cost her, like every word was a key turning. “It’s not not ever anymore. You understand the difference. I’ve said not yet to you since last term and meant not ever half the time, because not yet is how I keep the door shut without admitting I’m afraid to open it. This is different.” She drew my fingers off the seam, finally, but she didn’t let go of my wrist. “This not yet has a date on it. I’m going to let you read the whole thing. All of it, sternum to spine, the last locked room. Not because the door needs it. Because I’m tired of being the only person alive who’s never been seen all the way through, and I trust exactly one person not to use it against me, and he’s standing in a cold vault telling me a lock at the bottom of the world doesn’t get to make that choice for me.” She let go of my wrist. Stepped back. Drew her collar up. The guarded calm settled back over her features, but it didn’t latch the way it used to; the lock had turned and wouldn’t quite seat again. “When it’s my choice and not a need. You’ll know when. It’ll be soon.”

“I’ll know when,” I said, and let her have the distance, because letting her control the door was the only way the door ever opened.

And I meant it past the moment, past the cold vault and the trust-lock and the mission pressing at our backs. I’d watched what happened to women who got handled before they were ready, watched it on her own crest the first time she’d let me see the seam last term, the flinch buried so deep under the smoke that only the Sight caught it. Whatever the Concord had done to her spine, they’d done it without asking, from behind, during something she hadn’t known was a taking, and the one thing I would not do, no matter how many doors it left shut at the bottom of the deep, was open her on anyone’s schedule but her own. The door could wait. The deep could wait. She’d waited two years to be seen and not used; she could have as many more days as she needed to be sure I was the one who’d do the seeing.

We left the trust-locked door shut behind us, and I meant exactly what I’d said: I’d open it when she chose, or never, and the mission could wait either way. But the architecture of it had told me something, and the something mattered: the access she’d never given anyone, the one part of herself she’d kept armored from every soul alive, wasn’t a private matter between the two of us anymore. It was the literal key to a door at the bottom of the deep, and behind that door was whatever the Concord had buried a Smith to keep from reaching, and the only way through it ran through the one part of herself a woman who trusted no one had kept shut from everyone.

Rosalie’s seal-sense flared on the way back up, near the trust-locked door, and she stopped us with a raised hand.

“There’s old Concord cold soaked all through this part of the deep,” she said, her palm pressed to the oath-metal wall, her Woundbloom reaching into the stone, her green eyes distant with the reading. “It’s everywhere down here, but it’s thickest around that door. Two hundred years old, but it’s her discipline, just aged. Like.” She searched for it. “Like she learned in the same room as the people who sealed this whole place. Which makes sense, if the Concord trained her, if it’s a craft they pass down.” Her eyes came back to focus, and they were grim. “I’m mapping all of it now, every settled scar of it, because the more dead cold I learn by heart, the louder her live work will read against it. When she comes down here, her fresh sealing will light up against all this old stillness like a candle in a cellar, a live thing in a tomb, and I’ll know the second she starts working, anywhere on this level, before any of you see a thing.”

“Map all of it,” I said. “Every still cold spot, so the hungry one stands out the moment it shows. You’re the only one of us who can see her coming in the dark.”

“Two of us, soon,” she said, and there was something in her voice, a healer’s instinct running ahead of the facts. “I’ve got a feeling. The way Thalia’s seam reacts to seals, her sight half-blinded to exactly this. If you ever read her all the way.” She didn’t finish it, because it wasn’t hers to finish, but she’d felt it before I’d worked it out: that the woman the Concord had blinded to seals was, underneath the blinding, the person best built to see them. “Anyway. I’ll map it. I’m getting good at this. Who knew the most useful thing I’d ever do was learn to feel where the dead are buried in a wall.”

“Your family spent your whole childhood telling you the useful part of you was the part that didn’t hurt anything,” I said.

“My family,” Rosalie said, taking her palm off the wall, the green-gold glow fading from her hand, “is going to be very surprised by what their soft useless daughter learned to do with the part of her they sealed away.” There was an edge under the warmth now, a thread of the same iron she’d shown the night she’d defied them. “They wanted a healer who only mended. They got one who can feel an age-old murder soaked into a wall. I’d love to see their faces.” She shook her head, the warmth winning out again. “Come on. Let’s get back up into the daylight before I start enjoying this too much.”

The friction surfaced on the surface, where most of the academy’s frictions surfaced, in the staging plaza where the Descent’s officials kept their tables.

Caldran was trying to bar us from the next deep level.

I came up out of the stairs to find the Lord Provost in full registry robes, planted at the official’s table, informing a clearly uncomfortable Descent steward that the Annex team was to be restricted from the lower legs “for reasons of student safety,” and I understood before he’d finished the sentence exactly what was happening, which was that Caldran wanted me dead and a dead man can’t descend, and so he was trying to keep me out of the deep where Caelira intended to do the killing, because Caldran didn’t understand that he and his master wanted different things.

“You can’t descend into levels you’re not certified for,” Caldran was saying, his measured voice carrying its usual bureaucratic threat. “The lower legs require advanced clearance. The Annex team’s qualifier conduct, crossing into another team’s circuit, demonstrates exactly the kind of recklessness that…”

“Lord Provost.”

The voice was quiet, and it cut him off as it cut everyone off, by pulling the whole plaza taut so that conversation thinned and heads turned to catch it, and Caelira Orent came across the plaza with her bloodless platinum hair and her fixed-star sigil and her absolute unhurried certainty, and Caldran’s face did a complicated thing, the smug satisfaction of a man with capital backing curdling into the resentment of a man whose master had arrived to overrule him in public.

“The Annex team will descend,” Caelira said. “I certify the Descent. All teams that qualify, descend. That is the nature of the certification.” She didn’t look at Caldran when she said it; she looked at me, her pale flat eyes resting on me with something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Mr. Ward and his team have earned their place in the lower legs. It would be a great shame to deny them the deep they’ve worked so hard to reach. I’m certain they’re eager to go down.”

And I understood her completely. Caldran wanted me barred from the deep because Caldran wanted me dead and didn’t grasp that the deep was the killing floor. Caelira wanted me in the deep, far below, where the witnesses watched the wrong levels in the mirrors and a fatal accident could be arranged in the dark, the way one had been arranged for my mother in a northern dead zone. Caldran was trying to keep me out of the trap. His own master was holding the door open.

The two of them stood three feet apart on the plaza, the Lord Provost and the Examiner, and the contempt between them was a visible thing, Caldran’s resentment at being overruled and Caelira’s cold disregard for the local instrument who didn’t understand the plan, and I marked it, set it aside with every other useful thing, because a crack between an enemy and his master is a crack you can put a wedge in.

“Thank you, Examiner,” I said, plain and even, giving her nothing to read. “We’re looking forward to the deep.”

She held very still for the space of a breath, the stillness of a craftswoman who has just watched a piece set itself into the jig before she could reach for it, the small wrongness of a thing going right too easily. Then she inclined her colorless head, and turned, and walked away, leaving Caldran standing at the official’s table with his authority overruled and his face working.

He looked at me, the Lord Provost who’d recognized my bloodline on my first day and spent a whole term trying to destroy me, and for a moment, just a moment, there was something in his eyes that wasn’t hatred. There was the dawning, furious comprehension of a man realizing his master valued him so little she’d overrule him to my face, and the deeper, colder realization underneath it, the one I wanted him to have: that if anything went wrong in the deep, the Lord Provost who’d certified the team’s clearance, who’d been on the plaza, who’d objected and been overruled, would be the perfect person to hang it on.

I didn’t say any of that. I held his eyes a beat past comfortable, named nothing, and turned for the stairs while he was still working it out.

Then I went to find Thalia, because Caldran’s crack was exactly what she’d want to file, and a wedge between an enemy and his instrument was the sort of intelligence that won wars in the dark.

“He overruled himself into a corner,” Thalia said, when I told her, a cold satisfaction lighting her smoky eyes. “Caelira just told the whole plaza that Caldran objected to your descent and she overrode him. If anything happens to you in the deep, his fingerprints are on the certification and his objection is on the record and his master made very sure everyone saw her dismiss him.” She filed it, I could see her file it, that ledger-keeper’s mind slotting the crack into the wider structure of the case. “He’s going to figure out, soon, that she means to pin any disaster on him. And when he does, a frightened self-preserving Lord Provost becomes the most useful kind of wildcard there is.” Her smoky gaze fixed on me, the decision already indexed. “I’ll feed it. Carefully. By the time we go down into the deep for the championship leg, I want Caldran so afraid of his own master that he’d rather sabotage her plan than be the man who hangs for it.”

“How do you feed a thing like that,” I asked, “without him knowing it came from us?”

“You don’t feed him anything,” she said, warming to the work. “You let him feed himself. Caldran’s a paranoid man; that’s the whole reason he’s survived this long inside an institution that eats its own. I don’t have to tell him Caelira’s setting him up. I just have to make sure the right documents cross his desk in the right order. A certification record with his objection prominently filed. An internal memo, perfectly genuine, that happens to use the phrase local accountability about Descent safety. A reminder of how the Concord handled the last provost who certified an incident.” A glint of real pleasure crossed her, gone before it settled. “Caldran will assemble the conspiracy himself, out of true facts, and he’ll be certain he discovered it, because a man who finds a thing himself believes it twice as hard as a man who’s told it. He’ll do all the work. I just arrange the desk.”

“That’s almost frightening.”

“It’s entirely frightening. It’s what I’m for.” The dry edge softened, fractionally, a thing she let me see. “It’s nice, actually. Doing it for us instead of for them. Two years I built cases I couldn’t use, against people I worked for, alone, with nowhere to put any of it. Now I’ve got somewhere to put it. You have no idea how much of a relief that is. The work’s the same. It’s just not lonely anymore.”

“Do it,” I said.

She went to arrange the desk.


Chapter 11: The Braid of Two Songs

I learned Hybridization properly the night before I performed it, which is a thing I’d never recommend, but the Descent was closing in and Maeve’s pressure was building back behind the partial valve I’d cut, and we’d run out of the luxury of doing things in the right order.

It came together from three sources at once, as the most important things always seemed to. We’d already begun the night I carried the relic up from the deep, when Octavia first laid my mother’s chapters beside her own and the theorist woke in her. But that night had only been the recognition of what the work was. This was the night we actually built it, the lamps burning low and three different kinds of knowledge spread across her desk, and somewhere past midnight they stopped being three things and became one.

The relic from the deep vault, the fist-sized node of oath-metal and crystal, hummed the first verse of the technique into my crest whenever I held it: the feel of braiding, the sense of two strands woven into one. That was the intuition. I could feel what Hybridization was supposed to be like, the half-grasp of a melody you’ve heard once and can’t quite reproduce. The relic gave me the shape of the thing without the steps.

My mother’s journal gave me the next piece. The relic, when I held it against the locked pages of the journal, woke them; its resonance was a partial key, and a section of the forty percent I couldn’t read came clear under it, my mother’s own notes on Hybridization in her forge-metal cipher, the procedure laid out in her careful midnight hand. Not all of it. But the working core of it. That was the method.

And Octavia gave me the framework. She had the book out before I arrived, the compound-class-evolution book written by three authors, my mother and Octavia and a third man the Concord had executed before he finished his section, and tonight she wasn’t reawakening to the work, she was deep in it, my mother’s newly woken pages already laid beside her own theoretical chapters, the forge-smith’s how and the theorist’s why finally meeting across a decade of separation.

“There,” Octavia said, her finger moving between my mother’s procedure and her own theory, her amber eyes bright. “She wrote the how and I wrote the why, and we never finished combining them because she died. Look. Your mother’s bridge-strand isn’t a third class grafted in. It’s a structured resonance, drawn from the forge itself, shaped to be compatible with both halves at once, so the two warped structures don’t have to recognize each other directly. They each recognize the bridge. The bridge speaks both their languages.” She looked up at me. “It’s the same principle as a forge bond, Garrick. The same principle as your circle. Two things that can’t connect directly, connected through a third thing that’s compatible with both. You already know how to do this. You do it every time you bond a woman. You’re just going to do it to a single class instead of between two people.”

That was the moment it clicked, fully, the relic’s intuition and my mother’s method and Octavia’s framework braiding together in my own crest as the technique itself braided two class strands.

“You should have a Smith’s hands,” I told her, only half joking, watching her trace my mother’s procedure with a theorist’s certainty. “You read the cipher faster than I do, and it’s not even your blood.”

“I read it because I sat across a table from the woman who wrote it for more late nights than I can count, watching her hands while she explained it.” Her voice softened on it, as it always did whenever my mother came up, the grief and the warmth indistinguishable. “Your mother taught me to read the cipher out loud, sounding the forge-frequencies with my own breath until my throat knew the shape of them. I can still hear her doing it.” A small, sad smile. “You sound like her when you read it. Did you know that? The cadence. You don’t know you’re doing it. It’s the strangest thing, hearing a dead woman’s rhythm come out of her son’s mouth.”

There was a stillness in her as she said it, the lecturer’s composure stretched thin over something she’d kept banked for a decade, and nothing about it was academic tonight.

“You’re watching my mouth,” I said, because we were past the point of pretending, the two of us, and had been since the night she heard Caelira’s name and dropped the teacup.

“I’m watching how the forge-frequencies leave you. The exact shaping of them.” She’d started the sentence as a lecture and lost the thread of it halfway through; her gaze had dropped to my mouth and stayed, and she let it stay, and didn’t correct it the way she’d have corrected a student. “It’s professional. Or it was. I’ll be honest with you, since we’re being honest: it stopped being entirely professional some time ago, and I’ve stopped having the energy to pretend otherwise, and you should know that when I watch you shape my mentor’s cipher with your mouth, I am not only thinking about the cipher.” She drew a slow, level breath instead of the words that would have re-sealed it, the lecturer’s composure reaching for a footing and not quite finding one. “There. I’ve said it once. Now we can go back to the work and you can decide what to do with it later.”

“You should have a Smith’s hands,” I said again, deliberately, giving her the out of the original line, because she’d offered me the truth and not a demand, and I’d learned to meet a woman where she chose to stand.

“I have a Class Saint’s.” Her hand drifted toward her own sternum and the seal beneath it, the old grief and the old hunger both moving under the words. “Or I did. Or I will.” She caught herself, pulled her hand back, pressed it flat to the table instead. But her gaze stayed on me, dark and intent, a thing in it moving toward a decision. “When you can do this,” she said quietly, “this braiding, this compatible bridge. You could use it on a seal. Couldn’t you. A seal is just two halves of a thing forced apart and locked. If you can braid warped halves back together, you could unbraid a lock.” She didn’t finish it. She didn’t have to. We both knew what she was circling, and we both knew she wasn’t quite ready to land on it, and I let her have the distance, the same patience I’d learned to give Thalia at her door.

“When you’re ready,” I said.

“When the work’s done and the woman tied to that night is across a forge from me,” she said, naming her own condition instead of borrowing the circle’s softer word for it, because Octavia didn’t circle a door the way the others did; she set terms, and these were hers. She reached up to settle her glasses, found her hand wasn’t steady enough to bother, and left them slightly crooked, and we went back to the procedure with the wall a course of bricks lower than it had been an hour before.

I performed the Hybridization on Maeve the next night, in the Annex, with everyone I trusted present, because it was complex and costly and I wanted every safeguard I had.

We set it up like the careful operation it was. Maeve on the worktable, her crest bare, the copper-gold glow of it bright with the pressure she’d built back up behind the partial valve. Rosalie beside her, palm hovering over the crest, monitoring, her Woundbloom ready to stabilize Maeve’s body if the work shocked it. Brennan’s amplifier rig glowing overhead, the copper web grounding through the oath-metal floor, ready to steady the resonance field. Isolde at the door. Thalia in the shadows, watching the dark and the work both. And the deep-vault relic in my hand, humming the technique into my crest.

“This is going to be different from the valve,” I told Maeve, my hands warming the oath-metal of the relic. “The valve was a relief notch. This is the spillway. I’m going to braid a bridge between your two halves, the intake and the release, the ones that grew apart. When it’s done, they’ll be able to speak to each other again, permanently, and you’ll have something you’ve never had: a controlled valve. You’ll be able to vent when you choose, store when you choose. Control. The thing they told you for two years that you lacked.” I held her gaze. “It’s going to be intense. Not like the valve; this won’t, it’s not that kind of intense. This is forge work, deep forge work, and it’s going to feel like having two warped pipes in your chest forced into alignment around a new joint. It’ll ache. But it won’t break you, because I’m building you stronger, not forcing you back into the old shape. Do you understand?”

“I understand.” She was steadier than I’d expected, the brash woman gone quiet and grave, the hush that comes over people when something matters too much for noise. Her small hand found Rosalie’s, gripped it. “Do it. Two years. Do it.”

I set my hands to her crest, and I forged.

It was the hardest work I’d ever done. The valve had been a single cut reopened; this was architecture, two divergent structures held apart while I drew a bridge-strand out of the forge resonance, shaped it to speak both their languages, and wove it between them thread by thread.

It was nothing like repair. Repair was setting a bone: you found the break, you aligned the pieces, you held them while they knit, and the body wanted to heal, the structure wanted to be whole, and your job was mostly to get out of its way. This was the opposite. Maeve’s two halves did not want to rejoin. Two years apart had made them strangers, each grown into its own shape, each suspicious of the other, and the bridge I was weaving between them was a third stranger neither of them trusted.

So I drew the bridge-strand out of the forge resonance and tuned it to be compatible with both warped halves at once: a thing that spoke intake’s language on one side and release’s on the other, so the two of them could finally hear each other through it. That was the work. Not joining them directly, as I’d repaired Isolde’s clean cut, but holding all three in alignment, intake and bridge and release, like holding three pieces of a joint together with two hands and not enough fingers, while the resonance poured through me and into her and the oath-metal of the relic burned warm against my palm.

I lost track of time inside it. I tuned a thread and seated it and felt intake spit it back, re-tuned it and felt release recoil from it, re-tuned it a third time and split the difference, finding the exact frequency that was a little of both and wholly neither, and that one held, and I moved to the next, and the next, two warped melodies and a bridge between them, woven a note at a time by a man teaching himself a dead technique by lamplight with the deadline of a dam about to give.

My nose started bleeding somewhere in the middle of it. I felt the warm trickle reach my lip and ignored it. My hands shook against Maeve’s sternum and I steadied them and kept working. Behind my eyes the pressure built, the tunnel-vision creeping in at the edges as it did when I pushed the Sight too far, the chamber narrowing to the bright braid of her crest and nothing else. The strain mounted, the deep forge work pulling at the bottom of my reserves as it always did, except deeper, because this was the most complex thing I’d ever asked my crest to do, and I was doing it on the first night I’d learned it, which my mother’s journal would have told me, in the sixty percent I could read, was a fool’s pace.

“His crest’s flaring too bright,” I heard Rosalie say, very far away, her voice tight with a healer’s alarm. “Brennan, the field, take some of the load off him, he’s burning his reserves too fast.”

“On it.” Brennan’s voice, and then the amplifier rig overhead hummed up a register, the copper web taking up part of the resonance load, grounding it through the oath-metal floor, and I felt the strain ease a fraction, just enough, just the difference between burning out and finishing. “Steady, Garrick. Field’s holding. Don’t stop, I’ve got the overflow.”

I didn’t stop. I kept braiding, the rig holding the field and Rosalie’s hand hovering at Maeve’s crest ready to stabilize her body and the whole room bent to the single act of letting me do the impossible.

Maeve gasped through it, the ache of two warped halves being forced into alignment around the new joint, her copper crest blazing, her small body tensing on the worktable, Rosalie’s Woundbloom pouring warmth into her to hold her steady. But she didn’t break. The bridge held. Thread by thread, the two halves of her class learned to recognize the strand between them, and then, all at once, like a key turning, the bridge seated, and her two divergent halves spoke to each other for the first time in two years, and her class came alive.

It came alive better than it had ever been.

Because the bridge didn’t just reconnect intake and release. It gave her a joint between them, a controllable seam, the thing a natural Cinder Channeler never had: a deliberate, controlled valve she could open and close at will. Where her class had once been a forge with the flue blocked, it was now a forge with a proper damper, and she would never again carry charge she couldn’t release, and she would never again release charge she meant to keep.

The work finished, and I took my shaking hands off her crest, the room swimming and a high thin ring building behind my ears, and I sat down hard on the workshop floor because my legs wouldn’t hold me, and I looked up at the worktable, and Maeve Sorrel was crying.

Class: Cinder Channeler (Sabotaged) → Cinder Channeler (Restored Hybrid). New: Vent (controlled discharge), Bank (store charge). First successful Hybridization.

A new mark burned itself onto my crest as the card formed, the hammer-mark of the first Hybridization, joining the circle pattern, and I felt it sear in and settle, and I was too spent to do anything but feel it.

“It’s quiet,” Maeve whispered. She was sitting up on the worktable, her hand pressed to her copper-gold crest, and the tears were pouring down her freckled face, and she wasn’t trying to stop them. “It’s quiet. The pressure. The thing that’s been screaming in my chest, it’s, it’s gone, it’s not gone but it’s, I can hold it, I can feel where the valve is, I can…” She held out her hand, and a small controlled flame bloomed over her palm, steady, contained, vented exactly as much as she meant and no more, and then she closed her hand and it stopped, exactly when she wanted it to stop, and she stared at her own hand like it belonged to a stranger. “I have control. I threw fire and it didn’t hurt. It didn’t back up. It didn’t misfire. I chose it and then I stopped it.” She looked up, and her honey-gold eyes were huge and streaming, and the wonder in them was already curdling into something hotter, the anger that was always the truest thing in her. “Every instructor I ever had wrote me up for the exact thing I just did clean on the first try. They had it backwards the whole time. It was never me. Somebody owes me the years they took calling it me.”

“Somebody does,” I said, from the floor, my voice rough, the ring in my ears still loud and a cold sweat plastering my shirt to my back, exhausted and triumphant. “Hold onto that. It’s the right thing to be angry at. It was a severed channel and a bridge that nobody’d built yet, and not one inch of it was you. Now it’s built. You’re whole. You’re more than whole; you’ve got control a natural Cinder Channeler never gets.” I managed a tired smile. “Throw some more fire. Carefully. You’ve earned it.”

She threw fire.

She slid off the worktable and stood in the center of the workshop and she played with it, bright with giddy relief, handling a thing she’d been told she could never have. Controlled flames bloomed and vanished at her command, a thread of fire winding around her fingers and banking down to nothing and flaring up again, all of it exactly as much as she chose. She made a small flame and held it, steady, on her open palm, the thing that two days ago would have backed up and cracked her crest, and now it just sat there, obedient.

“It stops,” she kept saying, wonder breaking her voice. “I tell it to stop and it stops. Watch.” She flared a ribbon of fire up her arm and snuffed it dead with a thought, then laughed, and the laugh broke into a sob and broke back into a laugh. “I want every instructor who wrote undisciplined on my file to see this. I want to throw a perfect little flame in each of their faces and then put it out, just to watch them realize.”

She banked the charge down and stored it, the new Bank ability letting her hold the energy instead of venting it, and her eyes went huge as she felt herself do it, store charge, choose to keep it instead of being crushed by it, and she pressed her hand to her copper crest and just stood there feeling the absence of two years of agony, and the circle watched her, and nobody said anything, because the sheer triumph of it, the rush of watching someone use a newly restored class, needed no narration. We’d all of us, except Brennan, been exactly where she was standing, and we let her have it unbroken.

Brennan, of course, broke it, because Brennan broke all silences, but he broke it correctly. “Okay, that’s genuinely the coolest thing I’ve ever seen, and I built a clockwork counter-seal device this week, so that’s saying something. Do the ribbon thing again.”

She did the ribbon thing again, for Brennan, and he applauded with the unselfconscious delight of a man who’d never in his life learned to be cool about anything, and she laughed, and then she did a thing with the fire where she spun it into a little spinning wheel above her palm, showing off now, and Brennan made a sound like he’d been personally blessed.

“Can you make it different colors,” he asked, leaning in, all gadget-hunger. “Is that a charge-density thing or a fuel thing? Because if it’s density I could probably build you a focusing bracer that’d let you tune it, I’ve got the brass, I’ve got a whole drawer of brackets, I’ve been dying to build a fire-thing…”

“You build me a fire-bracer and I will love you forever,” Maeve said, entirely sincere, and Brennan looked like he might combust, and the two of them fell instantly into the rapid technical babble of two people the academies had underestimated discovering each other, copper-haired live-wire and freckled gadgeteer, and I watched a friendship form in real time over the question of whether you could focus a Cinder discharge through a brass aperture, and it was, I thought, exactly right that the newest woman orbiting the circle made her first real Valebright friend in the one person here who’d never cared much about status and was instead enormously impressed by fire.

“He’s going to build it,” Thalia observed from the shadows, flat. “He’s going to stay up all night and build it and present it to her tomorrow like a cat with a dead bird. I’ve watched him do it with three of my problems already. It’s becoming a personality.”

“It’s a good personality,” I said.

“It’s an exhausting personality. I admire it.” A dry warmth crossed her, there and gone.

Isolde watched the whole thing from the door with an expression I recognized, because it was the expression of someone who’d had their own stolen class handed back and knew exactly what Maeve was feeling, the quiet duelist watching the loud one and finding, under all the friction between them, the deep kinship of two people who’d both been crippled by a registrar’s tool and both been made whole.

“Cold-proud and hot-proud,” Isolde said quietly, to me, watching Maeve burn with joy. “I didn’t think much of her, when she mouthed off in the plaza. Loud little thing. All temper.” A pause. “But she carried it the same way I did, didn’t she. The wound. She just carried it loud, where I carried it quiet. Same wound.” Something eased in her. “I think I could respect her, once she stops setting things on fire.”

“I think the setting things on fire is the point right now,” I said.

“It is.” Isolde almost smiled. “Let her have it.”

We let her have it, the whole giddy hour of it, until Maeve had thoroughly proven to herself that her class was hers again, and then she came and sat down on the workshop floor beside me, spent in her own way, and the mind under the joy came back, the sharp thing from the diagnostic.

“I can feel it now,” she said quietly. “The tool. The thing that cut me. Now that I’m whole, I can feel the shape of what was done, just like you said, the crest holding the tool’s signature.” Her jaw set. “It was Sundermoor-calibrated. I can feel it. The instrument that severed my valve was tuned to Sundermoor frequencies, same as our class-stones are. It wasn’t an outsider. It wasn’t a Valebright thing or a Concord thing pretending to be one. It was mine. My own academy. Somebody at Sundermoor cut me with a Sundermoor tool and then let every instructor I ever had call me undisciplined.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, and meant it.

“Don’t be.” She drew her knees up, the copper crest glowing steady on her chest, and there was something hard and final settling in her amber eyes. “I’m done being sorry. I spent two years being sorry. Now I’m whole, and I know it was a crime, and I know it was Sundermoor, and I’m competing in three days under the flag of the academy that broke me.” She looked at me. “I don’t think I can win for them, Garrick. I don’t think I can stand in their colors and let them claim the result. Whoever cut me is still there, still wearing the same flag, still calling students undisciplined. I’m going to find them. And I don’t think I can do it from the inside of Sundermoor’s good graces. I think I have to break with them.”

“You don’t have to decide that before the Descent.”

“No.” She leaned her head against my shoulder, tired, the joy and the fury both burned down to embers. “But I’ve mostly decided it. The only thing keeping me from saying it out loud is that breaking with Sundermoor means I don’t have anywhere to go.” A pause, and then, quietly, not looking at me, feeling her way toward it the careful way she approached anything that mattered: “Unless I had somewhere else.”

I didn’t answer that right away. I kept my hand on her shoulder and waited for her to decide how much of the unfinished sentence she wanted to make real, because the rest of it was hers to put into words and the worst thing I could do was say it for her.

“There’s always somewhere else,” I said. “We’ll talk about it after the deep.”

She nodded against my shoulder, and we sat on the workshop floor among the cooling forge and the glow of two restored crests. Rosalie came and pressed a cloth to my still-bleeding nose with a healer’s matter-of-fact tenderness, and across the room Brennan powered down his amplifier rig and held it up to the light like a relic.

“Do you know what we just did,” he said, to the room, to no one, vibrating. “Two halves of one class. Bridged live. Nobody’s done that since the order that got murdered for doing it. Maeve, when this is over, I am building you a vent-channel you can carry in a pocket, a portable valve, a thing that bleeds your charge off at a tap so you never have to wait for a forge again. I will name it after you. The Sorrel Tap. I’m calling it the Sorrel Tap.”

“That’s a terrible name,” Maeve said, but she’d lifted her head off my shoulder, and the spark was back in her, the copper crest pulsing bright, and I watched her file the offer away the way I was learning she filed everything that mattered, behind the mouth, in the part of her that kept score of who’d shown up. She pushed up off the floor, sparks flickering harmless off her fingertips, and went to look at his rig. “Make it not explode and I’ll let you name it anything you want.”

“It only exploded once,” Brennan said, wounded, and Maeve laughed, the real one, and somewhere in the wreck of the worktable the two academies nobody had ever bet on bent their heads together over a gadget that didn’t exist yet, and I let them have it, the loud one with her class back and a real Valebright friend arguing about brass.

I felt the deep wards answer before the laughter had fully settled.

Not loudly. Not enough for anyone without Class Sight to notice. A thin cold tremor ran through the oath-metal under the Annex floor, up from the levels below, across the old infrastructure the Concord had sealed and the academy had built over. The deep had felt the Hybridization. Worse, something in the east wing had felt the deep feel it.

Rosalie’s smile faded first.

“Garrick,” she said softly, her palm moving to her sternum. “That cold again. Not here. Farther off. Listening.”

Thalia went still in the shadows, all the humor leaving her face. “The Examiner’s wards?”

“I think so,” I said.

I banked my Sight and still saw the echo: the bridge-strand I’d just woven in Maeve’s crest, a kind of class architecture that did not exist on any Concord ledger, had rung through the sealed levels like a hammer-strike. Not repair. Not unsealing. Hybridization. A thing they had killed Smiths to prevent, performed under the academy they thought they’d locked.

In the east wing, Lady Caelira Orent would be standing very still.

She would know the timetable had changed.

“No more assuming she waits for the championship leg,” I said, and the room heard the change in my voice. “We just showed her the impossible.”

Maeve’s controlled flame guttered, then steadied in her hand.

“Good,” she said, small and fierce and newly whole. “Let her know.”

I looked at the copper-gold bridge in her crest, at the circle around the forge, at Brennan’s half-built brass answer to a craft two centuries old, and I wished, briefly, that knowing had ever stopped an enemy from coming.

Then the cold under the floor went still.


Chapter 12: The Last Door

The Hybridization hadn’t stayed our secret through the night. By the next morning the wards on the deep gates had doubled and the next Descent leg had been moved up two days with no explanation given to anyone. Caelira had felt the work through the deep wards, the same way Rosalie felt her cold: a Smith doing the impossible two hundred feet below her, with a technique the Concord had spent two centuries erasing. She wasn’t waiting anymore.

So we went down faster than we’d meant to. The circle reached the great locked door with the championship leg still days off, and it would not open, and Thalia chose that night to be seen.

Not for the door. I want that clear, as it was clear to me standing in the cold deep with my hand on a lock that wanted her: she didn’t decide it because the mission needed it. She decided it because she was done being unread by the one person she had chosen to trust with the whole record, and because the deep had handed her the one occasion where the thing she most feared, being seen completely, and the thing she most wanted, being seen completely by someone who wouldn’t weaponize it, were the same act.

We’d come down the long oath-metal stair again, past the trust-locked door we’d left shut, and beyond it the deep narrowed to a passage that ended at the great door itself: not a vault door this time but a threshold, vast, oath-metal floor to ceiling, inscribed with the densest Smith script I’d seen anywhere in the deep, and behind it, my Class Sight told me, was the thing all my mother’s marks had been pointing toward. The largest sealed space in the whole site. Whatever the Concord had spent two centuries keeping from a Smith.

And the lock was the same as the smaller one. A trust lock. Keyed to a finely altered crest. Keyed, by the same cruel arithmetic that ran through the whole conspiracy, to Thalia’s complete seam.

“I can open it tonight,” I said, reading the lock. “But I can’t do it down here. Not the way it needs to be done.” I turned to her in the dark. “The full seam, read as a key, presented complete. That’s not a thing I’m doing in a cold passage with the mission watching. If you want this door open, it happens somewhere warm, somewhere yours, where it’s a choice and not a job. And if you don’t want it, it stays shut, and we find another way down, or we don’t, and I don’t care which.” I held her smoky eyes. “It’s your door, Thalia. All of them are. The one in the deep and the one in you. You decide which ones open and when. That’s the whole point of you, and I’m not going to be the man who forgets it because there’s treasure on the other side.”

She looked at me for a long moment in the dark, and then she did the rarest thing, the thing she did maybe twice a term: she let me see the whole decision happen on her face, the lock turning all the way, no smoke over it.

“My quarters,” she said. “Tonight. Send the others up.” A breath. “And Garrick. When I say it’s time, it’s time, and when I say slow, it’s slow, and the door down here opens when it opens, not before. This happens on my pace or it doesn’t happen at all. Understood?”

“Understood,” I said. “Your pace. Always was.”

I sent the others up. They went without argument, because they understood; Rosalie squeezed my arm and said nothing, and Isolde gave Thalia a single look across the dark that carried something between two women who’d both been altered against their will, a kind of nod, go on then, and Thalia received it with the smallest answering tilt of her head, and that exchange was its own quiet milestone, the cold indifference of last term thawed into something like solidarity.

Then it was just the two of us in the deep, and the great door, and the long climb back to the surface and the Veil Tower.

She didn’t speak on the way up. Neither did I. There was nothing to say that wouldn’t cheapen it; she’d made a decision down there in the cold that had taken two years and all the weeks since I first saw the seam to reach, and the walk back up was her holding it, turning it over, making sure it was hers. I let her have the silence. By the time we reached her quarters the silence had become a kind of agreement.

She stopped once on the third landing.

Not because she was tired. Thalia did not show fatigue where anyone could file it. She stopped with one hand on the stone wall and the other at the small of her back, over the seam, and for a moment the lamplight from the stairwell caught the side of her face and left the rest in shadow.

“I almost turned around,” she said.

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. You can read the seam, but you don’t get the cowardice for free.” Her mouth twitched without humor. “I had seven different reasons ready. Tactical delay. Improper environment. Need for additional records. Better timing after the championship leg. Every one of them clean enough to pass as prudence.”

“And?”

“And they were all locks.” She looked up the stair toward the Veil Tower. “I know the sound of my own locks better than anyone. Tonight I heard them closing before I touched the door.” A breath, controlled and thin. “So if I stop again, you don’t persuade me. You don’t push. You wait until I decide whether I’m locking something because I want it locked or because the seal taught me to.”

“I can do that.”

“I know.” She resumed climbing. “That’s why I’m still walking.”

Her quarters in the Veil Tower were exactly what I’d have guessed and nothing like it at once.

Spare, dark, organized, every surface tailored and minimal, a spy’s room with the exits memorized and the lines of sight clear. But warmer than I’d expected, lamplit, and full of small evidence of a person under the operative: a stack of books with cracked spines, a pot of tea gone cold, a small framed nothing on the desk that I didn’t look at too closely because she’d half-turned it away from the door, and a single drawer in the desk that she crossed to first and unlocked, deliberately, in front of me, and left open, which I understood was a thing she was telling me without words. I’m opening things tonight. Watch me do it.

She locked the door behind us. Then she locked the second lock. Then she set the privacy ward, and then, with a dry flick of her dark eyes, she clicked one more lock on a cabinet that didn’t need locking, the habitual gesture, and caught herself doing it, and let out a short breath that was as close as she came to laughing at herself.

“I lock things,” she said. “You’ve noticed.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“It’s the part of me that learned to survive.” She came to the center of the room, and she began, slowly, with the precision she did everything, to unbutton the close-cut Veil Tower jacket. “I’ve spent my whole life deciding what opens and when, because the one time I didn’t get to decide, someone opened me up and wrote on my spine and I never even saw it happen. So I lock things. I control the doors. It’s the only way I’ve ever felt safe.” The jacket came open. Beneath it, the fitted dark shirt, the narrow waist, and below, in the dark high-waisted trousers, the full hips and ass that were the surprise of her, the softness hidden under every sharp line she showed the world. “And tonight I’m going to unlock the last one. On purpose. Watching it happen. So that for once in my life I’m the one who chose it.”

“Then choose it,” I said. “Every step. I’ll do exactly what you tell me and nothing you don’t.”

That was the thing she needed, the paradox of her, and I understood it: she needed me dominant, she needed to be taken, but she needed to be the one who decided what got taken and when, and the dominance I gave her had to live inside the access she controlled. I’d command her body once she’d opened the door to it. The door was always hers.

“Start with the seam,” she said. “Read it. All of it. Out loud, like I need.” She drew the dark shirt off over her head, and she stood in the lamplight in the high-waisted trousers and nothing above them, the small barely-there breasts, the narrow waist, and the false seam visible to my Class Sight, a faint shimmer running from her sternum down. “That’s the foreplay. For me. Someone reading every line of me and not looking away from what’s written there. So see me. The complete pattern. And tell me what you find.”

I came to her, and I set two fingers to the top of the seam at her sternum, and I read, slow, naming it aloud, since weeks of not yet and that first inch in the deep had taught me she needed it that way.

“It starts here,” I said, my fingers at her sternum, Class Sight lighting the alteration thread by thread. “The meta-seal. The blinding layer, the one that hides seals from you. And under it the second layer, the one that turns your attention away so you never try to clear it.” My fingers traced down, between the small breasts, over the flat plane of her stomach, the seam running ahead of them like a thread I was following through a maze. “It runs deeper than I read in the deep. There’s a third layer here I couldn’t see before. They didn’t just blind you and make you avoid the blind spot. They tied the seal to your trust. Look.” I traced it, naming it, and felt the seam shimmer brighter and her hips shift under my fingers. “Every time you let someone close, the seal tightens. It’s keyed to intimacy. They built it so that the closer someone got to you, the more blind you became, so that you could never be opened up by anyone, ever, without losing more of yourself. That’s why you lock everything. The seal trained you for two years to keep everyone out, because letting anyone in costs you your sight.”

She made a sound, low, shaken.

“That’s why,” she whispered. “That’s why I could never. I filed it as a flaw in my own character. Subject is constitutionally unable to let anyone in; cause, unknown; conclusion, defective.” Her voice cracked, the dry precision splintering. “Wrong on every line. There was a hand and a tool and a date. They built me a cage and forged the paperwork so I’d sign for it myself.”

“They built you a cage.” My fingers reached her waist, the top of the trousers, the seam running on down beneath them toward her spine and the curve of her. “And the cruelest part is that opening the door is the thing that’s supposed to hurt you. They keyed the seal so that trusting someone tightens it. Which means the moment you let me all the way in is the moment the seal fights hardest.” I looked up at her. “That’s also the moment I can break it. A seal keyed to trust can be broken by trust. If you let someone all the way in, completely, with nothing held back, the seal has nothing left to defend, and it shatters. That’s the trap they built. It’s also the key out of it. They never imagined you’d find someone you trusted enough to spend the cost.”

Her dark eyes were wet, which I’d never seen, and her precise voice had dissolved entirely.

“Then I’m spending it,” she said. “Tonight. The whole thing. Open the last door.” She turned, slowly, presenting me her back, and reached for the trousers, and pushed them down, baring the body her tailored clothes always turned into implication, and the false seam ran down her spine and over the curve of her ass, the complete pattern at last, every line of her bare to me. “Read all of it. And then.” Her voice dropped, rough, certain, the woman who controlled every door choosing to open the last one. “And then I want you in the room I keep from everyone. The literal one. I trust exactly one person not to use it against me, and he’s standing behind me, and I’m done keeping it locked.”

I traced the complete seam down her spine, naming the last of the meta-seal as I went. My fingers followed the shimmer down the bumps of her vertebrae, slow, naming each layer as I found it, and with every named thing the seam lit hotter under my touch and her spine arched into it, because for Thalia this was the part no one had ever given her: a voice in the dark telling her the exact truth of herself and not turning away from it.

“There’s a knot here,” I said, my fingers pausing at the small of her back, where the seam thickened into a dense snarl of altered structure. “Right over your spine. This is the anchor. This is where they keyed it to your trust. Everything above it is the blinding. This is the lock.” I pressed two fingers flat against it and she shuddered, her hands flattening against the wall, her forehead dropping toward the oath-grey plaster of her own quarters. “It’s the cruelest piece of work I’ve ever read. And it ends tonight.”

“Don’t stop reading,” she got out, the words rough. “I need to hear all of it. Keep going. Keep naming it.”

I kept going. My fingers ran the seam down past the small of her back, over the hidden softness she kept armored under dark fabric, the part of her that contradicted the lean sharp minimalism above, and the seam ran on like a thread of frost in the lamplight, and I named the last of it as I traced, and by the time my fingertips reached the place where the alteration finally faded out she had gone loose and open against the wall, her hands braced flat, the dark stockings still on, the small body and the full hips bared to the lamp and to me.

The being-fully-read had done to her exactly what it was meant to do. She was shaking. Not from cold. From the unbearable relief of weeks of not yet finally arriving at now.

“That’s all of it,” I said quietly, my hand settling on the curve of her hip, warm and still. “Sternum to spine. The whole pattern. I’ve read every inch of you, Thalia, and I haven’t flinched once, and I’m not going to.”

“I know.” Her voice had dissolved entirely, the precise control gone, only the raw thing under it left. “That’s why it’s tonight.” She turned her head, looked at me over her shoulder, the jaw-length black hair falling over one eye, the smoky dark gaze wet and steady at once. “Now put your hands on me. All of me. The parts I don’t let anyone touch. And go slow, because I set the pace, and I’ll tell you when, and you stop the second I say stop.”

“I take you where you tell me,” I agreed, “and nowhere you don’t,” and I put my hands on her.

I worshipped the body she kept armored. I started at her hips, both hands spread over the generous shape hidden under the close-cut Veil Tower lines, and I took my time, kneading the soft weight of her, learning the body no one was ever allowed to see, and she let me, her control thinning with every pass of my hands. I dropped to my knees behind her and pressed my mouth to the base of her spine, where the seam-knot had been, and she made a sound she clearly hadn’t planned to make, a sharp broken thing, her hips canting back toward my mouth on reflex before she caught herself.

“Slow,” she reminded me, but it came out ragged. “I said slow.”

