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Chapter 1: What the Ledger Says

The burn list had nine names on it and I could still smell the road on the woman who’d carried it four days through ground that should have killed her.

Zaria slept in the infirmary corner of the archive, propped against a folding cot that Rosalie had commandeered from the expedition supplies. Maeve had already brought water twice. The second time I’d seen her set the cup within reach and step back without waking her, a startling gentleness from a woman more likely to greet problems with fire.

Outside, the First Forge rang with its new population from before dawn until well past midnight: hammers on the paired benches, boots on archive stairs, babies objecting to mountain air, and Brennan swearing at springs.

The movement had sent people we hadn’t asked for and couldn’t house properly, and they came anyway: severed students from Sundermoor and Valebright, repaired commoners who’d heard, families walking toward the only place in the kingdom where someone fixed things. The corridors that had been empty for two centuries now held bedrolls and cook-fires and the quiet murmur of people who had come a long way to be near something they believed in. A woman from the eastern provinces nursing a baby in the mural hall, the founders’ painted faces looking down at her with expressions that might have been approval. Three boys from Sundermoor’s charge-farm districts playing dice in a founders’ workshop, their Cinder-class fingers leaving faint heat marks on the stone.

Brennan had strung a second workshop lamp across the paired Artificer benches and was already running a queue of mechanical repairs unrelated to classes, because people who travel light still break things. A woman’s cart axle. A farmer’s plough mechanism. A merchant’s lock that had seized on the mountain road. He worked with steady contentment. His class had finally matched his purpose.

I stood at the first anvil in the grey predawn light and did the sum that had kept me from sleeping.

Thirty-eight days.

That was what Zaria’s memory held. She hadn’t brought the campaign schedule or its supporting logistical files; she’d carried the burn-list dispatch, but burned three sets of travel papers on the way out of the capital because papers could be tracked and a woman without them is merely lost while a woman with forged papers is a fugitive. But she had worked the capital’s inner archive for six years and her mind was the document: dispatches filed, schedules committed, logistical details stored with the precision of a class that was supposed to be a simple filing tool and was, underneath its overlay, something far more.

The muster at the capital’s western yards would take twelve days to complete. The march south, twenty-six. Thirty-eight days until a column reached Fenhollow and burned it to the ground.

Twenty-two of those days were road.

I turned my mother’s class stone in my pocket. The small oval shape was smooth from years of handling, warm from body heat, and its dormant resonance felt as familiar as a trusted tool settling into my grip. Twenty-two days of road. Sixteen days after that. And four hundred people who did not know what was coming.

“You’ve been here since I checked three hours ago.” Rosalie appeared at the archive’s threshold with two cups of something hot that smelled of the garden Amaya had been tending since spring. Her hair was down, honey-brown waves catching the pale forge-light, and she wore a shift under her robe that pulled across her bust when she lifted both cups. Green eyes reading me the way they always did. “Those numbers aren’t going to improve because you’ve stared at them longer.”

“It might if I get better at subtraction.”

She set one cup in my hands and wrapped both of hers around the other. Stood close enough that her warmth was deliberate. “How’s she?”

I looked back at the cot. Zaria’s cloud of black curls had escaped whatever she’d pinned them with. A pen was still visible in the tangle. Her borrowed coat, far too large for the generous figure underneath it, had been tucked around her by someone. Rosalie always tucked blankets beneath a patient’s shoulders so no draft found the neck. Maeve had moved Zaria’s water twice, testing the reach from the cot with her own shorter arm.

“Talking in her sleep,” I said. “Lists.”

“Of course she is.” Rosalie sipped. “Did you decide?”

“We’re going home.”

She nodded like she’d known since last night. She probably had. She squeezed my forearm once, healer’s warmth banked beneath her golden skin, and then returned to her patient.

I drank the tea and observed the archive’s mural light shift as dawn crept through the mountain’s seams, and I let myself think about Fenhollow again after months of flinching away from it.



By proper morning, the full circle occupied the parley table in the Forge’s main hall. All six came from their separate work: Isolde from the watch stairs, Thalia from the raven shelf, Octavia from the archive, Maeve and Brennan from the paired workshop, Rosalie from Zaria’s cot, and Amaya from banking the eastern lanterns. Brennan brought a rig-grease stain on his cheek and a pastry in each hand.

I laid it out. No secrets. The rule applied to everyone in the room, from the circle at the table to Brennan with his pastries and Zaria on the cot.

“Thirty-eight days,” I said. “Twelve for the muster, twenty-six on the march. We have twenty-two days of road between us and Fenhollow. That leaves us sixteen days once we arrive.”

“Sixteen days to do what?” Isolde took the table’s head and began calculating before I answered.

“To arm a town.”

“With what?” Thalia stayed near the far wall, fingers resting by her knife. “Fenhollow is four hundred people with utility classes. Draft-hands and Channel-keepers. That valley cannot fight a column.”

“That valley could not fight a column yesterday,” I said. “Yesterday I couldn’t read a bloodline overlay, either.”

Maeve stole Brennan’s second pastry without interrupting her question. “What’s a Dousing Frame?”

Heads turned toward the cot in the corner. Zaria had not been asleep.