“This is slow.” I kissed lower, my hands spreading the full heavy cheeks of her ass apart, baring the tight pucker she kept guarded, and I put my mouth where the last locked-door metaphor became physical, dragging my tongue slow over her asshole and circling it, rimming her with a patience that matched her pace exactly, never pushing, never hurrying, working her with wet pressure and reading her body’s every flinch and yield through the contact and through the bond, and the precise spy who decided what opened and when braced her hands against the wall and let it happen, her breath sawing, her thighs trembling in the dark stockings.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, that’s. I didn’t know it would. Garrick.”

“Too much?”

“No.” Instant. Almost angry at the question. “Don’t you dare stop. More. But slow. Stay slow.” Her hips pushed back against my mouth, taking what she wanted at the pace she set, and I gave it to her, and the locked-access dynamic that was her whole psychology made itself physical in the dark: the door opening exactly as wide as she chose and no wider, the one thing she controlled absolutely, controlled even now, controlled most of all now.

I worked her open with my mouth and then my fingers, patient, the lube cold then warm, slicking the tight ring of her ass, one finger easing in to the knuckle and then two, stretching her open slow, never moving until she pushed back to tell me she was ready, withholding the moment she stiffened, reading the seam and the body and the bond all at once so that I knew her threshold better than she did. She set every fraction of it. She pushed her ass back onto my fingers when she wanted more and held still when she wanted to feel what she already had, the tight clench of her gripping me, the woman who controlled every door in her life finally opening the last one a hair’s width at a time, on her pace, by her hand.

“There,” she said, low and unlocked, when I’d worked her open with patience and the slow stretch she set the rhythm of, her whole body strung tight and trembling and ready. “There. That’s, now. Come here. But you don’t move. I move. Understood?”

“You move,” I agreed, and rose behind her, slicking my cock, notching the head of it against the tight slicked ring of her ass, one hand steady on her hip, the other braced beside her hand on the wall, and I let her take me.

She took me slow. The literal last door easing open under careful hands and her own iron control, the tight ring of her stretching around the head of my cock, and she pushed back a fraction and stopped, and breathed, and pushed back another fraction, and stopped, and I held perfectly still through all of it, let her control the depth, let her decide each new inch the same as she’d decided everything else in her guarded life, her ass swallowing me a slow inch at a time.

“Oh,” she gasped, taking another fraction, her control dissolving into something raw and wondering, the precise voice gone entirely. “Oh, that’s, don’t, don’t move, let me. Let me.”

“I’m not moving,” I said, low, my hand stroking the curve of her hip, steady. “It’s yours. All of it. Set it.”

She set it. She pushed her ass back, slow, taking my cock into the place she’d guarded her whole life a fraction at a time, the impossible heat and grip of her, the velvet-tight clench of her dragging on every inch, her hips working back under my hands and the dark stockings brushing my thighs, and when she’d finally taken all of it on her own terms, my cock seated as deep as it could go in her ass, she held there trembling, braced against the wall, her forehead against the plaster, every muscle in her quivering around the fullness she’d let in, her body pressed flush to mine at last.

“All of it,” she whispered, wondering. “I took all of it. I don’t let people have this much of me.”

And under my Class Sight the false seam down her spine flared, the seal fighting, tightening, doing exactly what it had been built to do, drawing tight against the intimacy as two years of cruel engineering had keyed it to.

And then breaking.

Because she’d let me all the way into the last room, all the way through, the complete trust the seal was keyed against, and the seal had nothing left to defend, and as she took me fully and gasped my name the meta-seal that had blinded her for two years shattered down her spine like ice off a roof, and I felt it go, felt the alteration come apart under the intimacy that broke it, and her class changed.

“Oh,” she gasped, and the sound came from somewhere deeper than sensation. “Oh, I can, Garrick, I can see, the seal, it’s…”

Class: Scribe of Veils → Shadow Auditor. New: Seam Sight (detect alterations and seals), Ledger Recall (perfect record memory). Flaw: new sight strains like Class Sight does.

Her class evolved mid-bond, the meta-seal shattering and the new sight flooding in to fill the space it left, and she could see, all at once, the thing they’d blinded her to: alterations, seals, the whole category of crime they’d cut out of her. The upgrade arrived through the trust, exactly as the door had been built to refuse and exactly as the trust had been able to break.

The words did not simply appear and vanish. They cut themselves into my sight with the cold precision of a report stamped in gold, and Thalia saw the record at the same instant I did.

She went rigid around me.

Not from pleasure. From intake. From too much truth arriving at once.

“There,” she whispered, and the voice was not in the room anymore. It was somewhere behind her eyes, following lines only she could see. “Your crest. Rosalie’s. Isolde’s storm damage, old but clean now. Maeve’s bridge, copper valve, the Sundermoor cut, gods, it’s crude compared to Caelira’s work, crude and cruel and they called that instruction.” Her hand caught my shoulder hard enough to hurt. “The hall outside. Three privacy wards. One false bottom in the desk under mine, yes, I know about that one. The lock on my own cabinet is embarrassingly obvious. The Veil Tower wall has old Registry ink under the plaster. There are seals everywhere. Garrick, there are seals everywhere.”

“Stay with me,” I said.

Her eyes snapped back to mine, gold-edged and terrified under the black. The new sight had found the whole world and was trying to read it before she had learned how to blink.

“I can’t close it.”

“Then narrow it. One line at a time. My hand on your jaw. The bed under your back. Your room. My voice. Nothing past the door unless you choose it.”

She tried. I felt the effort through the bond, ruthless and disciplined, the operative’s mind doing what it had always done, categorizing sensation so panic had nowhere soft to grow. The new sight resisted her. It wanted every hidden line in the tower, every ward and lock and old alteration, because the seam had starved her of exactly this and now the ability had woken ravenous. I kept my body still inside hers and cupped her jaw until her breathing matched my thumb.

“One page,” I said. “Not the whole archive. One page.”

“You,” she managed.

“Good. Read me.”

Her gaze sharpened on my face, on my crest, on the gold of the bond between us, and the flood narrowed. I felt the new ability skim me, not invasive because she chose it carefully even overwhelmed, the Shadow Auditor learning its first mercy. She found the night’s mark, the key-signature, the place where her opened seam had added itself to mine. She followed it and nothing else.

“You held the record,” she said, voice breaking around the precision. “You didn’t overwrite it.”

“No.”

“That’s what they would have done.” Her eyes filled again, furious at the comparison even as she made it. “They would have taken the opened file and corrected it until it served them.”

“Then read what I did instead.”

She did. The tension in her shoulders changed, not gone, never that simple, but no longer braced for a hand that wasn’t there. “You witnessed it.”

“Yes.”

“You left the words mine.”

“Yes.”

Her head fell back against the pillow, and the sob that left her was quiet enough to almost be a laugh. “That may be the dirtiest thing anyone has ever done to me.”

The order of it mattered, because it was hers: she didn’t come because the seal broke. The seal broke because she let me all the way in, because the trust was the thing, and the upgrade arrived after, riding in on the trust like water through a door that finally opened. The shattering of the meta-seal hit her like a release of its own, her whole body shuddering around me, and she gasped and braced and let me start, at last, to move.

“Now you can be taken,” she gasped, the control she’d hoarded her whole life finally, fully surrendered, her precise voice broken down into something I’d never heard from her. “I opened it. It’s yours. Take it. Take all of it, take me, I’m done deciding the depth, you decide…”

That was the surrender. Not the act. The handing-over of the one thing she’d never given anyone: the right to set the pace. I took it. I took control of the rhythm she’d guarded down to the last fraction, firm now, drawing my cock back and driving it slow and deep into the tight grip of her ass, reading her exactly as I read everyone, knowing where she was through the bond and the body both, giving her precisely what she’d opened the door to need. I gripped her hip with one hand and her shoulder with the other and I fucked her, slow then deeper, her ass clenching tight around every stroke, and she came apart against the wall with a low broken sound that had no precision left in it at all.

“Yes, yes, like that, oh, Garrick, don’t stop, I can feel everything, I can see everything, it’s…”

She’d started face-down, braced against the wall, in control, hidden, the only posture she trusted. But somewhere near the end she reached back and caught my wrist and stopped me, and turned, and that was the realest surrender of the night, because the woman who hid chose, at the very last, to be seen. She drew me down onto the narrow bed and lay back and pulled me over her and looked up at me, her smoky dark eyes locked on mine, the jaw-length hair fanned out, the new sight blazing gold-edged behind her gaze, and she let me back inside her facing her this time, where she couldn’t hide her face, where I could watch every wall come down.

“Look at me,” she said, the words barely shaped, which was the thing she’d never once let anyone do, the thing the seal had spent two years training her to never allow. “I want you to see me. All the way. While you do it. I’m done hiding it. I’m done hiding from you.”

I looked at her, all the way through, and I sank my cock back into the tight clutch of her ass facing her this time, her stockinged legs wrapped around me, her full hips rising to meet each deep stroke, and I gave her everything she’d asked me to take, fucking her steady and deep while she watched my face and I watched hers, her control disintegrating beat by beat, the most guarded woman in the academy letting her face show me exactly what she felt without hiding it.

“I see it,” I told her, low, my hand cupping her jaw, holding her gaze on mine. “The real record. The one you never let anyone read. Every page of it. You’re not hiding anything from me ever again.”

“No,” she gasped, her eyes wet and wide and open, the new sight flaring, her body climbing. “No, never again, I’m yours, the whole record, every page, I’m so close, I can’t, Garrick, I’m…”

“Then let me see you come,” I said, driving deeper, gripping her hip, holding her eyes. “All the way. Don’t look away. I want the whole thing.”

She didn’t look away.

She came apart under me with her eyes open and locked on mine, the new Shadow Auditor sight blazing behind them, her whole body clenching tight around my cock, her ass spasming around the length of me, her stockinged legs locking at the small of my back, her precise control gone past any hope of recovery, the last locked room thrown wide and someone inside it watching her face as she let go. She gasped my given name stripped of all her usual dry control, and the sound of it broke me, and I went over with her, driving deep into the place she’d kept from everyone and burying myself to the root, gripping her full hips, groaning, emptying into her in long thick pulses, filling her ass with my cum while she shook and clenched and held my gaze through every aftershock, refusing, this once, to hide. Our crests synchronized in the lamplight, hers newly evolved and flaring, mine gold, the bond sealing complete, the last door in her thrown open at last and the man she’d chosen on the inside of it.

And behind us, far below, two hundred feet down in the cold deep, the great locked door swung open in answer.

I felt it through the bond, through the deep, the lock recognizing at last the complete seam read as a key, presented whole, exactly what it had waited an age for. The door the Concord had sealed opened the moment the woman they’d made into its key was finally, fully seen.

She felt it too.

“The door,” she said, breathless, wrecked, her new sight still flaring. “The deep one. It opened. I felt it open.” A dazed laugh, and then something under the laugh she didn’t bother to hide. “Sealed all that time, and it opens because I let someone all the way in. For two years I thought the thing in my spine made me a victim. Turns out it made me a key.” She pulled me down against her, the spy who let no one close holding on, the last door thrown wide and someone inside it at last. “I let you in. And a door opened in the dark. I don’t think I could explain to anyone how good that feels.”

I held her through the aftershocks, slow and deliberate, the aftercare this new openness allowed, and she let me, which was its own ongoing surrender: the woman who barred every door in her life lying still in someone’s arms and not reaching for a single bolt.

“How’s the sight,” I asked, after a while, her fingers tracing the key-signature mark the night had added to my crest.

“Loud.” She winced, the new Shadow Auditor sight strobing behind her eyes as Class Sight strobed behind mine after too much use. “Everything’s lit up. Every seal in the Tower, every alteration I walk past, I can see them now, the cold ones and the old ones, I can read what’s been done to people, same as you. It strains. Like a muscle I never had.” Her dark gaze locked on my face, lit now by the new sight, and the operative was reassembling under the wrecked openness, but it sat looser now, the locks all undone. “Do you know what this means, tactically? Caelira seals classes. I can now see sealing. I can see her work coming, like Rosalie feels it. Two of us now, watching the cold. I’m a counter-Examiner, Garrick. The Concord blinded me to seals specifically so I could never expose them, and you just made me the person who can see them best.” A dry, satisfied breath. “They built their own key. Now they’ve built their own auditor.”

“Welcome to the circle,” I said.

“I was already in the circle.” She settled against me, the new sight banking down, the locks all open, choosing not to reach for them. “I just hadn’t let myself be in it. There’s a difference. You’d know; you’ve watched four of us do exactly that now.” The silence lasted just long enough for a lock to decide it was staying open. Then she lifted her head off my chest, and the dry register came back into her voice like a held note finding its key. “Don’t tell the others I cried. I have a reputation. It’s load-bearing.”

I found a damp cloth from the basin by her washstand and cleaned her slowly while she pretended not to need the tenderness and failed, which from Thalia counted as enthusiastic cooperation. She watched my hands with that new gold-edged attention, cataloguing every small mercy like evidence. Cloth over her thighs. My thumb smoothing the faint pressure marks on her hips. A glass of water pressed into her hand and not withdrawn until she drank. The blanket pulled over her shoulders before the room had a chance to make vulnerability feel like exposure.

“You’re documenting aftercare,” I said.

“I document everything.”

“And?”

“And I have never had enough data in this category.” Her mouth flattened, then softened despite itself. “Don’t look smug. I dislike smug men.”

“I know.”

“This is why I dislike them.” But she let me tuck the blanket under her shoulder, let me sit behind her and draw her back against my chest so she could face the room instead of the wall, because facing away from every entrance was asking too much of a newly-opened woman with a lifetime of locked doors behind her. I understood that without making her explain it. That mattered. I felt it matter through the bond, a quiet click deeper than speech.

“Door,” she murmured after a minute.

“Still locked.”

“Window.”

“Latched.”

“Cabinet.”

“Unnecessarily locked.”

Her shoulder moved against my chest. The smallest laugh. “Good. Mockery recorded. Continue.”

“Your sight?”

“Narrower.” She swallowed. “Not quiet. Never quiet again, I suspect. But narrower. When you name ordinary things, it stops trying to eat the building.”

So I named ordinary things for her until the new Shadow Auditor stopped shaking inside her skin. Tea cooling on the desk. Lamp oil. Folded shirt. My hand over hers. The dark line of her hair against my wrist. Her breathing, then mine, then the two together until she could hear a room instead of a conspiracy.

I gave her a minute after that, because the new sight kept trying to flare every time someone passed in the corridor outside her ward. She would blink, focus past the wall, and then deliberately pull herself back to the room, like a person learning not to read every page in a library at once.

“There are three altered crests in this tower tonight,” she said eventually. “Not counting mine. One old. Two recent. I can feel the old one like dust under a file cabinet. The recent ones are sharper. Registry work, with enough Concord geometry in the lines for me to follow the family resemblance.” Her gaze sharpened, the operative reassembling around the new ability instead of hiding behind it. “That’s actionable. I need to build categories before we face Caelira again. Registry alteration, family seal, Concord freeze, active severing. Rosalie feels cold by hunger and age. I see it by line and signature. Together we can triangulate.”

“Not tonight,” I said.

“Obviously not tonight. Tonight I am.” She paused, searching for a word that would not embarrass her and failing to find one she liked. “Occupied.”

“Good.”

“Tomorrow,” she said, because Thalia could not leave a weapon unnamed for long. “Tomorrow I start a ledger. Not the Registry’s. Mine.”

“It’s safe with me.”

“I know,” she said, and it was the most naked thing she’d said all night, more naked than anything her body had done, because it was the thing the seal had spent two years training her to never believe. It’s safe with me. I know. “That’s the whole reason I opened the door.”

She got up, after, and she locked the door again, both bolts, the privacy ward, the unnecessary cabinet, the whole habitual ritual, and she caught me watching her do it, and she didn’t apologize for it.

“I still lock things,” she said, throwing the last bolt. “That doesn’t change. I’m always going to lock the doors; it’s who I am.” She came back to the bed, to me, lamplight slipping over her waist and hips, the new sight dimmed behind her eyes. “The difference is which side of them you’re on now.” She lay back down against me, the woman who controlled every door, and she let the last one stay open. “That’s the trust. Not that I stop locking. That you’re inside when I do.”

That night, in a locked room with all the doors finally open, Thalia put her head on my chest and didn’t say anything dry at all, which from her was the loudest thing she could have said.


Chapter 13: The Cold Touch

She started at the edges, like a careful butcher who knows the center will keep.

I learned that about Caelira Orent the morning after the great door opened, when the cold came up out of the deep and into the academy proper and put its hand on someone I’d touched.

His name was Corin Daws, and he wasn’t anyone, which was exactly the point. He was a second-year scholarship student from a fishing town on the southern coast, a Tide-Reader with a class so minor the academy had filed him in the Annex’s overflow and forgotten him. Three weeks ago he’d brought his crest to me with a cracked channel he didn’t understand, the kind of small honest damage that comes from a class never being properly tuned, and I’d spent twenty minutes on him and fixed it and he’d nearly wept with relief, because nobody at Valebright had ever once looked at his crest as if it mattered. He’d started bringing me things since. Bad ale he was proud of. A fish he’d caught in the campus pond, which I’d made him put back. He was nineteen and he had a laugh like a dropped pan and he was, in the small way that the Annex had taught me to measure these things, mine.

Caelira sealed his class on a Tuesday morning, in the central courtyard, by request of a concerned house.

I wasn’t there when she did it. I heard about it from Brennan, who came pelting down the Annex stairs with his face the color of his hair gone wrong, and I got to the courtyard at a dead run with Rosalie a step behind me, and by the time we arrived it was already done, and Corin Daws was sitting on the fountain’s lip with his hand pressed to his sternum and a look on his face I’d seen exactly once before, on the volatile student in the courtyard on Caelira’s first day.

The look of a man who’s lost something he didn’t know could be taken.

“It’s gone,” he said, when I crouched in front of him. He didn’t seem to recognize me at first. His eyes were doing the thing eyes did when the world had rearranged itself without warning. “She said it was for my own good. There’s a house, they said my Tide-Reading interfered with their, their tidal mill rights, downcoast, and she. She had a writ. She touched my chest and it. It’s gone. I can’t feel the water anymore. I’ve felt the water my whole life, I could feel the tide from a mile inland, and now it’s.” He looked at me, and the question in his face was the worst thing about it. “Can you fix it? You fixed it before. Can you fix it?”

I let Class Sight pour into his crest, and the gold rose, and I read the crime.

It was Caelira’s work, unmistakable, the same cold signature she’d pressed into the volatile student in the courtyard, the anti-forge craft that was the inverse of everything my mother had taught me. But where I severed a thread to repair around it, where I cut to heal, this was a sealing meant to hold. She hadn’t just cut his channel. She’d fixed the cut. She’d taken the living, growing structure of his class and frozen it solid at the moment of severing, locked it so that it could never knit, never grow, never change, a class murder dressed as a kindness and built to stay dead. There was frost-residue all through it, the hungry cold Rosalie had described, still reaching, still freezing the edges of the wound it had made.

“Don’t,” Rosalie said quietly, beside me, her hand finding my shoulder, because she’d felt the cold come off me, the flat dropping temperature that was how my anger always arrived instead of heat. “Garrick. Not here. The whole courtyard’s watching.”

She was right. Half the academy was watching, drawn by the spectacle as they’d been drawn to the first sealing, and among them, at a careful distance, in slate and silver with the fixed-star sigil bright at her throat, stood the woman who’d done it, watching me find out.

She’d done it where I’d see. That was the message. Not the young man. Corin was nothing to her; she’d told me herself the Examiners had ended fourteen Smiths and barely noticed the kingdoms they’d reshaped doing it. Corin was a sentence in a letter she was writing to me, and the sentence was: everyone you touch, I can unmake.

I read it. But this wasn’t the volatile student from her first morning, a stranger I’d had to let her have. This was Corin, who’d brought me a fish and bad ale, who was mine, and the cold thing that rose in me at the courtyard sealing was not the careful distance I’d kept the first time. It was personal, and she’d made it personal on purpose, and I was not going to pretend otherwise by standing in the crowd.

“Can you fix it,” Corin Daws asked again, and his voice cracked on it, and that was the part I couldn’t file.

“Yes,” I told him, and I meant it, even though I wasn’t sure, even though her sealing was a thing I’d never tried to undo and might not be able to, because the one thing I would not do was let her steal his hope in front of her, on her schedule, as part of her letter to me. “Not here. Not today. It’s deep work, and I have to learn the shape of what she did first. But yes. I’m going to take it off you. You hear me? She put a lock on you. I’m a locksmith. Give me time.”

He nodded, and the hope came back into his face, which I hadn’t earned yet and would have to, and Rosalie sat down beside him on the fountain’s lip and put her arm around him and started doing the thing Rosalie did, the warmth that wasn’t a class ability but was the most healing thing about her, talking to him low and steady, telling him she’d been sealed too, once, that her family had locked away half of what she was when she was eight years old, that she’d lived twelve years thinking the missing part was a flaw in her until a man with the worst class at the academy had looked at her crest and told her she wasn’t broken, she was robbed.

I left her to it, because she was better at it than I was, and I crossed the courtyard.

Not to Corin. To the Examiner.

Caelira watched me come with that patience that wasn’t quite a smile, and when I stopped in front of her, close enough that I could feel the cold she carried like a draft off a winter door, she inclined her head as if I’d kept an appointment.

“Mr. Ward.”

“You sealed a nineteen-year-old Tide-Reader,” I said, very quietly, very plainly, because the quiet was the only weapon I had that she’d respect. “Over a tidal mill dispute. A young man who can feel the water from a mile inland, and you froze it out of him to settle a downcoast house’s milling rights.”

“I certified a class as a danger to lawful property and sealed it under writ,” she corrected, without heat, the courtesy intact. “His tide-sense was disrupting a sanctioned mill. The house petitioned. The writ was lawful. The seal was clean.” A pause, and then, almost gently, the velvet over the knife: “He’ll adjust. They always adjust. The water was never going to make him anything. A minor class in a minor man. He’s lost nothing the world will miss.”

“He’s lost the thing he is.”

“He’s lost a liability.” Her colorless eyes rested on me, and there was nothing cruel in them, which was the worst of her, the absolute conviction that what she did was mercy. “You repair one at a time, Mr. Ward. I watched you. The Hybridization, two nights ago, the deep door last night. Days of labor, your nose bleeding, your hands shaking, three women holding you up while you braided one foreign student’s class back together.” She let that sit, let me understand that she’d felt all of it, every forge I’d lit in the deep. “It was beautiful work. I’ll grant you that freely; you are very good, better than the file suggested, better perhaps than your mother. And it took you days, and cost you everything you had.” Her head tilted, serene and certain. “I sealed that student in four seconds, while drinking tea. I can seal as many as I like, as fast as I like, for as long as the Concord wants me to. You repair one at a time. I seal a hundred at a time. It’s arithmetic, Mr. Ward. You can’t win arithmetic with love. No one ever has.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But you came all the way from the capital to seal a fishing-town student in front of me, which means I’m worth a great deal more of your time than your sums admit. You don’t spend an Examiner on a tidal mill. You spent her on a letter to me.” I held her cold gaze, plain and unhurried, so she’d know the message had been received and had landed nothing like she’d aimed it. “I’ll have his class back on him by the end of the Descent. And every person you seal to send me a message, I’ll unseal, and I’ll get faster at it each time, because that’s how forge work goes, and you’ll get exactly as fast as you already are, because the dead don’t teach you anything new.” I stepped back. “Run that sum again before you trust it.”

For a beat she only watched me, and the courtesy went out of her face by degrees, the way frost goes off a pane, leaving the bare flat attention underneath. She had expected the boy at her feet to be the whole of the lesson. She was revising that.

“You believe you can undo my work,” she said. It wasn’t quite a question.

“I believe I’m going to learn how, starting today, on Corin. And I believe you just taught me the most useful thing you could have, which is exactly what your craft feels like up close.” I’d been reading her seal on Corin Daws the whole time we’d talked, holding the forensic memory of it, the frozen severing, the fixed cut, the hungry frost. “Thank you for the lesson, Examiner. You’ve been very thorough.”

I didn’t wait for her answer this time. There was nothing in walking away that she hadn’t already watched me do, and I was done performing patience for her. I went back to the young man on the fountain’s lip, crouched in front of Corin Daws, and put my hand on his shoulder, and turned my whole back on the Examiner of the Concord as if she were furniture, which I knew, from the cold that pulled tight behind me, was the one thing she could not file as anything but an insult.

That was the edge. That was the first cut.

I went back to the Annex after, because there was nowhere else to put the anger except into work, and the Annex was loud in the new way it had become loud, scholarship students with their crests and their hope filling a workshop that had been a tomb six weeks ago. Brennan met me at the top of the stairs with a mug of something and a look that said he’d already heard.

“Corin Daws,” he said. “The fish lad. She sealed the Tide-Reader.” His round face was furious in the helpless way of a man who built things and couldn’t build a wall against this. “Over a milling dispute. He gave you a fish, Garrick. He put it in the pond and you made him take it out. He’s nineteen. What kind of person seals a nineteen-year-old’s whole self over downcoast water rights and calls it a kindness?”

“The kind they send when they want a Smith gone,” I said, and took the mug, and it was the dark malty resonance-ale, smuggled, which Brennan brought out for funerals and victories both, and tonight it was neither, just a thing to hold. “She did it where I’d see. It was a message.”

“Then I’ve got a message back,” Brennan said, and pulled a half-melted clockwork device out of his apron, the counter-seal rig, the thing he’d built precisely because it wasn’t class-based. “I tried to scan the Examiner’s wards again. It melted again. But the data held this time, and the data says the same thing it said last week, which is that her whole craft is class-resonance, top to bottom, and a thing with no resonance in it might as well be invisible to her. A thrown rock. A dropped weight. A brass box of gears.” He turned the smoking thing over in his stained hands, the tinkerer the academy had shelved by the waste bins and never once thought to look at twice. “She’s the most dangerous person in the kingdom, and the one thing her craft was never built to stop is a tinkerer in a basement next to the waste bins. I find that very satisfying. I’m going to find it more satisfying the day I get to use it.”

“Keep building,” I said. “You’ll get to use it sooner than you think.”



The deeper cut came that night, and it came for Maeve.



I should have seen it coming, and I’m not sure I could have. Maeve was the obvious target and the deniable one at once. She was a rival-academy competitor with a documented history of class instability, the “poor control” that had followed her for two years, and from the outside, to anyone who didn’t know it was sabotage, a Concord “safety re-examination of an unstable foreign competitor” was the most reasonable thing in the world. She wasn’t my circle, not officially. She was an outsider with a volatile class, and Caelira could reach her without anyone above ground thinking twice.

What Caelira didn’t know was that I’d rebuilt Maeve’s class two nights before, and that the rebuilding had bonded her to me and to the edge of the circle deeper than anyone above ground understood, and that the circle had grown a defense none of us yet trusted.

It happened in the Sundermoor quarters, in the visiting-team wing, and I wasn’t there.

Rosalie felt it first.

The four of us in the Annex, Rosalie and Thalia and Brennan and me, were going over the championship-leg maps Thalia had pulled when Rosalie went rigid in the middle of a sentence, her green eyes going wide and distant, her hand flying to her own sternum.

“Cold,” she said. “Moving cold. Hungry. She’s working. Right now. She’s.” Her eyes snapped to me, and the diagnosis assembled in real time, the early-warning system we’d built coming online under live load. “It’s not in the deep. It’s up here. It’s, north, it’s the visiting wing, the.” Her face went white. “It’s Maeve. She’s sealing Maeve. I can feel it, the cold’s reaching for the new bridge, she’s trying to cut the Hybridization, Garrick, she’s killing what you built.”

I was already moving.

So was Thalia, faster than I’d have expected, the new Shadow Auditor sight blazing behind her eyes as she ran, and as we hit the corridor she gasped and stumbled and caught herself on the wall, because the new sight had just shown her something.

“I can see it,” she said, running again, the strain making her voice tight. “Rosalie feels it. I can see it. The seal Caelira’s laying, I can read it from here, the whole shape, it’s the same work that’s written down my own spine, I’d know it anywhere, she’s.” Thalia’s voice went grim. “She’s doing it slow, on purpose. Maeve’s not bonded like you four are, she thinks the foreign competitor’s an easy door, she’s taking her time.”

“Brennan,” I said, over my shoulder, not slowing.

“Counter-seal rig, already grabbing it.” He was three steps behind, stocky and red and faster than a man his shape had any right to be, the clockwork device clutched to his chest, the mechanical counter-seal he’d built precisely because it wasn’t class-based, the one kind of attack an Examiner’s wards had no entry for. “If she’s working a seal I can disrupt the field with this, it’s tuned to break resonance locks mechanically, it might, it might break a sealing field if I get it close enough, I built it for exactly this, I just never tested it on a live, you know, a live murder, so.”

“Test it tonight,” I said, and we ran.

We hit the visiting wing at a sprint and I felt it before I saw it, the cold, the hungry frozen cold of Caelira’s craft pouring out from under a door, and through the door I could hear Maeve’s voice, high and cracked and terrified, the brash gone out of it entirely.

The door was locked. Thalia had it open in four seconds with something thin and metal from her sleeve, and we went in.

Maeve was on the floor of her room, on her back, her copper hair wild, her freckled face white with pain, and over her stood Caelira Orent with a sealing stylus in her hand and her palm a hand’s breadth above Maeve’s sternum, and the cold pouring off the contact in a visible shimmer, frost crawling across the copper-gold glow of the crest I’d rebuilt, freezing the new bridge thread by thread.

“Concord safety re-examination,” Caelira said, without turning, without surprise, as if she’d expected us, which she had. “This competitor’s class is dangerously unstable. I’m sealing it for the safety of the Descent. You may observe. You may not interfere with a lawful examination.”

“Garrick,” Maeve gasped, and reached for me, and the reaching was the worst of it, because I could see the new bridge freezing, the two years of agony coming back as the cold locked her valve shut again, undoing the thing that had made her weep with relief.

I didn’t reach Caelira in time. I was three strides away and the cold was already through half the bridge.

But the circle reached her first.

I felt it happen, felt it through the bond, the thing none of us had trusted yet, the thing Rosalie had only theorized: as Maeve reached for me and our bond flared, as Rosalie’s hand came up and Thalia’s new sight locked on, the resonance between us answered, a warmth flowing down the bond into Maeve, a lattice of it, the circle’s heat thrown over her like a hand over a candle, and where it met Caelira’s frost it did not extinguish the cold but it interfered with it, broke its rhythm, a stone dropped into the smooth pour of water.

And then Brennan’s rig fired.

He didn’t aim it well, because Brennan had never used the thing in earnest, and it shrieked and threw sparks and the workshop smell of hot copper filled the room, but it did exactly what he’d built it to do: it threw a mechanical disruption into the sealing field, a stutter of pure non-resonant interference that Caelira’s anti-forge wards had no answer for, because her whole craft was built to catch class energy, and there was not a thread of class energy anywhere in a brass box full of moving parts.

Caelira’s seal missed.

Not entirely. The cold had done damage; the bridge was cracked, the valve half-frozen, Maeve hurt and crying on the floor. But the seal that should have frozen her whole class solid, the clean kill, did not land, the frost guttering against the circle’s warmth and Brennan’s stutter both, and Lady Caelira Orent looked, very briefly, surprised.

She withdrew the stylus. She straightened. She looked at the four of us, at Maeve on the floor, at Brennan’s smoking device, and at me, and the surprise was already gone, filed away into the flat certainty of a woman recalculating.

“Interesting,” she said. And she meant it; I heard the genuine curiosity in it, the craftsman’s interest in an unexpected result. “The foreign student isn’t bonded to you. Not as the others are. And yet the seal didn’t hold.” Her pale eyes moved over us, reading, cataloguing, the same sorting I did. “Something blunted it. Not her. The four of you.” She tilted her head, and I watched her set the new fact carefully aside to study later, the dangerous mind behind the frost turning it over. “A circle. Of course. I should have considered it. Your mother used one.”

“Get out,” I said.

“I’m leaving. The examination’s incomplete; I’ll note that for the record.” She slid the stylus into her belt, unhurried, and crossed to the door, and she paused beside me, close, the cold of her a physical thing. “You should understand what you’ve just shown me, Mr. Ward. You’ve shown me that the bond protects them. Which means the bond is the thing I have to break. I can’t seal what you’ve shielded. So I’ll stop trying to seal them one at a time.” Her voice never rose, never sharpened, stayed courteous to the last. “I’ll find the seam in the circle itself. There’s always a seam. I’ve spent two decades finding them.” She inclined her platinum head. “Tend to your foreign student. She’ll live. This time.”

And she walked out, unhurried, certain, leaving the cold behind her.



Maeve was shaking too hard to stand.

I got down on the floor beside her and put my hands to her crest and read the damage, and it was bad but it wasn’t fatal: the bridge cracked, not severed, the valve half-frozen, two years of pressure already starting to build behind the partial block. Painful. Frightening. But the seal hadn’t landed clean, and what hadn’t been killed could be repaired.

“She, she was going to,” Maeve gasped, her eyes huge and streaming, every scrap of the brash performance burned off her, just a terrified nineteen-year-old with someone’s hands on the thing that had nearly been stolen back. “It came back, the pressure, the screaming, she was putting it back, two years, she was going to put it back and I couldn’t, I couldn’t stop her, I couldn’t do anything, I just laid there and let her…”

“You didn’t let her anything,” I said, low, steady, my hands warm on her crest, already easing the half-frozen valve, already finding the cracks in the bridge. “She had a stylus and a writ and two decades of doing this. There was nothing you could do. One person alone never had a chance against her; that’s the whole math she counts on, a hundred sealed for every one a lone Smith can mend, and tonight we broke it.” I held her wild, streaming gaze. “Listen to me. She didn’t seal you. She tried, and the circle stopped her. Rosalie felt her coming. Thalia saw the seal. Brennan broke her field with a clockwork box. And the bond, the thing between us, it threw warmth over you when you reached for me, and it blunted her cold. You’re not sealed, Maeve. You’re cracked, and I’m going to fix the crack tonight, and you’re going to be whole again by morning.” I let the smith’s certainty into my voice, the command that wasn’t loud. “She got four seconds of frost into a bridge it took me all night to build. I built it once; I can mend it twice. Hold still and let me back in.”

Rosalie was already kneeling on Maeve’s other side, her Woundbloom glowing gold, pouring warmth into the Cinder Channeler’s frozen valve to thaw it while I worked the bridge, the two of us moving together in the rhythm we’d built over a term, healer and smith. Thalia stood at the door with her new sight blazing, watching the corridor for the cold’s return. Brennan crouched over his smoking device, half-delighted and half-horrified, muttering it worked, it actually worked, I broke a sealing field with a spring under his breath.

And Maeve lay on the floor of her room in the visiting wing, with a smith’s hands and a healer’s hands both on her chest, and the people who’d come running from across the academy for a foreign woman who wasn’t officially anything to them, and I saw her land on the same choice I’d watched Thalia make in the deep, arriving at it the way Maeve arrived at everything, all at once and with her chin up.

“You came,” she said, and the wonder in it curdled fast into something hotter, because Maeve didn’t melt as the others did; she got angry, and the anger was the truest thing in her. “She’s a Concord Examiner, she could seal any of you, and you came running for a Sundermoor firebrand who told you to take a portrait. That’s, that’s stupid, you know that? You’re all idiots.” She scrubbed furiously at her wet face with the heel of her hand, glaring at the ceiling as if it had personally wronged her, refusing the comfort of looking at any of us. “My own team’s right down the hall. They heard her. I know they heard her, the walls are paper. And they sat there.” Her jaw worked, the fury easier to wear than the rest. “I trained next to those people for three years and they let a Concord woman freeze me to the floor rather than open a door, and a basement full of people I’ve known for six weeks broke down the wall.” A laugh, ugly and wet. “I’m not gonna cry about it. I’m gonna be furious about it, which is different, so nobody hug me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Rosalie said mildly, not moving her warm glowing hand off Maeve’s chest, letting the anger have its room. “Be as furious as you want. You’re ours now, and ours get to be furious on the floor of a borrowed room at two in the morning. It’s practically a tradition.”

Maeve’s furious face cracked, just slightly, at ours, and she didn’t argue it, and not arguing was, for a woman who argued everything, the closest she could come to saying yes. She stayed angry, stayed scrubbing at her eyes, stayed glaring at the ceiling, and let Rosalie’s hand stay where it was, and that was Maeve’s version of being folded in: not collapsing into it but bristling her way through it and refusing to be moved off the floor where her people had found her. Somewhere in it she became impossible to call an outsider anymore, pulled one step closer by the woman who’d come to unmake her.

Caelira had reached for the edge of the circle to send me a message, and the message had gone wrong in her hand: the copper crest glowed steady under my palms, warmer than before, and the woman she’d meant to cut loose slept folded into the middle of us, breathing slow, held.



I worked on Maeve’s bridge until past midnight, and when it was whole again, more carefully reinforced than before, I sat back on my heels in her borrowed room, wrung out to the bone, the gold guttering low in my eyes, and Thalia came in from the door and crouched in front of me with the auditor’s glow held low.

“I read her work,” she said quietly. “While she did it. The whole shape of the seal.” Her dark eyes were grim, the new sight veiled behind them. “Garrick. The tool-signature on Caelira’s seal tonight, the craft of it. It matches my seam. Not the same operator, the hand’s different, but the lineage of it. The calibration. The Concord trains its Examiners in one craft and they all hold the stylus the same way.” She let that sit. “Whoever sealed me two years ago studied under whoever taught Caelira. Probably the same lineage that sealed Octavia, whoever held the stylus that night. It’s one discipline, passed down through one order, and now I can see all of it, every seal anyone’s ever laid, the moment I look.” A thin, dangerous smile. “She told you she’d find the seam in the circle. She doesn’t know that the circle now contains the one person in the world built to read her own craft back at her. She blinded me to seals so I’d never expose them. And you made me the auditor.”

“How long can you hold the sight?”

“Not long. It strains like yours.” She winced. “But long enough. Long enough to see her coming. Rosalie feels the cold; I see the shape. Between us, she doesn’t get a clean approach on any of us again.”

Across the room, Caldran’s name came up, because Brennan had been listening, and Brennan, packing away his smoking device, said the thing nobody had said yet.

“He’s going to be furious,” Brennan said. “Caldran. She wasted a move on a foreign student. He wanted you dead last term, he wanted you dead the whole time, and his master just spent an Examiner’s night sealing a rival academy’s Cinder Channeler instead of killing the one Smith the whole order’s afraid of.” He looked up, and under the rumpled red and the freckles there was the sharp Artificer mind that had built a box to break a sealing field. “He’s going to think she’s incompetent. Or that she’s playing a game he’s not invited to. Either way, it’s another crack.”

“It is,” Thalia said. Her fingers closed around the imprint-crystal at her belt, precise and possessive. “And tonight gave me the lever to widen it. Last week he only suspected she’d hang a disaster on him. Now she’s given him proof she’ll burn a whole night’s work on a foreign competitor who doesn’t matter to him, while the Smith she fears walks free. That’s not a plan a careful man trusts his life to.” She stood, the new sight banking down behind her eyes, the spy who’d spent years building cases she couldn’t use finally holding one she could. “Tomorrow the right certification record finds his desk. By the time we go down for the championship leg, he won’t be deciding whether to break her plan. He’ll be deciding only how.”

Maeve was asleep against Rosalie’s shoulder by then, the copper crest glowing steady and whole, the bridge reinforced, the valve working. Rosalie looked up at me over Maeve’s wild copper hair, and her green eyes were grim and warm at once.

“She said she’ll find the seam in the circle,” Rosalie said quietly. “Caelira. She said there’s always a seam.”

“There isn’t,” I said. “Not in this one. But she’s going to spend a long time looking, and every minute she spends hunting a seam that isn’t there is a minute she’s not sealing fishing-town students in courtyards.” I wiped the blood from my lip and looked at Maeve, sleeping after the circle had just pulled her back from the freeze.


Chapter 14: Three Points and a Shield

The morning after Caelira tried to seal Maeve, I undid my first Concord seal.

It took me four hours and most of what I had, the strain leaving my hands shaking and my ears ringing and a cold sweat soaked through my shirt before the last layer cracked, and Corin Daws sat on a stool in the Annex workshop the whole time with his fishing-town patience and his hand twitching toward his sternum every few minutes like a man checking for a tooth that had been pulled, and when it was done, when the frozen severing finally cracked apart under my hands and his Tide-Reading came rushing back into the channel Caelira had locked, he made a sound I’ll remember for a long time, a sound like a man surfacing from deep water, and he wept, and so did half the Annex students who’d crowded in to watch the Class Smith undo a Concord Examiner’s work, because none of them had believed it could be done, and neither, quite, had I.

“I can feel the pond,” Corin Daws said, his hand flat on his chest, his eyes streaming. “There’s a tide in the campus pond, did you know that? A tiny one, the resonance-grain makes it, I felt it from the stairs. I can feel the water again.” He looked at me. “You took her lock off. She said it couldn’t come off. She said I’d adjust. You took it off.”

“It came off,” I said, too spent to do anything else, my nose bleeding into a cloth Rosalie pressed to my face, and the thing I’d learned in those four hours sat in my crest like a new tool: I knew, now, the shape of Caelira’s craft from the inside. I knew how she sealed, and so I knew how to unseal. Every lock she set, I could break, if I had the time and the strength. The sum she was so sure of had a flaw in it she hadn’t counted on, which was that every lock she’d ever set had just become a thing I could open.

But it had cost me four hours and nearly everything, to undo four seconds of her work.

She’d been right about the numbers, in the narrow sense. I couldn’t unseal a hundred people a hundred times faster than she could seal them. And she’d told me, in Maeve’s room, exactly how she meant to win: not by sealing the circle one at a time, which the bond had shown her she couldn’t do cleanly, but by finding the seam in the circle itself and breaking it from the inside.

Which meant the most important thing I could do before the championship leg wasn’t getting faster at unsealing.

It was making sure there was no seam to find.



Rosalie was the one who put it into words, that evening, in the Annex, with the four of us around the cold forge and Maeve asleep downstairs recovering and Brennan tinkering with his counter-seal rig in the corner, narrating improvements to nobody.

“When she came at Maeve,” Rosalie said, “the bond stopped her. We all felt it. Maeve reached for Garrick, the bond flared, and something flowed down it and threw warmth over her and broke the cold’s rhythm.” Her green eyes were bright with the diagnostic, Rosalie assembling a theory. “I’ve been thinking about it all day. It wasn’t an accident, and it wasn’t just the four of us happening to be there. The bond did something. It shielded her. The circle threw a lattice of warmth over someone who wasn’t even bonded as deep as we are, and it blunted an Examiner’s seal.” She looked around at us, at Isolde leaning by the door, at Thalia in the shadows. “And this is what’s been gnawing at me. If the circle can do that half-on-purpose, for someone barely bonded, what could it do on purpose, for one of us, if we knew how to throw it?”

“You think the bond’s a shield,” Isolde said, and didn’t phrase it as a question. She’d pushed off the wall, her whole attention fully on it now, because a defense against the thing that could unmake any of us was the most important tactical fact in the academy. “Against sealing. A real one.”

“I think it could be. I felt it work last night.” Rosalie turned her teacup slowly between her hands, thinking it through. “But I don’t know if it holds. Last night was four of us, reacting, no control, half by instinct, and it still let some cold through, Maeve got cracked. And we’ve never pushed the circle past the configuration we built last term. Two of us, plus Garrick. Now there’s Thalia.” Her eyes went to Thalia in the shadows, careful, because this was the new variable and the delicate one. “Thalia’s bonded now. Properly. But she’s never resonated with the rest of the circle, only with Garrick. We don’t know if she fits the lattice. We don’t know if four of us throw a stronger shield than three, or if a new point destabilizes it, or if it works at all when we’re not panicking.” She spread her hands. “We need to know. Before we go down into the deep where Caelira’s waiting. Because if the bond’s our defense against her, we have to know it holds, and we have to know how to throw it, and there’s exactly one way to find out.”

She said it plainly, no coyness in it, because she was a healer and this was a tactical problem and the tactical problem happened to run through the circle’s intimacy.

“You’re saying we test it,” Thalia said from the shadows, the words measured out level and unhurried, the auditor’s sight hooded behind her dark, evaluating gaze. “The four of us. Resonate deep enough to see if the shield holds with me in it.”

“I’m saying we test it,” Rosalie agreed. “I’m not going to dress it up. The circle resonance goes deepest during intimacy; that’s just how the bond works, we all know it. If we want to know whether the shield holds with four points, we resonate with four points, deep, and we throw the lattice and see if it catches.” A pause, and then the warmth came back under the medical precision, because Rosalie never lost the warmth for long. “And I’ll tell you the truth. The tactics matter. So does Thalia standing in the shadows by the door three days after bonding. I think it’s time she stopped standing in the shadows, and this is how the circle does that.”

The room went quiet.

Thalia, in the shadows, didn’t move for a moment. The woman who’d spent two years and every week since I first saw the seam keeping the world on the far side of her locks, who’d let exactly one person all the way into the last room and was still, even now, three days later, half in the dark with her hand near a knife out of a habit she’d told me herself she’d never lose.

“I don’t belong anywhere,” Thalia said, finally, and she said it in the flat voice she’d use to report a weather reading, a true fact she’d lived her whole life. “Scholarship girl in a noble academy. Spy for the people I was spying on. That’s not a wound, it’s just the architecture I’m built out of. So when you say it’s time I stopped standing by the door.” She stepped, deliberately, out of the shadows and into the lamplight, the full hips and the narrow waist and the new sight behind her eyes, choosing to be seen doing it, which for her was the whole of the surrender. “I wouldn’t know how. I only know how to watch the exits.”

“Then we’ll teach you,” Rosalie said, rising, crossing to her, and the generosity in it was a physical thing, the lush open warmth that had pulled a whole circle together out of broken people. “That’s what tonight is. Not a performance. Not a test you pass. We’re going to fold you in, and the shield’s going to hold or it isn’t, and either way you’ll know what it feels like to be on the inside of this circle.” She took Thalia’s hand, the one that wasn’t near the knife, and held it. “You opened the last door for Garrick three days ago. Open one more. Let the rest of us in too. We’ve got you.”

Isolde pushed off the wall and crossed the room, and she did the thing that made Isolde Isolde, the thing that cost her and that she did anyway because she’d decided Thalia was worthy and Isolde’s decisions were immovable: she put out her hand, calloused from a blade, and she said, clipped and low and entirely sincere, “Last term I thought you were registry filth. I was wrong. You risked yourself in the Trial and you’ve bled for this circle since. I don’t say this often. I’m glad you’re one of us.” A beat, the deadpan they’d all learned to use to cut the weight. “Now stop hovering by the door before I drag you in by the collar.”

Thalia looked at the three of them, Rosalie and Isolde holding out their hands and me standing back letting them do it because this was theirs, the women folding in the fourth, and I watched the last of the seam’s training break in her, the thing the Concord had built to keep her forever on the outside finally giving way, two years of armor coming off in a basement full of people who’d never use what they saw.

“All right,” she said, rough, and let Rosalie pull her into the warm center of the room. “All right. Fold me in. But I’m telling you now, if any of you mentions to anyone that I let myself be folded into anything, I will end you, and no one will ever find the evidence, because I’m extremely good at my job.”

“Noted,” Isolde said.

“On the record,” Brennan said cheerfully from the corner, and then realized what room he was in, and his ears went the color of his hair, and he grabbed his rig and fled up the stairs muttering about giving people privacy, which was the funniest thing that had happened all day and broke the last of the tension into laughter, and on the laughter the four of us moved, finally, to Garrick’s quarters and the low forge-glow and the test that was also an incorporation.



It began with Rosalie, because it always began with Rosalie, the warmth that set the tone for everything the circle did.

She undressed first, as she always did, and she made it the event it always was, the cord belt and the robe falling open and the freckled collarbone and the heavy generous bust spilling free, the Woundbloom crest glowing soft gold between her breasts, and she did it not for me but for Thalia, deliberately, showing the woman who armored everything how it looked when a body wore nothing as easily as breathing.

“This is how we do it,” Rosalie said, husky, low, reaching for me, drawing me in with one hand and keeping the other on Thalia’s wrist. “No armor. Not in here. In here you put the locks down, all of them, and nobody uses what they see.” She pressed herself against me, the soft full weight of her, her mouth finding my jaw, and then she turned and drew Thalia in too, and I watched her let herself be drawn, watched the narrow-waisted, full-hipped body come out of the dark tailored clothes piece by piece, the stockings she always wore, the false seam glowing faint down her spine and over the curve of her, the new Shadow Auditor sight banked behind half-lidded dark eyes.

Isolde was last out of her clothes and first to reach the heat of it, because that was Isolde, who never sat comfortably anywhere, the athletic body and the silver-blonde braid and the lightning scars already starting to glow faint along her left arm. She came to me with the proud directness she brought to everything, but I saw the thing under it, the thing only her surrender ever showed, and I caught her braid in my fist and tipped her head back and felt her shudder, the public commander dissolving as she only ever did behind locked doors.

And then it was four of us in the low forge-glow, and the bond let me feel where each of them was at once. Rosalie’s hand was on my chest, her mouth on my skin, her healer’s glow already spreading gold, her whole body a thing offered before I’d even reached for it. Isolde stood taut a half-step away, the scars climbing brighter along her arm, the word she’d give me forming behind her clenched jaw. And Thalia held a fraction apart even now, the watcher, the locker of doors, not knowing how to receive, learning in real time what it was to be on the inside of something.

I went to her first, because she was the one who needed it most.

“Stop watching the exits,” I told her, low, my hand coming to her jaw, tipping her face to mine. “You’re inside now. Whatever you put down in here stays down. You let me all the way in three days ago. Tonight you let all of them in too. Let go of the door.”

“I don’t know how,” she said, the precise control already thinning, the body she armored bare in the lamplight, the full hips and the narrow waist, the seam down her spine glowing faint and uncertain in the forge-light.

“You don’t have to know how,” Rosalie said, coming up behind her, pressing the soft warm length of her body against Thalia’s back, her arms coming around, her hands sliding over the small breasts and down the flat stomach, the generosity made physical. “You just have to let us. We’ve got you. Feel that?” Her healer’s glow flared, the green-gold warmth flowing into Thalia through the skin contact, and I watched her gasp at it, the resonance, the bond between them sparking to life. “That’s the circle. That’s what’s been waiting for you the whole time. You’re not on the outside anymore.”

And I watched the last of Thalia Corvain’s wariness go out of her shoulders, two years of guarding every threshold finally laid down all at once.



What happened next was the largest thing the circle had done together yet, three women at once, and no two moments of it were the same, because each of the three was entirely herself and I gave each of them exactly what she most wanted.

I took Rosalie’s mouth first while Isolde’s hands found my chest and Thalia, drawn into the center of it, let Rosalie’s hands keep moving over her, learning to receive. Rosalie kissed like she did everything, generous and in no hurry, her tongue against mine, her heavy breasts pressed soft to my chest, and I cupped them, lifting their weight, thumbing across the darkened nipples until she moaned into my mouth, unguarded, the sound she never suppressed.

“His hands,” she gasped to Thalia, pulling back, husky, breathless. “Feel them. The first thing any of us noticed about him. Forge-scarred. Watch what he does with them.” She guided one of my hands to Thalia’s hip, the full heavy curve of it, and she startled at the touch and then, slowly, leaned into it, learning. “There. He reads you. He knows where you are. Let him.”

I read Thalia, the bond and the Sight overlapping as they did with everyone, and I gave her what the locked-access woman needed, which was control even now, even folded in: I let her set the pace of my hands, slow, patient, my forge-scarred fingers learning the body she armored, the narrow waist, the full surprising curve of her ass, the stockings she’d kept on, and she pushed into my touch when she wanted it and stilled when she didn’t, the locked-door dynamic alive even in the middle of three other people, because that was her, and the circle made room for who each of them was.

Isolde, meanwhile, had reached the edge of her patience, which she always reached fast, the fighter in her who wanted to be taken and didn’t want to wait for it. She caught my wrist and put my hand in her silver-blonde braid herself, a demand and a surrender at once, and her gaze locked on mine with the molten thing in it.

“Take over,” she said, clipped, breathing hard, the scars blazing now. “You’re managing three of us like a forge. Stop managing. Take.”

She was right, and I knew it. I’d been reading, giving, attending to each of them in turn, the careful work of folding a new point into the circle. But there came a moment in every scene where reading became leading, and Isolde, who needed it harder than any of them, was the one who always called it.

So I took over.

This time I didn’t bend her over the bed-edge. I sat back against the headboard and pulled her down across my lap, the lean muscular length of her draped over my thighs, face down into the tangle of the others, exposed in a way she’d never let the circle see her, and that was the new ask in it, the woman who controlled every arena laid bare and helpless across my knees with two others watching. My hand closed in the silver-blonde braid, anchoring rather than dragging, and I spanked her there, slower than the first night, each stroke landing and lingering, my palm pressing the heat into the skin after instead of cracking and lifting away. She didn’t gasp this time. She made a long low sound through her teeth, the kind that lived deeper than a gasp, and pushed back into my hand for the next one.

“Sir,” she said, the word low and ragged, scars flaring along her arm, and I felt the resonance between all four of us pull tight at it, the gold catching like a struck chord as Isolde gave herself over.

“Feel her go quiet,” I told Thalia, my palm resting warm on the heat of Isolde’s skin, the lean muscle trembling across my lap. “The loudest fighter at this academy, and the surrender makes her quiet, not loud. That’s the trust in it. In this room you give what you are, and it’s safe here. Every one of us has handed over something we’d let no one else see.”

I lifted Isolde up and turned her to face away, settling her astride my lap with her back against my chest, her wrists crossed and held in one of my hands at the small of her back, and I notched my cock against her soaked entrance and pulled her down onto it, sheathing myself in one slow drop of her own weight. The position kept her open to the room, the lightning scars blazing the full length of her exposed left arm, her chin tipped back against my shoulder, and I fucked up into her like that, deep and slow, my free hand spread flat on her flat stomach to feel each stroke land inside her. The athletic body strained against the wrist-hold, not to escape but to feel it keep her, her muscular thighs flexing as she rode the slow drive of me.

“That’s it,” I said into her ear, low, feeling her dissolve against my chest. “All that command, handed over. Say it again.”

“Sir,” she got out, the word breaking out of her, and then again, ragged, “sir, please,” and I drove up harder into her clenching cunt, the wet of it loud under the banked forge-light, her wrists straining in my grip, and I felt the warmth pour between the four of us in answer, the resonance winding tighter as Isolde gave herself over completely.

Rosalie drew Thalia down close to watch, her own hands moving over Thalia’s body, teaching her to be touched, and Thalia’s dark eyes were fixed on Isolde, on the imperious body bound and gasping, on a thing she’d never let herself see, and I watched her hips shift where Rosalie’s hands moved over them, watched her understand that there was no judgment in this room, only people being exactly who they were.

When I’d driven Isolde nearly to the edge, the storm crackling off her skin, I left her riding it with two of my fingers buried in her and her wrists still pinned, trembling and cursing on the brink, and I turned to Rosalie.

Rosalie pulled me to her, generous and ready and already soaked, and I gave her the worship she loved, my mouth dropping to the heavy soft breasts, the plush yielding weight of them filling my hands, the nipples darkening and stiffening under my tongue, and the healer’s glow flooded gold across her sternum and poured through the skin contact into all of us, amplifying everything, the circle resonance feeding on her warmth so that every touch landed double. She wrapped her soft thighs around me and pulled me in and I sank my cock into the wet swollen heat of her, sheathing it to the root in her clenching cunt, and her voice went husky and unguarded, never once suppressed, “There, there, like that, give it to me, all of it.” I gave it to her, slow then firm, fucking her deep, her full tits swaying and bouncing with every thrust, spilling around my hands, the Woundbloom crest blazing gold in the valley between them, and I felt the bond deepen as I took her, the warmth she poured out feeding the lattice we’d built last term.

Then I drew her up to ride me, because Rosalie astride was a thing the whole circle should see, the position that made her generous bust the bouncing center of everything, and she sank down onto my cock with a long unguarded moan, taking every inch up into her, and set her own roll, her heavy tits swaying and slapping together with every grind of her hips, her honey-brown waves wild, and Isolde, still pinned and trembling on the edge, reached over and put her free mouth to Rosalie’s swaying breast, sucking the dark stiff nipple, and the healer cried out and the two women, friends before all of it, found each other in the glow of their own crests, Isolde’s mouth on Rosalie’s nipple while she rode my cock, the gold between all of us flaring at the chemistry of it.

And Thalia, folded into the warm center of it, felt the resonance move and reach for her, the warmth of four crests winding toward her at once, and the woman who had spent so long outside everything began, finally, to let the lattice include her, her hand finding Rosalie’s hip, the seam down her spine pulsing in time with the others’ crests, no part of her braced toward the exit anymore.

I came to her last, deliberately, because the new point was the whole test, and I read her one more time, the woman who’d kept every door bolted, and I gave her what she needed, which was to decide. I drew her down into the tangle at the center of the bed, the full hips and the narrow waist and the small breasts and the silver edge of her sight held quiet behind her dark gaze, and I held myself over her, and I waited, and I let her set it, because the dominance with Thalia lived inside the access she controlled, not over it.

“Now,” she said, rough, the precise control dissolved at last, her hands coming up to my shoulders and pulling me down. “I set the pace. You take me where I tell you, when I tell you. But keep your eyes on me.” A breath, the last of the door swinging open, Thalia choosing to be inside something instead of watching it from the threshold. “All the way down. You know how I need it. Don’t look away.”

So I read her, all the way through, the gold rising in my eyes, the full forensic clarity of it, and I slid my cock into her wet heat on the pace she set, slow at first and then firmer as her tight cunt opened around me and she pushed her full hips up to take more, her body learning to receive in the middle of three other people. She watched the gold hold steady on her the whole time, the seen-and-not-used that was the only thing she could surrender to and nothing else, and the seam down her spine blazed bright and her control thinned and the woman who let no one close held a man’s full attention and four people’s warmth at once and did not flinch from it.

And the circle moved around her, folding her in. Rosalie pressed herself warm against Thalia’s side, her glow flowing into her through the skin contact, murmuring against her temple. Isolde, riding her own held storm with her wrists finally freed, reached over and gripped Thalia’s hand hard, the two of them who’d been cold indifference last term now hand in hand across the tangle of bodies, and Thalia gripped back, and I felt the bond click fully into four points through that contact, the lattice forming, and the four of us moved toward the peak together, the resonance winding tighter and tighter, the new geometry of it settling into place.



It hit all four of us at once, as it had hit three of us last term, but bigger, and with the new point in it, and that was the test passing.

Rosalie went first, as she often did, her whole body arching, her unguarded vocal pleasure filling the room, the Woundbloom crest pulsing a deep steady gold that flooded warm down the bond in slow waves, her cunt clenching, the generosity of her climax pouring through all of us. Isolde detonated a breath behind her, the lightning scars strobing harsh blue-white, the discharge forking and crackling through the skin contact between all four of us, her proud jaw breaking, the storm she’d been holding releasing in a full-body surge that arced into every point of the circle. Thalia came apart under me with her eyes open and locked on mine, the same gift she’d given me three nights ago, the surrender of being seen, the new auditor sight flickering quick and silver behind her half-lidded gaze, her tight cunt clamping down around my cock, the woman who let no one close holding three people at once. And I went over with all of them, the bond pulling everything together, driving deep and sinking my cock to the hilt, gripping Thalia’s full hips and emptying into her in thick pulses, groaning, the forge resonance peaking, all four crests answering at once, gold pulsing and lightning strobing and the old false seam’s last faint shimmer and the silver flicker of the new sight, the lights distinct and out of step and then snapping into a single rhythm, the circle resonance hitting a height the three-point version never had.

And in that braided light, the thing we’d come to test happened.

I felt the lattice form. Not by accident, not half by instinct as it had in Maeve’s room. On purpose, the four crests synchronized through me, a structure of warmth and resonance binding all of us, and I felt, clearly, that it was a thing we could hold and throw, a shield made of the bond itself, a lattice of circle-warmth that could be cast over any one of us like a hand over a candle.

And it held with four points. It held stronger with four points. The new point hadn’t destabilized it; it had deepened it, Thalia’s precision adding a structure to the lattice the three-point version lacked, a geometry, her exactness organizing the warmth into something tighter and harder to break.

My crest seared, the circle pattern on my chest reorganizing, and I felt a new crest change form: an outer ring beginning to trace itself around the four resonance points, the protective ring the lattice had taught my crest to grow.

We lay tangled in the aftershocks, four bodies in the low gold light, the glow of four crests slowly settling, and for a while nobody spoke, because there was nothing to say that the quiet wasn’t already saying better.

Then Rosalie, breathless, laughing, the warmth winning out as it always did, said: “It held. I felt it. The shield. It held with four of us, and it’s stronger, and I think, I think I can throw it now, I think I know how.” She pushed up on one elbow, her honey-brown waves wild, her green eyes bright with the diagnostic even now, even wrecked. “Here. Let me try it. Thalia, hold still.”

And Rosalie, working it out in the moment the way she worked out a wound, reached out and pushed the lattice, threw the shield of circle-warmth over Thalia in the dark, a deliberate cast of the bond, and then, grinning, she pushed a thread of cold at her in play, a tiny mimicry of a seal, the seal-sense working in reverse, and the shield caught it, the warmth lattice intercepting the play-cold before it touched Thalia’s skin, and Thalia, who’d never let the circle protect her like this, felt a thing she’d barely allowed herself to imagine, felt the circle catch a cold meant for her and break it before it landed.

“Oh,” Thalia said, very quietly, the dry control entirely gone, the naked thing under it showing. “Oh. That’s. You can throw it. Over any of us.” Her dark eyes were wet again, which I’d now seen twice in three days, the seam’s training fully broken. “The Concord spent two centuries building people like me to stay outside, unprotected, uncaught when we fell. And you just.” She stopped, because she had no ready words for being held this openly. “You just caught me.”

“That’s the circle,” Rosalie said, gentle, settling back into the warm tangle, drawing Thalia down with her. “That’s what it’s for. All of us. We catch each other.” She pressed a kiss to Thalia’s temple, the open generosity that had built the whole thing. “Caelira said she’d find the seam in the circle. Let her look. There isn’t one. We just proved it. Four points, and the shield hardens when she touches it. She can’t break a thing that gets harder to break every time she tries.”

“Again,” Thalia said.

Rosalie blinked. “Again?”

“Again.” Thalia’s voice had gone precise, the dry control rebuilding around something new rather than hiding from it. “If this is going to keep us alive, I want the shape in my head. Throw it over Isolde. Then Garrick. I want to see whether the lattice changes when the protected point changes.”

Isolde gave a low amused breath. “Only you would turn afterglow into field research.”

“Only you would complain about useful field research while naked and alive.”

So Rosalie threw it again, gently this time, and the shield settled over Isolde with a warmer edge, storm-light outlining the lattice. Over me it tightened into a ring around the crest itself, protective and possessive, and my new outer mark burned in answer. Thalia watched each cast with the auditor’s sight narrowed, filing the geometry, turning belonging into a map we could use.

“There,” she said at last, softer. “Now I know what catching looks like.”

Isolde, on her back, the scars banking down, traced the new outer ring forming on my crest with one calloused finger, reading the upgrade like a blade-edge.

“It grew you a ring,” she observed, clipped, satisfied. “A wall around the circle pattern. I can see it.” Her sharp stare came up to mine. “That’s a defense, written into your crest. The bond made you a shield-bearer.”

“It did,” I said, feeling the new ring settle, the strain of it and the satisfaction both.

Thalia, folded warm in the center of the circle, lying still and not reaching for a single lock, broke the quiet first, because someone had to and it was never going to be one of the people who’d just been crying.

“Well,” she said, flat as ever, the auditor’s glow quiet and the locks all open and four people tangled around her holding the cold off. “I’ve belonged to nothing my entire life, and now I appear to belong to a tactical defense formation that runs on group sex. The Concord is going to be furious, and I am happier than I know what to do with. Don’t any of you tell a soul.”

“Nobody outside this room will ever hear it from any of us,” Rosalie said, and held her, and Isolde, without a word, reached across and threw the bolt on the door, the lock clicking shut from the inside with Thalia on the warm side of it.


Chapter 15: House Arden, House Fen

House Arden sent its answer to Rosalie’s unsealing in the form of a woman in a healer’s traveling robe and a letter in a sealed envelope, and both arrived at the Descent’s medical pavilion two days before the championship leg, and Rosalie faced them without flinching, which I think surprised them more than anything she could have said.

I went with her because she asked me to. She made the terms clear: protection wasn’t the point. Witness was. “I want you in the room when my family meets the part of me they sealed. I want them to see that the man who unsealed it isn’t a villain. I want them to look at you and understand they were wrong about everything, including what kind of person would do this to a woman.” So I went, and I stood at the edge of the pavilion while Rosalie Arden faced down her house.

The senior healer’s name was Mistress Corra Arden, a cousin of Rosalie’s father, and she had the same warm golden coloring as Rosalie and none of the warmth, a tall composed woman with a healer’s careful hands and a courtier’s careful eyes, and she’d been sent, I understood within a minute, because she was the family member best able to be cold while looking kind, which was a skill House Arden evidently prized.

“Rosalie,” Mistress Arden said, in the tone of a woman addressing a wayward child. “You look well. You look.” Her eyes moved over Rosalie, over the healer robes, over the thing she could clearly feel even if she couldn’t see it, the Woundbloom crest glowing faint gold beneath the fabric. “You’ve changed. Your mother sent a letter. She asked me to deliver it in person, and to express the family’s.” A pause, the careful selection of a word that would wound while seeming not to. “Concern.”

“Concern.” Rosalie took the letter, but she didn’t open it. She held it, and she stood, and I watched the thing happen in her that had happened the night she defied her parents, the soft generous warmth with the thread of iron running under it, except the iron was no longer a thread. “Let me guess what the letter says. It says I’ve shamed the house. It says I’ve unsealed something dangerous and unladylike, something the family worked hard to protect me from. It says I should come home, where the family healers can help me, can re-seal the part of me that frightens them, can put me back the way I was when I was eight and convenient.” Her green eyes were steady, warm, and absolutely unafraid. “Is that close, Mistress Arden? Or did Mother find a kinder way to say it?”

Mistress Arden’s careful composure flickered, just slightly.

“Your mother is worried for you,” she said. “Offensive healing is, Rosalie, it’s not a thing a House Arden daughter does. The capacity to reverse a wound, to cause harm with a healer’s hands, it’s.” She gathered herself, the courtier reassembling. “It threatens everything the house is. We are healers. We mend. We have built a reputation across three provinces on the principle that an Arden healer’s hands only ever heal. A daughter who can blossom a bruise into a wound, who can reverse a man’s recovery, who can hurt, it undermines the entire house. It’s not safe. It was never safe. That’s why it was sealed. To protect you, and to protect the family.”

“To protect the family’s monopoly,” Rosalie said, and the iron came fully out now, gentle still, but unbending. “I’ve had time to understand it, Mistress Arden. Months. I used to think as you do, that they sealed me to keep me safe, that the missing part of me was a danger. And then a Class Smith looked at my crest and read the truth of it, and the truth is this.” She lifted her chin, the harvest-goddess warmth turned to something harder. “Offensive healers don’t threaten safety. They threaten prices. A house that can only mend has to be paid to mend. A healer who can also reverse, who can hurt as precisely as she heals, that healer understands bodies completely, and a healer who understands bodies completely is a danger to a house that profits from the half of healing it allows itself to know. You didn’t seal me to protect me. You sealed me because a complete healer is bad for business, and an Arden daughter who could hurt was a thing the house couldn’t sell.”

The pavilion had gone quiet. Other healers, Sanctum students, a few Descent officials, all of them had stopped to listen, because Rosalie’s voice carried, warm and clear and damning.

“I unsealed it,” Rosalie went on, “because I was robbed, not flawed. Because the part of me you sealed when I was eight was the part that made me whole. And because I’ve spent the months since learning what it can do, and it turns out the part of me you called dangerous and unladylike is the part that can feel a Concord seal soaking into a stone wall, the part that can sense a class murder before it happens, the part that’s going to keep the people I love alive in the deep.” Her steady gaze held the senior healer’s. “So no. I’m not coming home to be re-sealed. I’m not ashamed of the part of me you hid. I’m the most complete healer House Arden has produced in a generation, and the house is too frightened of its own potential to be proud of it. That’s not my shame to carry. It’s yours.”

And then Rosalie did the thing that I’ll remember, the thing that turned the whole confrontation from defiance into the next stage of her arc, the daughter who was sealed becoming the woman who unseals.

She crossed to Mistress Corra Arden, and she set her warm hand on the senior healer’s sternum, gently, a healer’s touch, and her eyes went distant with the reading, and her Woundbloom glow flared soft gold, and Mistress Arden froze.

“You have it too,” Rosalie said softly, the warmth back in full now, the iron gone, replaced by something almost tender. “I can feel it. There’s a sealed branch in you, Mistress. Old. Family work, the same kind that was done to me, off the same registrar’s tools. They did it to you when you were young, the same as they did it to me. There’s a whole part of your class locked away, sleeping, the offensive-healing branch, the complete-healer branch, the thing that frightens the house. It’s still there. It never goes away; it just sleeps.” Her hand stayed warm and gentle on the older woman’s chest. “I could unseal it. Not now, not here. But I could. I know how it feels from the inside now, the seal and the unsealing both. If you ever wanted to be whole, if you ever wanted to know what an Arden healer actually is under all the things the house won’t let her be, I could give it back to you. You wouldn’t have to be ashamed. You’d just have to be brave.”

Mistress Corra Arden stepped back, out from under Rosalie’s hand, and her careful composure had cracked all the way through, and what was under it was fear, raw and old, the fear of a woman who’d lived her whole life inside the seal House Arden put on its daughters.

“No,” she said, and her voice shook. “No. I, that’s, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. The house. It’s not.” She gathered the traveling robe around herself like armor. “You’re a danger, Rosalie. To yourself and to everyone you, I’ll tell your mother. I’ll tell her you refused. I’ll tell her what you, what you offered.” She was nearly to the pavilion door. “You should be frightened of what you’ve become. I’m frightened for you.”

“I’m not frightened of what I’ve become,” Rosalie said, gently, to the retreating woman. “I’m whole. You should try it sometime, Mistress. The offer stands. It always will.”

And the senior healer of House Arden fled the medical pavilion, afraid of the unsealed daughter, and Rosalie stood in the warm light with her family’s letter still unopened in her hand, and she let out a long breath, and the iron went out of her, and she was just Rosalie again, my Rosalie, warm and a little sad.

“That went about how I thought it would,” she said. “She’s not going to take the offer. She’s too afraid. She’s lived inside the seal so long she thinks it’s her. Most of them do.” She finally opened the letter, scanned it, and gave a small tired laugh. “Mother says I’ve shamed the house and I should come home for a ‘preventive alignment.’ That’s what they called it when they sealed me at eight. A preventive alignment.” She folded the letter and tucked it away. “I’m not eight anymore. And I’m never being aligned again.”

“You offered to unseal a frightened woman who came here to shame you,” I said. “That’s the bravest thing anyone’s done all week, and it’s not even close.”

“It’s what the part of me they sealed is for,” Rosalie said, tucking a honey-brown wave behind her ear, the warmth fully back. “They told me the dangerous part of me was the part that could hurt. They were wrong. The dangerous part of me is the part that can offer to make someone whole and mean it. That’s the part House Arden can’t survive. Not the harm. The wholeness.” She took my arm and leaned into me, her usual way. “Come on. I want to find Isolde. She’s having her own version of this today, and I think we both need a friend who understands.”



Isolde was having a worse version of it, and handling it with more contempt and less grace, which was exactly what I’d have predicted.

We found her in the staging plaza, and she was not alone, and the two people with her were a problem I recognized before Rosalie introduced them, because one of them wore the storm-grey colors of the Stormwall Guild and the other wore the house colors of Fen, and Isolde stood between them with her braid tight and one hand white on her blade hilt and a look on her face like a blade three seconds from clearing its sheath.

“Garrick,” she said, with visible relief, when she saw me, glad of reinforcement like a fighter glad of a second blade. “Good. You can witness this. This is Guildmaster Brask,” the storm-grey one, a weathered woman with a recruiter’s eye. “And this,” her voice went flat and cold, “is my uncle. Lord Harlan Fen. Of House Fen. The house that cut me off.”

The Fen uncle was a soft-handed noble who’d clearly never held a blade, and he had the careful expression of a man trying to reclaim something he’d thrown away and finding it more expensive than he’d hoped.

“Isolde,” he said, in the placating tone of a man who’d rehearsed it. “The house is prepared to reinstate you. Fully. Your rank restored, your name returned, your inheritance, your place at the family table. You’ve, ah, you’ve recovered remarkably. The Tempest Blade, they’re saying. House Fen would be honored to claim a Tempest Duelist among its daughters again. We were, perhaps, hasty, when your class faltered. We’d like to make amends.”

Isolde didn’t give him the speech Rosalie had given her cousin. Where Rosalie had let her family’s motive unspool slowly, warm and damning, Isolde wasted not one breath of it. She’d done her arguing last term, screaming into an institution that wrote her off, and she had none left for a soft-handed man who’d come to collect a repaired asset.

“No,” she said. Just that, first, flat as a closing door, before he’d finished. Then, because precision was the one courtesy she still owed an enemy: “You cut me off inside a month when I broke. No inheritance, no name, no place at the table, while the house that bred me decided a fractured duelist was bad for prestige. Now I’m Tempest-marked and worth claiming, so here you are.” She didn’t raise her voice; she lowered it, each word landing like a strike with the ache left in the space after. “One person called my fracture a crime instead of a flaw, and fixed it, and asked for nothing. You don’t get to wear his work in our colors. Keep the name. I’ll make my own, and I’ll spend it making certain everyone knows House Fen threw away the only Tempest Blade it ever bred.”

“Isolde, the family only wants.” Lord Fen got no further, because she had already turned her shoulder to him, which from Isolde was a dismissal more total than any words, the conversation simply ended in her mind whether or not it had ended in his.

The Fen uncle stood there a moment with his rehearsed amends dying in his mouth, then retreated with what little dignity he could gather, and the whole of it had taken a quarter the time the Arden confrontation had, because Isolde did not negotiate with people who’d discarded her. But the Stormwall Guildmaster had watched the exchange with a recruiter’s professional patience, and now she stepped into the space the uncle had vacated with an offer I could see immediately was a different animal entirely, one Isolde couldn’t turn her shoulder to.

Because the Stormwall Guild hadn’t thrown her away.

“That was satisfying to watch,” Guildmaster Brask said dryly. “And I’ll be brief, because I respect you too much to dress this up. Halsen made you our offer after the qualifier; I’m the woman he reports to, and I’ve come north myself because some things shouldn’t be left to a recruiter. We had eyes on you before the sabotage, when you were the most promising young duelist in the northern provinces. Then you broke, and we’re a guild, not a charity, so we waited. And now you’re back, better than you were, with a complete Tempest Blade, which is a thing perhaps a dozen living duelists can claim.” She met Isolde’s eyes, recruiter to talent, with none of the Fen uncle’s condescension. “Stormwall is the most prestigious combat guild in the north. We don’t reclaim assets. We recognize talent, and we recognized yours before anyone wronged you. The offer is simple. Leave the academy. Come to Stormwall. Be what you were always meant to be, on the largest stage there is, with the resources to match the Tempest Blade. It’s the dream you had before they took it from you. We’re offering to hand it back.”

And I watched Isolde Fen, who had brushed off her family with contempt, falter for one clean heartbeat, her hand tightening on her sheathed hilt.

Because this was different. This was the thing she’d actually wanted, before the sabotage, before me, before the circle. The dream that had been stolen, offered back clean, by the one institution that hadn’t discarded her. And I saw the want in her, the old want, the young woman who’d built her whole life toward exactly this. So I held my tongue and kept my face plain and let her stand there with the offer, because the moment I leaned on it either way it stopped being hers, and the one thing she’d never forgive was being decided for.

“I’ll consider it,” Isolde said, finally, and the consideration in her voice was real, and it cost her to admit it. “It’s a serious offer, Guildmaster. I won’t insult it by answering fast. Give me until after the Descent.”

“Until after the Descent,” the Guildmaster agreed, and inclined her head, recruiter to talent, and left.

Isolde stood in the plaza between the spaces where her family and her dream had stood, and Rosalie went to her, and the two women, who’d been friends before Isolde’s fall and reconnected through shared restoration, stood together, and Rosalie put her arm around those stiff shoulders.

“Quite a morning,” Rosalie said quietly, and didn’t have to name the shape of it; they’d both just lived the same one, an hour apart, the discarded called back the second they became worth claiming.

Isolde let Rosalie’s warmth into the cold for a moment, the rare thing, her guard down for a friend. “Your house wants to re-seal you. My house wants to use me. And the guild.” She let out a breath. “The guild wants to give me my dream back, and I don’t know what to do with that, because the guild’s the only one who didn’t do me wrong, and I don’t have a clean answer for them like I had for my uncle.”

They didn’t compare wounds. They didn’t trade the careful speeches the day had been full of. Isolde just stood there stiff inside Rosalie’s arm for a moment and let it be there, which from her was the whole confession, and then she said the only thing she had to say about any of it.

“I used to let you mend my split knuckles in your garden, first year,” she said, clipped, not looking at Rosalie. “Before. You never asked what they were worth. I never forgot that.”

“I know,” Rosalie said, and left it, because she also knew that for Isolde the sentence was already three words longer than it wanted to be.

That was the debrief. There wasn’t more of one. Where Rosalie’s confrontation had ended in speeches and offers and an open hand, Isolde’s ended the way Isolde ended things, in a few flat words and a silence she’d chosen, and I stayed out of both, because the friendship between them was its own thing and the surest way to break it was to narrate it.

“What do you want, then,” Rosalie asked, simple, the only real question left. “Not the dream you had at nineteen. Now.”

And Isolde looked across the plaza at me, ice-blue and unguarded for half a second before the guard came back, and she didn’t answer it out loud, because answering it here would have made it a thing she’d performed instead of a thing she’d chosen.

“Ask me after the Descent,” she said. “Both of you. When it’s mine to give and not just the warm thing standing in front of me.” She unhooked herself from Rosalie’s arm, the rare softness folded back away where she kept it. “Now stop looking at me like that, both of you, before I have to fight someone to feel normal again.”



The walk back to the Annex took us through the staging plazas at the busy hour, and the inter-academy crowd was thick, and it gave the two of them, Isolde and Rosalie, something to spend the bad mood on, because there is nothing like a good shared scorn to mend a hard day.

“The Ravelin lot have started a feud with the Sundermoor lot,” Isolde said, nodding at a cluster of War-College students glaring across the plaza at a knot of ember-jacketed elementalists. “Two days. Apparently a Sundermoor brazier set a Ravelin tent’s guy-ropes alight, and the Ravelin captain demanded a formal duel of honor, and the Sundermoor captain told him to put it out himself, and now they’re not speaking, which for two combat schools means glaring at each other across mealtimes with tremendous discipline.”

“Maeve’s delighted,” Rosalie said, watching the standoff with mild fascination. “She says the brazier was a hundred percent on purpose and she’d have done the same. She’s adopted the feud as a hobby. I think she’s started taking sides against her own delegation purely to be contrary.” The healer smiled. “And there’s a Mistral scholar over there taking notes on the standoff like it’s a field study, and the Ravelin captain just noticed him doing it, and now Ravelin’s furious at Mistral too, so by tomorrow it’ll be a three-way cold war and the deep hasn’t even started.”

The two women laughed, Isolde and Rosalie both, the hard families and the heavy choices set down for a moment in the simple pleasure of being foreign to four academies’ worth of strangers at war over a tent rope.

Brennan caught up with us at the Annex stairs, breathless and delighted, having spent the afternoon doing what he’d been doing all week, which was following the inter-academy gossip like a man following a sports league.

“Sundermoor’s favored for the deep levels because of the heat-charge classes,” he reported, ticking it off on his fingers, “but Ravelin’s favored for the guardians because they’re all combat, and nobody’s favored for the resonance puzzles because nobody’s ever gotten that deep, and there’s a betting pool, Agda’s running it, and she’s got us at long odds, which is insulting, we broke a Concord, I tried to tell her, she told me to mind my own crest.” He paused, looking between the three of us, reading the day on our faces, which even Brennan could do. “Bad day with the families?”

“Both houses came to reclaim us,” Rosalie said.

“The day they regret it,” Brennan said firmly, with the loyalty that was the whole of him, “is the day they find out they’re betting against the long odds. Come on. Agda saved you both real bread. She heard about the pavilion. The whole Annex heard. We’re all very proud and also slightly afraid of Rosalie now, in a good way.”

“In a good way,” Rosalie agreed, pleased, and the warmth of the Annex took the worst of the day off both of them, the found family doing what it did best.

Octavia found me later that night, after the others had settled, and she’d watched the whole pavilion confrontation from a distance, as faculty watched everything, and it had moved her, I could see that the moment she came through the Annex door, because the controlled composure she’d worn for a decade was nowhere on her face.

“I watched Rosalie face her family,” she said, without preamble, which was itself a crack, because Octavia never spoke without preamble. “She fought them from somewhere settled and unafraid this time. Last term was defiance. Today she offered to unseal the woman who came to shame her.” Octavia’s amber eyes were bright, and she’d come to me with her hair loose, I realized, the severe pin gone, something she’d never once let a student or a colleague see. “And I stood there, a faculty observer, watching a twenty-year-old be braver than I’ve been in ten years, and I thought.” She stopped. Her hand closed slowly into a fist at her side, the knuckles whitening, the only outward sign of a decade of held pressure. “I thought, I’ve been afraid of a seal for a decade, and a young healer just offered to break a stranger’s out of pure generosity, and I’m a Class Saint hiding under a theory professor’s baseline because I’m too frightened to ask the one person who could give me back what I was.”

She crossed the workshop to me, and she stopped close, closer than she’d ever stood, the heavy curves under the tailored robe, the pendant, Elyse’s class stone, resting in the valley between her breasts, and her gaze was on my mouth, where it always landed, and not academic at all tonight.

“I want you to look at my crest,” she said. “I want you to read the seal. And I want you to take it off.” Her breath had gone short, the decade of fear cracking apart. “You know she was there. You don’t know the rest. She was one of the two who did it, and I’ve never said that out loud, not once in ten years.” She made herself continue, each word costing. “It was three days after your mother died in the northern dead zone. The Concord told those of us who knew the assignment what it meant, long before the academy and Registry handed you the official report and the cleaner version of her death. Two operatives came to my office and restrained me. Caelira held the stylus. She laid it against my sternum and cut my Class Saint down to nothing while I screamed, layer by layer, freeze and self-resonance and grief, the cruelest sealing I’ve ever read, and I’ve read a great many. She knew exactly what she was doing, because she’d just helped send Elyse where no Smith’s power could save her. I’ve been teaching class theory in the academy where she murdered what I was, and she came back this term, and I’ve been so afraid I’ve barely been able to breathe.” Her voice dropped, raw, the verbal control she’d hoarded for ten years finally giving way. “I’m done being afraid. She locked me in this academy, and I want to be unlocked in this academy, while she walks the halls, where she can feel it happen. I want her to know that the Saint she sealed is awake again, and that the man who woke her is the son of the woman she helped kill.” She caught herself, and the professional mask tried to reassemble, and failed, and she let it fail. “I’ve thought about this for weeks. I’ve thought about, about more than the unsealing.” The crack widened, a thing half-said and bitten back, the careful control at its breaking point, a decade of held words pressing against her teeth. “I’ve thought about a great deal I’ve spent ten years not letting myself say. And I’m so tired of holding the line on all of it, Garrick. You have no idea how tired.”

She stopped, breathing hard, the wall down, the thing in her eyes that was terror and want and a decade of suppression all at once.

“Then put the line down,” I said, quietly, meeting her where she’d chosen to stand. “When?”

“After the championship leg,” she said, the decision landing whole. “I’ll need you at full strength; unsealing a Class Saint isn’t unsealing a Woundbloom branch, it’s the highest healer tier, it’ll take everything you have. And I want it done right, not rushed before a descent.” She drew a breath, steadier now that the decision was made. “But it’s decided. I’ve spent ten years not letting myself say I want this, and I’m saying it now, out loud, in my own voice. I want my class back. I want her lock broken. And I want.” The last of it, half-spoken, the most naked thing she’d ever offered. “I want it to be you. For all the reasons. Including the ones I’ve stopped pretending aren’t there.”

She didn’t reach for her glasses this time, didn’t reach for any of the small composing gestures a decade had worn into her; she simply let me see all of it, the strict professor who had run out of reasons to keep choosing her words.

“After the deep,” I said. “I’ll have your class back on you. And the rest of it, all the reasons you finally said out loud, that’s yours to choose, every word of it.”

“Every word of it,” Octavia said, and the woman who chose each syllable like a surgeon let one go unguarded in a way I’d never heard from her, the glasses still crooked, her gaze on my mouth and no part of her trying to take it back.


Chapter 16: What Elyse Buried

The great door my mother’s marks had pointed toward did not open onto treasure.

It opened onto her.

We went down the night before the championship leg, everyone we trusted this time, because I would not split us with Caelira hunting, and we passed the trust-locked door that Thalia’s complete seam had opened in answer the night she let me into the last room, and we went through the great threshold into the deepest level any of us had reached, and the air changed.

It got older. The oath-metal underfoot went from grey to nearly black with age, older than anything in the upper vaults, the deepest infrastructure of the deepest Class Smith site in the kingdom, and the inscriptions on the walls were no longer the formal script of the upper vaults but something rawer, working notes, a smith’s marginalia, and I read them as we went and my chest got tight, because I knew the hand.

“These are hers,” I said, my fingers tracing the wall, the gold rising in my eyes. “My mother’s marks. Not just the trail markers; she wrote on these walls. She worked down here. This is, this is a working note about catalyst tuning, in her cipher, scratched into the oath-metal.” My voice did something I didn’t entirely control. “She stood where I’m standing and she wrote on this wall. How long ago? Years before she died, before I was born, maybe. Down here in the deep, doing the work, and nobody ever knew.”

“Garrick.” Rosalie’s hand found my arm, gentle, reading the thing in my voice as easily as her hands read a wound. “Take a breath. We’ve got time. Read it slow. She’s not going anywhere; she’s been here two hundred feet down for years, she’ll wait for you to read her carefully.”

I read her carefully, and the circle let me, because they understood, because every one of them had a wound the same shape, something stolen by people who’d called the theft a kindness, and they knew what it was to walk through the evidence of it.

We went slow, and the deep went on changing around us, older and colder and more hers with every step. The walls held more of her marks the deeper we went, working notes in her forge-metal cipher, a smith thinking aloud across two hundred feet of oath-metal, and I read them as we passed, and the circle’s part of it carried me through it: Isolde took point with the Tempest Blade, watching the dark while I read the walls. Thalia marked our route and watched the corners with the Shadow Auditor sight, reading the level for seals. Maeve, the cracked bridge in her chest reinforced and insistent on descending anyway, kept a controlled flame at her palm for light, the copper glow lighting my mother’s marks for me. Octavia read the inscriptions alongside me, the theorist who’d sat across a table from the woman who wrote them, her eyes wet behind the glasses, recognizing a hand she’d loved. And Rosalie kept her palm to the cold wall the whole way down, the seal-sense running, watching for the hungry cold of an Examiner among all the still cold of a tomb.

Halfway down, the deep tried to stop us, as it always did. A guardian woke from an alcove of black oath-metal, an old construct set to keep the final stair, taller than the ones above and slower, built for a chokepoint, and it came at us out of the dark fast and silent, oath-metal limbs unfolding from two centuries of stillness.

And the circle answered without my having to call a single instruction, which was its own kind of grief and grace at once, because I was halfway up a wall reading my dead mother’s marks and they simply handled it, taking a burden off a man who couldn’t carry it just then. And they handled it the new way, the way that was only possible now: Thalia read the construct first, the Shadow Auditor sight finding the seal that animated it the way it found seals in people, and instead of fighting the thing she called the binding aloud, the resonance-knot at its core laid bare to her new eyes. “It’s not armored against a Smith,” she said, quick and certain. “It’s held together by a lock. Garrick, lower left of the chest plate. Rosalie, the bind is feeding on motion. Starve it.”

Octavia moved beside me, not unsealed, not yet, but all theory and held Saint leaking through the cracks Caelira had failed to make permanent. “It’s an old containment grammar,” she said, voice sharp with recognition. “Three turns. Freeze, feed, fix. Don’t strike the body. Interrupt the feed layer and the lock has to show its hinge.”

That was enough. Rosalie’s Woundbloom rolled over the construct in a soft green-gold pulse, not attacking it but reversing the motion-feed in its limbs, turning its own forward drive into drag. The guardian slowed for half a breath. Isolde took that half-breath and pinned one arm to the wall with a Tempest-quick strike that used force, not discharge. Maeve banked a ribbon of controlled Cinder heat around its legs, enough to make the oath-metal expand and jam without giving the seal anything it could drink. Brennan, swearing with reverence at a two-century-old mechanism, hurled one of his brass wedges under the chest plate and locked the exposed hinge open.

Then I was there, hand to the lower left of the chest plate where Thalia had called it, Class Sight narrowing through grief and strain, and I cut the lock’s feed layer. Not Ward Break. Not yet. Just Smith work, hard and fast, taking the one hinge the construct had shown me and prying it apart before it could close.

The thing that had stood since before any of us were born did not have to be hammered apart joint by joint. It lost the lock that made it a single thing and sagged into a heap of disconnected oath-metal, unmade by teamwork rather than beaten by power. Isolde put her blade through the core node as it fell, more courtesy than necessity. Maeve banked the flame she’d readied, unused, and made a small impressed sound. Octavia stood with one hand pressed to her sealed sternum, breathing hard, the theory in her eyes already turning toward what she might do once the seal came off. The whole fight was over quickly, because the circle that could read a construct’s seal didn’t need to break its body.

We stepped over its wreckage and went on down, a tactical unit even in grief, and I loved them for it, fiercely, that they could hold the dark off me while I followed my mother into it, that I’d come to the academy alone and was descending into the deepest place in the kingdom with a trusted party who would take a guardian apart without being asked so that I could keep reading the wall.

The marks led us down a final stair, narrow, the oath-metal nearly black, to a chamber I knew was the end of the trail the moment my Sight touched the door. It was sealed with my mother’s own forge-craft, a lock she’d built herself, keyed to the one thing only her own blood could provide: her crest, grown in her son, woken by recognition.

I stood in front of it for a long moment before I touched it, because I understood what it was, and the understanding was a thing I had to let land before I could move.

A lock keyed to her own blood. Not to a Smith in general, not to the family of the craft, but to her, the specific inheritance she’d passed to one person, knowing that the only hand that would ever open this door was the hand of the son she’d left behind. She’d built a lock that was a message, and the message was: this is for you, and only you, and I knew you’d come. And the cruelty of it, the part that closed my throat, was that I’d almost not come. The scholarship letter had sat on the kitchen table next to the cold forge for three weeks while I decided. And the whole time, two hundred feet under an academy I’d never seen, my mother’s last work had waited behind a door that would only ever open for the son who nearly stayed in Fenhollow.

I set my hand to it, and the lock did the thing none of the others had done. It didn’t recognize a Smith. It recognized her, in me, the specific inheritance, and the oath-metal warmed under my palm in a way that felt, for one impossible second, like a hand closing over mine, and the door opened.

Her cache. The thing my mother had buried in the deepest deep, sealed with her own craft so that no one but her own child could ever open it.

It cost me to open it; her forge-craft was layered and old and it pulled at me as I broke through the layers she’d built to keep everyone but me out, the strain mounting, the edges of my vision tunneling and a deep ache settling behind my sternum before the door had fully swung, but I didn’t stop, because on the far side of it was the last thing my mother ever made.

The chamber inside was small, and it was the most her place I’d ever stood in, more so even than the workshop behind our house in Fenhollow where she’d repaired class stones by lamplight while I fell asleep to the sound of filing, because this was where she’d done the real work, the secret work, the work she’d never been able to do at home with a child in the next room and the kingdom watching for exactly this.

I stood in the doorway and I couldn’t move for a moment, because the smell of it reached me first, faint under years of stone-cold air: forge-metal and catalyst dust and something herbal she’d always kept burning low when she worked, a scent I hadn’t smelled since I was sixteen and that put me, for one disorienting heartbeat, back in the workshop behind our house with my mother alive and bent over a bench. The trusted party waited behind me and let me stand there. Rosalie’s hand found my back. I breathed the dead-smell of my living mother’s last workshop and I made myself step inside.

A forge altar sat at the center, smaller than the great one we’d glimpsed last term, an older shape, the fourth receptacle the lore had hinted at, polished oath-metal gone soft grey with age, still faintly warm to a Smith’s touch after God knew how many years, warming further under my hand as oath-metal warmed for the blood that made it. A worktable along one wall, her tools still laid out as a working smith leaves a bench they mean to return to, oath-metal files and catalyst dishes and a set of crystal probes and a forge-hammer with a worn handle that I picked up and could not put down, because her hands had worn that handle smooth across years exactly as mine had worn smooth the small oval class stone I carried everywhere. I stood in my dead mother’s last workshop holding her hammer, and the circle stood quiet behind me and let me, and I turned the hammer in my hands with the same motion I gave the stone, her habit in her son’s fingers, and Octavia made a small broken sound behind me, because she’d watched Elyse Ward turn that exact hammer in that exact motion across a worktable during their years together.

On the shelf above the bench, catalyst dust in tiny vials, crystals in colors that didn’t correspond to the normal spectrum, the collection I’d seen the smaller version of in her kit at home. A second forge journal, a working one, half-finished, abandoned mid-entry. And in the center of the worktable, set apart, where she’d left it for me, knowing I’d be the only one who could ever reach it, knowing that the lock she’d built would open for no one but the crest she’d passed to her son: a wooden box, and a key, and a folded sheet of paper.

I opened the box first. Inside was the rest of the journal’s cipher key, the secondary layer, the forge-metal frequencies I’d never had, the thing that unlocked the forty percent of her journal I’d spent a year unable to read.

I opened the paper last.

It was a letter. To me. In her clear midnight hand, in plain script, no cipher, because she’d known that whoever opened this box would be her son and her son alone, and she had nothing left to hide from him.

I read it aloud, to the circle, because they were the circle and this was theirs to hear, and because I couldn’t have borne to read it alone.



Garrick,

If you’re reading this, you’re old enough to have awakened, and good enough to have reached the deep, and the secondary key in this box means the rest of the journal is open to you now. Read all of it. You’ll understand what I was, and what they did, and why.

But I won’t make you read a cipher to learn the most important thing, so I’ll write it plain.

The Concord didn’t kill Class Smiths because we repair classes. They could tolerate repair. A Smith who fixes a fractured channel is an inconvenience, a black-market locksmith, a problem they manage with a sealing and a tribunal. They’ve tolerated repair for two centuries; they tolerated your great-grandmother, who repaired classes in forge-towns under a false name her whole life and died in her bed.

They killed us in earnest only when one of us reached for the thing they truly fear. And I reached for it.

There is a tier of forge-work above repair, above unsealing, above even the hybridization you’ll have found in the vaults by now. It is called True Class Revelation, and it has been performed exactly once in recorded history, at the First Forge, before the Concord existed, and it produced a class that had never been before and could not be sealed, because you cannot seal what you cannot classify, and an Examiner’s whole craft is the classification of a thing before they freeze it.

A class the Concord cannot seal. That is the thing they fear above all others. Not a Smith who mends their damage. A Smith who makes their damage impossible. The Examiner severs and seals and silences, and her entire power rests on the fixed-class doctrine, on the certainty that every class can be classified and therefore controlled. A class that cannot be classified is the end of the Examiner. It is the end of the Concord. It is the end of the fixed stars.

I was building toward the second Revelation in history. I had a circle: a duelist, a healer, and a young theorist of extraordinary gift named Octavia, whom you may have met if she survived, and whom I hope to God survived. We were close. Two of the three evolution stages, with Octavia. The compound-class book was nearly finished. We were going to make a class the Concord could not seal, and we were going to teach the kingdom that class was not a fixed star but a thing that could grow, and they understood, before I fully did, that this would end them.

So they killed me. Not for repair. For the thing above repair. They sent an Examiner to seal my circle, and they sent me north, to a dead zone where my power couldn’t save me, and they arranged an accident, as they always arrange accidents, and the kingdom mourned a smith who botched a ritual and never knew it had lost the woman who almost set it free.

I’m sorry, Garrick. I’m sorry I won’t be there. I’m sorry you’ll have to do this alone, or nearly alone, though if you’ve read this far you’ve found people, because the work cannot be done alone, and I trust you to have found them.

Finish it. Not for me. For the thing itself. Make the class they can’t seal. Free the fixed stars.

The route to the First Forge is in the decoded journal now, beyond Valebright, beyond the settled edge of the kingdom, in the frontier where the maps go blank. That’s where the only Revelation in history was performed. That’s where you finish what I started.

I love you. I’m proud of you, whatever you’ve become, because I know what you came from, and I know it was good.

Mother



I stopped reading, because I couldn’t read any more, and the chamber was silent, and my mother’s forge-hammer was still in my hand, the handle worn smooth by hands I’d never see again.

Nobody spoke for a long moment. Then Rosalie came and put her arms around me, and Isolde set her hand on my shoulder, a swordswoman’s grip, and Thalia, who didn’t touch people easily, stood close, and Maeve, who’d insisted on descending despite the cracked bridge, pressed her small hand against my back, and the circle held me while I held the last thing my mother made.

“She loved you,” Rosalie said into my shoulder, with the certainty her hands carried, the warmth that held people together. “You can hear it in every line. She wrote a letter to a son she knew she might never see grow up, and she spent half of it making sure you wouldn’t be alone, telling you you’d have found people, trusting you to. She was right. You found us.” Her hand stayed warm on my arm, and her wet green gaze steadied on my face. “She’d have liked us, I think. I’d have liked her. A healer who repaired class stones for commoners by lamplight and charged what people could pay. That’s the kind of healer I want to be. That’s the kind House Arden was too frightened to let me become.” She pressed her palm flat over my heart, warmth bleeding through it. “She’d be proud of you, Garrick. Not someday. Now. Already.”

“She kept her bench like a working smith,” Isolde said, gruff, offering tenderness she didn’t do easily, her hand still on my shoulder. “Tools laid out to come back to. Hammer worn smooth. That’s a craftsman, not a martyr. She didn’t go north to die. She went north because they tricked a working smith into a job she couldn’t refuse and a place her power couldn’t save her, and she fought it the way a craftsman fights, by leaving the bench ready for whoever came next.” Her cold-proud eyes met mine. “She left it ready for you. That’s not grief. That’s an inheritance. Pick up the hammer.”

I was already holding the hammer. I held it tighter.

“She had a circle,” Octavia said, finally, very quietly, and her voice was wrecked, because she’d been one of it, the young theorist of extraordinary gift, and she’d just heard her dead mentor hope to God she’d survived. “A duelist, a healer, and me. I was the theorist. I was the third point.” She pressed her hand to her own sternum, to the sealed Saint beneath it. “Caelira sealed me because I was the surviving member of Elyse’s circle. The duelist and the healer, I never knew what happened to them, they vanished, but I was here, on faculty, too visible to disappear, so they sealed me instead and let me live as a warning. The seal on me isn’t just a class murder. It’s the unfinished business of your mother’s Revelation. They cut the third point of her circle so the work could never be completed.” Tears streamed behind her glasses, but her focus held on me. “And you’ve rebuilt a circle already larger than hers, with another point still forming. You’re doing the thing she died trying to do. You’re finishing it.”

Understanding settled over all of us, the truth of what we were, what we’d accidentally become. The academy could whisper harem all it liked. We were the thing Elyse Ward had died building: a Smith’s circle reaching for the class the Concord couldn’t seal.

“That’s why Caelira’s so afraid of the bond,” Thalia said slowly, piecing it together even now, even in grief. “The shield. We thought it was just a tactical defense. It’s not. The circle’s resonance is the mechanism. A class held by a deep enough circle can’t be classified from the outside, because it’s not a fixed thing anymore, it’s a living resonance shared across people, and you can’t seal what you can’t pin down.” Her smoky eyes were grim. “She didn’t come to break our defense. The circle is the thing she came to prevent.”

Isolde was already there, already past the why and into the what-next, the swordswoman who heard a threat and reached for the timing. “Then she can’t let us finish it,” she said flatly. “The larger circle, the shield, the unsealable resonance, whatever we are now, she has to move before the work’s done.”

“She’s already moving,” Rosalie said softly, her hand pressed to the cold oath-metal wall, the seal-sense reaching, her gaze gone distant. “I can feel it. There’s fresh cold on the level above us. Not down here, not yet. But she felt this door open. She felt the cache. She knows what we found.” Her eyes came back to focus, grim. “She’s going to use the championship leg. It’s the only time she can reach us deep, with witnesses watching the wrong levels. She’s going to spring it tomorrow.”

I fitted the secondary key to my mother’s journal there in the chamber, the box’s contents to the locked pages, and the forty percent I’d never been able to read came open under it like a door, a year of half-blind study completing in a single turn of a key she’d left me. And I read, by the light of her small forge altar, the things she’d hidden under the second cipher, the route and the truth both.

The route to the First Forge laid itself out across the decoded pages, drawn in her careful hand: past Valebright, past the settled edge of the kingdom, into the frontier where the maps went blank, the lost Class Smith stronghold where the only True Class Revelation in history had been performed, the place with infrastructure deep enough to make another. There were notes in the margins, warnings, a reference to a keeper of the route, things half-decoded even now, but the shape of it was clear. The thing she’d started was finishable. The road to finishing it ran off the edge of the kingdom.

“The First Forge,” Octavia breathed, reading over my shoulder, the theorist recognizing what the route meant. “She found it. Or found the way to it. We never knew where it was, in all our work, the original Revelation site, it was a legend even to us. She had it the whole time. Under the second cipher.” She looked up at me, wet and bright. “That’s where you finish it, Garrick. The unsealable class. The thing she died building. It’s not at the academy. It never was. The academy was where you’d learn enough to begin. The First Forge is where you complete it.”

And I felt the shape of everything-after shift under me, the academy that had been my whole world since I arrived revealed at last as a door out of it and not the world itself, the road running off the kingdom’s edge toward the thing my mother died for.

And then the cost of the cache came due.

I’d been holding the strain of breaking my mother’s layered forge-lock, holding it as I held everything that hurt, and the moment I let myself feel the letter, the moment the work was done and the grief came in, my reserves gave out all at once. The chamber tilted. The forge-hammer slipped from my hand. I heard it hit the oath-metal floor a very long way away, and then I was on the floor beside it, the deep strain finally collapsing me, the taste of copper at the back of my throat, my crest flaring too bright and then guttering.

“Garrick!” Rosalie was on me in an instant, her Woundbloom blazing gold, her hands on my crest, pouring warmth into my emptied reserves. “His crest’s crashing, he burned everything breaking that lock and then the letter, the grief spiked his resonance, Octavia, I need you, this is class-depletion, not blood-loss, I can’t refill a crest, I can only hold the body, you can mend a class…”

And Octavia, the sealed Saint, did the thing she shouldn’t have been able to do, the thing that proved she was already more than her baseline even before the unsealing: she got down on the other side of me and pressed her hands over Rosalie’s, and she reached for the dormant power under her own seal, just a thread of it, just what leaked past the lock Caelira had set, and she fed it into my crashing crest, healer-of-healers, a Saint mending a Smith, and between the two of them, Rosalie holding my body and Octavia feeding my class, they caught me before I went all the way down.

I came back slowly, the chamber resolving, my mother’s forge-altar glowing soft beside me, the circle’s faces over me, Rosalie’s hands gold on my chest and Octavia’s hands gold over hers.

“You did it again,” Rosalie said, shaky with relief, half-scolding, her matter-of-fact tenderness fraying at the edges. “You held the strain until the work was done and then crashed the second you let yourself feel anything. You have to stop doing that. One of these times Octavia won’t be down here to feed your crest, and I can hold a body but I can’t refill a class.” Her green eyes were wet. “You found your mother. You found her cache, her letter, her route. That’s enough for one night. Let me get you up off this floor and into the light before you join her down here for good.”

“Octavia fed my crest,” I said, the realization landing through the exhaustion. “You mended a class. Through the seal. With a thread of Saint that leaked past the lock.” I looked up at her. “You’re already more than your baseline. The seal’s failing on its own, or you’re stronger than they could fully cut. Tomorrow, when I unseal you, there’s going to be a lot more than a thread.”

“Tomorrow we descend for the championship,” Octavia said, the control gathering back, but looser now, the wall still down. “Caelira’s going to spring her trap in the deep. We’ll need every advantage.” Her amber eyes held mine. “Including a Class Saint, fully unsealed. Which means the unsealing can’t wait until after the championship leg, as we’d planned. It has to be tonight, or there won’t be a Saint to fight with.” She drew a breath, the decision moving up, the decade of fear and the day’s resolve and the night’s grief all driving toward the same point. “Get him stable, Rosalie. Get him fed and rested. And then.” Her voice dropped, the verbal control cracking on the last of it, the thing she’d held for ten years arriving early. “Then bring him to my office. Tonight. We unseal the Saint tonight, in the academy where she sealed me, while she walks the halls. I’m not waiting another day to be whole. Not with the trap closing. Not with everything we are at stake.”

“Tonight,” I said.

I got to my feet with my mother’s worn forge-hammer in my hand and a decoded route to the First Forge open on the table, and I tucked the hammer into my belt where it would stay, and turned toward the long climb up.


Chapter 17: The Grief Layer

Rosalie fed me until my crest stopped guttering and then made me eat real food, and Brennan rigged his amplifier to stand by in case the unsealing crashed me as the cache had, and Thalia watched the corridors with her Shadow Auditor sight for any sign of Caelira’s cold moving toward the faculty wing, and by the time I climbed the steps to Octavia’s office near midnight I was as ready as deep forge-work the night before a lethal descent could make a man.

The office was exactly as I remembered it from last term, thicker carpet, steady amber resonance lamps, bookshelves to the ceiling, the dark-glazed ceramic tea set older than the academy with its hairline-crack glaze. Octavia stood at her desk when I came in, and she crossed to the door behind me and engaged the heavy brass bolt she always engaged out of habit, and then she set the privacy ward, and then she did a thing I’d never seen her do: she set a second ward over the first, a stronger one, the kind a Class Saint would know how to lay even with most of her power sealed.

“So she can’t feel it from the east wing,” Octavia said, her back to me, her hand on the ward. “When the Saint comes back. It’ll blaze, Garrick. A decade of sealed power flooding loose, in the same academy where she sealed it. She’ll feel it as surely as Rosalie feels her cold. This ward won’t hide it forever, nothing could, but it’ll buy us the hour we need, and by the time she feels it, it’ll already be done, and she’ll have to live with the fact that I was unsealed under her nose and she felt it too late to stop it.” She turned, and her gaze behind the glasses was bright and steady and terrified all at once. “Petty of me. To want her to feel it. I’ve waited a long time to be petty about anything. Indulge me.”

“It’s not petty,” I said. “She sealed you in this academy as a warning to everyone else. You’re going to be unsealed in it as a warning to her. That’s not petty. That’s justice with the right address.”

Something in her face eased, and then sharpened, the old wound and the old want both rising at once, ten years of each.

“Then let’s begin,” she said. “Read the seal first. Tell me what she did to me. I want to hear it. I’ve carried it a decade and never been told the shape of it; they restrained me and cut me and left me, and I never knew the architecture of my own murder. You’re the only person alive who can read it. So read it.” Her voice did the thing it did when the control thinned, dropping a register, holding too long. “Name what she did. I need to hear it named before I can let it be undone.”

She crossed to the chaise by the bookshelves, the one I suspected she slept on more nights than she’d admit, and she sat, and she began, with hands that were not entirely steady, to undo the structured collar of her academic robe, baring her throat and the upper slope of her chest and the pendant resting there, Elyse’s class stone, my mother’s stone, in the valley between her breasts.

I knelt in front of her, close, as Class Sight and the forge both required, and I set two fingers to her sternum above the pendant, and I let the gold pour into my eyes and read the seal Caelira Orent had laid on a Class Saint ten years ago.

It was the cruelest thing I’d ever read.

“It’s a Saint’s seal,” I said, slow, my fingers light on her warm skin, reading the imprisoned structure beneath. “The highest tier. She didn’t cut a branch like they cut Isolde, or thread a family seal like they did Rosalie. She took a complete Class Saint, the healer-of-healers, the highest healing class there is, and she froze the whole thing solid, every branch, every channel, all at once, and locked it down to a baseline that would let you live and teach and never be more than a theory professor.” The anger came up in me the way it always did, not heat but a drop in temperature, my hands going very still and my voice going very even. “And she built it to last. There are layers, Octavia. The first layer freezes the Saint. The second layer feeds on your own resonance to keep the freeze fed, so that every day you live, your own class energy maintains the lock that imprisons it; you’ve been powering your own cage.” I read the last of it, the gold steady in my eyes. “And the third layer.” My focus narrowed, naming it for her as she’d asked. “The third layer is keyed to grief. She tied the seal to your guilt over my mother. So that every time you mourned Elyse, every time you blamed yourself for not saving her, the seal pulled tighter. She made your grief the lock’s fuel. She made sure that the worse you felt about failing your mentor, the more sealed you became. She built it so that your own mourning would imprison you deeper, year after year, with no bottom to it.”

Octavia made a sound, low, broken, her composure shattering on it.

“That’s why,” she whispered. “That’s why it got worse, not better. I thought, I thought grief was supposed to fade, and mine never did, it got heavier every year, I thought I was just, just weak, just unable to forgive myself, and it was her, she built it into the lock, she made my grief the thing that, oh God, she made me imprison myself with my own love for your mother.” Tears spilled past the blown-wide pupils, the focus that tracked mouths gone helpless. “She knew I’d grieve Elyse forever, and she made the grief the fuel, so I’d never get free, so I’d power my own cage with the best thing in me.”

“She knew exactly what she was doing,” I agreed, and Octavia must have felt the chill come off me, because she shivered under my hands; the colder I got, the steadier they went, and they were about to do something difficult and exact. “Which is why I’m going to undo it exactly. Layer by layer. And I’m going to start with the grief layer, Octavia, because I want to take that one off you first. I want the lock to stop feeding on your love for my mother before I do anything else. You’ve powered her cage with your grief for ten years. Tonight you stop.” I held her gaze. “This is going to hurt. Unsealing a Saint is the highest unsealing there is, and every thread I cut releases a year of frozen power. You’re going to feel the decade come loose all at once. Hold onto me. Don’t hold it in. Whatever comes loose, let it come.”

“Let it come,” she repeated, and gripped my forearm, the forge-scarred forearm, the hands she’d watched since the first lesson, and the burn scars under her fingers, and she held on.

And I forged.



I went after the grief layer first, as I’d told her I would, and I want to describe it plainly, the same as I’ve described every unsealing, because it was the thing my mother’s letter had named, the work above repair, and I was doing it on the third point of my mother’s own circle, in the academy where the woman who’d helped murder her had locked it.

The grief layer was woven through everything, because grief is woven through everything, and I had to find each place where Caelira had tied the seal to Octavia’s mourning and cut it loose without cutting the mourning itself, because the grief was real and hers and not a thing to be taken, only the weaponization of it, only the cruel engineering that had made her love into her cage.

I found the first thread, the place where her guilt over not saving Elyse fed the freeze, and I cut it, and Octavia’s whole body jerked and she made a sound like a sob torn loose, because cutting that thread released ten years of frozen grief along with it, a decade of suppression coming apart.

“There,” I said, low, steady, my fingers working her crest, the gold blazing in my eyes. “That’s one. Your grief’s not the fuel anymore. It’s just grief now. Just love for a woman you lost. The way it should have been all along. Feel that?”

“I feel it,” she gasped, and the tears were pouring now, but they were clean tears, grief that was just grief, not a lock tightening. “It’s, it doesn’t pull anymore. I can mourn her and it doesn’t, it doesn’t make it worse. Oh. Oh. Ten years and it finally, it just, it’s just sad now, it’s just sad and not a trap.”

I kept cutting. Thread by thread, the grief layer came apart, and each thread released a memory’s worth of frozen mourning, and I felt them go through her like a fever breaking, a love turned into a cage coming loose into a love that was just a love. She made sounds I’d never heard her make, the controlled professor who chose every word reduced to wordless grief, clean grief, the kind Caelira had welded to the lock and denied her all this time.

“Keep going,” she gasped, when I paused to read the next layer, her hand gripping my forearm hard enough to bruise. “Don’t stop because I’m crying. The crying’s the point. She made me imprison myself with my own grief and I’ve never been allowed to just grieve. Cut all of it. Let it all out. I’ve been holding ten years of it behind that seal.”

The next threads were worse because they had anchors in them.

Not words. Not pictures. Class Sight didn’t translate memory like a book opening under my eyes, but grief leaves pressure and shape, and Caelira had tied the seal to those shapes with obscene care. One anchor tasted of public silence, a grief spike wrapped tight around the act of almost speaking Elyse’s name. Another carried forced composure, the pressure of a hand held steady while every line of the crest wanted to shake. A third was newer, sharper in its sympathy, keyed to my cadence and the resemblance that made Octavia’s Saint resonance flare before the seal drank it down.

“The lecture hall,” Octavia whispered, because she could feel the shapes leaving her as I cut them. Her voice broke on the recognition. “After Elyse died. I almost said her name in front of the class.”

I cut the hook and left the grief.

“Faculty dinner,” she said, breath hitching as the next anchor loosened. “A toast for the dead. My hand shook around the glass, and I thought nobody saw.”

“She did,” I said.

“And the essay.” Her grip tightened on my forearm hard enough to bruise. “Yours. The handwriting was so much like hers I had to sit down. She used that too? Even that?”

“Every grief she could reach.”

“Then cut her out of all of them.”

So I did. I left the memories. I left Elyse’s laugh where Octavia had kept it. I left the ache of the empty chair and the essay in her hand and the name she had not been able to say without bleeding power into the lock. I cut only the parasite, the cruel little hooks by which Caelira had made each human sorrow serve a machine. Each thread that came free made Octavia cry harder and breathe easier, and by the time I reached the last of them she was mourning my mother with nothing in the room answering except her own heart.

So I cut all of it, and I let it all out, and then I reached the resonance layer, the one that fed on her own class energy to keep the freeze fed, the cruelest piece of engineering in the whole seal, the part that had made her power her own cage for a decade. That one fought me harder, because it had years of her own Saint resonance invested in it, her own strength turned against her, and burning through it meant cutting her free from the part of the lock that was made of her. The strain found the bottom of my reserves somewhere in it, a copper taste rising at the back of my throat, my vision tunneling at the edges. My hands wanted to tremble; I locked them flat against her sternum and the pendant and kept working, severing each thread where her own resonance fed the freeze, releasing it back to her, all that stolen strength returning to the woman it belonged to. Octavia held my forearm and held all the years she’d kept bricked up and let them break loose, just as I’d told her to, the controlled professor coming apart in clean sobs as the suppression released layer by layer, the Saint underneath pushing harder toward the light with every thread I cut.

And then I reached the first freeze layer, the great one, the lock on the Saint itself, and I set my hands flat over her sternum and the pendant both, my mother’s stone warm under my palm, and I burned through the lock Caelira Orent had set on a Class Saint, and the Saint came back.

It came back like a chrysalis breaking open, like a dam giving way, a decade of frozen power flooding loose all at once, and Octavia arched off the chaise with a cry as the most powerful healing class in existence reawakened in her chest, the warm gold light blazing out of her crest so bright it lit the whole office, and her whole body lit with it, the heavy curves and the unbound hair and the warm focused gaze, all of it suffused with the returning Saint.

Class: Sealed Class Saint → Class Saint (partial). New: Saint’s Mending (heal classes, not just bodies), Ward Break (resist and undo seals). Flaw: full tier still locked; using it marks her to the Concord.

The new note hit me like a second forge. Not because it was unexpected. Because the implications were too large for the hour we had left.

Ward Break did not sit in her class like a blade. It sat like an immune response. The Saint did not fight a seal by becoming colder than it; she fought it by recognizing that a lock on a living class was an injury and demanding the body remember health. I could feel the difference immediately. My work with Class Sight found the architecture, named the damage, cut and rebuilt. Octavia’s restored Saint reached for the same injury and made the sealed thing want to reject the foreign structure from inside.

She felt it too. Her hand rose from her own crest, trembling, and she touched the outer edge of the privacy ward she’d laid over the room. Carefully. Barely a brush.

The ward shivered.

Not broken. Not yet. But it flexed away from her fingers as if a healer had pressed around a splinter and the flesh had decided, finally, that the splinter did not belong there.

“Oh,” Octavia breathed. “That’s what it is.”

“Don’t push it.”

“I know.” She withdrew her hand at once, because the Saint was awake but the woman carrying her had just survived a decade breaking open. “Not tonight. But I can feel where a seal admits it isn’t part of the patient. Garrick, that’s not only counterwork. That’s diagnosis and refusal in the same motion.”

“Tomorrow, we use it once if we have to. Not as a habit.”

“Tomorrow,” she agreed, and the old professor steadiness found the new Saint glow and became something sharper. “Once, exactly placed, with you reading the structure and Thalia reading the seam. Rosalie can feel the cold. I can make the lock’s own host reject it. That is not a plan yet, but it is the beginning of one.”

“It’s back,” Octavia gasped, her hands flying to her own chest, to the blazing crest, the warm gold pouring out between her fingers. “It’s, I can feel it, the core of it, the first true tier, I’m, I’m awake, she sealed me ten years ago and you broke it, you broke her lock, in her academy, I’m awake, I’m awake, I’m a Saint again.” It poured out of her without a single syllable chosen, years of careful diction breaking apart into a flood she didn’t try to dam, the relief of a stolen class handed back arriving as language she could finally stop rationing. “I can heal classes. I can feel it, Saint’s Mending, I could mend a fractured channel like you do, I could, oh, and Ward Break, I can feel that too, I can undo a seal, I’m a counter-Examiner, she made me the exact thing she fears.” She gripped my face in both hands, her amber eyes streaming and blazing. “You gave the Saint back to me. Enough of her to stand. Enough of her to fight. You gave her back.”

And then the decade of suppression broke the rest of the way, and the verbal control she’d hoarded all that time shattered completely, and the woman who chose every word like a surgeon stopped choosing.



This was the payoff of all of it, of a strict professor who’d watched my mouth shape syllables since the first lesson and never let herself say what the watching meant, and the unsealing had stripped away the last thing keeping the wall up.

She kissed me first, because the unsealing had left her past all hesitation, and she kissed like a woman who’d spent ten years rationing herself and had just been told the rationing was over, and her glasses were already off, her dark-gold hair already loose from the structured twist, falling in heavy waves past her shoulders, changing her entire presence from professor to woman. I’d seen Octavia Crest a hundred times in a structured chignon with reading glasses pushed up on top, the line of her authority drawn tight. I’d seen her hair loose once before, but here the difference landed harder: loose waves down around the warm curves, the amber eyes blown wide and wet, and the whole point of her made visible, the control and what it had been containing.

“Ten years,” she said against my mouth, her voice wrecked and unguarded, the precise diction dissolved entirely. “I’ve watched your mouth and chosen every word so carefully and told myself it was professional, resonance articulation, the mouth as an instrument. The wanting was there under the theory. I’ve wanted to put my mouth on you since I admitted I wanted the man standing in front of me, Elyse’s son and Garrick both, and I hated myself for it, the professor wanting the student, your mentor’s son, and I held the whole of it back.” Her hands were already at the rest of her robe, the heavy curves coming free, the body she’d organized under tailored fabric for a decade finally let out, the full breasts and the wide hips and the soft structured frame, the pendant swinging between her breasts. “And I’m done holding. The seal’s broken and the wall’s broken and I’m going to say all the words I’ve kept behind my teeth and do all the things I wouldn’t, and you’re going to let me, because I chose this, every word of it, all of it mine.”

“Say them,” I said, reading her exactly, knowing that for Octavia the breaking of a decade’s restraint was the whole heat of it. “Everything you held back. Say it and do it. It’s yours.”

And she said them, and I took my time getting her there, because the unsealing had left her raw and over-sensitive, and the want she’d hoarded so long was a thing to draw out of her slowly rather than all at once.

I undressed her the rest of the way myself, deliberately, because she’d organized this body under tailored academic robes for so long and I wanted her to feel it appreciated and not hidden, and I drew the heavy full breasts free and the pendant settled in the valley between them, and I cupped their weight and thumbed across the nipples until a low unguarded sound dropped out of her, half a register beneath her lecturing voice, and she watched my hands on her with her pupils blown wide, the professor who’d watched mouths for a decade now watching forge-scarred hands map a body she’d kept under structure.

“Tell me what you held,” I said, low, my mouth moving down her throat, my hand sliding between the wide soft thighs, finding her already slick, the over-sensitive body of a freshly unsealed woman. “All of it. While I touch you. I want to hear every word you swallowed.”

“I held everything,” she gasped, her hips rolling into my hand, the verbal control fraying with each circle of my fingers against her clit. “I held the plain truth of it. Never once let myself say plainly that I wanted you like this, I’d say the new Class Smith and Elyse’s son and the student and never the whole filthy sentence, and I wanted you in my office at two in the morning with the door bolted and a decade of held words in my mouth, and I’m saying it now, I want you, I want your hands exactly where they are, I want my mouth on you, I want, oh, there, don’t stop, I want all the things a professor isn’t allowed to want about her mentor’s son and I’m done not saying them.” Her head fell back against the chaise, loose hair spilling, the slick heat of her riding my hand. “All those years of almost. I almost said the whole of it a hundred times and swallowed it and poured another cup of tea I didn’t want. No more almost. Make me come on your hand and then I’m putting my mouth on you and saying every filthy word I never let out.”

I made her come on my hand, the over-sensitive unsealed body breaking fast under my fingers, the Saint glow flaring gold across her sternum, and she cried out filthy precise want into the bolted office, and the moment the aftershocks let her move she slid down off the chaise and knelt.

She knelt, the strict professor on her knees by her own choice, her heavy curves in the lamplight, Elyse’s pendant swinging forward as she bent, and she looked up at me with her eyes blazing, the returned Saint and all the released years both lit in them, and she wrapped one soft hand around the base of my cock and parted her precise, controlled, perfectly disciplined lips and took the head of it into her mouth, exactly where she’d spent ten years refusing to let the wanting show.

She gave deep, worshipful oral, the mouth and voice and diction she’d weaponized for control finally unleashed, lips sealing wet and tight around my shaft and sliding down, her tongue working the underside, the soft suction of her drawing a groan out of me, and the contrast was the whole thing, the woman who chose each syllable like a surgeon undone and messy and eager, her cheeks hollowing, unbound hair falling around her face, her gaze locked up on mine, the eye contact she’d never allowed herself in a decade of watching mouths now fixed on me, on my face, while her own mouth worked the length of me.

“Watch me,” she said, pulling off just enough to speak, her lips swollen and slick, a thick string of saliva connecting them to the head of my cock, the messiness of it hotter than any neatness, the strict professor entirely gone. “Ten years I watched your mouth and never let you see me wanting it. So watch mine now. Every second of it. I’m done hiding what I am.” And she took me deep again, sinking my cock to the back of her throat, the wet gag and swallow, the breath snorting through her nose, the precise diction turned to a far more primal precision, her hand-in-hair, my fingers threading through the loose dark-gold waves, guiding her down, and she moaned around my cock, a sound that was pure released want vibrating up the shaft.

I let her have it, because it was hers, because this was the thing that mattered most for her, the verbal control breaking into filthy, precise dirty talk pouring out between strokes.

“I used to grade papers,” she gasped, pulling off my cock with a wet pop, her composed lecturer’s diction shaped now around words a professor should never say, a thread of spit stretching from her lower lip, “and watch you across the lecture hall shaping resonance syllables, and I’d have to stop and adjust my glasses and pretend I was thinking about the lesson, and I was thinking about this, about your hands in my hair and your cock in my mouth and being on my knees in my own office with the door bolted, the strict Professor Crest sucking her mentor’s son with her lips exactly where they shouldn’t be, and I hated how much I wanted it and I wanted it anyway.” She took me again, deep, swallowing me down, then off, her control gone in the best way. “And now I’m whole and I’m unsealed and the door’s bolted and your hands are in my hair, and I’m going to say every filthy thing I held while I do it, and you’re going to hear all of it, because I’m finally not choosing my words.”

“Then don’t stop,” I said, my hand fisting gently in the loose waves, taking control even as I let her lead the act, because that was the dance of it, her agency and my command braided. “Not the words and not your mouth. Every last thing you swallowed. I want all of it.”

She said all of it, and she gave all of it, the oral worship she’d hungered for through all those silent years, deep and worshipful and messy, her hand-in-hair and the wet sounds of her mouth working my cock and the strings of saliva she didn’t bother to wipe off her chin, the strict Professor Crest entirely undone with her mouth full of me and her gaze locked up on mine, and I let her have it for a long time because it was hers, because the plain sexual truth she’d never once let herself say whole was finally pouring out of her through exactly the act she’d hungered for, and the longer she sucked the more the filthy precise words spilled between strokes, the lecturer’s diction shaped now around things she’d have failed a student for saying.

The kneeling had unleashed what she’d held, and the want had turned from giving to needing, her thighs pressing together, the slick heat of her built past bearing, all that hoarded restraint curdled into a hunger to be taken. I gripped her unbound hair gently and drew her mouth off my cock, a last string of saliva breaking against her swollen lips, and I drew her up off her knees.

“Up,” I said, the command low and certain. “On the desk.” And the strict professor who’d given orders for a decade obeyed one with her whole undone body.

I bent her over her own desk, among the precise stacks of papers and the dark-glazed tea set older than the academy, one hand at the small of her back pressing her down, and I took a moment to look at her, because she’d organized this body under tailored academic robes for ten years and I wanted her to feel it seen: the wide soft hips, the heavy breasts pressed to the scattered papers, loose hair spilling across her own graded work, Elyse’s pendant trapped between her chest and the desk, the warm gold of the returned Saint glowing from her sternum and lighting the underside of her own bookshelves. I ran my forge-scarred hands down the curve of her back to her wide hips and gripped, and I read exactly where she was, and I notched the head of my cock against the slick swollen heat of her cunt, and she pushed back against me, the professor begging without words.

“Ask me for it,” I said. “Out loud. Not as theory. Plain.”

“Take me,” she gasped into her own papers, the verbal control gone to ash. “Don’t make me wait, I’ve waited long enough, take me, fill me, put your cock in me.”

And I took her, driving my cock into her in one long stroke, sinking it deep into the tight wet clutch of her until my hips pressed flush against her.

She came apart the moment I was fully inside her, her cunt clenching and rippling around me, the decade of suppression and the returned Saint and the held want all releasing at once, and the warm gold of the Class Saint welled up out of her crest in a slow rising tide of light that spread across the whole office, reaching the bookshelves and the tea set and the bolted door, the most powerful healer class in existence reawakened and pouring its light across the room where it had been sealed.

“Harder,” she gasped, the precise voice broken down to its primal core, the professor undone over her own desk. “I held everything for so long, I don’t want to be held anymore, take me, take all of it, harder.” And I gave it to her harder, fucking her deep and steady, gripping her wide hips, my cock pistoning into her slick grip, the desk shifting under us, her graded papers scattering, the wet slap of my hips against her ass filling the bolted office, the strict Professor Crest bent over her own work and crying out, and the verbal control was gone entirely now, a stream of filthy precise want with nothing left damming it.

“This is what they buried,” she gasped between thrusts, the heavy breasts swaying against the scattered papers, the Saint glow lighting the desk. “The Saint. The woman who’d bend over her own desk for her mentor’s son with her papers scattering and not care, the one who’d say fuck me, take me, fill me in the very office where they restrained her. Ten years I mourned her like she was dead, and she was only ever locked in a drawer, and you opened it.” Her voice broke on the grief of it, joy and ten years of loss at once. “She’s still here. She was here the whole time. Say my name. Octavia. Say it like I’m a woman and not a faculty post.”

“Octavia,” I said, gripping her hips, the desk creaking, my command low and certain even as I gave her what she’d held a decade to ask for. “Spend all of it right here, over your own desk where she sealed you. Loud as you want.”

“I won’t hold a single thing back, not anymore,” she cried, the diction gone, the held breath spilling all at once, and the Saint glow surged at it, the bond flaring gold.

Then she reared up under me, off the desk, and turned in my arms to put her mouth back near mine, because for Octavia the surrender lived in the voice before the gaze. She wrapped her hand around the back of my neck and pulled my ear down to her lips so that I’d hear every unrationed word the instant it left her, the held decade poured directly into my ear, and she sank back onto my cock that way, chest to chest, her mouth at my ear, the place she’d spend her last syllables.

“A whole career of choosing every syllable, and listen to me now,” she breathed against my ear, the diction gone at last. “The professor. The Saint. Undone by her mentor’s son, unsealed in the academy where they sealed her, and saying every filthy thing she never let out, right into your ear where you can’t pretend you didn’t hear it. This is what I am under all the control. Hear it. Don’t miss a syllable.”

I heard all of it, every rationed syllable spilling hot against my ear at last, and I sank my cock back into her chest to chest, her heavy breasts crushed warm against me, the pendant, my mother’s stone, blazing gold between us in the light of her returned Saint, her thighs spread wide around my hips, and I fucked her deep and read her exactly to the edge, her wrecked voice pouring a decade of swallowed want straight into my ear, and I gave her precisely what the long-suppressed woman needed at precisely the moment her crest told me she was there.



She came with the Saint blazing through its first true tier, and it was unlike anything else in the circle, because where Rosalie pulsed gold and Isolde discharged lightning, Octavia’s climax came with the reawakened core of a Class Saint flooding loose, the warm gold light surging out of her crest and washing over both of us and the whole room, healing-of-healers resonance pouring through the bond, and the decade of grief and suppression and held want released all at once in it, and where Maeve’s restoration had come as helpless joy and Isolde’s as electric relief, Octavia’s came as voice, the dammed decade of unspoken words breaking loose in a flood she finally let pour, every syllable she’d rationed spilling out at once, blazing with returned power and saying all of it where for ten years she’d said none.

“Oh, God,” she cried into my ear, the composed professor entirely gone, her cunt clenching tight around my cock, the Saint blazing. “It’s back, enough of it is back, I’m awake, I’m coming and I’m awake, she sealed me and you broke it and I’m, oh, I’m a Saint again, and I’m saying every word, hear them, I’m not rationing one, take it, give it to me, all of it, come in me, fill me up, I want all of it, yes…”

I went over with her, the desk creaking, my hands gripping her wide hips hard enough to mark, groaning, driving my cock to the root with the final deep push, and I spilled into her in thick pulses, emptying everything into her clenching cunt while the Saint’s gold light filled the room to its corners, and the bond peaked, and our crests synchronized, hers radiant with the warm gold of the reawakened Saint’s core and mine the deeper gold of the Smith, the two of them pulsing together, the forge resonance and the Saint’s resonance braiding, and Octavia’s resonance point seared into the circle pattern as the unsealing completed, the most powerful unsealing I’d ever performed finding its place in the geometry.

We came down slowly, tangled across her desk among the scattered graded papers, the Saint’s light gradually banking from a blaze to a warm glow, the pendant settling back into the valley of her breasts, and for a while she just held onto me and shook, all of it, the seal and the unsealing and the released want, working its way through her.

“Ten years,” she said, finally, her voice raw, her hair wild, the glasses forgotten somewhere on the floor. “Sealed and silent both, and you broke the one and the other in a single night, in her academy, under her nose.” She pressed her hand to her own crest, to the warm Saint glow, the wonder of it still landing. “I’m a Class Saint again. Saint’s Mending. Ward Break. I can heal classes and I can undo seals. Garrick, do you understand what that makes me, against her?” Her gaze came up, and under the wrecked tenderness there was something hard and bright and decade-old. “She can seal. I can unseal. She froze my class as a warning, and now I can break the exact craft she uses, the one she taught her own hand. When she comes for the circle in the deep tomorrow, the Smith will be there, and the healer who feels her cold, and the spy who sees her seals. So will the Saint she thought she murdered, with the power to undo every lock she lays.” A breath. “I’m going down with you tomorrow. Against protocol. Against her expectation. The third point of your mother’s circle, unsealed at last, coming to break the woman who sealed it.”

“You’re going down with us,” I agreed, exhausted and certain, Octavia’s resonance point searing on my crest. “Ward Break against her seals. The Saint she murdered, awake. She went to sleep tonight feeling a sealed professor she’d written off as finished long ago. She has no idea what’s walking down after her tomorrow.”

“And the first thing she’ll feel,” Octavia said, the petty satisfaction she’d asked me to indulge fully in her voice now, every word of it unchosen and unhurried in a way it hadn’t been in ten years, “is a Class Saint blazing in the academy where she thought she’d ended one forever.” She laughed, raw and free, her shoulders dropping as if a locked brace had snapped open, the Saint glow easing warm through her chest, and pressed her face into my shoulder. For a moment she just breathed me in, the smell of forge-metal and the warmth of a man who’d given her back a decade. “Let her feel it. Let her feel exactly how completely she failed. I waited a long time to make that woman feel something, and tonight she felt it too late to stop it.”

She didn’t sleep. Neither did I. We lay in the bolted office among her scattered graded papers with the Saint’s glow banked to a low gold ember between us, and somewhere past midnight she started to plan, the precise diction creeping back but loose now, unrationed, mapping Ward Break against Caelira’s lattice out loud as she’d once mapped a lecture, and I listened to a Class Saint think out loud after ten years of forced silence, and it was the most dangerous sound in the academy.

Before the planning took her entirely, I made her stop long enough for care, because restored power still lived in a body that had been gutted by a decade. I found her glasses under the chaise, rinsed the blood from under my nose, and pressed a cup of cooling tea into her hands until she drank it instead of using it as a prop for composure. She tried, once, to stand and retrieve a notebook from the shelf herself. Her knees failed on the first step, not dramatically, just enough to tell the truth, and I caught her around the waist before pride could turn it into a fall.

“Sit,” I said.

She opened her mouth, probably to object on faculty principle.

“Professor.”

That stopped her. Then, to my surprise, it made her laugh, raw and low and almost embarrassed. “Cruel man.”

“Exact man.”

“Unfortunately.” She sat. She let me bring the notebook. She let me wrap the robe back around her shoulders, not to hide her but to keep her warm. Only then did she open the page and begin the first Ward Break diagram with a hand that shook less than it had any right to, the grief layer quiet at last, the Saint awake, the plan taking shape in ink.


Chapter 18: The Examiner’s Endgame

Caelira moved openly the morning of the championship leg, which told me everything I needed to know, because a hunter who’s been patient for two decades doesn’t move openly until patience has run out.

She summoned me to the Examiner’s Hall at dawn, and I went, because I wanted to read her one more time before we went down into the dark together, and because there was a part of me, the forge-town part that watched for ten minutes before speaking, that wanted to look at the woman who’d helped kill my mother and the woman who’d sealed Octavia and the woman who’d come for Maeve, and stand in front of her knowing exactly what she was now.

The Examiner’s Hall was cold with a chill the rest of the academy never held, the anti-forge wards bleeding the warmth out of the air, frost-residue clinging to the slate walls, and Caelira sat behind a bare desk with the fixed-star sigil at her throat and the sealing stylus and binding rods laid out before her like a surgeon’s instruments, and she did not offer me tea this time, which was its own message.

“You unsealed Octavia Crest,” she said, without preamble, the smooth control thinner than I’d ever heard it. “Last night. I felt it. One hour too late, behind a ward I should have anticipated. A Class Saint, awake again, in this academy.” Her pale grey eyes rested on me, flat as a closed ledger. “Do you know, Mr. Ward, that I have sealed exactly one Class Saint in my career, and that it was her, ten years ago, three days after your mother died in the northern dead zone, and that it is the only piece of work I have ever performed that I considered permanent? A Saint’s seal is the hardest sealing there is. It should not have come off. It should never have come off.” Her hand settled flat on the desk beside the sealing stylus, very still, the stillness of a craftswoman confronted with a finished piece that has come undone in someone else’s hands. “You took it off in a single night. Which means I have badly underestimated what you’ve become, and I do not underestimate things twice.”

“You sealed the surviving member of my mother’s circle,” I said, plainly, watching her. “Octavia was the third point. The duelist and the healer vanished, but Octavia was too visible to disappear, so you cut her down to a warning and let her live ten years powering her own cage with grief you engineered into the lock.” I left that on the cold desk between us, the whole cruel shape of her work laid out where she couldn’t pretend I hadn’t read it. “You didn’t seal her because she was dangerous. You sealed her because she was the unfinished third of a Revelation. You cut the circle so the work could never complete. That’s what an Examiner does, isn’t it. Not class-murder for its own sake. Class-murder to keep the fixed stars fixed. To make sure no Smith ever makes the class you can’t seal.”

The Hall went very quiet.

I read her crest while she stood there, as I read everyone, the gold rising low in my eyes, because I wanted to look one more time at the structure of the woman who was my exact inverse, and what I saw was the saddest crest I’d ever read. An Examiner’s crest is a thing deliberately fixed, frozen by its own owner, the craft turned inward, and Caelira’s was scarred where she’d once sealed her own ambitions, the place where a younger woman had wanted to be more than a fixer of others and had cut that wanting out of herself to serve the order. I couldn’t read her past from it, Class Sight was forensic and not biographical, but I could read the shape of a person who’d done to herself the thing she did to others, who’d believed in the fixed stars so completely she’d fixed herself among them, and the architecture of it was a kind of grief.

She felt me read her. Of course she did; she was the one person in the kingdom whose craft was close enough to mine to feel a Smith’s Sight touch her crest.

“You’re reading me,” she said, and something almost like a smile touched her mouth, cold and small. “What do you see, Class Smith? Tell me. I’ve never been read by my own inverse before. I’m curious what your craft makes of mine.”

“I see a crest you fixed yourself,” I said, plainly, because the truth was the only thing that ever landed on her. “You sealed your own ambitions, a long time ago, to serve the order. You did to yourself what you do to everyone else. That’s why you believe it so completely, that classes should be fixed. Because you fixed yourself first, and you can’t have been wrong about that, or the whole of your life is a thing you did to yourself for nothing.” I held her pale eyes. “That’s not a diagnosis. My craft doesn’t read your past. But it’s all there in how you’re built. You’re the most thoroughly sealed person in this academy, and you did it with your own hand, and you’ve spent your whole career making everyone else as fixed as you because a person who’s caged themselves can’t bear to see anyone fly.”

For half a breath the cold slipped on Caelira Orent’s face, a thing I’d never seen there, and then it reset, the flat composure sealing back over the gap, but it had been there, and we both knew I’d seen it.

“So you found the cache,” Caelira said softly, moving past it, as she moved past anything that wasn’t certain. “Elyse’s last chamber. I felt it open. I wondered what was in it.” She studied me with the genuine, terrible interest of a craftsman examining an unexpected result. “You know what she was reaching for. The Revelation. The unsealable class. The end of my order.” She rose, unhurried, and came around the bare desk, and the chill that always traveled ahead of her thickened in the scoured air. “Then let me be honest with you, Mr. Ward, since the time for tea and offers is past. I came here to contain a Smith who repairs. The Concord would have tolerated that, eventually, with enough sealings to keep you small. But a Smith finishing the second Revelation in history, a Smith building a larger circle with a fifth point forming, a Smith who can undo a Saint’s seal in a single night, that is not a containment problem. That is the thing my entire order exists to end. And I am very good at ending things.”

“I know you are,” I said. “I read your work. It’s careful. It’s permanent. It’s the inverse of everything I do. You should know that I find it beautiful, in the way a thing built to last is beautiful, and that I’m going to undo all of it anyway, because a thing built to imprison people is still a prison even when it’s beautifully made.”

“You won’t undo all of it.” Her voice never rose, never sharpened, stayed courteous to the cold last. “You’ll undo what you can reach, one at a time, until I reach the thing you can’t protect, and then I’ll do to your circle what the Concord did to your mother’s, and what I did to Octavia after it broke. My order ended fourteen Smiths before you, and not one of them was the exception. Every one of them thought they were. Every one of them had a reason it would be different. It is never different.” She inclined her colorless head. “Today is the championship leg. The deepest sealed level opens for the descent, watched by four academies in the scrying mirrors. You’ll go down, because the great altar is down there and you need it, and because you think facing me is the only way to stop me reaching the people you protect. You’re right about both. Go down. I’ll be watching.” A pause, the velvet entirely gone. “And somewhere in the dark, far below the mirrors, where the witnesses are watching the wrong levels, there will be a tragic Descent accident, just as there was a tragic ritual accident for your mother in a northern dead zone. The kingdom will mourn a brilliant young Smith who went too deep. And the fixed stars will hold.”

She’d laid the whole endgame out for me in that level even voice, every piece of it, because she was so certain of the shape of it that she felt no need to hide it, the same way a woman explaining a math problem feels no need to hide the answer from the student.

“You’re telling me the trap,” I said, because I wanted to hear her say why. “You know I’ll go to the circle with it. You know they’ll go in eyes open. Why tell me?”

“Because it doesn’t matter.” She said it without heat, the genuine answer of a craftsman who’d thought it through long before I asked. “A trap you can see is still a trap if there’s no way around it. I’m not relying on your ignorance, Mr. Ward; I gave that up the day I watched you save the foreign student on the live mirror. I’m relying on the deep. You need the great altar; it’s the only place down there that can do what you’re trying to do. You’ll go to it because you have no choice, and I’ll be above you with the level sealing shut and the witnesses watching the wrong floor, and you’ll be exactly where you have to be, which is exactly where I want you.” A pause, the cold certainty whole. “I’ve ended Smiths who saw it coming, Mr. Ward. A Smith goes where the forge is, and the forge is at the bottom of my trap. Seeing the snare has never once kept anyone out of it.”

“Thank you, Examiner,” I said. “That’s exactly what I needed to know.”

For once her courtesy didn’t quite close over the gap. She had laid out the trap to break me and I had thanked her for the schematic, genuinely, with no bravado in it, and that did not compute against anything in two decades of ending Smiths. I watched her set the wrongness aside unexamined, the place she put everything she didn’t want to feel, and I turned and walked out of the cold Hall without another word, leaving the practiced civility hanging in the air with no one left to use it on.

She’d told me the trap. She thought telling me wouldn’t matter, because the trap worked even when you saw it coming, certain the outcome was fixed whether or not I watched it close around me.

She didn’t know the circle had stopped being a sum at all.



I told the circle and Brennan everything, in the Annex, all of it, because I would rather walk into the deep with the people beside me knowing the exact shape of the trap than protect them from a truth that would get them killed.

“She’s going to spring it in the deep,” I said. “During the championship leg. She’ll let us descend, and somewhere far below the scrying mirrors, where the witnesses are watching the upper levels, she’s going to try to seal me, and probably the rest of you, and surface a story about a tragic Descent accident. Like my mother’s. That’s the plan. She told me herself, because she’s certain it works.”

“And we’re going down anyway,” Isolde said, stating it rather than asking it, already past the question. She’d worked it through.

“We’re going down anyway,” I confirmed. “For three reasons. First, the great altar’s down there, the deepest Class Smith infrastructure in the kingdom, the same kind that built the First Forge, and I need it, for the climax of all of this and for whatever comes after. Second, the only way to stop Caelira reaching the people I protect is to face her, because she’s not going to stop hunting the edges, and a hunter you don’t face just keeps hunting. And third.” I looked around at them, at the growing circle my mother died trying to build and the trusted party that would get it to the altar. “Because she thinks she’s walking into the deep to murder a Smith and his harem just as the Concord broke a Smith’s circle ten years ago and sent the Smith herself toward a dead zone. And she’s wrong about what we are. She’s spent two decades serving a craft built around isolated targets, and she’s right that we’re not an exception to her arithmetic. We’re a different sum: a growing circle and a team that knows exactly what she is and how she works and has spent six weeks building every defense against her specifically. She’s bringing the same craft she’s used her whole career. We’re bringing a Saint who can break her seals, a spy who can see them coming, a healer who can feel her cold, a duelist with a complete Tempest Blade, a Cinder hybrid she can’t classify, a gadgeteer with a box that breaks her wards mechanically, and a smith who can undo her work in real time. She doesn’t know all of that. She thinks she’s bringing a sledgehammer to crack an egg.” I let it land. “What she’s actually walking into is a wall we’ve spent six weeks forging for the express purpose of shattering that hammer the moment it falls.”

“I like those odds better than she does,” Thalia said dryly, the new Shadow Auditor sight banked behind her smoky eyes. “And the Caldran wedge is fully seated. Two weeks of feeding him true facts in the right order, and he’s reached the conclusion I built for him, and concluded it himself, which means he believes it past any talking out of.” She laid a folder on the workbench, closed, finished. “He knows now that Caelira means him for the fall man if anything goes wrong in the deep. That’s done; I don’t have to argue it anymore. What’s new is the result.” Her thin dangerous smile. “He’s crossed over from afraid to acting. As of this morning he’s quietly making sure there’s a record of his objection somewhere she can’t reach to edit it, and that means he’s no longer protecting her plan. He wanted you dead last term. He wants to survive more, and surviving now means there can’t be a clean accident for her to hang on him. A frightened, self-preserving Lord Provost loose in the machinery of the championship leg is the most useful kind of chaos there is, and I’ve turned him into exactly that.”

“That’s the most elegant thing I’ve ever heard described,” Brennan said, from his corner, where he’d been listening with the awe of a man who built machines watching someone build a person into a weapon. “You took the Lord Provost, who wanted Garrick dead, and you assembled true facts in front of him in an order that made him conclude his own master’s going to hang him, and now he’s going to sabotage her to save himself and thank himself for being clever. That’s, Thalia, that’s the same thing I do with springs and levers, except you did it to a person. That’s terrifying. I’m so glad you’re on our side.”

“I’m extremely glad I’m on our side too,” Thalia agreed, deadpan. “I’ve spent long enough being on no one’s side. It’s restful, having a side.”

“Good,” I said. “Keep him frightened. We don’t need him on our side. We just need him not on hers. A self-preserving Lord Provost loose in the machinery is worth more to us than a loyal one would be worth to her.”

“He won’t be on anyone’s side,” Thalia said. “He’ll be on his own, which is exactly where I want him. The moment things go wrong in the deep, Caldran’s instinct will be to make sure he’s not the one holding the blame, and that instinct is going to cut against whatever Caelira’s planning, because her plan requires him to be the fall man, and he’s just figured that out.” She closed the folder. “I’ll know more once we’re down. My new sight can read the sealing wards she lays on the level. I’ll be able to see her work coming, same as Rosalie feels it, and read the shape of it, and tell you how to break it before it lands.”

“Two of us watching the cold now,” Rosalie said, the seal-sense and the Shadow Auditor sight paired together. She looked around at all of us, taking the measure of the whole as she took the measure of a wound. “Her order has been ending Smiths by cutting them away from their circles, because an isolated Smith is the sum their craft understands. She’s never had to count a completed circle like this.” Her green eyes were steady and warm and unafraid. “We’re not going down there to survive her trap. We’re going down there to turn it back on her.”

Maeve, who’d been quiet, the cracked bridge in her chest reinforced now, the copper crest glowing steady, spoke up, and the brash spark in her had a grimmer edge to it now, hardened by the woman who’d tried to seal her on the floor of a borrowed room.

“I want in,” she said. “Officially. I know I’m Sundermoor, I know I’m a rival, I know it’s against every rule for a competitor to descend with another academy’s team. I don’t care. She tried to put my class back in the cage. She tried to put two years of agony back in my chest while I lay on the floor and couldn’t stop her. And the only people who came running were yours.” Her stare was fierce. “I’m done competing for the flag that broke me anyway. So I’m descending with the circle. As one of you. If that gets me disqualified from the Descent, good, because I don’t want to win for Sundermoor, I want to break the woman who tried to seal me, and I want to do it next to the people who came when I screamed.”

“You’re in,” I said. “You’ve been in since the night I rebuilt your class. We just hadn’t said it out loud.”

She grinned, the brash coming back through the grim, the copper crest flaring. “Finally. Took you long enough. Now let me show you what Vent and Bank do in a real fight, because I have been dying to set something on fire on purpose.”

The Annex was, for one moment, warm with it, the circle assembled and named and ready, the trap understood and chosen, and then Brennan, who’d been quietly assembling something in the corner the whole conversation, stood up and held out his hands, and in each hand was a small clockwork device, and his round freckled face was bright with the particular joy of a man who’d finally been allowed to be useful.

“Counter-seal rigs,” he said. “I built six. One for each of us. They’re tuned to break sealing fields mechanically, like the one in Maeve’s room did. A wound mainspring, a release catch, a non-resonant disruption pulse. There’s no frequency in any of it for her craft to find, so her anti-forge wards never see it coming.” He passed them out, one to each, his hands not quite steady with the importance of it. “They’ve each got one charge. One pulse. So you save it. You feel her cold start to land, you trigger the rig, it breaks her field for about four seconds. That’s not long. But four seconds is enough for Garrick to repair, or Octavia to Ward Break, or the shield to catch it. Four seconds is all I can give you.” He swallowed. “It’s a brass box of moving parts against a Concord Examiner. I know how that sounds. But it’s the one attack her whole life of craft never taught her to expect, and I’d put it up against her stylus any day. I learned that from watching all of you.”

“It’s everything,” I told him, taking the rig, this loyal brilliant friend the registry had never had a category big enough for. “She’s spent twenty years certain that anything dangerous has a crest to read. You just built six things that don’t. Nobody’s going to see them coming.” I looked around at the circle, six rigs glowing faint in six hands. “She’s bringing a lifetime of a craft she’s never once had reason to question, and your boxes are the part of our answer she can’t even perceive. Let’s go down.”

We rehearsed it that night, in the Annex, with the same care I’d give a forge ritual, because going into the deep against an Examiner was not a thing you improvised, and the circle drilled the shield until we could throw it on a word.

I gave each of them a role, the tactical voice that firmed up without getting louder, arranging the trusted party as I’d arrange a forge. “When her cold lands, the order is this. Rosalie feels it first; she calls the direction. Thalia reads the shape; she calls the weak point. Whoever she’s reaching for, the rest of us throw the shield over them, all at once, the lattice we built. If the shield holds, I repair under it. If it doesn’t hold, Octavia breaks the seal with Ward Break while I repair. And if all of that’s too slow, the counter-seal rigs buy four seconds. Five layers. Feel, see, shield, unseal, disrupt. She has to get through all five to land a single clean seal, and she’s only ever had to beat people who had none.” I looked around. “Drill it. Until it’s reflex. Until nobody has to think.”

We drilled it. Rosalie threw play-cold at each of us in turn and the circle threw the shield, again and again, faster each time, the lattice forming on a word, Octavia’s Ward Break weaving through it, Brennan calling the rig-pulse timing, until the five layers moved like a single reflex, the trusted party that had been six broken people six weeks ago and a reawakened Saint now a unit that could blunt the craft that ended Smiths. Isolde, who’d drilled formations her whole young life, ran it hardest, demanding we go again when a beat was slow, her soldier’s discipline sharpening all of us. By the time we stopped, the shield came up before Rosalie finished calling the direction.

“That’ll hold,” Isolde said, finally, satisfied, the tactical evaluation complete. “Against one Examiner working alone. It’ll hold.”

“Then let’s go give her the one thing two decades of the work never taught her to expect,” I said, six rigs glowing in six hands and a drilled shield in all of us.



We staged at the deep entrance at midday, with four academies watching in the scrying-mirror galleries above, and the spectacle was enormous, the staging plazas packed, the mirrors lining the gallery walls showing the upper levels of the descent where the witnesses’ attention would stay, exactly as Caelira had planned.

Octavia descended with us, against protocol, a faculty observer abandoning her observation post to enter the deep, and the Descent stewards tried to stop her and she walked past them with the full authority of a reawakened Class Saint and a decade of being underestimated, and nobody quite dared to physically bar her.

Maeve descended with us too, abandoning the Sundermoor team mid-championship, and it cost her more than her face let on, because Sundermoor was the only home she’d ever had, even the home that broke her. Her own teammates watched her cross the plaza to the Valebright entrance, away from her own academy’s colors, and their faces ran the whole range from betrayal to a relief that was worse than the betrayal, the relief of people glad to be rid of the difficult one. One of them, a tall channeler who’d been her partner in the qualifier, called her name, half a question, and Maeve stopped for just a second.

“Three years I trained beside you,” Maeve said to him, not loud, but the plaza was quiet enough to carry. “And the night it counted, you stayed on your side of a paper wall and let it happen. I’m not angry at you anymore. I just stopped being yours.” She turned back toward the Valebright gate. “I go where the door opens when I scream. It opened over there.” And she crossed to the circle without looking back again, the copper-haired woman choosing the circle over the flag she’d been raised under while the galleries watched, and the Sundermoor delegation had no answer because there wasn’t one.

Kethan Vael was already below with the Ravelin team, the honorable rival deep in the championship descent, not knowing what was waiting down there. Odran was below too, with what was left of his stripped-down team, the real Fighter he’d become, grinding through the deep on honest merit instead of purchased gold. The deep was full of descenders, witnesses, rivals, all of them watching the wrong levels in the mirrors while the real thing waited below.

And at the gallery’s center, taking her place at the master scrying mirror that fed all the others, in slate and silver with the fixed-star sigil bright at her throat and the sealing stylus at her belt, stood Lady Caelira Orent, the certified Examiner of the Descent, the neutral authority, the cold star at the center of the spectacle, ready to watch a tragic accident unfold in the deep and surface the clean story afterward.

She watched us descend. I felt her pale eyes on me as the deep gates began to close, and I looked up at her across the crowded plaza, the woman who’d helped kill my mother and sealed Octavia and come for Maeve and certified the trap she was about to spring, and I let her see, one last time, that I knew exactly what was coming.

She inclined her platinum head, courteous to the last.

And the deep gates closed behind the circle, sealing us into the dark.

I felt it the moment they shut, through the bond, through the cold: Caelira at the master mirror, beginning her work, beginning to seal the level behind us, sentence by sentence, the wards closing one by one above us as we descended, the trap sealing shut, the witnesses watching the bright upper levels in the mirrors while two hundred feet down she started, without a flicker of haste or feeling, to bury us alive.

“She’s started,” Rosalie said quietly, her hand to her sternum, her seal-sense lit. “Hungry cold. Above us. She’s sealing the level behind us as we go down.”

“I can see it,” Thalia said, the Shadow Auditor sight blazing. “The whole pattern. She’s closing the wards in sequence, working down toward the altar. She means to have us sealed in by the time we reach the bottom.”

“Then let’s reach the bottom before she finishes,” I said, and the circle descended into the dark, fully upgraded, eyes open, the wards closing cold above us and the altar waiting below.


Chapter 19: Into the Dark

The deep tried to kill us before Caelira got the chance.

Two hundred feet down, past the great door Thalia’s seam had opened, past my mother’s cache, the descent dropped into the deepest sealed Undercroft, the levels no living person had reached in generations, and the place did not want us there. Ancient guardians woke from the dark as we passed. Resonance storms tore through the old corridors. And above us, closing fast, Caelira’s wards sealed shut one by one, the cold pouring down behind us as she walked the trap closed, so that we were descending into a place actively trying to murder us with an Examiner who never raised her voice bricking up the exit at our backs.

It was the most dangerous thing the circle had ever done, and it was, I will tell you plainly, the moment the six weeks of forging paid off, because we descended into that lethal dark not as a man with the worst class and a handful of women, but as a tactical unit with a counter to every threat the deep could throw.

The air down here was wrong in a way I felt in my teeth. Ages of sealed class-energy with nowhere to go had soured the corridors, thickened them, so that every breath tasted of cold stone and old forge-metal and the faint bite of charged air before a strike. The oath-metal underfoot had gone black with age and it drank our footsteps, so that seven people moving through it made almost no sound, and the dark pressed close enough that Maeve’s controlled flame at her palm carved a small copper bubble of light that the deep kept trying to swallow. Behind us, always, the cold came down. I could feel it through the bond, through the soles of my boots, Caelira’s wards closing one by one above us like a hand curling shut, and every time another sealed I felt the level shrink around us, a room going small as the lamp gutters.

“She’s two corridors back of the upper stair,” Rosalie said, her palm to the wall, her voice low and even, the seal-sense running steady under everything. “Working down. Closing them in sequence. We’ve got time, but not much of it.”

“Then we move and we don’t stop moving,” I said. “Maeve, light. Isolde, point. Everyone tight.”

The first guardian came at us in the third corridor.

It came out of an alcove of black oath-metal that I’d read as solid until it wasn’t, a construct woken from a long age of sleep to defend a vault none of us could see, and it was wrong with the same wrongness as the air, a thing of oath-metal and old forge-craft built in the shape of a man and a half again as tall, its joints sealed with the same craft my mother had taught me, and it moved faster than anything its size had any business moving. It carried a resonance disruptor housed in its chest, a flat crystal node that flickered the wards anti-class for six seconds at a time, six seconds in which no class in the corridor would function, a thing built long ago to stop exactly such a party as the one now invading the deep.

I let Class Sight pour into it before it crossed half the corridor, the golden luminescence kindling bright enough that the others could see it light, and I read the construct as I read everything, not what it was but how it worked: the disruptor’s rhythm, the sealed joints, the way the anti-class field that made it deadly also, if you turned the problem over, made it stupid.

Because the disruptor was the answer, not the threat. The thing carried a six-second window in which no class functioned. That window killed our weapons. But it killed the construct’s own forge-craft too, the bound resonance that held its joints knit and let it mend any wound a blade gave it. For six seconds out of every eighteen, this clever old guardian was nothing but slabs of dumb metal that couldn’t repair itself, walking through a field of its own making.

“Don’t fight it,” I called, pitching it flat and certain so it carried over the noise without my having to shout, and I felt the whole formation hesitate, because don’t fight it was not a thing I usually said. “Listen. The disruptor’s the weak point, not the danger. When the node flickers, no class works for six seconds, ours or its. It can’t mend itself in the down-window. So we don’t open a seam and let it heal the way the ones up top heal. We pin it during the down-window and break it the instant the field comes back and our power returns. Brennan, it tracks by resonance and the disruptor blinds it to everything else during the down-cycle; the second the node flickers, it’s deaf and blind and running on momentum alone. Foul that momentum. Thalia, you don’t need a class to read a machine; call its balance for me, where the weight wants to fall. Isolde, Maeve, hold, you’re the hammer and you don’t swing until the field’s back. Rosalie, our backs, the cold’s still coming. Everyone count the cycle with me.”

And the circle locked into the drill, six weeks of it made reflex, each of them turning to their piece of the puzzle without a wasted motion, and the strange order, hold, don’t strike, held against every instinct in the room.

We let it come. We gave ground in front of it, baiting its committed steps, and Thalia read it cold and classless and precise, the spy’s eye for leverage that worked with no resonance at all, calling its weight a half-second before it shifted. “It overcommits left when it swings right,” she said, flat, watching it the way she watched a man she was about to ruin. “Brennan. Next right-hand swing, the lead foot lands here.” She marked the flagstone with the toe of her boot.

The node flickered. The down-cycle hit, and the corridor went dead, every crest in it guttering to nothing, the awful familiar wrongness of a class snuffed out, and for six seconds we were just seven people in the dark with a giant gone suddenly deaf to us, swinging on memory alone. The construct committed to the right-hand blow, exactly as Thalia had read, blind now to where we’d actually moved, and Brennan rolled a slick of oath-metal ball-bearings across the flagstone where she’d marked, a fistful of scavenged junk skidding under the lead foot at the apex of the swing. The great planted weight that should have anchored the strike found nothing but rolling metal underfoot and skated out sideways. The construct went down. Not broken, just down, a head-and-a-half of guardian crashing onto the black floor in the one window where its forge-craft couldn’t haul it back up, and it lay there grinding and helpless, an age of menace flat on its back because a classless spy and a basement tinkerer had put a handful of marbles under it in the six seconds it couldn’t see them do it.

“Field’s coming back in three,” I called, watching the node’s rhythm. “Two. Now.”

The power roared back into the corridor, every crest reigniting at once, and the hammer fell.

Isolde and Maeve hit it together in the same heartbeat, and that was the part that made it new, not one weapon threaded through a seam but two brought down on a thing that couldn’t get up. Isolde’s Tempest Step cracked her onto its chest in a flare of blue-white and scorched stone, her blade driving two-handed into the disruptor housing while it lay pinned, and the bound storm forked through the crystal node, and a breath behind her Maeve planted her small boots and opened the Vent and poured a controlled lance of copper fire into the same cracked housing, exactly as much as she chose, the two energies meeting in the construct’s chest. The node shattered. And with the disruptor dead, its anti-class field died with it, and the construct’s own forge-craft, the thing that should have knit it back together, never came, because she’d burned out the very thing that powered it. Rosalie un-mended the failing joints a breath behind, gently, and the guardian came apart on the floor where it had fallen, undone not by a blade through a healing seam but by its own cleverness turned against it, the weapon it carried to kill our classes used to kill itself.

Maeve was weeping with the joy of it even as she banked the residual charge, the tears tracking through the wavering air above her freckled skin, because for two years she’d never once been able to throw fire on purpose without it backing up and cracking her crest and dropping her to her knees in agony.

“It stopped where I told it,” she said, ferocious and laughing and crying all at once, snapping the leftover charge into Bank with a flick of her fingers just as I’d taught her. “Garrick, it stopped where I told it.”

“I saw,” I said. “We turned its own field into the win. That’s the deep, from here down. Nothing here fights fair, so neither do we.”

The circle flowed past its wreckage toward the next corridor without breaking stride, Brennan scooping his ball-bearings back into a pouch with the fond satisfaction of a man whose pocketful of junk had once again outwitted something far grander, muttering that he wanted the disruptor node for study, Thalia already reading the next door, and that was the rhythm of the descent: threat, read, think, the circle answering as one, each member a specific counter to a specific danger, the smith who couldn’t throw a single punch calling the answer because he’d read every crest and every construct in the dark before it reached us.

Rosalie’s Woundbloom came into its own in the deep, and it was no longer only healing, the unsealed combat branch fully hers now, the part of her House Arden had sealed at eight because a healer who could hurt was bad for the family’s prices.

When a second guardian flanked us out of a side passage, lower and broader than the first, built to grapple rather than strike, it came in fast and silent and got its arms around Maeve before she could vent, the oath-metal closing on her small frame, and I felt the bond spike with her sudden terror, and Isolde was already blinking toward it but two strides too far.

Rosalie reached it first, and she reversed it.

I’d seen her unseal a Woundbloom branch and I’d seen her heal a dozen wounds, but I hadn’t seen this, the offensive branch turned full on a thing of forge-craft, and it was a kind of beautiful that frightened me a little. She set her glowing palm flat against the construct’s back and her green eyes went distant and her healer’s glow flared, and instead of mending she un-mended, the gold light flowing into the construct’s joints and finding every place two centuries of forge-craft had knit the oath-metal together and reversing it, blossoming the construct’s own old forge-wounds open as she’d once blossomed a bruise into a wound, the repairs that held it together coming apart under her hand like stitches pulled from a seam. The thing that had been built to mend itself, that had held together untold years in the dark, came apart as she un-mended it gently, its arms releasing Maeve as the joints failed, its whole frame sagging and then collapsing into a heap of disconnected oath-metal.

She did it with the warmth still in her face. That was the part. She wasn’t grim about it, wasn’t cold, wasn’t a different person; she was Rosalie, who cared whether your hands hurt, turning the exact same caring power outward to take a thing apart so it would stop hurting someone she loved.

Maeve sat up in the wreckage, gasping, and stared at her. “You just un-built it. With healing. That’s the most disturbing thing I’ve ever seen and I want to learn how to do it.”

“You can’t,” Rosalie said warmly, helping her up, brushing oath-metal grit off the copper hair. “You set things on fire. I un-make them gently. We have very different temperaments.” She pressed her palm briefly to the oath-metal wall, the warmth sliding back under the focus as the seal-sense took over. “Cold’s twelve feet up and closing,” she reported, the seal-sense running constant beneath all of it, mapping Caelira’s descending wards. “She’s freezing the corridors shut one after another, working down toward the altar. We’ve got maybe an hour before she has us bricked in to the bottom. We need to beat her to the deep, not match her.”

“Thalia,” I said. “Route.”

“Reading it.” The Shadow Auditor sight blazed behind her dark eyes, and she pointed, fast, her precision turned to the level’s own sealing architecture. “She’s closing them in a pattern. There’s a gap in the sequence, a corridor she hasn’t reached yet, here, if we cut through the old dormitory level instead of the main stair we beat her seal to the altar antechamber by twenty minutes. But it means going through the resonance storm in the dormitory shaft. Brennan, can you build a field through a resonance storm without spending our combat rigs?”

“I can if I build a stabilizer chain,” Brennan said, already pulling spare components, the gadgeteer in his element, “give me ninety seconds and I’ll build us a corridor of stable field through the storm. Same principle as the counter-seal rigs, bigger housing, grounded through the oath-metal, and absolutely not using the six personal charges because I remember my own lecture about saving those.” His hands flew over the components, the misregistered forge-support line pairing with my Class Smith, the thing he was built for. “Ninety seconds. Buy me ninety seconds.”

“You’ve got ninety seconds,” Isolde said, and planted herself at the corridor mouth with the Tempest Blade, the vanguard who made the circle dangerous, and Octavia stood beside her with the reawakened Saint glowing, Ward Break ready, and the two of them held the corridor while Brennan built a path through a resonance storm and the frost crept down from above.

The ninety seconds were the longest of the descent, the kind of ninety seconds a man remembers for the rest of his life.

The resonance storm in the dormitory shaft was a living thing. Generations of wild class-energy, sealed in a space that gave it nowhere to go, had churned itself into a slow howling vortex that filled the whole vertical shaft, a storm of pure class-resonance that you couldn’t see so much as feel, a pressure against the crest, a wrongness that crawled under the skin and set the teeth aching and made the small hairs stand up all along the arms. It tore at our crests as it raged, the kind of chaos that could fracture a class outright if you were caught in it unshielded, could crack a channel as cleanly as Isolde’s had been cracked, could undo a year of forge-work in a heartbeat. Standing at the lip of it, looking down into the slow churn, I felt my own circle pattern strain just from the proximity, the rings on my crest pulling like a flag in a high wind.

“That’s going to take any unshielded class apart,” Isolde said, clipped and certain, planted at the corridor mouth, the Tempest Blade live, the scars blazing as the storm fed her arm. “Including yours, Garrick. You go through that without a shield and it cracks the circle pattern.”

“That’s why Brennan’s building a path,” I said. “Hold the mouth. Octavia, with her. The frost’s almost to us.”

Octavia took her place at Isolde’s shoulder, the reawakened Class Saint glowing warm gold against the storm’s wild light, Ward Break held ready, the heavy mature authority of her turned now to a wall, and the two of them, the blade and the Saint, planted themselves between the storm below and the cold above and held the corridor while a stocky red-haired man who’d failed out of the Artificer track built a path through an age-old storm with components from his pockets.

Maeve, whose Cinder ran on charge, felt the storm worst, because it spoke her own language and it wanted in. It pressed against her freshly-bridged valve, trying to flood her body with wild charge just as her own class had flooded her for two years, the exact agony I’d repaired, and I saw her face go white with the memory of it, the old terror of pressure with nowhere to go. But the bridge held, and the new Bank held, and instead of breaking she gritted her teeth and took it, opened Bank and let the storm pour its wild charge into her and stored it, the restored Cinder Channeler turning the hazard into a reserve, her crest blazing brighter and brighter as she filled.

“I’m banking it,” she said through her teeth, the copper crest blazing, the air rippling around her in waves now, her eyes huge with effort. “The storm’s feeding me, I’m holding it, it’s, God, it’s a lot, I can feel it filling me up, I’m holding it but build the path fast, I can only bank so much before I have to vent or it overflows the way it used to, and if I vent in here I’ll set off the whole storm.” A shaky laugh. “Two years I’d have died to be able to hold this much charge. Now I’m holding a storm’s worth and I’m terrified of it. Hurry, Brennan.”

And the seal closed down from above the whole time, Caelira’s wards sealing the level behind us, the frost reaching the top of the shaft, crawling down the black oath-metal walls toward us as Brennan worked, so that we were caught in a closing vise, a resonance storm below and an Examiner’s seal above, the dark pressing in from both directions, and the only way through the bottom jaw of it was the hands of the gadgeteer the academy had filed as a failure.

“Got it,” Brennan said, at eighty-some seconds, his hands flying over the stabilizer chain, and he triggered it all at once, and a corridor of stable field opened through the heart of the storm, a calm path of grounded resonance maybe four feet wide cutting straight down through the churning vortex, the wild class-energy parting around the grounded line like water around a piling. “Go, go, single file, stay dead center in the field, if you step out of it even an inch the storm takes you and I can’t pull you back, go.”

We went, single file, down into the eye Brennan had carved in the ancient storm. The path held just wide enough for one, and on either side of it the storm raged close enough to feel, the wild resonance clawing at the edges of the stable field, at our crests, at the rings on my chest, so that walking the line was like walking a plank over a drop with the wind trying to peel you off it. Rosalie went first with the seal-sense lit, calling the path. Octavia followed, Ward Break ready in case the field faltered. Maeve went in the center, gritting her teeth, banked full and dangerous, and when a construct lunged out of the churn at the line, half-dissolved by the storm and reaching, she vented a precise gout of the charge she’d banked straight into it and blew it back into the vortex, exactly as much as she chose, the relief of aiming it overriding even the fear. I came behind her, holding the bond steady through all of them, and Isolde covered the rear with the Tempest Blade, walking backward down the line, watching the seal reach the top of the shaft behind us, Caelira’s frost crawling down the black oath-metal toward the path’s far end as we cleared the near end.

We came out the far side into the dormitory level proper twenty minutes ahead of Caelira’s descending seal, exactly as Thalia had read it, Thalia’s route and the gadgeteer’s carved path beating an Examiner of two decades to the deep, seven people the academies had given up on and shelved and forgotten threading a storm older than any of their houses on a line of clockwork and nerve.

Brennan came out last, gathering up the spent stabilizer chain, a little gray in the face. “I would like the record to show,” he said, “that I just walked a resonance storm on a path I built out of my pockets, and that nobody is ever again allowed to call the Artificer track useless in my hearing.” He stuffed the scorched chain away, keeping the six personal rigs untouched at his belt. “Also that was terrifying and I’d like to never do it again, and I will absolutely do it again, because apparently that’s who I am now.”



We found Kethan Vael in the dormitory shaft, caught in Caelira’s sealing.

The Ravelin champion and his team had come down for the championship descent the honorable way, by merit, not knowing what was waiting, and they’d hit the dormitory level from the main stair and gotten caught in the leading edge of Caelira’s wards, the cold closing around them, sealing not just the corridors but reaching for their classes, because reaching for classes was all she ever did, and when we cut through the storm into the shaft we found Kethan and three Ravelin duelists pinned against a sealed door with the frost crawling toward their crests.

I could have left them. They were rivals, in the championship leg, the competition Caelira had built her cover around. Leaving them would have been easy and fast and nobody above ground would have blamed me.

I didn’t leave them.

“Octavia,” I said, “the door. Break the seal. Maeve, cover the shaft, the storm’s still live. Rosalie, the Ravelin one on the left, his crest’s icing, hold him.” And I crossed to Kethan Vael through the storm and the cold, and I read the seal reaching for his crest, and I broke it, the frost coming off him under my hands as it had off Corin Daws, faster now, cleaner, six weeks of practice against a craft she hadn’t changed in twenty years.

Kethan Vael came off the wall gasping, the frost gone off his crest, and he stared at me, the honorable rival, the legitimate powerhouse, and I watched him understand.

“You’re a Class Smith,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “The Annex team. The one the gallery couldn’t believe was that good. You’re a Smith. You just broke a seal off my class with your hands.” His eyes moved to the cold still pouring down the shaft, to the wards closing above. “And that, the cold, the sealing, that’s the Examiner. Orent. She’s sealing the whole level. With everyone in it. The championship descenders.” Comprehension hardened his honest face into something grim. “She’s not certifying the Descent. She’s using it. She’s trying to kill someone down here and pin it on an accident, and she doesn’t care how many of us she buries to do it.”

“She’s trying to kill me,” I said, plainly, because Kethan Vael had just been nearly sealed by her and deserved the truth. “And my circle. The Descent’s her cover. The witnesses are watching the upper levels in the mirrors while she buries us in the deep. You and your team got caught in the leading edge, because she doesn’t care who else dies as long as the story stays clean.” I held the rival’s gaze. “I’m going down to the altar to face her. You can come, or you can hold this level and get your team out, but either way, you’ve just become a witness to what a Concord Examiner does in the dark, and that matters more than you know yet. Remember what you saw. The cold. The sealing. The frost reaching for your class. When this is over, the mirrors are going to show four academies the truth, and people are going to say it’s impossible, that the Concord doesn’t murder classes, and you’re going to be able to say you felt the frost on your own crest. Be ready to say it.”

Kethan Vael looked at me for a long moment, weighing it with an honest fighter’s care, and then he did the thing that made him the clean rival Caelira’s manufactured certainties made look rarer: he chose right, fast, without flinching.

“I’ll hold the level and get my team clear of her seal,” he said. “And I’ll witness. Every word of it, to whoever asks, before the galleries. A Smith broke a Concord seal off my class with his hands, and the Examiner who laid it tried to bury a shaft full of descenders to keep it quiet. I’ll say it.” He gripped my forearm, warrior to warrior, the brief clean alliance of two people who’d never been on the same side and found themselves on it now. “Go break her, Smith. And tell your duelist,” a flick of his eyes toward Isolde, holding the corridor mouth with the Tempest Blade, “that I still want our match, when this is over. A real one. She’s the best I’ve faced, and I want to lose to her properly, in the light, not have her buried in the dark by a coward with a stylus.”

“I’ll tell her,” I said, and Isolde, who’d heard, gave Kethan Vael a single nod across the shaft, warrior to worthy warrior, the rivalry-to-respect arc landing clean, and then we went down and Kethan held the level behind us, a witness made out of a rival.



We found Odran two corridors lower, and the life-debt came due.

He was with the remains of his stripped-down team, the real Fighter he’d become after I’d taken away the false gold his family bought, and he was, to my genuine surprise, holding a choke point competently, the base Fighter class he’d been forced to actually train, planted in a narrow corridor against a guardian construct with his team behind him, grinding it out on merit instead of the false gold he’d worn most of his gilded life.

He saw me come down the corridor with the circle, and his blond head came up, and his face did the complicated thing it always did around me now, the bitterness and the grudging acknowledgment, the man who hated that I’d “fixed” him and couldn’t deny he was more real for it.

“Ward,” he said, between blows at the construct, his real Fighter class working, no false gold to inflate it, just a man and the actual class he’d been born with and a corridor to hold. “Come to gloat? Look at the great Pell heir, holding a choke point with the dead-end class you exposed me down to. Very satisfying for you, I’m sure.”

“No time to gloat,” I said, reading the corridor, the construct, the cold coming down. “Caelira’s sealing the level. The whole thing. She’s trying to bury everyone in the deep to murder me and pass it off as a Descent accident. You’re in the leading edge of it. In about ten minutes the cold reaches this corridor and seals your team in, and you with it, and nobody up top will ever know, because they’re watching the upper levels in the mirrors.” I held his blue eyes, the ones that went too wide when he was afraid. “I’m going down to the altar to face her. There’s a seal-trap two corridors below, she’s laid a kill-ward across the antechamber approach, and if I hit it blind it ends this before it starts. You’re closer to it than I am. You can see the approach from here. You owe me a life, Odran. From last term, when I saved your class in front of the whole academy after your family sabotaged Isolde. I never called it in. I’m calling it in now. Warn me of the kill-ward. Hold this choke point so the cold doesn’t flank us. One time. Be even with me, and then you never have to think about me again.”

Odran Pell looked at me across the corridor, the man whose false gold I’d stripped, who hated that he was more real now, who owed me a life he’d spent six weeks resenting, and I watched the calculation move through him, the bitterness and the pride and the debt, and then he did the thing that paid it off, just once, the decent act buried under all that pride finally surfacing.

“The kill-ward’s at the second junction below,” he said, fast, pointing, the bitterness still in it but the warning true. “Across the whole antechamber approach, frost laid in the floor, I saw her people set it before the descent, I thought it was a barrier ward, I didn’t understand it was meant to seal whoever crossed it. Don’t take the main approach. There’s a maintenance crawl, here, that comes up behind the ward, in the antechamber proper. You take that and you’re past her kill-ward into the altar chamber without tripping it.” He spat, the pride asserting itself even in the helping. “And I’ll hold this corridor. Not for you. Because if she’s burying the whole level I’m not dying in the dark for a Pell family scandal, and holding the choke means the cold doesn’t reach my team. So we’re even, Ward. After this, even. I held a corridor and you got your warning, and the debt’s paid, and I never want to hear about it again.”

“Even,” I agreed. “Hold the corridor. Get your team out behind Kethan’s.”

I didn’t make a speech of it. I’d learned by now that the things that landed on Odran landed sideways or not at all. But I held his eyes a half-second longer than I needed to, with a glance at the choke point he was grinding out on his own real class, and let him read in it the only thing worth saying, that the man holding that corridor was more than the one his family had bought. Then I went, before he could decide to resent it.

Odran’s grip shifted on his blade, both hands settling into the plain Fighter stance he’d spent six weeks learning the hard way, and he didn’t answer, because there wasn’t an answer that fit the man he’d been. He set his shoulder into the choke point and held it harder, and the circle went down past him by the maintenance crawl, around Caelira’s kill-ward, and behind us a man whose false gold I’d stripped held the line on merit and paid a life-debt and became, for one corridor in the dark, the thing he’d never been allowed to be.



We came up through the maintenance crawl into the antechamber of the great altar, past Caelira’s kill-ward, exactly as Odran had said, and the chill was close behind us now, the wards sealing down toward us, the trap nearly shut.

And ahead, through the antechamber, was the great altar chamber itself, the circular dais of polished oath-metal, the four pedestals, the same kind of altar that had built the First Forge, and I felt it the moment I saw it, as I’d felt every forge altar, the amplification pulling at my crest, the deep place where my power could grow.

And Caelira Orent’s voice came down through the wards, carried on the cold, from the master mirror two hundred feet above, courteous and certain and final.

“You found the maintenance crawl,” she said, and the cold of her filled the antechamber. “Someone warned you of the kill-ward. The Pell heir, I imagine; I underestimated his usefulness. No matter. You’re at the altar, exactly where I wanted you, far below the mirrors, with the level sealing shut behind you and no way back up.” Her voice never rose. “This is the last offer, Mr. Ward. The recruiter’s offer, one final time, now with the knife behind it plainly shown. Surrender the circle. Let me seal them, cleanly, painlessly, and come work for the Concord as a registered Smith, and I’ll let them all live as sealed civilians, and I’ll give you your mother’s complete file, and no one else has to die in the dark today.” A pause, the velvet over the steel for the last time. “Or refuse, and I come down to the altar myself, and I end you the way the Concord ended your mother’s circle, and the kingdom mourns a tragic accident, and the fixed stars hold. Choose, Smith. You have until I reach the bottom of the stair.”

I looked at the descent party, at the five women and the gadgeteer who’d come down into the dark with me eyes open, at the great altar waiting, at the cold sealing the level shut behind us. Nobody said tell her no. They didn’t have to. Isolde simply set her feet at the antechamber mouth, the Tempest Blade live, the scars blazing, and that was her answer. Maeve banked the storm-charge brighter and grinned at me through the wavering heat. Brennan thumbed the charge on his rig. And Octavia, the third point of my mother’s circle, the reawakened Saint glowing in the dark, stepped up to my shoulder facing the descending frost and said the only words anyone spoke.

“Let her come all the way down,” Octavia said quietly. “I’ve waited ten years to break her locks back at her. Don’t make her wait.”

I turned toward the stair, toward the wards closing down through the dark, toward the master mirror’s feed that fed four academies above, and I gave the Examiner her answer in the level, unhurried voice my mother had used at the anvil, the kind that didn’t have to rise to be heard, knowing the mirrors carried it up.

“Come down, Examiner,” I said. “We’ve been waiting for you. And bring your stylus. You’re going to need it.”


Chapter 20: Sealer and Smith

She came down the stair into the altar chamber alone, because Lady Caelira Orent would not trust the killing of a Smith and his circle to anyone but herself, and she came unhurried, the cold preceding her, the sealing stylus in one hand and the binding rods at her belt, the fixed-star sigil bright at her throat, and the scrying mirror’s feed hung in the air above the altar, the master mirror’s eye that fed four academies, showing the empty upper levels where the witnesses still watched, while down here in the dark the real thing began.

I noted the mirror before I noted the stylus.

The stylus was death in a woman’s hand. The mirror was the room’s throat. It was how Caelira meant to speak her clean story upward when we were gone, and it was how I meant to choke that story before it formed. The feed showed an empty stretch of upper corridor, dull and harmless, the wrong view for the wrong audience. The galleries above would see nothing but shadows and sealed stone unless someone turned the mirror’s eye.

Thalia saw me look. She did not nod. She just shifted one hand near the registry imprint-crystal at her belt, and the Shadow Auditor sight edged brighter behind her eyes.

Good. She knew the same thing I did.

This duel would be won in the crests or lost in the story, and I had no intention of letting Caelira choose only one battlefield.

I have thought about how to describe what happened in that chamber, because it was the whole truth of my craft and hers made physical, the same craft for murder and for care, the sealer and the smith, and the honest way to tell it is to tell it as it happened, blow for blow, frost against forge, because that is what it was.

She severed Isolde’s Tempest first.

She did it the instant her foot touched the chamber floor, before any word, with no warning and no flourish, the casual economy of a woman who had done this more times than she could be bothered to count and never once needed drama. A single stroke of the sealing stylus through the air, almost lazy, and a lance of hungry cold leapt off its tip and crossed the altar chamber faster than thought and struck Isolde full in the crest. I felt it land through the bond, a spike of pure freezing wrongness, and I felt the Tempest Blade I’d spent the deep restoring lock solid in an instant, the completed class frozen mid-channel, every storm-channel I’d forged open icing shut at once. Isolde’s lightning guttered and died. The blue-white blaze on her left arm went dark. She staggered, the storm cut off at the source, her blade arm dropping, a sound of shock tearing out of her, the proud duelist gone gray in half a breath.

I repaired it before it had finished freezing.

That was the duel, from the first stroke: she sealed, and I repaired, in real time, blow for blow, frost against forge, and the only question in the whole chamber was whether I could open her locks faster than she could set them. I crossed to Isolde in three strides, faster than I’d known I could move, and I put both hands flat to her crest over the dead storm-channels and let the gold roar into my eyes and read Caelira’s seal in the instant of touching it, the whole frozen architecture of it, the clean severing, the fixed cut, the hungry frost still reaching to lock the edges. I knew this craft now. I’d undone it on Corin Daws, and I’d repaired enough related Concord-style damage in Maeve to know its shape, and I burned through it, thread by thread, cracking the freeze apart under forge-scarred hands, and the Tempest Blade came roaring back, the storm-channels reopening, the lightning returning to her scarred arm in a blue-white surge, faster than the freeze had landed, because I’d been studying that exact craft for six weeks and Caelira had been doing the same thing for two decades and learned nothing new.

Isolde gasped as the storm came back into her, swaying against me for half a second, her eyes wide and then hardening, reassembling herself around the returned class.

“She froze it cold,” she breathed. “Whole thing, gone, just like the sabotage, like the duel I lost. And you put it back in three seconds.”

“And I’ll put it back every time she takes it,” I said. “Storm Step left.”

And Isolde, restored, the storm howling back through her, blinked across the chamber in a crack of lightning and the scorched-stone bite of a Tempest Step, and struck at the Examiner, her blade a line of blue-white fire. Caelira didn’t flinch. She turned the stylus a quarter-turn and sealed the floor under Isolde’s feet to a sheet of frost, and Isolde’s boots skated wide on the suddenly-iced oath-metal and her strike went past Caelira’s shoulder by a hand’s breadth, and the Examiner watched her slide with that flat pale interest, cataloguing, and the duel was joined.

It moved fast after that, faster than I can set down cleanly, because a fight between a sealer and a smith is not two duelists trading blows, it is two crafts trading damage and repair at the speed of thought, frost laid and forge breaking it, over and over, and the circle moved through it like a single distributed weapon.

Isolde harried the Examiner without pause, Tempest Step and Stormbreak, blinking in and out in cracks of lightning and scorched-stone air, here and then gone and then behind, never giving Caelira a still target to seal, the storm I’d grounded through her surrender now grounded into a fight, controlled, channeled, the discharge cracking off her scars with every blink. She drew Caelira’s attention as a vanguard is supposed to, made the Examiner spend strokes sealing floor and air and empty space where a duelist had just been, and every stroke Caelira wasted on a blink was a stroke she didn’t spend on a crest.

Thalia called the seals before they landed. The Shadow Auditor sight blazed behind her smoky eyes and read the cold’s shape an instant ahead of its arrival, the woman who’d been blinded to seals now seeing every one of them form, and she called them like an artillery spotter, fast and flat and exact: “Left, she’s going for Rosalie’s crest, the angle’s low. Now Maeve, high, the bridge. She’s feinting at Octavia, it’s a feint, the real one’s at you, Garrick, brace.” So that I knew where the frost was going before it crossed the chamber, knew which crest to be ready to repair before the seal had even left the stylus, the prosecution-builder turned to a defense, reading the architecture of an attack in real time.

Rosalie felt every cold lance coming and threw warmth across its path, the seal-sense turned outward to active defense, a healer mapping the frost and meeting it with her own glow so that even the seals that landed landed weaker, blunted by warmth before they touched a crest, slowing them by the half-second I needed to reach the frozen class and break it.

And Brennan, from the antechamber, fed the field with the larger stabilizer chain he’d built from spare components, the mechanical disruption running constant under everything, a corridor of stable resonance through a chamber Caelira kept trying to freeze solid, his voice carrying in over the fight, “Field’s holding, I’ve got maybe four minutes of charge in the chain before it burns out, make it count, I am not built for suspense,” the gadgeteer keeping the floor walkable while the six personal rigs stayed ready for the actual killing stroke.

It was the drill. The five layers we’d rehearsed in the Annex until they were reflex, feel-see-shield-unseal-disrupt, running live against the woman they’d been built to break, and for the first thirty seconds it held perfectly, the circle a wall, Caelira’s strokes breaking against it one after another.

Then she changed rhythm.

She stopped aiming where Thalia called and began aiming half a breath after the call, not at the target but at the response. Rosalie felt a cold lance start toward Maeve and threw warmth over the bridge, and Caelira curved the true seal under that warmth and struck at Rosalie’s own Woundbloom from below. Thalia called the curve, but late. I moved to Rosalie, but Isolde blinked into the path because she was faster than I was, and for one ugly instant Caelira had exactly what she wanted: three of us reacting to the wrong stroke while the real frost slid toward the outer ring of my crest.

Brennan’s field saved me.

One of the stabilizer chain’s spring-hammers snapped early, not on command, probably because Brennan had set the tension too tight and the device had decided suspense was for other people. The non-resonant pulse stuttered through the floor, clipped the cold out from under Caelira’s angled strike, and bought me a quarter-second. I used it. I twisted the shield over Rosalie, took the frost on my own ring instead of hers, and cracked the thin layer before it rooted.

The miss cost me blood. It ran hot down over my lip, and for a heartbeat the chamber tunneled down to Caelira’s pale eyes and the stylus in her hand.

“She’s adapting,” Thalia said, flat and fast. “Not just attacking. Reading our drill.”

“Then stop being predictable,” I said.

“I was about to suggest the same thing less rudely.”

The next time Rosalie called cold, Isolde did not move. Maeve vented a flash of cinder across the floor instead, Brennan’s stabilizer pulsed behind it, and the seal broke apart before it reached anyone. The drill changed. The wall held, but now it had teeth.

“Interesting,” Caelira said, with that genuine craftsman’s interest, sealing and watching me repair, never hurried even in the speed of it. “You’re faster than your mother. She couldn’t repair a Saint’s seal in real time. You broke a Tempest seal in under three seconds.” Her pale eyes moved over the circle, cataloguing, the dangerous mind behind the cold turning over each of us. “It won’t matter. You repair one at a time, and there are six of you and one of me but only one of you can repair, so the arithmetic still holds. I’ll simply seal faster than your hands can move. Two while you mend one. Three. The hands of one man, however good, cannot outpace the craft of a lifetime. They never have.”

And she proved it, for a moment: she sealed two at once, Isolde’s Tempest and Rosalie’s Woundbloom, two lances of cold crossing the chamber in the same breath, and I could only repair one at a time, and for three seconds two of my circle stood frozen while I worked Isolde’s Tempest loose, and I felt the truth of what Caelira had told me in the courtyard, that love could not win a fight she’d already counted out.

But the circle was not a sum she could count, and Rosalie did not wait to be repaired.

She broke her own seal.

She did it with Woundbloom turned inward, the offensive healing that could reverse a wound now reversing the freeze on her own crest. The healer who could feel the cold mapped it from the inside and un-mended it as she un-mended a construct’s forge-wounds. It was slower than my repair, and cruder, and it cost her, but she did it, and she came off the freeze gasping with her crest blazing gold, and Caelira’s two-for-one math failed on the second move, because she’d counted on only one repairer and the circle had two.

Caelira’s stylus checked for half a breath, the first hairline in the courtesy. “A sealed class can’t self-repair,” she said, as if correcting an error in a student’s work. “The subject is frozen. They cannot act on their own crest. That is the first principle of the craft.”

“A Woundbloom Adept can reverse a seal the way she reverses a wound,” Rosalie said, breathing hard, the gold blazing, all warmth with new iron under it. “You sealed a healer who specializes in undoing things. That was your mistake. There’s more than one repairer in this circle now, Examiner. You counted on one against one. It’s not one anymore.”

She sealed Maeve next, and she did it with intent, because she’d cracked that bridge once already in a borrowed room and she knew it was the youngest work in the chamber, the most fragile, the seam she’d been looking for. The lance of cold crossed to the copper crest and reached for the new bridge, the Hybridization, the strand I’d woven between Maeve’s severed intake and release branches, and I felt it start to freeze the bridge as it had on the night Maeve lay on the floor and screamed, the frost crawling into the weave, the two melodies icing apart.

Maeve cried out, her hands flying to her sternum, the old agony surging back as the valve started to lock, two years of remembered pressure flooding her face.

And I re-wove it in real time.

Hybridization in combat, the thing I’d performed once over a full night of careful work with three women holding me up, now done in three seconds under fire. I crossed to her and got my hands on the freezing bridge and read the braid I’d built, every strand of it, because I’d built it and I knew its shape down to the last thread, and I caught the two melodies as they iced apart and re-braided them, drawing the hybrid strand back through the freeze, weaving storm-intake and fire-release back into harmony even as Caelira’s cold tried to tear them out of true, the hardest fast work I’d ever done, holding two near-incompatible structures in alignment with frost pouring through them. The strain hit me like a hammer. The gold in my eyes pulsed and dimmed and steadied, the chamber graying at its edges, and my hands fought to stay steady against Maeve’s crest, but the bridge held, re-seated, the valve reopening, the agony draining out of her face.

“Vent!” I called to Maeve, the instant the bridge re-seated, and Maeve Sorrel, restored a second time mid-fight, opened the controlled valve and poured a gout of cinder-charge across the chamber at the Examiner, the air around her blazing, and Caelira sealed the air to frost in its path and the fire guttered, but it bought a second, and a second was enough.

Because Octavia was moving.

The reawakened Class Saint crossed the altar chamber toward the woman who’d sealed her ten years ago, the warm gold of the Saint blazing against the Examiner’s frost, and she did the thing Caelira had never once faced, the thing that broke the equation entirely: she didn’t repair a seal after it landed. She broke the seals as they formed, Ward Break, the counter-craft, the Saint who could resist and undo the very thing the Examiner did, meeting the cold with the gold, unsealing in the instant of sealing.

“Hello, Caelira,” Octavia said, and her voice was steady and terrible, the decade of fear gone, the wall down, the Saint awake. “You remember me. You restrained me in my office ten years ago and you cut me down to a baseline and you told me it was permanent. You built the seal to feed on my grief so I’d power my own cage forever.” She raised her hands, the Saint’s gold blazing, and she caught the next seal Caelira threw, caught it in the air and broke it before it could land. “It came off. He took it off in a single night. And now I’m a Class Saint again, in the academy where you sealed me, with the power to undo every lock you lay. So lay them, Examiner. Lay all of them. I’ll break every one.”

The certainty slipped on Caelira Orent’s face, a hairline opening where there had only ever been flat cold.

“You shouldn’t be possible,” she said, and the courtesy thinned to the bone. “A Saint’s seal does not come off. My order has ended fourteen Smiths, and I sealed the only Saint any of us ever found, and not one of them ever came back.” Her pale eyes found Octavia’s, sealer and sealed across ten years and an altar chamber. “I sealed you cleanly. I felt the work hold. I have thought of it, over the years, as the finest seal of my career. The only Saint. You were the surviving point of a Smith’s circle, and I cut you down to nothing and walked out of your office and the work held for a decade. It does not come off. I built it not to come off.”

“You built it to feed on my grief,” Octavia said, and the gold blazed brighter, the reawakened Saint facing the woman who’d murdered her class. “You tied my love for my mentor to the lock so that mourning her would imprison me deeper. You made the best thing in me into the fuel for my own cage. For ten years. And you were right, it didn’t come off, not for a decade, because you’d made my own grief hold it shut.” Her amber eyes were terrible and bright. “And then her son took it off in a single night, because he didn’t fight the grief, he untied it from the lock. He gave me back my mourning as just mourning, and then he broke what you built. You spent your whole career thinking a seal was permanent because none of your victims ever had a Class Smith who loved them enough to do the work. Now one does. Now they all do. My seal came off, Caelira. So did the lie that your work is permanent.”

“No matter,” Caelira said, and the courtesy was gone, the cold absolute now, the craftsman facing a result she would not accept. She raised the stylus, and the cold in the chamber deepened, the Examiner reaching for the full measure of a lifetime of craft. “If I cannot outpace your hands, I’ll take the hands. I’ll seal the one who repairs you all. Without the Smith, you’re broken classes I can take at my leisure, every one of you running through his hands. Cut the smith out of a circle and the circle is only people again.”

And she turned the full force of her craft on me.



I felt the cold come for my crest, and it was nothing like what she’d thrown at the others.

What she’d sent at Isolde and Rosalie and Maeve had been craft, fast and clean and economical. This was total. This was the full measure of a lifetime’s craft poured into a single stroke, everything an Examiner had who meant to end the one Smith her whole order existed to prevent, and when it crossed the chamber and struck my crest it didn’t reach for a branch or a channel, it reached for all of it, the whole circle pattern, the outer ring, every resonance point, the entire Class Smith. The cold poured into my crest and began, instantly, to freeze it solid, to lock the Smith down as she’d locked Octavia for a decade, as her order had locked every Smith before me into a death dressed as an accident. I felt the forge in me start to ice, the ring on my crest going rigid, the gold in my eyes guttering toward dark, the warmth that was the whole of my craft freezing out of me thread by thread.

For one heartbeat I understood, in my own chest, exactly what she’d done to every Smith before me. The cold was a kind of dying. It was the forge going out.

And the circle shield caught it.

I felt it happen, the thing we’d forged in the warm dark of my quarters and tested and tuned and drilled until it came up on a word, the thing my mother had built her own circle to do and died before she could prove: as Caelira’s cold struck me and the forge began to ice, the bond flared white-gold, and five women threw the lattice over me at once, deliberate, controlled, no panic and no instinct this time but the practiced cast of a defense built for exactly this woman. Warmth poured down the bond from five crests into mine, a structure of it, a woven lattice of circle-resonance thrown over the freezing Smith like a hand cupped over a guttering flame, and where the Examiner’s frost met the circle’s warmth it did not freeze. It guttered. The kill-stroke that had ended fourteen Smiths before me broke apart against a defense she’d never seen and could not account for, the cold shredding to nothing against a wall made of five bonds, the forge in my chest catching again, the outer ring unlocking, the gold roaring back into my eyes.

Each of them threw their piece of it just as we’d drilled, the storm and the heat grounding the lattice’s frame, the seal-sense and the Shadow Auditor sight feeding it the cold’s exact shape. And Octavia, the Saint, wove Ward Break through the shield itself, so that the lattice wasn’t only warmth now but active counter-craft, a wall that didn’t just blunt the seal but unmade it as it formed.

And Brennan’s voice, from the antechamber where he’d kept the six personal rigs untouched until the one stroke that mattered, “Pulse on three, hold the shield, two, one,” and six clockwork counter-seal rigs fired at once, the non-resonant disruption Caelira’s anti-forge wards had no answer for, a stutter of pure mechanical interference shredding the structure of her kill-stroke from a direction her craft couldn’t ward.

The seal meant to end me broke apart against the circle, the warmth and the Saint and the spring and the lever, and Lady Caelira Orent, who had served the craft her whole life and had believed her kill-stroke did not fail, watched it gutter and die against a defense made of love and clockwork.

Her arithmetic broke.

I saw it in the stylus. For the first time since she’d entered the chamber, Caelira’s hand checked before the next stroke, the silver tip hovering uselessly over a class she could not classify. The comprehension landed all at once: the math she’d staked a lifetime on did not hold against a circle, because a circle was a single distributed thing that defended itself, and you could not seal it as you sealed a man alone, because it was never alone.

“You can’t seal a circle,” I said, the cold guttering off my crest, the Sight burning steady and bright again, the strain brutal but the forge alive. “That’s what you never understood. You’ve been ending Smiths one at a time because a Smith alone is the only sum you know how to do. But my mother figured out the rest before she died. A circle holds itself up. There’s nothing single in it to freeze.” I rose, the altar’s amplification pouring into me, my mother’s deep infrastructure lending its strength to the last Smith her order ever came for. “And now I’m going to show you the thing your whole order exists to prevent. The thing my mother died reaching for.”

I reached for the great altar, the old deep infrastructure that answered like the First Forge’s lesser cousin, and it amplified my crest an order of magnitude, and I did the thing in combat that I’d only done once in careful safety: Hybridization, but not to repair a single class.

To weave two of the circle’s together.



I braided Isolde’s Tempest and Maeve’s Cinder into one structure, storm and heat, two weather-fronts driven into a single sky, with the relic’s lesson and my mother’s procedure and Octavia’s framework all holding the shape at once, and the altar amplified it past anything I could have done alone, and for one impossible moment, in the deep dark, the two women’s classes collided through a bridge I wove between them and held, suspended like a thunderhead where cold air and hot air refuse to part, and became, briefly, a single front that had never existed before.

A class the Examiner had no seal pattern for, because it wasn’t on any ledger, because it had never been, because it was the First Revelation principle in miniature: the unsealable, made by braiding two classes into a third no Concord doctrine had ever accounted for.

I held the braid in my crest, the hardest thing I’d ever held, two living classes kept in harmony through a strand I drew out of the altar and tuned to speak both their languages at once, storm on one side and fire on the other. The prior crashes had felt like running dry, a lamp guttering as the oil ran out. This was the opposite of empty. This was too full and pulling in two directions at once, the strain of two whole classes that did not want to share a body trying to tear apart straight through the center of my crest, storm hauling one way and fire the other, and me the seam between them holding both. I could feel the braid trying to rip me down the middle along the line where the two of them met, a stretch with no bottom to it, like being the rope in a contest between two things that each weighed more than I did.

The altar made it possible and made it worse. It gave me strength, yes, but strength was not the same as ease. The deeper infrastructure fed the braid until the storm and fire swelled large enough to fill the chamber, and then I had to hold that larger thing in the same human chest. My fingers went numb. My teeth ached. The rings on my crest pulled so hard in opposite directions that I thought the skin over my sternum might split from the inside.

Rosalie felt the strain and put warmth into the center of it. Octavia threaded Saint-gold beside her, not healing the pain away but keeping the pain from becoming damage. Thalia’s voice cut through the roar, exact and close: “Left side of the braid is slipping hot. Maeve, bank down two breaths. Isolde, feed steady, not more. Steady.”

“I am steady,” Isolde snapped, which meant she was fighting for it.

“Then be steadier.”

Maeve, teeth bared, dragged her cinder back half a measure. Isolde flattened the Tempest into a cleaner line. The braid stopped trying to tear loose and became, for one breath, balanced.

“Isolde, Maeve, together,” I said, my voice gone rough, the words coming out thick because half my attention was spent just keeping the two halves from flying apart through me. “I’m holding the braid. You throw it. Storm and fire as one thing. Now.”

And they threw it.

Storm-fire. Tempest and Cinder woven into one. Isolde channeled the Tempest and Maeve grounded the Cinder and the two of them, bridged through my forge and amplified by the altar, threw a thing at Caelira Orent that her craft had no answer for: a discharge of braided lightning and controlled cinder, a class that had never existed, a living resonance shared across two women through a third strand, the unsealable made flesh, lightning that burned and fire that struck like a storm, the two elements arriving as one impossible weather that her sealing stylus could not classify and therefore could not freeze. An Examiner’s whole craft is the naming of a thing before she kills it, and here was a thing with no name.

She raised the stylus to seal it, the reflex of a lifetime, and the stylus found nothing to seal. No fixed class to freeze. No single structure to lock onto. Only a braided resonance that slid out from under her craft like frost off a flame, refusing every category her stylus reached for, and the storm-fire struck the Examiner full and threw her back across the altar chamber, a thing her craft could not name striking her full.

She caught herself, the austere control reasserting with visible strain in the dark, and she stared at the thing I’d made, the braided class, the unsealable, the principle her whole order existed to prevent, made flesh in the deep in front of her.

“No,” she said, and her voice was not entirely steady, the word coming out of her like something pulled loose. “That’s two classes. You can’t braid two classes into one, it cannot hold, the doctrine, classes are fixed, they’re fixed…”

“They were never fixed,” I said. “That’s the lie your whole order is built on. Class is a thing that grows, and braids, and reveals, and the only reason you’ve kept the kingdom believing otherwise is that you’ve murdered everyone who proved it for two hundred years.” The altar poured strength into me, and the strain was a torsion now, not a drain, the two braided classes wrenching against each other across the center of my crest until I half expected to look down and find the rings on my sternum cracking along the seam. My arms shook with the effort of holding two things that wanted to part. The circle felt the load shift and met it: Isolde fed the storm-half steady so it stopped hauling, Maeve banked the fire-half down to keep it from spitting loose, Rosalie and Octavia bracing the strand from either side so the braid stopped trying to rip me open along it. “My mother proved it. You killed her for it. And I just did it again, in front of you, with two of the women you came to seal. You’ve spent your whole life murdering the proof, Examiner. Here’s the proof you couldn’t murder.”

And Caelira Orent, sealer of a Saint and servant of the order that had buried a Smith a generation for as long as the Concord had stood, examiner of the Concord, certain her whole life, looked at the braided class and the circle that had broken her kill-stroke and the Saint she’d thought she’d murdered, and the cold composure she’d worn for two decades went brittle all at once, and I watched her do the thing a craftsman does when the rule she’s staked her life on finally fails her hands.

She stopped trying to win the duel of crafts.

“Then I’ll do it the old way,” she said, the courtesy gone entirely now, nothing left in her voice but the flat of a closed ledger, and she turned, not toward me, but toward the scrying mirror’s feed above the altar, the master mirror’s eye, and I understood what she meant to do, because the duel was lost but the spectacle wasn’t, and she’d come down here to surface a clean story, and a clean story didn’t require winning the fight, it only required that no one above ever see it.

She raised the stylus toward the mirror’s feed, to seal it, to cut the deep off from the surface, to bury the truth with us in the dark, to make the chamber go black to four academies so that whatever happened next happened where no one could witness it, and then to do to all of us, off-camera, in the dark, what the Concord had done to my mother’s circle ten years ago.

The spectacle-kill. The accident. The clean story.

But the scrying mirrors were still live to four academies above.

And I had not come down into the dark to break her craft.

I had come down to break her story, in front of everyone, and the mirror she was reaching to seal was the thing I’d been waiting for since the deep gates closed.

“Thalia,” I said. “Now.”

And the Shadow Auditor, who’d spent the whole duel doing the thing she did best, reading every stroke the Examiner laid, marking the evidence, building the prosecution, looked up from the duel of crafts with the new sight blazing and a whole life of assembled cases finally pointed at a target, and she said, with dry, lethal satisfaction:

“The mirror’s feed is open. Four academies are watching. And I’ve been recording every seal she’s laid since she came down the stair.” She held up a hand, and in it was something small and crystalline, a registry imprint-crystal, the spy’s evidence, running the whole time. “Say the word. Let’s show them what an Examiner does in the dark.”


Chapter 21: Witnessed

“Show them,” I said.

And I turned the trap inside out, as I’d turned the tribunal inside out last term, except this time the audience wasn’t one academy in a hall, it was four academies in the scrying-mirror galleries, every spectator who’d come to watch the championship descent, every steward, every faculty observer, every visiting student from Sundermoor and Ravelin and Mistral Hall, all of them watching the upper levels in the mirrors while the master feed hung live above the great altar in the deep.

Caelira had built the spectacle to be her alibi. The witnesses watching the bright upper levels while she did her work in the dark. She had not accounted for the mirror she meant to seal becoming the mirror that would convict her, because her method depended on a Smith without a Shadow Auditor in his circle, and the dark she relied on staying dark.

“Don’t seal the mirror,” I told her, and I crossed to the altar, into the master feed’s eye, so that four academies above could see my face and hear my voice. I didn’t raise it. I’d learned a long time ago that the quietest voice in a loud room is the one people lean in to hear. “Leave it open. Let them watch. You came down here to do this in the dark, Examiner, where no one could see, because that’s where your order has always done its work, dressing class-murder as accident and illness and kindness. So let’s do it in the light for once. Let’s let four academies watch exactly what a Concord Examiner is.”

And I named it, into the live mirror, with the forensic precision that was the whole of my craft, the prosecution built in class structure.

“My name is Garrick Ward,” I said, to the four academies watching. “I’m a Class Smith. The class your registries call dead, the support class nobody respects, the one the academy filed in the Forge Annex with the failures. It’s not dead. It was murdered. Fourteen Class Smiths killed in a three-year purge by the order that woman serves, every death dressed up as an accident, while the Concord spent the next two centuries keeping the doctrine fixed and the proof buried, because a Class Smith can do the thing the Concord of Fixed Stars exists to prevent: we can prove that class isn’t fixed. That it can be repaired. Unsealed. Braided. Grown.” I held up my hands, the forge-scarred hands, the gold blazing in my eyes for the mirror to see. “And the woman standing in this chamber with me, Lady Caelira Orent, certified Examiner of this Descent, is here to murder me for it, in the dark, and surface a story about a tragic accident, exactly as her order has done fourteen times before.”

“This is slander,” Caelira said, into the mirror now too, the courtesy reasserting, the cold control gathering, because she’d faced this kind of moment before and survived it, the certainty that no one would believe a dead-class student over a Concord Examiner. “I certify the Descent. This student has lured a team into an unstable deep level and is attempting to blame his recklessness on the Concord. There is no class-murder. Classes are fixed. The doctrine is two centuries old. I have sealed nothing here but dangerous instabilities, lawfully, under writ.”

“Then let’s show them the work,” I said, and I looked to Thalia. “Now.”

And Thalia stepped into the mirror’s eye beside me, the Shadow Auditor, and she held up the imprint-crystal she’d been running since Caelira came down the stair, and she did the thing the new sight made her: she fed the crystal into the master mirror’s resonance and projected what it had recorded, four academies watching, the prosecution she’d been building for years finally delivered.

“My name is Thalia Corvain,” she said, flat and precise and lethal, the spy who’d spent years assembling cases she couldn’t use. “Scribe of Veils. The registry altered my own class record without my consent, which I can prove, because I can now see alterations, which is a thing the Concord specifically blinded me to so I could never expose them. Watch.” The mirror showed it, her recording, the cold lances crossing the altar chamber, the seals laid blow by blow, the frost reaching for living crests. “Every seal she laid since she descended. Isolde Fen’s Tempest, severed and re-frozen. Maeve Sorrel’s restored class, attacked a second time. Garrick Ward’s crest, the kill-stroke. I recorded all of it. And the tool-signature on every seal matches the craft used on the courtyard student she sealed over a milling dispute, and the scholarship Tide-Reader she sealed last week, and the alteration in my own spine. One craft. One order. Generations of it.” She let the recording run, the undeniable evidence of an Examiner’s work laid bare to four academies. “She’ll tell you a class can’t be changed. Then watch her change one, seal by seal, on every mirror in the galleries. You don’t post a guard on a door that can’t open. The only reason her order exists is that the doctrine was a lie, and they’ve murdered everyone who could prove it.”

The galleries above had gone silent.

I couldn’t see them directly, two hundred feet of dark between me and the staging plazas, but the master mirror’s feed ran both ways, faint, and I could feel it through the resonance, the way a held breath has a texture even across distance: four academies of young class-users gone utterly still, watching the recorded evidence run on every mirror in every gallery, the cold lances and the laid seals and the frost reaching for honest crests, the thing the Concord had always done where no one could see it now playing to a thousand eyes at once. Even from the deep I felt the shape of it, a silence with a charge in it, the silence of people watching a thing that rearranges what they thought was true.

And I watched Caelira understand it. I watched the comprehension move across her pale flat face, the thing her whole method depended on avoiding: the dead-class student had not come alone, the dark she relied on had a Shadow Auditor in it now, and the work she’d always done unwitnessed had been witnessed and recorded and was playing, this very moment, to every spectator who’d come to watch the Descent. Her whole craft rested on the dark. Her order had built its careful murder on the certainty that no one would ever see, and she was watching them all see.

Her pale eyes found the mirror, addressing the academies above with generations of accepted truth behind her, the last of the courtesy stretched thin. “Lord Provost Caldran certified this team’s clearance. He will confirm that the Annex team descended against his stated objections, into levels they weren’t ready for. This is an accident waiting to be blamed on the institution that warned against it. Lord Provost. Confirm it.”

She’d built the fall-man into the story months ago. Caldran’s objection on the record, his fingerprints on the certification, the perfect person to corroborate that the Annex team’s recklessness, not the Examiner’s craft, had caused whatever happened in the deep. She turned to the mirror and called on her instrument to play his part.

And Lord Provost Caldran, watching from the gallery above, two hundred feet up, with four academies around him and Thalia’s two weeks of carefully arranged documents fresh in his paranoid mind, did the thing she had spent a fortnight making certain he would do.

He saved himself.

“I will not confirm it,” Caldran’s voice came down through the mirror feed, thin and immaculate and terrified, the bureaucratically-threatening man who’d wanted me dead all term now scrambling for his own survival in front of the gathered academies. “I, the certification record will show that I objected to the Annex team’s descent on safety grounds and was overruled by the Examiner, in public, on the plaza, before witnesses. I objected. The Examiner certified them against my judgment. Whatever has occurred in the deep is the Examiner’s responsibility, not the institution’s, the record is clear on this, I will not, I refuse to be made the, the local accountability for a Concord operation I objected to.”

I watched Caelira Orent understand that her instrument had turned in her hand.

“He’s panicking,” Thalia murmured beside me, a quiet satisfaction lighting her smoky eyes, watching two weeks of work pay off in real time. “Right on cue. I made very sure he’d believe she meant to hang him. A man who finds the conspiracy himself believes it twice as hard. He’s just thrown her to four academies to save his own neck, and he’s certain he’s the clever one for doing it.” She almost smiled. “He’ll be useless to the Concord after this, and loathed by them, and that’s exactly what I wanted. A spent local threat, replaced by something worse from the capital. But spent.”

Something tightened at the corner of Caelira’s mouth, the courteous mask going stiff. Her fall-man had refused the fall. Her clean story had no corroborating voice. And the mirror was still live, four academies watching, and the thing I’d been waiting for, the witness who would make it impossible to dismiss, was already moving.

Kethan Vael’s voice came down through the deep, from the dormitory level he’d held, carried to the mirror feed by the level’s own resonance.

“I’ll witness,” the Ravelin champion said, the honorable rival, the legitimate powerhouse whose word four academies would weigh because his strength was honestly earned. “Kethan Vael, Ravelin War-College, descended for the championship by merit. Her cold caught my team in the dormitory shaft and sealed the level around us, and it didn’t stop at the corridors. I felt the frost reach past the walls and crawl toward my own crest, trying to freeze the class out of me, and I felt Ward break it off me with his bare hands two seconds before it set.” His voice was steady, clean, damning, and it sounded like a man gaining nothing by saying it except the truth. “I’m her rival. I’m no one’s ally down here, least of all his. That’s exactly why you should believe me. She wasn’t certifying a competition. She was burying a shaft full of descenders to keep something quiet, and I’d have been one of the bodies.”

A legitimate champion. Honest strength. The cleanest, most respected competitor in the Descent had felt frost on his own crest and said so before every mirror in the galleries. That kind of witness couldn’t be dismissed as a desperate accusation, and it made the Concord’s manufactured certainties look exactly as hollow as they were.

And then Odran Pell, holding his choke point two corridors up, the man whose false gold I’d stripped, whose life-debt had warned me of the kill-ward, did the last thing, the thing that paid the debt off in full, the man Garrick “fixed” choosing, just once, not to be the academy’s tool.

“Pell heir,” Odran’s voice came down, bitter and proud and true, into the mirror feed, “Odran Pell. House Pell. And I’ll tell you what I saw, since the great Garrick Ward apparently needs a Pell to corroborate him, which I’ll be hearing about for the rest of my life.” A pause, the pride asserting itself even in the helping, exactly as it always did. “I saw the Examiner’s people lay a kill-ward across the antechamber approach before the descent. A sealing trap, meant to freeze whoever crossed it. I thought it was a barrier ward. It wasn’t. It was meant to seal a team to death and pass it off as an accident. I saw it laid. I’ll say so.” And then, lower, the thing that cost him: “My family bought my class. Ward exposed it, stripped me down to what I actually am, and I’ve hated him for it every day since. But what I am is a man who won’t lie to four academies to help a coward with a stylus bury people in the dark. So whatever else is true, that’s true. She laid a kill-ward. I saw it. We’re even now, Ward. Don’t make me do this again.”

Four witnesses. A Smith, a Saint, a champion, and a disgraced heir, plus a Shadow Auditor’s recorded evidence, all of it live to four academies, the cold and the sealing and the kill-ward and the frost on honest crests, the long lie of the fixed stars coming apart in a single descent on every mirror in the Descent galleries.

And up in the galleries, two hundred feet above, the silence broke.

I couldn’t see it, but Octavia, the reawakened Saint, felt it through the resonance of the mirror feed and told me afterward, in pieces, what the deep had kept from me.

The silence broke the way ice breaks: a single crack and then the spread of it. A Sundermoor student, Maeve’s own academy, stood in the front gallery and shouted a question at the empty examiner’s chair, is it true, is the doctrine a lie, and nobody who could answer wanted to. A Ravelin duelist who’d felt the frost in the dormitory shaft pressed a fist over his own crest, white-faced, saying to anyone near him it was reaching for my class, I felt it on the stair. A Mistral Hall scholar wrote furiously, getting it all down before the record could be sealed. And a thousand young class-users, the next generation the Concord had counted on never knowing, processed a thing too large to process fast.

The witnesses Caelira had gathered to be her alibi had become, in a single descent, four academies’ first generation to watch the doctrine break on a live mirror, and no tribunal could un-show it, no decree was sturdy enough to survive a thousand young class-users having seen the frost reach for an honest crest with their own eyes.

The mirror feed carried pieces back down to us in broken reflections, flashes of the galleries above caught in the silvered surface behind Caelira’s shoulder. Not enough to see every face, but enough to read the room the way I read a crest: structure, stress, fracture lines.

Sundermoor cracked first.

I saw a knot of ember-uniformed students turn toward the section where Maeve’s team had been sitting. Not cheering. Not accusing yet. Just looking, with the slow dawning horror of people realizing that the “poor control” jokes they’d repeated for two years had been built on a severed channel and a lie. One of Maeve’s old teammates stood halfway, then sat back down hard, his face pale in the mirror-light. Another put both hands over her mouth and stared at the floor. The academy that had written Maeve off was watching the cold that had tried to steal her restored class, and nobody had a neat disciplinary phrase to hide behind.

Maeve saw it too.

She was standing beside Rosalie, one hand over the copper-gold crest I’d rebuilt, soot on her cheek, eyes huge and wet and furious. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. The satisfaction that moved through her wasn’t clean and it wasn’t kind, but it was deserved: the ugly public vindication of a woman who’d been told she was the problem watching her whole school run out of ways to say it.

Ravelin broke differently.

They were soldiers first, students second, and they believed witnesses. I saw their faculty cluster around the mirror showing Kethan’s shaft, saw hands go to crests, saw a tactics master who’d mocked our formation earlier put one palm flat over his own chest as if checking that his class still answered. Ravelin had believed in earned strength. Caelira had just shown them a power that could freeze earned strength because it was inconvenient.

That was a wound to a war-college’s pride, and pride, once wounded honestly, can become useful.

Mistral Hall didn’t shout. They wrote.

Every grey-uniformed scholar in the gallery seemed to have a notebook out, styluses moving so fast the mirror caught them as blurred lines. Thalia watched that with the cold satisfaction of a spy seeing redundancy happen in real time.

“Good,” she murmured. “Let them make copies. Let a hundred careful little scholars write down the same thing in a hundred hands. No single archive can burn that many records before dawn.”

“They’re going to try,” I said.

“Of course they are.” Her smoky eyes never left the mirror. “That’s why this matters.”

And then there was Valebright.

My own academy. The place that had filed me into a basement room with a window on the waste bins and expected me to polish stones until I became small enough to forget. I saw the Duel Tower students who’d laughed at Isolde last term standing rigid while the mirror replayed Caelira’s seal striking her Tempest. I saw Sanctum healers looking at Rosalie, not as an embarrassment to House Arden but as the woman who could feel the cold before it landed. I saw Veil students glancing toward Thalia’s empty seat in their section and understanding, far too late, that the spy they’d underestimated had been carrying a wound they should have noticed.

And at the edge of the feed, I saw the Forge Annex bench.

Holt stood there with one hand braced on the back of a chair, face grey and proud and frightened all at once. Agda was beside him, arms folded, glaring at the nearest noble student as if daring him to clap for another sealing. Halverton had a ledger open and was writing, because of course Halverton was writing. The Annex had spent years as the academy’s waste bin for inconvenient classes. Now the whole academy was learning that the waste bin had been where the evidence gathered.

Brennan, somewhere in the upper shaft with a half-burned brass rig and no sense of timing, shouted down through the auxiliary feed, “Tell them about the spring!”

No one did.

But the absurdity landed anyway, because the truth of the moment was too large to be held by solemnity alone. A failed Artificer had broken an Examiner’s field with a clockwork box. A Woundbloom healer had felt seals. A Shadow Auditor had recorded the crime. A Storm Duelist had had her completed class frozen and restored in front of witnesses. A Cinder Channeler written off as undisciplined had become proof that sabotage traveled between academies. A sealed Saint had stood in the deep and broken the work of the woman who’d ended her.

And I was the support student at the center of it, bleeding from the nose, hands shaking, telling four academies that the doctrine was a lie.

And Lady Caelira Orent, exposed before four academies, with her fall-man fled and her witnesses turned and her arithmetic broken and her clean story impossible, stood in the altar light and weighed what was left to her.



She could not finish the kill.

That was the thing I’d built the whole descent toward, the trap turned inside out: she couldn’t seal me, or the circle, or even cut the mirror, without confirming on a live feed to four academies everything she’d just denied. The spectacle she’d built to be her alibi had become the thing that bound her hands. To murder us now was to murder us in front of every academy watching, with three credible witnesses already speaking, with a Shadow Auditor’s imprint-crystal recording every seal, and an Examiner whose entire power rested on no one ever seeing her work could not, would not, perform that work in the light.

She lowered the stylus.

“You’ve made this very public,” she said, and the cold control was back, the austere recalculation of a craftsman who’d lost this particular piece and would not lose herself with it. “Cleverer than your mother. She did her work in the open too, but she never thought to make the watchers her shield. You weaponized the spectacle.” She studied me with that genuine, terrible interest, even now, even unmasked. “I could not make myself believe a circle could hold. That was my error, and I’ll report it accurately.” She slid the stylus into her belt, unhurried, the defeat absorbed into cold precision. “Understand what you’ve done, Mr. Ward. You haven’t destroyed me. You’ve unmasked me. There’s a difference, and it’s not in your favor. Containment has failed, publicly, which means the Concord will not send another examiner. I came to contain you and own you. What comes next will come to remove you, and it will not offer you tea, and it will not care whether the mirrors are live or not.” She inclined her colorless head, courteous to the cold last, even in withdrawal. “You’ve bought your circle a season, perhaps. You’ve spent it making yourself the thing my entire order exists to remove. I hope it was worth the trade.”

“It was worth it,” I said. “You came to bury us in the dark and you’re walking out unmasked on the live mirror, and every person who watched this feed just learned that class isn’t fixed and the Concord murders the proof. Whatever they send next, four academies have already seen the frost on an honest crest. There’s no un-seeing that.” I held her pale eyes. “And the student you sealed in the courtyard, the Tide-Reader, I took your lock off him in four hours, and I’ll take off every lock of yours I can reach, given time, because the locksmith gets better and the murderer doesn’t. You taught me that yourself. Thank you for the lesson, Examiner.”

Caelira’s gaze dropped to the stylus at her belt for one measured breath, already inventorying what the public defeat had cost her and what kind of weapon the Concord would send next. Then Lady Caelira Orent turned and walked back up the stair into the dark, unhurried, certain even in defeat, leaving the cold behind her and the altar light and a circle that had broken the craft that ended Class Smiths.

The wards she’d sealed behind us began to thaw as she withdrew, the cold draining out of the deep, the trap unsealing, and far above, in the gallery, four academies stood in stunned silence around the master mirror, having watched a Concord Examiner try to murder a student’s class in the dark and fail in the light.

The circle stood in the altar’s glow, battered, bloodied, whole, and witnessed, and for a moment nobody spoke, because the thing we’d done needed no narration.

I took stock of them, one by one, as I always did. Isolde, scars still smoking faint blue-white, a long scrape down one forearm, the Tempest banked but ready, on her feet as ever, like the fight wasn’t quite over because for Isolde it never quite was. Rosalie, glow dimmed and exhausted, her healer robes scorched at one hem from a sealed-floor stroke that had gone wide, her hand pressed to her own sternum. Thalia, the imprint-crystal still in her fist, the auditor’s sight low but blazing behind her eyes, a thin cut at her temple she hadn’t noticed. Maeve, swaying, soot-smudged and copper-bright, the bridge in her chest whole and her amber eyes huge with the aftermath of having watched the woman who’d nearly sealed her get unmasked in front of the world. Octavia, the reawakened Saint, glowing warm and steady, the only one in the group not shaking, ten years of contained power holding her upright where the rest of us sagged. And me, blood drying on my lip, my reserves scraped to the floor, my hands not entirely steady, the altar’s amplification draining out of me and leaving the bill behind.

Every one of us was bloodied, and every one of us was still standing.

“She’s gone,” Rosalie said finally, her hand still to her sternum, the seal-sense reading the cold drain away corridor by corridor. “The hungry cold’s withdrawing. All of it, up the whole level. She’s leaving the deep, not striking from the stair, not laying one last seal on the way out. She’s actually leaving.” Her hand pressed harder over her crest, wet green gaze bright and disbelieving. “We did it. She came down to bury us and she’s walking out unmasked, and four academies watched her fail.”

“Four academies watched her fail,” Maeve repeated, in the dazed voice of someone saying a thing to make it real. “A Concord Examiner. The thing my instructors talked about in whispers. The thing that’s apparently been crippling people across four academies for two hundred years. We just broke her on a live mirror and she walked away.” A wild, exhausted laugh tore out of her. “I came to the Descent to prove I had control of my own class and instead I helped expose a murder-cult’s enforcer in front of three schools that aren’t even mine. My academic record is going to be incredible.”

I looked around at them, the five women and the gadgeteer who’d come down into the dark, the company my mother died trying to make possible, bloodied and proven enough to reach the altar, and I found I didn’t have a speech in me. I had something smaller and truer than a speech.

“I didn’t lose anyone,” I said. That was the whole of it, the thing I’d been most afraid of since the night she nearly sealed Maeve, the thing I’d braced for every step down the stair. “She came down here to do to us what the Concord did to my mother, and what she did to Octavia after my mother’s circle broke. And I’ve got all of you. Bloodied, but all of you.” I wiped the blood from my mouth, exhausted past anything, the altar’s strength draining out of me, and my voice was rough and plain and not built for a courtyard. “That’s the whole win. The rest is just what the kingdom watched.”

Octavia, the reawakened Saint, the third point of Elyse’s circle, stood in the altar light where her mentor’s son had broken the woman who’d sealed her, and she pressed her hand to her crest and wept the clean grief that was just grief now, not a lock pulling tighter with every tear. I went to her, because we were the only two people in the deep who’d loved Elyse Ward, and grief shared was a kind of forge-work too.

“I stood in a chamber like this ten years ago,” Octavia said, low, her hand still on her crest, the tears tracking clean down her face. “My own office. Two operatives and Caelira restrained me, and she put the stylus to my sternum, and I remember thinking, in the middle of the worst pain of my life, that Elyse would have known how to stop this, and Elyse was three days dead after the northern dead-zone assignment, and everyone who knew what the Concord had arranged knew she was not coming back.” Her amber eyes came up to mine, wet and bright. “And I just watched her son stop it. The thing there was no one left to do.” She gripped my forearm, the burn scars under her fingers, the same hold she’d taken during the unsealing. “I spent ten years thinking she failed. She didn’t fail. She just didn’t get to finish.” She pressed Elyse’s pendant, her mentor’s class stone, warm against the glowing Saint crest, and laughed through the tears, wet and bright. “Thank you. For all of it.”

The altar hummed once, the old deep infrastructure answering like the First Forge’s lesser cousin, and then its resonance faded back down into the stone, the cold fully drained from the deep, the trap unmade.

The great altar waited at the center of the chamber, patient, and I felt it pulling at my crest, expectant, ready for the thing the larger circle could do that the smaller one never had.


Chapter 22: The Circle Reveals

The altar woke for us after Caelira left, and it woke in a way the smaller circle never could have made it.

We didn’t go back up right away. The wards had thawed, the cold had drained, the deep was ours, and the championship descenders were clearing the upper levels behind Kethan and Odran, and the hunt had stopped long enough for us to breathe, and the great altar hummed under my hands when I set them to it, a deeper note than it had ever given.

“It’s responding to all of us,” I said, the gold low in my exhausted eyes, reading the deep infrastructure, the circular dais of polished oath-metal, the four pedestals, the fourth older receptacle my mother’s altar had matched. “The first altar, the smaller one beneath Valebright, it could amplify three of us. This one’s built for more. It’s the same kind that built the First Forge, the place the only Revelation in history was performed, and it wants the shape of a full circle. Five points eventually. Tonight it can sketch the fifth, maybe hold it dormant.” I looked around at them, at the five women in the altar light, at the wonder rising in the chamber. “We just survived an Examiner together. And the great altar is waking up for the larger circle, which the smaller one never could rouse. I can feel what it wants. It wants us to resonate. All of us. Here.”

And Maeve Sorrel, who had been bonded in pieces, who had chosen the circle over her own academy’s flag on the live mirror, who had been broken by her own school and made whole by the people who saw her, stepped fully into the altar light, and the commitment that had been building since the night I rebuilt her class landed whole, even if the crest-work still had further to go.

She looked smaller down there than she ever had in the plaza. Not fragile, never that, but stripped of the constant motion that made her seem bigger than her five feet and one inch. No bouncing knee. No sparks at the fingers. No mouth running ahead of hurt. Just Maeve, copper hair tangled from the fight, freckled skin smudged with soot, Sundermoor leathers scorched at one sleeve, standing in the light of an altar older than every academy that had failed her.

“I thought breaking with Sundermoor would feel cleaner,” she said, and the honesty of it took some of the heat out of the room. “Like I’d say the words and the flag would fall off me and I’d be free. It doesn’t. It still hurts. I still know the taste of their bread and the smell of their practice halls and which stair in the east dorm creaks when you’re sneaking in after curfew. I still know which instructor laughed when I scorched the ceiling and which one looked disappointed enough that it was worse than laughing.” Her hand pressed to the copper bridge in her crest. “Someone there cut me. Someone else let the lie stand. But some of it was mine too, before they made it poison.”

Rosalie’s expression softened, but she did not move yet. Maeve needed to say it while standing on her own feet.

“So when I say I’m in,” Maeve went on, rougher now, “I don’t mean I magically stopped caring where I came from. I mean I know where the door opened when I screamed. I know who ran toward the fire. I know who saw the mess after and didn’t flinch. I know who rebuilt me and who protected the rebuild when Caelira tried to take it apart.” Her amber eyes moved to Isolde, then Rosalie, then Thalia, then Octavia, taking in every woman in the circle before they returned to me. “And I know I can’t be half in two places anymore. Half is how they kept me hurting. So I’m asking it clean.”

“I’m in,” she said, the copper crest glowing steady, the bridge whole, the spark-plug grin breaking through everything she’d been through. “All the way. I broke with Sundermoor while the galleries watched, I descended with you, I watched her try to seal me a second time and watched all of you stop it, and I’m done being in pieces. The circle came when I screamed, and that’s not a thing I’m going to walk away from. So I’m in. Completely.” Her gaze went around the circle, at the five of them, the rival who’d been broken choosing the people who saw her. “If you’ll have me.”

“You’ve been finding your way toward us since the night he rebuilt you,” Rosalie said, the steady warmth that held the whole circle together, crossing to the copper-haired woman and drawing her into the light. “Tonight we say it out loud. You’re in, Maeve. No pieces left out.”

Isolde came next, because the cold-proud understood the hot-proud better than either of them liked admitting. She stopped in front of Maeve, tall and storm-marked, and for a moment the two restored sabotage-victims stood eye to eye despite the height difference, the duelist and the channeler, the quiet wound and the loud one.

“You mouth off too much,” Isolde said.

Maeve blinked. “Is this the welcome speech?”

“I’m not finished.” Isolde’s mouth almost curved. “You charge before you think, you set things on fire when irritated, and your footwork in a corridor is disgraceful.” A beat. “But you held the bridge under an Examiner’s seal, and you threw storm-fire with me without flinching. You’ll do.”

Maeve stared at her for half a second, then laughed, bright and wet. “That may be the nicest thing you’ve said to me yet.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

Thalia, who had been watching the exchange with her dark eyes narrowed, stepped in and touched two fingers to Maeve’s wrist, where a faint copper spark jumped harmlessly. “I’ll help you find who cut you. Not eventually. Not as a favor. Properly. Names, dates, tool requisitions, calibration records. Sundermoor kept paperwork. Everyone keeps paperwork. We will make them regret that.”

Maeve swallowed hard. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I enjoy ruining ledgers.”

Octavia’s hand came last, warm Saint-gold settling briefly over Maeve’s sternum, checking the bridge with a healer-of-healers precision that made Maeve’s eyes go huge. “Stable,” Octavia said. “Beautiful work. And yours. No academy flag owns it now.”

That was what broke her. Not the acceptance from me. The women. The circle answering her one by one, each in her own voice, until the thing she’d asked for had weight from all sides. Maeve pressed a fist to her mouth, nodded hard, and let Rosalie pull her into the first embrace without trying to make a joke of it.

The circle gathered in the altar’s glow, five women and the smith, the gadgeteer keeping watch up the antechamber, and the resonance rose between us, and I am going to tell you about what happened on the great altar in the deep, because it was the largest thing the circle had done and it was the thing my mother died trying to build and it was, I’ll say it plainly, the thing everything before it had been reaching toward.



It started, this time, in the middle of the circle instead of at its edge, because Maeve was the one being folded in and the altar had decided to make her the seam it sealed.

She stood in the center of the dais where I’d set her, the newest of us, the one who’d spent two years being told her body was a thing that misbehaved, and the four other women closed around her instead of undressing in a line for anyone to watch. That was the difference the altar made: there was no first and no order to it, only a circle drawing inward. Rosalie’s hands came over Maeve’s shoulders from behind and peeled the scorched Sundermoor leathers down her arms. Isolde took the buckles at her hip, quick and sure, a fighter’s fingers. Thalia knelt and drew the boots off one at a time, each motion exact. And Octavia tipped Maeve’s chin up with two fingers and held her wide amber gaze and said, low, the diction loose now, “Look at us looking at you. Nobody in this circle is going to flinch. That’s the whole point of it,” and Maeve, who had braced for that flinch her entire life, came apart a little just at the lack of it.

She came out of the leathers piece by piece in the hands of four women, the small perky breasts already responsive, the nipples hardening fast, forge-warmth radiating from her fair freckled skin, the copper crest between her breasts brightening with every breath, and the altar’s gold poured over all five of them at once and threw their crests into answering light: the Woundbloom gold from Rosalie’s chest, the blue-white crackle climbing Isolde’s scarred arm, the silver flicker of Thalia’s new sight, the warm Saint gold blazing from Octavia’s sternum, and the copper of Maeve’s wound finally healed. Five women, each a body entirely her own, no two alike, lit not in turn but together.

“There,” Rosalie said, husky, her soft warm weight pressed to Maeve’s back, the lush open generosity that had built the whole thing out of broken people. “No armor in the circle. You put every piece of it down, and not one of us ever uses a thing we see in here. You’re not on the outside of anything anymore.”

And the resonance told me where every one of them stood in relation to the circle, the altar amplifying every thread of it until even Maeve’s still-forming place glowed at the edge of my sight.

I want to be plain about the thing that made it real: this wasn’t five women performing for a man. This was a circle, whole and chosen, resonating together at the old deep altar, and the genuine chemistry between them was the whole point, Rosalie’s generosity drawing the others in, Isolde’s edge and Thalia’s precision finding each other, Octavia’s mature authority and Maeve’s spark-and-flare heat, the five of them connected to each other through the bond as much as to me.



The largest thing the circle had ever done together deserved every minute of it, five distinct women and the smith, each one given exactly what she most wanted, the altar’s gold light pouring over all of it.

I went to Maeve first, because she was the newest and the most undone by her own body, and I read her exactly: two years of dammed charge, a body that ran hair-trigger, the lightest sustained touch tipping her over. I drew her down into the warm tangle and I touched her, slow, and she jolted, the oversensitive crest flaring copper, the air above her skin bending.

“Easy,” I told her, low, my forge-scarred hand finding the slick heat of her, and she was already gushing under my touch, the valve open, the body that had screamed for release for two years letting go, and she tried to apologize, mortified, as she always did.

“I’m sorry, I, God, here I go, I can’t even, I’m gonna soak the whole altar, I can’t help it…”

“Then soak it,” I said, firm, two thick fingers pushing into her tight slick cunt while my thumb worked her oversensitive clit in slow circles, another gush soaking my hand and the smooth dais beneath her, the copper crest blazing brighter with each release because for Maeve orgasm was literally her class venting safely, the valve I’d opened finally doing the only thing it was for. “This altar sat dry in the dark longer than anyone alive can remember. You’re part of what woke it up, and you’re going to do it by being exactly as much as you are. Every drop you’ve got, give it to the deep. Nobody down here is keeping count but me, and I’m telling you there’s no such number as too many.” And she let go, gushing around my fingers, the petite body arching off the dais, babbling, swearing, the brash front dissolving entirely into helpless noise, her copper hair stuck to her flushed freckled throat, her small perky breasts heaving, the nipples hard as stone. I curled my fingers and worked her through it and didn’t stop, and she came again before the first had finished, hair-trigger, oversensitive, the second release stronger than the first, soaking my hand and her own thighs and the oath-metal, the copper-gold crest pulsing brighter with each one, and Rosalie’s steady hands gentled her shoulders through it, murmuring to the trembling woman that there was no such thing as overflowing here, that she could let go, that the circle had her. And Maeve let go and let go and let go, the class wound and the pleasure the same open valve, two years of dammed agony venting at last as nothing but relief.

Rosalie drew me to her next, generous and ready, the open hunger that needed to give, and this time she didn’t wait to be worshipped; she put me where she wanted me. She lay back against the curved slope of the dais and drew my head down to her chest and let me bury my face in the heavy soft abundance of her, my mouth working from the freckled valley out to one dark stiffening peak and then the other, the healer’s glow already flooding gold across her sternum and pouring through every point of skin contact into all of us, amplifying everything, the circle resonance feeding on her glow. Then she sat up and gathered her heavy tits in both hands and folded them around my cock, swallowing the shaft in soft plush flesh, looking up at me with those green eyes gone dark, the paizuri that was her signature, her glow warming the slick friction, dipping her head to catch the head on every upstroke with a wet flick of her tongue, narrating in her husky unguarded voice, “There you are, you held all of us up in that chamber, every one of us, so now you don’t hold anything, you just let me have you, that’s all you have to do down here,” and the generosity of her was the whole turn-on, the body given as comfort and not performance.

I took Isolde hard, because Isolde needed it hard, the fighter who surrendered from a position of strength. I drew her in by the silver-blonde braid and turned her so the altar lit the lightning scars down her left arm, and I took her standing against the curve of the dais, one arm locked across her collarbones to hold her back against my chest, the other hand low and commanding between her thighs, her muscular body strung against me, her chin tipped back over my shoulder. The first word out of her was the one she gave to no one else, “Sir,” breathed up at the dark, the scars blazing brighter with it, the storm building under her skin, the commander who fought in arenas held upright and helpless and surrendered in the gold light.

And Octavia, the reawakened Saint, the verbal control fully shattered, sank to her knees by her own choice in the altar light and took me into her mouth, deep and worshipful, the decade of suppression pouring out of her, her precise diction shaped now around filthy precise want, her amber eyes locked up on mine, loose hair falling around her face, the Saint glowing warm gold as the mouth she’d weaponized for control worked the length of me, pulling off just long enough to say, low and wrecked, “Ten years of rationed syllables and now I get to spend them on this instead, hear what my mouth’s actually for,” before she took me deep again, the eye contact and the saliva and the released want.

And Thalia, who decided what opened and when, set her own pace even here, even in the slick press of five, and I read her and gave her what she needed, which was control even now, the dominance living inside the access she controlled, and she took me on her own terms, the new Shadow Auditor sight flaring, and she said the thing that was her surrender, lower now and without the old fear under it, “Keep your eyes on the record, all of it, the whole open file, I’m not closing one page of it to you,” and I read her all the way through while I took her, the being-read that was the only thing that ever reached her, gone now from a thing she braced for to a thing she asked for outright.

And the whole time, the women moved between each other as much as toward me: Rosalie’s hands gentling Maeve through the gushing overload, kissing the freckled shoulder, steadying the smaller woman; Isolde and Thalia, cold indifference last term, finding each other now, Isolde’s edge and Thalia’s precision meeting in something fierce and equal; Octavia’s mature warmth drawing Maeve in, the Saint and the spark-plug, the decade-suppressed authority and the brash heat. Five women connected through the bond and to each other as much as to me, every one of them moving and wanting and taking, none of them waiting to be reached.

And then, the second time through, the thing the smaller circle had never built happened, because the altar wanted all of it at once and the bond had finally grown wide enough to carry it.

It stopped being a rotation. The night had moved one woman at a time until now, as the four-point night had, each of them reached for in turn, but the altar’s amplification had widened the shared resonance past anything single contact could hold, and somewhere in the slick tangle of limbs the five of them stopped waiting and folded into a single sustained knot of contact, all of it happening at once, and I stopped moving between them and simply became the center it all ran through. Rosalie rode me, her generous bust the bouncing heavy heart of the whole tangle, her wet heat gripping me on every downstroke, the Woundbloom glow pouring gold down through every thread of contact and lighting all of us at once; and over her shoulder Octavia’s filthy unleashed mouth found Rosalie’s throat, the Saint’s gold meeting the healer’s gold where their crests pressed; and Isolde knelt up behind Rosalie with one calloused hand sliding the length of the generous hip and the other tangled in Octavia’s loose dark-gold hair, the lean hard-edged duelist and the lush mature Saint trading a fierce open kiss across the riding healer’s shoulder; and Maeve, oversensitive and gushing again at the lightest brush, was passed mouth to mouth between them, Thalia’s precise hands learning the petite freckled body while Rosalie’s free hand worked the smaller woman through another helpless release; and Thalia, who had spent so long refusing the center of anything, let herself be drawn fully into the middle of it without setting a single term, the silver in her eyes quiet, every door open, taken and giving in the same breath.

And because Rosalie’s resonance ran through every point of skin contact, the altar caught it and threw it through all five of them at once, so that what one of them felt, all of them felt, a single shared current of pleasure crossing five bodies at the same instant instead of moving down a line. I felt the bond carrying it as the deep infrastructure was built to, every woman’s sensation feeding into the others through the shared gold, the whole circle resonating as one thing and not five, the simultaneous flood the smaller circle’s rotation had never been able to hold. I held the center of it, every thread of the five of them pulled through my crest at once, and for a long stretch there was no first and no next and no taking-turns, only all of them, together.

It was only after, when the simultaneous wave had crested and ebbed and the tangle loosened a degree, that the night narrowed back to single threads again, because two of them still wanted a particular thing given to them alone.

I came back to Isolde then for the full restraint she’d asked for that first night alone with me, and this time I laid her on her back across the smooth dais and bound her wrists above her head to the lip of the oath-metal with her own blade harness, the buckle she’d surrendered to me, so that the proud body was stretched out and offered face-up in the gold light, nothing hidden, the lightning scars blazing the full length of her exposed arm. I knelt over her and gripped the braid where it pooled beneath her shoulder and drove my cock into her like that, watching her face this time instead of her back, the duelist who fought in arenas pinned open and unable to cover any of it, her hips rising to take every deep stroke, her cunt clenching around me, and she gave me the word looking straight up at me, which cost her more than giving it bent away ever had, “Sir,” and again, ragged, “sir, harder,” and I fucked her harder, the storm building under her skin and grounding through the bond instead of detonating, the controlled discharge crackling through the skin contact to every point of the circle. Thalia, who controlled access in everything, watched Isolde bound and offered and let herself be taken alongside it without setting a single term, the woman who kept every door bolted loosening completely among people she’d decided to trust, the auditor’s precision loosening into something she’d barely let herself have.

And Octavia, the reawakened Saint, moved between the worship she gave and the taking she received, and she kept up the stream of filthy precise want the whole time, the decade of held words pouring out of her in the gold light, the lecturer’s diction shaped around things a professor should never say, the verbal control that had defined her whole life finally and fully unleashed in front of a circle that received every word without a flicker of judgment. She took my cock bent over the dais, my hips driving into her from behind, her heavy breasts pressed to the cool oath-metal and Elyse’s pendant swinging beneath her, the Saint blazing gold from her sternum, her cunt clenching tight around every deep stroke, and she said every word she’d held for ten years, the strict professor undone and glowing and not choosing a single syllable, and the circle’s warmth poured into her and hers into the circle.

And around all of it the women kept finding each other: Rosalie’s mouth finding Octavia’s, two generous bodies pressed slick together; Isolde and Maeve trading a fierce kiss over the dais, the cold-proud and the hot-proud meeting in heat; Thalia’s precise hands learning the curves of all of them, the woman who had spent so long outside everything now woven through the center of it. The heat passed between the five of them as freely as the resonance did, and what I gave each of them was only ever half of what each of them was getting from the others.



It built toward the peak as the altar wanted it to, all five of them and the smith, the resonance winding tighter than the four-point version ever had, the great altar amplifying every thread, and I felt it coming, the thing the deep infrastructure had waited two centuries for, the first outline of the five-point resonance the old deep had waited for.

It hit all six of us at once.

Rosalie went over the edge first, generous even in this, her whole body arching, her unguarded vocal pleasure filling the altar chamber, the Woundbloom crest blazing gold and flooding the bond with warmth, her cunt clenching around my cock, the generosity of her climax pouring through all of us. Maeve detonated a breath behind, gushing one final overwhelming time, soaked and trembling and weeping with the relief of it, the copper crest blazing copper-gold as her class vented fully and safely, the body that had screamed for two years finally, completely let go. Isolde’s lightning scars surged full blue-white, the Tempest discharging through the skin contact between all six of us, controlled now, channeled through the surrender, her proud jaw breaking, the storm grounded through the circle. Octavia’s reawakened Class Saint blazed full, the warm gold washing over all of us, healing-of-healers resonance pouring through the bond, the decade of suppression released in filthy precise cries. And Thalia came apart with her eyes open and locked on mine, her tight cunt clamping down around me, the woman who let no one close holding five people at once, the new sight flaring, the last locked room thrown wide.

And I went over with all five of them, buried deep in the woman beneath me and emptying into her in thick pulses, the bond pulling everything together, the altar amplifying past anything the smaller circle had reached, all six crests pulsing in sync, gold and lightning and Saint-warmth and copper-fire and the auditor’s blaze and the Smith’s gold, and the great altar woke as far as our unfinished circle could carry it.

The deep flooded with golden light.

It poured out of the altar and out of all our synchronized crests, the old deep infrastructure blazing awake in living memory, and in the white-gold blaze of it, the women felt each other’s classes through me, all of them at once: Isolde felt the Tempest in her own crest and the Cinder heat in Maeve’s and the Woundbloom warmth in Rosalie’s and the Saint’s gold in Octavia’s and the seam-sight in Thalia’s, every class flowing through the smith between them, the circle’s shared resonance, the thing that made a class unsealable, alive at the altar that built the First Forge.

It did more than show them power. It showed them context.

Rosalie felt how Maeve’s heat had lived like a pressure bruise for years and understood, in one breath, why Maeve could never hold still. Maeve felt Rosalie’s Woundbloom warmth and went slack with wonder at a power that could hurt and heal without apologizing for either. Isolde felt Thalia’s seam-sight, the precise cold file-edge of it, and understood the courage it took to look at every crime and not turn away. Thalia felt Isolde’s Tempest, the discipline under the storm, and had no dry comment to put between herself and admiration. Octavia felt all of them through the Saint’s reawakened breadth, and the look on her face was grief and triumph together, because she was feeling the thing Elyse had described and never finished.

For a few heartbeats, none of them were alone inside their own classes. The circle made each class legible to the others without stealing any of it, a translation through me and through the altar, each woman’s power remaining hers while becoming known.

That was the unsealable principle, I realized with the force of a hammer-strike. Not that a class could become hard enough to resist every lock. That was only armor, and armor could be cracked. The deeper answer was that a class held by a circle was never only one structure in one chest. It was witnessed, echoed, reinforced in five other people who knew its true shape. To seal it, the Concord would have to make everyone forget what it was at the same time.

And then I understood why my mother had died chasing this instead of hiding in Fenhollow and repairing stones by lamplight until old age took her.

Repair could save one life.

Revelation could make the old murder stop working.

And my crest evolved.

I felt it sear and reorganize, the strain enormous and the altar holding it, the circle pattern that had carried four resonance points growing a second concentric ring around the first, the protective outer ring from the four-point night now doubled, the structure expanding toward a fifth point without seating it, and at the very center of the pattern, for one blinding instant in the white-gold blaze, the shape of a thing I couldn’t yet read flickered into being.

A true name. At the center of my own crest. The first hint of my own Revelation, the unsealable class my mother had bled and hidden and died chasing, the thing the First Forge was for, flickering at the heart of the circle pattern and then gone again, dormant, waiting, too deep to read yet but there, the seed of the thing that would finish what Elyse Ward started.

Class: Garrick Ward, Class Smith. Crest: Circle Pattern (two concentric rings, four resonance points and a latent fifth outline). New: Hybridization mastery, circle-shield, expanded Class Sight at altars. Note: the fifth point is incipient, pending full integration; a “true name” remains dormant at the center.

The card formed in my crest and the new ring settled and the true name flickered and banked, and I came down from the altar’s amplification slowly, tangled in the gold light with five women, the old altar glowing warm around us, her life’s work alive and chosen and whole at last.

The altar did not go quiet when the card settled.

It stayed warm under us, the old oath-metal breathing like a forge banked for morning, and faint lines began to glow between the four pedestals and the older fifth receptacle at the center. Not a map. Not yet. But a direction, maybe, the deep answering the true-name flicker with a pull that was not down anymore. Out. Past the academy. Past the walls and towers and the comfortable lie that Valebright was the whole world because it had been the whole world lately.

Octavia felt it too. Her head lifted, the theorist cutting through the afterglow.

“That’s not an altar route,” she said. “That’s a waystation response. Elyse wrote about them in the margins. Old Smith sites recognize a crest that can carry the next link and point toward the next forge in the chain.” Her hand tightened on my chest. “Garrick, this altar is pointing you onward.”

Of course it was.

The academy had been built on a buried forge and had spent two centuries pretending the foundation was dead. Now the foundation had woken, found a circle large enough to answer it, and done what every good forge does when a piece is hot enough.

It told us where the next heat waited.



We lay tangled in the altar light, six bodies in the warm gold, the glow of six crests slowly settling, and for a while nobody spoke, because the great dais was awake after longer than the records held and the silence of it was its own kind of full.

Then Maeve, soaked and trembling and laughing through tears, the irrepressible grin breaking through everything, said: “Okay. Okay. I didn’t know the circle could feel like that. Every instructor I ever had wrote too much on my file like it was a sentence, and I just gave too much enough times to wake a two-hundred-year-old altar, and I’m not even sorry, and is everybody always this, is the circle always like, because I would like a heads-up next time before I, before all of that.”

“It’s not usually quite that bright,” Rosalie said, warm and breathless and laughing, gathering Maeve into the tangle. “That was the altar. And you. You vent like a forge with the flue finally open.” She pressed a kiss to Maeve’s copper temple. “You’re ours now. The whole of you, the loud parts especially.”

“Ours,” Maeve agreed, wrecked and grinning, choosing it whole.

It was Octavia who read it, the theorist who’d spent long nights across a table from the woman who first drew that pattern, propping herself up on one elbow in the gold light and laying her palm flat over my sternum, over the doubled rings, her amber eyes narrowing on the thing only she in the circle had the training to recognize.

“The pattern reorganized,” she said, low and certain, the lecturer’s precision surfacing even wrecked. “Two concentric rings now, where there was one. The shield grew into the geometry your mother diagrammed for a five-point circle and never lived to build, with the last point still dormant.” The lecturer’s certainty caught on what she saw, amber eyes widening. “And there’s something at the center of it. Under the rings. A shape, for half a second, in the gold.” Her careful diction faltered, the lecturer’s certainty thinning to something hushed. “Garrick. I’ve read every page she wrote on this. Tell me that was what I think it was.”

“A true name,” I said, the wonder of it still landing through the exhaustion. “My own. The center of the circle pattern. It’s the thing my mother died reaching for, the Revelation, the unsealable class, the thing the First Forge makes. It’s there, at the center of me, dormant. Too deep to read yet. But it’s there.” I let that land between all of us. “That’s where this goes, past all of this. The First Forge, the route my mother decoded, the place where the only Revelation in history was performed. To finish what she started, to make the class the Concord can’t seal, I have to go there, past Valebright, past the settled edge. And the true name at the center of my crest is the thing I make when I do.”

Octavia kept her palm over the dormant name, Elyse’s pendant warm against her own glowing crest, the decade-old grief and the thing that came after both moving under her face.

“She’d want you to go,” Octavia said softly. “Elyse. The First Forge. The unsealable class. It’s the thing she died for, and you’re the only one who can finish it, and the circle’s the only thing that can survive the road there.” Her thumb moved once over the rings. “That’s the next escalation. The academy was never the world, Garrick. It was the door out of it. You’re not surviving the academy anymore. You’re preparing to leave it.”

Isolde, on her back beside us, the scars banking down, didn’t reach for the crest at all this time. She watched the two of us read it, the smith and the theorist, with the flat attention she gave a map before a campaign, and what she said was a soldier’s question, not a wondering one.

“Then I want to know the road,” she said, clipped. “All of it. The legs, the dead zones, where she’s likeliest to hit us. Not tonight. But soon. If we’re walking off the edge of every map, I’m not walking it blind.” Her gaze moved over the tangle of us. “We survived an Examiner because we drilled for her for six weeks. Whatever’s past the edge, I want the same head start.”

And Thalia, who had spent so long outside everything, lying still and warm in the center of the circle and not reaching for a single lock, was the one who answered the wonder with something dry, because somebody had to put the floor back under the room and she was the only one in it not currently overcome.

“Well,” she said, the silver in her eyes quiet, the locks all open, five people tangled around her in the altar light. “I came down here to die in a trap. Instead I’m being told that the plan is to walk out of the only kingdom I’ve ever spied for and personally dismantle two centuries of class doctrine on the way to a forge nobody’s laid eyes on since before the Concord existed.” She let a beat hang, dry as bone. “I have read a great many operational briefings in my career, and that one is, by a comfortable margin, the worst-secured and most likely to get us all killed. I’m in. Obviously I’m in. I just want everyone to understand that I knew exactly how stupid it was before I said yes.”

The circle laughed in the altar light.

And from the antechamber, Brennan’s voice carried down, the gadgeteer who’d been keeping watch and absolutely did not want details, his ears no doubt the color of his hair: “I want it on the record that I have heard nothing, nothing whatsoever, and also that the championship descenders are clear up top, so if everyone could become decent at some point in the next while, that’d be ideal. Separately. My counter-seal rigs worked. All six. Against a Concord Examiner. And nobody’s congratulated me yet, and I feel that’s been somewhat overlooked.”

“You broke a Concord Examiner’s kill-stroke with a clockwork box, Brennan,” I called back, the warmth of it filling the deep. “You saved the whole circle. Nobody’s overlooking it. We’ll congratulate you properly the second everyone’s decent.”

“Thank you,” Brennan said, with enormous dignity. “That’s all I wanted. A spring and a lever against the craft that ended fourteen Smiths. I’ll be telling that story for the rest of my life. Decent, please, at your leisure, no rush, I’ll just be out here, having heard nothing.”

So we got decent, eventually, in the gold light of the old altar, six crests glowing in the dark an Examiner had failed to fill, and went up to face the part of it Brennan couldn’t hear from the antechamber.


Chapter 23: After the Descent

The mirror-feed couldn’t be un-seen, and that changed everything.

Four academies had watched a Concord Examiner try to murder a student’s class in the dark and fail in the light. They’d heard a Class Smith name the two-century lie of the fixed stars, watched him break a kill-stroke with a circle and a clockwork box, heard a legitimate champion and a disgraced heir both witness the frost on honest crests. You cannot show a thing like that to the kingdom’s next generation of class-users and take it back. The Concord had spent generations keeping its work in the dark, and in a single descent the dark had been turned to light in front of everyone who’d come to watch.

Valebright was changed. The whole campus was changed. And the Forge Annex, the dead-end where the failures went, the place they filed me on my first day with the worst class on the rolls, became, openly and without argument, the most important place at the academy, and everyone knew it.

Scholarship students came openly now, in daylight, lining up outside the Annex with their crests and their hope, because the boy who’d survived a Concord Examiner could surely look at a fractured channel, and Holt ran the intake with a quiet pride he’d stopped bothering to hide. The Forge Annex supervisor who’d protected me all term, who’d taken Caldran’s supply-chain sabotage on his own shoulders last term without asking me to carry it, stood a little taller now, and when a Duel Tower instructor came down to the Annex with a hat in his hands and a fractured-channel student in tow, Holt made the man wait at the bottom of the stairs, the same wait Annex students had endured at the foot of every other tower’s stairs for two centuries, and his face when he did it was the most satisfied I’d ever seen it.

“He had me wait twenty minutes last spring to file a requisition,” Holt said to me, low, watching the duelist instructor shift his weight. “For chalk. We needed chalk and he made me wait twenty minutes because the Annex’s paperwork went to the bottom of the pile by policy.” He took an unbothered sip of his drink. “I find I’m in no hurry today.”

Corin Daws, the Tide-Reader I’d unsealed, appointed himself the unofficial doorman, and he took the job with the desperate sincerity of a man who’d been handed a thing that mattered after a lifetime of mattering to no one. He’d memorized the intake order. He kept a list. He told everyone who’d listen, and a few who wouldn’t, how the Smith had taken a Concord lock off his class in four hours flat, four hours, she said it couldn’t come off, she said I’d adjust, and his laugh like a dropped pan carried up and down the Annex stairs all day, and somebody had given him a fish to put in the campus pond, which I’d made him put back, and he was, in every small way the Annex measured these things, the happiest he’d ever been.

The dining hall surrendered entirely.

Agda’s bench, the old low-status table near the kitchens where the Annex failures had eaten in the shadow of the waste bins, where the resonance lamps were dimmest and the draft off the scullery door was coldest, became, in the space of a single descent, the most-watched seat in the hall. It was the table where a Class Smith and a Storm Duelist and a Woundbloom Adept and a Shadow Auditor and a reawakened Class Saint and a copper-haired Cinder hybrid all ate together, and the rest of the stratified hall, generations of careful seating-by-prestige, simply didn’t know what to do with that. The bright central tables under the best lamps, where Duel Tower’s ranked and Arcane Tower’s gifted and the noble-house heirs had always sat to be seen, became, overnight, the place nobody important sat, because everybody important was eating at the bench by the bins. I watched a third-year duelist, ranked, gold-trimmed, stand in the middle of the hall with his tray and visibly fail to work out where the high table had gone, and then sit down somewhere at random, defeated by a problem his whole life hadn’t prepared him for.

Agda fed us like we’d personally rescued the kingdom, which, the head cook had apparently decided, we had. The portions arrived faculty-sized and then larger. Faculty-table food started turning up at our bench, the good bread, the real butter, a thing with actual meat in it, delivered by Agda herself with her blunt approval expressed entirely in the quantity, never a word, just a plate set down hard and a look that dared you to leave any of it.

“The thing I keep getting stuck on,” Brennan announced, settling onto Agda’s bench with a plate Agda had loaded high enough that it was structurally ambitious, “is that there’s no word for us. There’s a word for everything else. There’s a word for a table of duelists, there’s a word for a table of cowards, there’s a word for a table of noble-house heirs who look like they’ve never been hungry.” He gestured at all of us with a heel of real bread. “But what’s the word for a table that took down a Concord murderer on a live mirror while every academy delegation watched? Because whatever it is, I want it on a banner, and I want the banner large.”

“A company,” Thalia said, flat and unbothered, lifting a strip of the actual meat off his plate with two neat fingers and no apology, entirely at home now in a way she’d rarely allowed herself anywhere. “The word is company. We’ve established this. Repeatedly. Try to keep up.”

“A company,” Brennan agreed happily, not even contesting the theft, which was its own kind of belonging. “A table of people who did that. I’m getting it embroidered on something. I’m getting it embroidered on everything. I’m having Halverton draft a charter. The Annex isn’t a dumping ground anymore, it’s a guild, we’re a guild-in-miniature, and a guild needs embroidery and a charter, those are the two things no real guild does without, everyone knows that.”

“No one knows that,” Isolde said.

“I know it,” Brennan said, “which is everyone who matters,” and Maeve laughed so hard she nearly choked on Agda’s bread, the crackling delight of a woman who’d spent two years feeling alone even at crowded tables now wedged into the loudest, warmest table in the hall.



Things resolved over the days after, each one personal, each one landing exactly where the weeks had been building toward, and I watched the people I’d come to care about choose, finally, what they wanted, out of who they’d decided to be rather than what anyone had come to dangle in front of them.

Maeve broke with Sundermoor in front of the whole assembled Descent, and she did it with the brash, crackling fire she’d been suppressing for two years, because she’d finally been given permission to be exactly as much as she was.

“I’m done,” she told the Sundermoor delegation, the copper crest glowing steady and whole, the controlled fire she could finally throw crackling at her fingertips for emphasis. “Two years you wrote no control on every evaluation, and I want every instructor who signed one to watch this part, because you signed a lie and I can prove it.” She let the flame in her hand bloom and snuff on command, slow, deliberate, so they all watched it obey her. “See that? That’s control. That’s what a Sundermoor-calibrated tool cut out of me, on purpose, with our own authority and our own tools, which means the hand that did it is standing in your colors right now. You didn’t fail to notice. You noticed and named it my failure instead, because that was cheaper than admitting one of you is a criminal.” Her eyes blazed. “So I’m done competing under the flag of the academy that broke me. I’m staying at Valebright, with the people who saw what three academies refused to, and I’m going to find the one who cut me. You can keep your colors. I make my own fire now, and it goes exactly where I aim it.”

She turned her back on the academy that broke her, and the Sundermoor delegation had no answer, because a woman they’d written off as undisciplined had just thrown controlled fire and named a crime, and the question of who at Sundermoor had severed her, and why, and whether it traced toward the Concord’s reach, hung in the air unanswered, the wedge for what came next.

She came and sat at Agda’s bench after, breathing hard with the freedom of it, the controlled fire still crackling faintly at her fingertips, and Isolde, who’d watched the whole thing from the edge of the plaza, the duelist who’d dismissed her as a loud mouth weeks ago, slid down the bench to make room, an offered seat from a woman who measured every inch she gave anyone, and said, clipped and sincere:

“That was well done. The naming of the crime in front of all of them. I did the same to House Fen this term, only quieter.” A pause, the fighter’s respect landing, the friction of two restored sabotage-victims who processed pain in opposite directions finally settling. “I was wrong about you, in the plaza. The first day. I clocked you as a loud mouth mouthing off because she had nothing real to back it. I was wrong. You carry the same wound I do. You just carry it loud, where I carry it quiet. Different hands, maybe, but the same kind of tool and the same reason cut us both, and I should have seen it the moment you opened your mouth.” She clasped Maeve’s forearm, fighter to fighter, the rare gesture worth more from her than any smile. “I think I can respect a firebrand who throws fire at a delegation and names the hand that cut her.”

“I think I can respect a woman who defeats a ranked duelist in forty-three seconds and then, I’m told, surrenders to nobody but the smith,” Maeve shot back, the irrepressible grin coming up through the grim, and Isolde’s pale eyes narrowed dangerously.

“Who told you that.”

“Rosalie tells me everything,” Maeve said, delighted. “The whole circle, who likes what, the whole, she gave me a briefing, it was the warmest, most mortifying conversation of my life, do you know she described you as ‘fierce clarity dissolving into sir,’ I have it word for word, I’m never letting it go.”

“Rosalie,” Isolde said, with the flat menace of a woman planning a reckoning, and Rosalie, three seats down, did not look up from her plate, only said, serene, “She needed to know how the circle works. Onboarding is important,” and tucked a honey-brown wave behind her ear, and Isolde made a sound that in a less proud woman would have been a laugh.

And under the friction, the cold-proud and the hot-proud found the thing that had been building since the night Maeve burned with joy at fire that went exactly where she aimed it: the deep kinship of two people the system had crippled and called undisciplined, two restored sabotage-victims who’d named their crimes out loud, one quiet and one loud, the hard-won respect landing all the way.

Kethan Vael found Isolde the next morning, the honorable rival, the Ravelin champion who’d held the dormitory level and witnessed for us before the galleries, and he came to claim the thing he’d asked for in the dark.

“I told the Smith I wanted our match,” Kethan said, to Isolde, in the staging plaza, warrior to warrior. “A real one. In the light. Not you buried in the dark by a coward with a stylus, but the two of us, properly, the best I’ve faced against the best I am.” His honest face was clean of any false rivalry, only the respect of one real fighter for another. “The Descent’s a wreck, officially. No one’s certifying a championship after what happened in the deep. So it won’t count for rank. But I don’t care about rank. I want to know if I can beat you, and I want to find out by losing to you fairly, because I think I will, and I want to lose to the real thing and not a sabotaged ghost of it.”

Isolde, restored, Tempest-marked, the complete Storm Duelist she’d been robbed of being, held out her hand to clasp his on it, something fierce and glad coming up in her face, offered at last exactly the thing she’d been built for.

“After we’ve both slept off the deep,” she said. “And it won’t count for rank, and I don’t care either, because I’m not chasing rank anymore. But yes. I want to know too.” She offered her hand, fighter to worthy fighter. “You held a level full of descenders against an Examiner and you witnessed for a rival in front of your own academy. That’s the kind of opponent worth fighting. Most duelists I’ve beaten weren’t worth the trouble of beating. You will be. Let’s find out.”

They clasped hands, the rivalry-to-respect arc landed clean, a clean rival the season had earned, the honest strength that made the Concord’s manufactured champions look exactly as hollow as they were, and a match worth having waiting for them both on the far side of the wreckage.



Isolde resolved the Stormwall Guild, and she did it as she’d promised, on her own terms, out of the deep, asked when the question was clean.

She came to me in the Annex workshop one evening, late, the silver-blonde braid tight, blunt and direct as ever, and she’d clearly turned it over for days, running the tactical evaluation she ran on everything, this time on her own want.

“You asked me what I wanted,” she said. “Rosalie asked me. After the families and the guild came to reclaim me. And I said ask me when we’re out of the deep.” She drew herself up to the military-straight line she stood a guard in, the posture she reached for when a thing was hard. “We’re out of the deep. I’ve run the evaluation.” She met my eyes, ice-blue, steady. “House Fen wanted to use me. I told them no with relish; that part was easy. The Stormwall Guild was hard, because Stormwall didn’t do me wrong. They wanted me before the sabotage, when I was the most promising young duelist in the north, and they’re offering me my old dream back, clean, the largest stage there is, the resources to match a complete Tempest Blade. The dream I built my whole young life toward, before they took it from me.” Her shoulders squared, the decision settling into the same clean line as her guard stance. “And the evaluation came back no. I’m turning it down.”

“You don’t have to explain why,” I said. “It’s yours to choose.”

“I’ll tell you the reasoning. I want it laid out like the lines of a fight, so I can be sure I haven’t missed a flank.” She drew a breath. “At nineteen, the top of someone else’s guild was the highest I could imagine a duelist climbing. Then I held a storm I couldn’t contain and grounded it through a man I trust completely, and stood in a circle that broke a Concord Examiner, and watched a smith braid my Tempest into a class the order can’t even name.” She squared her shoulders, the decision settling into her like a stance. “Stormwall is too small for what I’ve seen I can be. I’ve outgrown it like a training blade you’ve moved past. I want this one. It’s a we, and I’m choosing it whole.” A beat, the deadpan she used to undercut a thing that mattered too much. “Also I’m not leaving you to forge that whole circle alone, you’d burn your reserves out by the second week. Someone has to ground the storm.”

“That’s the realest reason,” I said.

“That’s the realest reason,” she agreed, and chose, clear-eyed and unhurried, the circle over the guild, and turned the Stormwall recruiter away with thanks and no regret, and turned House Fen away with relish, and kept the name she was making her own.



Rosalie closed the House Arden thread on her terms, not theirs.

She wrote her mother back, finally, after weeks of leaving the letter unopened, and she let me read it, not because anyone asked her to but because she wanted me to see who she’d become.

It was warm, the way Rosalie was warm, and unbending, the iron under that warmth grown hard as a forge tool. It said she wasn’t coming home for a preventive alignment. It said she wasn’t ashamed of the part of her House Arden had sealed at eight. It said she was the most complete healer the house had produced in a generation, and that the part they called dangerous was the part that had kept the people she loved alive in the deep, the part that could feel a class-murder soaking into a wall, the part that could sense an Examiner’s cold before it landed. It said the door was open, on her terms, if the family ever wanted to know the daughter they’d tried to seal. And it said, at the end, gently, that she’d offered to unseal a frightened senior healer who’d come to shame her, and that the offer stood for any Arden brave enough to take it, including her mother, because Rosalie Arden was the healer who unsealed now, not the daughter who’d been sealed.

She didn’t make a speech of it. She’d put it all in the letter; there was nothing left to declare. She just smoothed the page flat under one hand the way she’d smooth a dressing over a wound, folded it, and set it aside, and the only thing she said out loud was small and dry and more final than any manifesto.

“I offered to unseal my mother.” She tucked a honey-brown wave behind her ear, a faint crooked smile pulling at her mouth. “The woman who had me sealed at eight. I offered to take it off her, if she ever wants it off, for free, forever.” The smile turned wry. “That’s the most House Arden revenge there is, when you think about it. I’m going to heal them whether they deserve it or not. The only thing that’s changed is I stopped flinching first, and I stopped asking permission.” She pressed my hand on the workbench, brief and warm, and let it go. “Door’s open. On my terms. That’s the whole of it. Now stop reading my mail and eat something.”



Brennan’s arc landed, and it landed warm, the found-family payoff the whole Annex had been building toward.

I read his crest deeper after the descent, as I’d been meaning to, and I found what I’d half-suspected since his counter-seal rigs broke a Concord kill-stroke: his Artificer class wasn’t failed at all, whatever the academy had filed. It was misregistered. A forge-support line, an old one, the kind that paired with a Class Smith, mislabeled as a failed Artificer because the registry that classified him had never seen a real Class Smith to pair him with and didn’t have a category for what he actually was.

“You’re not a failed Artificer,” I told him, the gold low in my eyes, reading the true structure of his crest. “You never were. You’re a forge-support line. Smith-pairing. The class that builds the mechanical things a Smith’s resonance can’t, the non-resonant tools, the clockwork that wards can’t ward against. The registry didn’t have a category for you because they’d erased the Class Smiths you were built to pair with. So they filed you as failed.” I set my hands to his crest and did a partial repair, correcting the misregistration, opening the forge-support structure that had been mislabeled for a year and a half and however many days he was always counting. “You’re not the Annex’s failed Artificer anymore, Brennan. You’re the circle’s forge-support. The gadgeteer. The one whose clockwork box broke the craft that ended fourteen Smiths.” I sat back. “You were never failed. You were waiting for a Smith to pair with. Now you’ve got one.”

Brennan Gale, stocky and red and freckled, the failed Artificer who’d been at the Annex a year and a half and however many days, sat there with his usually restless tinkerer’s hands quiet in his lap while his misregistered class corrected itself, and then his round face did a complicated thing, and his brown eyes went wet, and he wiped them with the back of a tool-stained hand.

This time Brennan didn’t have a speech. He sat with his restless hands still in his lap and his round face doing the complicated wet thing, and when he finally spoke it came out small and cracked and entirely undefended.

“A year and a half.” He wiped his eyes again. “And it was a clerical error.” He laughed, wet and helpless, and the laugh was the whole reframe; he didn’t need to argue himself out of failed like the others had had to, because I’d just done it for him with my hands, and all that was left was the relief pouring out sideways as a joke. “That’s the most Annex thing I’ve ever heard. We didn’t fail. They lost the paperwork.” He looked at the corrected crest, then at me, and the warmth in it was the found-family thing the whole long climb had been building toward. “Official circle gadgeteer. Davan Holt’s going to cry. The Annex rejects, a guild-in-miniature. We did that.” He grinned through the wet. “A forge-support line, Garrick. The class that was waiting for a Smith the whole time. Who’d have thought there was a name for me under the wrong one.”



The circle shared a meal at Agda’s bench the evening before I climbed the Annex roof with my mother’s decoded journal, and it was the quiet beat, the earned calm before the hook, and it deserves the breath, because the quiet moments built the thing that made the loud ones land.

Seven of us, counting Brennan, at the old low-status table that was now the most-watched seat in the hall: Rosalie warm and generous, dividing Agda’s faculty-table food with a healer’s fairness, making sure Maeve got the most because Maeve still ate like someone who’d gone hungry; Isolde upright and direct, sitting at the head of the bench by an unspoken agreement nobody had needed to make, the Tempest Blade complete and the future chosen; Thalia precise and dry and, after twenty-one years of locking every door behind her, entirely at home, her boots up on the bench in a way she would once have saved for a clean exit; Octavia, the reawakened Class Saint, her glasses pushed up into the loose dark-gold hair, the tension line between her brows finally gone, ten years of composure relaxed into something younger; Maeve, all spark and copper, bouncing a knee against the bench leg and talking too fast and burning with the freedom of a body that no longer betrayed her; and Brennan, the forge-support gadgeteer, sketching embroidery designs on the back of a requisition form and narrating each one to anyone who’d listen and several who wouldn’t.

“This one’s a hammer with a, no, listen, a hammer crossed with a spring,” Brennan was saying, “because the spring’s the whole point, the spring’s what beat her, everyone wrote it off and it won anyway, so the crest of the new guild is a hammer and a spring, and underneath it says, I haven’t decided, either ‘The Annex’ or ‘We Heard Nothing,’ which is the personal motto I’ve adopted since the deep and which I think has range.”

“Put both,” Maeve said. “Big one and a small one underneath.”

“That’s exactly the instinct I needed,” Brennan said. “You understand embroidery.”

“I understand committing to a bit,” Maeve said.

And me, the Class Smith, the boy with the worst class on the rolls who’d walked three days from Fenhollow with a scholarship letter that had sat next to a cold forge for three weeks while I decided whether to bother coming at all, sitting now with the circle she’d dreamed of and never lived to gather assembled warm and loud around me, whole and chosen and witnessed by four academies.

“Eat,” Rosalie told me, the warmth and the matter-of-fact tenderness both, sliding a loaded plate in front of me and refusing to be charmed out of it. “You burned your reserves down to nothing in the deep. Again. For the third time this term. And you’ve eaten like a sparrow since, because you always do this, you forget the body’s part of the work. Resonance fatigue is metabolic, Garrick, I’ve told you, it’s not noble to run yourself empty, it’s just a thing I have to fix later.” Her hand found mine on the bench and pressed it, warm, the Woundbloom glow flickering faint gold under her palm where she read the depletion in me without being asked. “You can’t forge the First Forge on an empty stomach. Eat. We’ve earned a quiet meal, and the capital is not coming tonight, and the bread is real, and Agda will be hurt if you leave it. Eat the food.”

“You heard Rosalie,” Isolde said. “Eat the food. I’m not carrying you up the stairs again.”

“You carried him up the stairs once and you’ve mentioned it nine times,” Thalia observed.

“It was memorable,” Isolde said, “and he’s heavier than he looks, it’s all the, the forge density,” and Octavia laughed, low and warm and entirely unguarded, the sound of a woman who’d spent a decade not laughing in public.

“The capital’s not coming tonight,” I agreed, and I ate the food, and I let the quiet of it land, the circle loud and warm around Agda’s bench while the whole stratified hall stared for all the right reasons.

Caelira had carried our measure to the capital. Somewhere a chamber I’d never seen was reading her report, and the route to the First Forge ran off the edge of every map, and I had no illusions about how much of that I could keep at bay. But a forge-town man learns young to eat the meal in front of him, and the meal in front of me was real bread and good butter and six people I’d have burned the academy down for, so I ate it, and I listened to Maeve argue embroidery with Brennan, and I let the warmth be the whole of the evening.

Brennan stood, a little unsteadily, raising a mug of the dark malty resonance-ale he’d smuggled in past Agda, who’d watched him do it and decided not to notice, which from Agda was a blessing.

“To the Annex,” he said, the comic anchor giving the toast exactly the weight it needed and not an ounce more. “To the failures by the bins. To the dead class and the misregistered class and the sealed class and the sabotaged class and the spy’s altered class and the unsealed Saint.” He looked around at all of us, the warmth winning out over the wet in his eyes. “Last term we ate here because nobody wanted us. This term we eat here because everybody’s watching. Same bench. Different reason.” He shrugged, enormous and sincere. “I’ll take it. I’ll take it every single day.”

“To the circle,” I said, and raised my mug.

“To the circle,” six voices answered, and we drank at the most-watched table in the academy, and Maeve immediately started coughing because the resonance-ale was stronger than she’d judged, and Isolde thumped her on the back hard enough to make her wheeze, and Thalia said something dry that made Octavia laugh again, and Corin Daws came over from the doorway to refill our mugs with the desperate pride of a man given a task.


Chapter 24: The Road Past the Edge

I read my mother’s decoded journal on the Annex roof the night after the meal at Agda’s bench, with Octavia beside me, because the secondary key from the cache had opened the last forty percent and the two of us, the smith and the theorist, were the only two people we knew of who could read the whole of it together.

The Annex roof was patched in three places where Brennan had been up doing things he called improvements and the rest of us called hazards, and the night was clear and cold, and from up there you could see the whole of it: the five towers arranged around the central star, lit gold against the dark, Duel and Arcane and Sanctum and Veil and the Annex itself crouched low by the waste management facility with its patched roof and its basement windows that looked at the bins. The campus fountain in the central courtyard, shaped like a crest in full awakening, water cascading down its branches, the same courtyard where Caelira had sealed a fishing-town student to send me a message six weeks ago. And beyond all of it, past the granite hill the academy sat on, the dark hills rolling away south and west toward the settled edge of the kingdom, and somewhere past that, where the maps the academy library held went blank and the cartographers wrote nothing because there was nothing they’d surveyed, the thing the journal pointed at.

I sat on the roof of the building they’d filed me in to forget me, months after I’d climbed the three hundred and twelve granite stairs with a scholarship letter I’d almost burned, and I looked at the dark past the edge of the kingdom, and the academy that had been my whole world looked small.

“There,” Octavia said, her finger moving across the decoded page, her gaze bright behind the glasses she’d pushed back down for the close work, the reawakened Saint and the class theorist both. “The route. She mapped it.” Her finger traced the line out past Valebright, past the kingdom’s edge, into the blank places where the cartographers had written nothing. “The letter told you what the First Forge is. This tells you how to reach it. Every leg of it, the safe-houses, the dead zones, the old Smith waystations she’d already scouted. She wasn’t dreaming about going. She was packed.” She looked up at me. “To make the class at the center of your crest, the true name, you have to walk that line. Past the academy. Past the kingdom. To the place the only Revelation in history was made.”

“That’s where it goes from here,” I said, the shape of it settling. “The academy was never the point. It was where I’d find out what happened to her, and where I’d find the circle the work needs, and where I’d learn enough to begin. I’ve done all three. The next thing is the road.” I traced the route past the settled edge, the blank places. “We leave Valebright. We go to the First Forge. We finish the work she gave her life to and never got to see. The unsealable class. The end of the fixed stars.”

We read the rest of it together by the light off the campus fountain, the smith and the theorist, the only two at Valebright who could read the whole of the decoded journal, and the more we read the larger the road got.

The journal was no longer a forty-percent mystery; it was my mother’s complete record, and reading it whole was like hearing her speak across a decade of silence, the cipher cracking open page after page under the secondary key from her cache.

I read things I’d reinvented from scraps and learned she’d done them better. The catalyst tunings I’d half-guessed at by lamplight in the Annex, there in her clear hand, complete, the colors of the dust that didn’t correspond to the normal spectrum each named and sourced. The forge procedures I’d reconstructed from fragments, laid out whole, with marginalia in her dry careful voice, don’t rush the third resonance, you’ll crack the channel, I always rush it, learn from me, and reading that I had to stop for a moment, because it was advice, mother to son, written into a procedure two hundred feet underground by a woman who’d known she might not live to give it aloud.

The map of the Concord came clear too: six operatives embedded in academies across the kingdom, two of them named outright, one of those dead now and one risen higher than she’d lived to see. The financial flows from noble houses through the Registry’s administrative budget, traced and documented. The forty-three cases of class manipulation she’d catalogued across three provinces, each one a person crippled to keep the fixed stars fixed, each one a name. Isolde’s kind of crime. Maeve’s kind. Rosalie’s. Mine, almost. Forty-three of them, in my mother’s hand, the evidence she’d died carrying.

And woven through all of it, the work, the real work, the compound-class theory and the Revelation, the thing she and Octavia and the executed third author had nearly finished, laid out now in full where the two of us could finally read it together.

“She kept correcting her own theory,” Octavia murmured, her finger tracing a passage, half a laugh in her wrecked voice. “Look. She wrote a thing, and then in the margin a year later she wrote wrong, the bond scales geometrically not linearly, see the duelist. The duelist. That was real, the duelist in her circle, she tested it on a real person and corrected the framework I gave her and never got to tell me she’d done it, she just, she went and checked.” Octavia pressed her hand flat to the page. “I spent ten years thinking my framework had failed her circle. It didn’t. She improved it. She was always improving it. She just ran out of time to tell me.”

Her finger moved on, to a section that lit under the secondary cipher, and her voice went soft with the wonder of it. “There’s a chapter here neither of us has ever seen. The third author’s chapter. True Class Revelation. The Concord executed him before he finished it, we always thought it was lost. But your mother had a copy. She transcribed what he’d written before they killed him, into her own journal, under the second cipher, so it couldn’t die with him.” Her eyes were wet and bright behind the glasses. “It’s incomplete. He didn’t finish it. But it’s the most complete account we have of how to make a class that’s never existed. The principle. The procedure as far as it goes. The rest has to be found at the First Forge, where it was done the only time. But this is the beginning of it. Your mother saved the beginning of the thing she died for, so her son could find the end.”

Octavia pressed her hand to my chest, to the new second ring and the dormant true name at its center, the thing that had flickered in the altar light and banked.

“And the true name’s still there,” she said, the theorist reading what she couldn’t yet decode. “Dormant. At the center of the circle pattern. It’ll wake at the First Forge, when the work’s done. It’s your own Revelation, Garrick. The one she spent her last years chasing toward and was killed before she could finish. The unsealable. The kingdom needs that class, and you’re the one becoming it.” Her fingers rested on the page where Elyse’s hand had gone still years ago, the grief just grief now, just love for a woman she’d lost. “She’d want you to go. Finish it. Free the fixed stars. For the thing itself, as she said. Not for her. For everyone the Concord ever sealed.”



Thalia found us on the roof with the rest of it, the part that had nothing to do with mothers and everything to do with what came next, the intelligence the Shadow Auditor had pulled from the registry’s deepest channels now that she could read what they’d blinded her to.

“Caelira’s report reached the capital,” she said, her auditor’s glow held low, the spy laying it out cold and clear. “I read the channel it came through. The Concord’s reclassified you. Officially. You were ‘contain,’ which is why they sent an examiner, the recruiter, the buy-him-before-we-kill-him gambit. Containment failed, publicly, with the academies watching. So they’ve moved you up.” Her eyes were grim, the new sight flat behind them. “You’re ‘remove’ now. And what they send for a remove isn’t an examiner. Caelira sealed and severed and silenced, but she did it with craft, with courtesy, with a certified writ. She offered tea. The thing they send for a remove doesn’t offer tea.” She paused, choosing the next words with the precision she chose everything. “I couldn’t get a name. The channel was sealed even to my sight, which tells me it’s high, capital-high. But I got a shape. A reference, in the dispatch. They called it ‘the one who doesn’t classify.’ Where Caelira’s whole craft was reading a class before she froze it, this thing apparently doesn’t bother. It doesn’t seal. It doesn’t examine. It just removes.” She let that sit. “I don’t know what that means yet. But it’s worse than Caelira, and it’s coming, and it won’t care about spectacle or witnesses or any sum it can be talked out of. Whatever it is, the mirror trick won’t work on it twice.”

The threat for the road ahead, named in a shape if not a name, the thing the Concord sent when containment failed and the next word was remove.

“There’s more,” Thalia said. “Maeve’s wound. Now that she’s whole in herself and her partial bond is strong enough for her crest to hold the tool-signature, and now that I can see alterations as clearly as you can, we traced the first thread of who severed her at Sundermoor.” Her jaw set. “It wasn’t local cruelty. It wasn’t one instructor with a grudge. The tool that cut her valve was Sundermoor-calibrated, yes, but the calibration pattern underneath it, the deep signature, traces toward the Concord’s reach. Someone at Sundermoor cut her, but they cut her with the Concord’s craft, on the Concord’s authority. Her crippling wasn’t an accident or a personal crime. It was policy. The same policy that sabotaged Isolde, that sealed Rosalie’s family, that murdered your mother. The Concord doesn’t just kill Smiths. It cripples promising young class-users across every academy, quietly, to keep the talent pool from producing anyone who might threaten the fixed stars.” She looked toward the dark hills. “Maeve’s vendetta isn’t just hers anymore. Whoever cut her was working the same two-hundred-year policy that’s been quietly crippling people in every academy in the kingdom. Her traitor’s our enemy. The Sundermoor severing is a thread that leads where everything leads. The Concord.”

“Then her vendetta’s the circle’s,” I said. “Same as all of them are. We find who cut her. We follow it to the Concord. Five wounds, one craft, one order at the bottom of all of them. It’s all one fight.”

“The same fight,” Thalia agreed, the spy who’d spent years building cases she couldn’t use now building one she could, with somewhere to put it and people to put it with. “I spent years staring at forty-three separate crimes before I understood they were one crime with forty-three faces. Now I’ve got the architecture, and somewhere to put it, and people to put it with.”



The circle gathered on the Annex roof before the night was over, all of them, drawn up by the thing that was ending and the thing that was beginning, and we stood under the clear sky with the five towers and the central star below us and the blank places beyond the hills, and I told them all of it, every thread, because telling them everything was the only way I knew how to do this, and the road ahead was going to need it.

I laid it all out, the journal and Thalia’s report and the shape of what waited past the edge. What mattered wasn’t the telling; it was the silence after, when the last of it had been said and the cold sky held it, and the question that hung between us was no longer what is coming but do we walk toward it.

“So we leave,” Isolde said, the warrior taking the measure of it, the Tempest Blade complete and the future chosen. “After all this. The academy was the start. The First Forge is the road. The Concord’s sending something worse, and the answer’s at the end of a route into the blank places.”

“We leave,” I confirmed. “Not tonight. There’s a term to finish, and preparations, and the circle to deepen, and the journal to study. But in the shape of things, the academy’s already behind us.”

“Good,” Maeve said, the live-wire fierce, the controlled fire crackling at her fingertips for emphasis. “I’ve got a traitor to find and the trail runs toward the same place yours does. I’m not staying at the academy that broke me while the people who cut me walk free. The road suits me fine.” She grinned, the freedom of a body that no longer betrayed her, the spark-plug delight breaking through everything grim she’d just said. “Also I’ve always wanted to go somewhere that felt past the edge of the map. I want to see what the maps don’t have. I want to set the frontier on fire. On purpose. With aim. Repeatedly.”

“There it is,” Brennan said, who’d come up onto the roof to fix a thing and stayed for the gravity of it, and was now visibly thrilled by all of it. “Frontier. Off the maps. Lost stronghold. A keeper. This is very high on the list of things that have happened to me, I want to be clear, I failed out of the Artificer track a year and a half ago and now I’m leaving the kingdom with the circle and its gadgeteer to break a murder-cult and I get to build gadgets for it the whole way. I need a bigger workshop. I need a wagon. A workshop on a wagon. I’m going to design a workshop on a wagon.”

“You’re going to design a workshop on a wagon,” I agreed.

“I’m going to design a workshop on a wagon,” Brennan said reverently, already sketching on the back of his hand. “Halverton’s going to draft the cargo manifest. Agda’s going to want to come. Oh no. Agda’s going to want to come. Someone’s going to have to tell the dining hall.”

“Not it,” said five voices, more or less at once, and Brennan looked betrayed, and Maeve laughed, and for a moment the roof was warm against the cold sky, the circle bantering on the edge of the largest thing any of them had ever chosen.

“You’ll have the chance to burn the frontier,” I told Maeve. “Aim included.”

“I’ll go,” Thalia said, weighing it on her usual scale of cost and exit, and then deciding. “Obviously I’ll go. I spent years building cases I couldn’t use against an order I couldn’t reach. Now there’s a road that leads to the heart of it. I’m not staying behind to audit a registry while the rest of you walk off the edge of the map toward the thing the whole conspiracy is built to hide. Besides.” The dry edge, the reputation she wore like armor. “Someone has to read the cold on the road, and I’m one of two people alive who can, and the other one feels it. You need both of us. I’m coming.”

“You’re all coming,” I said, and the size of what I was asking landed, what leaving the academy meant. “I want to be plain about it, because the no-secrets rule cuts both ways. This isn’t a Trial or a descent we come back up from. The First Forge is past the settled edge, off the maps, and the Concord’s reclassified me to remove, and they’re sending something worse than Caelira after us, on a road that runs through a keeper we know nothing about. The academy’s the only shelter we’ve had together. Leaving it is leaving the walls. I’m not going to pretend the road’s safe. It isn’t. I’m asking you to leave the safest place we’ve had as a company to complete what she was killed for reaching toward, and I’m asking it knowing exactly what I’m asking.” I looked around at them, at the circle in the clear cold. “So decide it knowing. Not in the warm afterglow of an altar. Here, in the cold, with the cost on the table.”

They decided it in the cold, with the cost on the table, and that mattered, that they chose it clear-eyed.

Rosalie took my hand, the warmth and the iron, the emotional anchor of the whole. “We go together. All of us. The circle’s the only thing that survives the road, you said. So we don’t split, ever, and we don’t hide the danger, ever, and we go to the First Forge as a circle and we finish the thing your mother started, and we free the fixed stars.” Her green eyes were steady and unafraid. “She built a circle that wasn’t enough. You built one that is. We finish it for her, and for everyone the Concord ever sealed, and for the student in the courtyard, and for Maeve’s hand, and for the fourteen Smiths in the dark.” She squeezed my hand. “That’s the road. We’re ready for it.”

Octavia, the reawakened Saint, the third point of Elyse’s circle now part of her son’s, pressed her mentor’s pendant warm against her glowing crest. “There’s one more thing the journal mentioned,” she said, the theorist who’d read the whole of it now. “The route to the First Forge isn’t open. It’s been lost for two centuries; the frontier reclaimed it. There’s a keeper, in the journal’s notes, who holds the route, who guards the way to the stronghold. Your mother never reached her; she was killed before she could make the journey. But the journal names her, a keeper of the First Forge route, beyond the settled edge.” Her amber eyes were bright with the unknown of it. “A woman, your mother thought, though she never met her, only traced the rumor of her down the trade-roads to the edge of the maps. Someone who’s guarded that road alone for longer than anyone should be able to. We’ll need to find her. Whoever holds the road to the place that makes the unsealable class. That’s the first thing past the edge.” She turned the pendant in her fingers. “We don’t know if she’s friend or enemy, or whether the Concord’s already reached her. But she’s there, alone at the end of the road, and the road runs through her.”

A keeper of the First Forge route, a woman beyond the settled edge, named but unknown, unbonded and unmet, the thread of the road ahead and the first new face the journey would have to find.

Thalia didn’t summarize it this time. She was quiet through all of it, the silver in her eyes quiet, the locks all open, and when the rest of us had said our pieces she just reached over and picked up my mother’s decoded journal off the patched roof, weighed it in both hands, and didn’t make a joke of any of it.

“For years I built a case I thought would die in a drawer with me,” she said, low, and there was no dry edge to it at all, which from Thalia was louder than any punchline. “And now I’m holding a dead woman’s map to the end of the people who built the drawer.” She set the journal back down, carefully, the way she handled the things that mattered. Then the corner of her mouth moved, the old armor sliding back into place over something she’d let us see for exactly one sentence. “For the record, I’ve calculated which of you I’d have to silence to keep it off the books that I said something earnest on a roof. The answer is all of you. I’ve made my peace with it.”

“Noted,” Rosalie said warmly, and the circle laughed under the clear cold sky, the circle Elyse Ward had given everything to imagine assembled and whole at last and turned, now, toward the road she never got to walk.



I stayed on the roof after the others went down, as I’d stayed up late polishing class stones on my first nights at the academy, when I’d been nobody, when the Annex was a punishment and the forge was rusted shut and my mother’s death still felt like fresh iron under the skin and the scholarship letter had sat on the kitchen table next to a cold forge for three weeks before I’d decided to come.

I turned the small oval class stone from her kit in my fingers, the habit I’d inherited from her, the stone worn smooth by two generations of hands, hers and mine, and I looked at the circle pattern glowing faint through my tunic over my sternum, the two concentric rings now, four seated resonance points and a fifth point forming at the edge of the pattern, and the dormant true name at the center that the First Forge would someday wake.

I’d come here to learn how my mother died and then slip away before it killed me too. Neither half of that was true anymore.

My mother’s decoded words lay open on the patched roof beside me, the line about the unsealable class and the First Forge and freeing the fixed stars, and below me the five towers and the central star, and beyond them the dark hills rolling toward the settled edge, and past that, where the maps went blank, the road.

I folded the journal closed.

The forge-metal class stone hummed once in my fingers, warm with the recognition of a Smith’s touch, and went still.



Thalia came back up before I left the roof.

She didn’t use the ladder. I heard a soft scrape behind the chimney stack, a whispered curse at Brennan’s loose roof tile, and then she appeared out of the dark with her jaw-length hair blown across one eye and a sealed strip of black paper between two fingers.

“I thought you went down with the others,” I said.

“I did. Then a relay chirped in the Veil archive, and I decided sleep was for people whose enemies aren’t literate.” She crossed the patched roof and handed me the strip. “This came through a Concord channel Caldran’s people forgot to purge. Not a full report. A response fragment. Enough.”

The paper was cold.

Not Caelira’s cold. Not the sealing frost I’d learned to hate. This was emptier, stranger, a cold without craft in it, like a room after all the air had been used.

I unfolded it.

Most of the text was ciphered beyond anything I could read, capital-grade Concord work, and even Thalia’s new sight had left only pieces visible, words surfacing through the black like bones in shallow water.

Containment failed.

Examiner Orent to proceed ahead of removal asset as visible vector.

Subject Ward is confirmed circle-bearing. Class Smith, fifth point incipient. Possible Revelation trajectory. Route to First Forge copied from recovered report.

The next line made the class stone in my hand go still.

Do not classify the subject. Do not examine the circle. Classification failed against hybridized resonance. Remove before arrival at First Forge. Remove circle if obstruction persists. Remove keeper if compromised.

There was no signature. Only a mark where a name should have been: a blank circle with no points in it.

“The one who doesn’t classify,” Thalia said quietly. “That phrase appeared in the dispatch I read earlier. This is the first order attached to it.”

I read the fragment again.

Caelira’s craft had always been cold because she believed in freezing a thing where it stood. She had to understand a class to seal it. She had to name a structure before she could murder it and call the murder mercy. Even her cruelty was forensic. It read, catalogued, pinned down, then killed growth.

This order did not read like that.

Do not classify. Do not examine. Remove.

It was not interested in whether a thing was broken or whole. It did not care whether the circle was evidence or miracle or threat. It did not care about doctrine, or witnesses, or mirrors, or the useful fiction of mercy. It had read Caelira’s failure and learned the simplest possible lesson from it: don’t give the Smith anything to understand.

“It knows about the route,” I said.

“Yes.”

“It knows about the keeper.”

“Yes.”

“And it wants Caelira ahead of it.”

Thalia’s mouth tightened. “As bait. As the thing you already know how to beat. You’ll watch the Examiner because she hurt you, and because you’ve read her craft, and because it will feel tactically correct to keep your eyes on the woman who knows the road and wants revenge.” Her dark eyes held mine. “Which means the actual threat is behind her. Not metaphorically. Operationally.”

The roof wind moved over the patched boards. Below us, the academy slept badly, full of rumors and half-truths and the first generation of students who had watched the fixed-class doctrine crack on a live mirror. Beyond the towers, the dark hills rolled toward the blank places where my mother’s route began, and somewhere on that road was a keeper the Concord had already marked for removal before I’d even met her.

I folded the dispatch and put it inside the decoded journal.

“Then we know the shape of the shadow,” I said.

“A shape,” Thalia corrected. “Not the shape. Not yet.”

That was fair. Class Sight didn’t give me backstory. A spy’s intercepted fragment didn’t give us a war. We had a road, a warning, a circle, and an enemy that had learned from the first loss quickly enough to frighten me.

It also gave us something Caelira had never meant to give: proof that the capital had already changed tactics. No tribunal. No bargain. No careful courtyard kindness with applause waiting at the end of it. The next thing would not arrive pretending to help anyone.

The small oval class stone warmed in my palm.

I looked once more at the First Forge route, south and west past the settled edge, through safe-houses and dead zones and old Smith waystations and the keeper waiting somewhere beyond the last honest map. Caelira would go ahead of the thing from the capital. The thing from the capital would follow behind her. The Concord meant to remove me, the circle, the keeper, and the First Forge before I ever reached the place my mother died trying to find.

Good.

At least now I knew which direction to walk.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Leo Thornvale are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Leo Thornvale
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