She sat up with practised economy, pushed the loose coils off her face, and started talking. Six years of filing dispatches before dawn had made the movement automatic. Fast, dense clauses ran together without room for a breath.

“Requisition category nine, founders’-metal allotment, twelve to sixteen tons per unit depending on the dome radius specification. The campaign’s logistical file names them as area-denial frameworks. Six units commissioned, crews of twelve per unit assigned from the engineering corps. I did not know what they did when I filed the paperwork. I filed the weights and the crew rosters and the delivery schedules. I can tell you where they were manufactured and by whom and how long the founders’-metal took to arrive from three different Concord warehouses.”

“But what do they DO,” Maeve said.

Zaria studied Octavia. Her huge dark eyes still carried the road’s exhaustion, but they fixed on the only teacher in the room likely to answer honestly.

Octavia adjusted her glasses. She’d been working the tonnage in her head for the last thirty seconds, and the line between her brows deepened.

“Twelve to sixteen tons of founders’-metal,” she said slowly, “configured as a framework. An oath-metal structure at that tonnage, properly arranged and anchored, could project a sealing field over an area.” She took her glasses off and polished them, which was the tell. “A portable dead zone. The entire field goes dark. Classes cease to function. Crests stop responding. The tells in this room, our bonds, the resonance connections between us and the people we’ve bonded: nothing. Inside two hundred paces of one of those machines, we are ordinary people with no extraordinary capabilities whatsoever.”

Isolde leaned over the table as though Octavia had laid out a battlefield. “How many?”

“Who signs for them?” Thalia asked at once, already reaching for her notebook. The answer would expose the supply chain and the hand that had authorized sixteen tons of founders’-metal per unit.

Maeve sat up straighter. Copper-gold warmth showed through the loose collar of her sleeping shirt. “Does banked charge survive inside?”

Rosalie’s fingers tightened around her cup. “What does prolonged exposure do to a person?” Of everyone present, she alone put the body before the class.

Amaya studied the floor as if two hundred paces had been marked across it. “Can it be walked around?”

I let the questions land without answering. They weren’t for me. They were for the woman on the cot who had filed the paperwork.

Zaria answered in the order asked, giving each concern its own precise reply. Six units. Signed by a logistics marshal she named. Banked charge, she didn’t know, but the requisition for internal-field crew equipment included items that suggested living people were expected to work within the dome. Prolonged exposure was not in any file she’d seen, but the crew rotation schedules were aggressive, four-hour shifts maximum, which suggested it was not pleasant. The dome had a radius of roughly two hundred paces. Walking around was a geometry problem she had not solved.

Then she tried to stand, discovered Rosalie had hidden her boots, and reorganized the infirmary from her bedroll instead.

The woman in the next cot was Brina Vale, not “the eastern patient,” and Brina needed willowbark before noon because the ordinary pain tonic made her sick. The boy behind the screen was Tem Orso, whose repaired Cinder channel overheated whenever he slept on his left side. Zaria learned both facts within five minutes. She sent Maeve to move the water closer to Brina, asked Rosalie why the bandage count on the shelf differed from the count in the supply ledger, and assigned two idle volunteers to boil linen before either realized they had accepted orders from a half-dead woman wrapped in a borrowed coat.

Brennan set his pastry down. “Mechanical devices,” he said. “If it’s a sealing field, resonance-based craft goes dark. But a spring doesn’t care about resonance. A lever doesn’t register. My rigs would work inside one.”

Maeve was already testing. I felt her through the bond: the familiar banked heat in her crest, the charge she carried like a furnace with a damper. She drew a small amount of Emberheart energy, held it, then released it into the air. The Emberheart warmth pulsed from her sternum and dissipated.

“I can bank charge,” she said. “If what’s already stored stays stored, then anything I fill before the field goes up survives inside it. At triple burn, like the dead zone.”

“You burned triple in the grey,” I said. “You rationed.”

“I can ration a war,” she said with the same hard certainty she’d carried into Sarveth’s arena.

Octavia gripped my shoulder. Her measured words carried Saint warmth and barely contained urgency. “Garrick. If the field eliminates all active resonance within its dome, then anything forged before the field goes up would be unaffected. A seal set before the Frame anchors stays set. A repair completed before the Frame activates remains permanent.”

“Everything we build before they arrive stays built,” I said. The words put a hard edge on the countdown.

“Everything you build before they arrive stays built,” Octavia confirmed. Her grip tightened on my shoulder. “But nothing you build after. The window closes when the Frames anchor. And once they’re anchored, the field holds for as long as the engines run and the crews maintain them.”

I looked at the anvil. At the mountain around us, two hundred years of Smith-craft in its bones. At the movement growing behind us: the severed students, the repaired commoners, the families walking toward a promise. And at the road ahead, which led to a town of four hundred people sixteen days away who had never been properly read by anyone in their lives.

Two repairs a day. That was my limit. The body could channel only so much forge-resonance before the hands lost precision and the Sight blurred to uselessness, and imprecise work was the thing that killed people. Elyse’s journal was clear about that. One of the fourteen dead Smiths had died from a cascade caused by imprecise work on a living crest. Two repairs. Sixteen days.

Thirty-two people. Out of four hundred.

I checked the calculation twice, pressing the class stone in my pocket until its rim hurt my fingers. I considered pushing to three repairs a day, then rejected it. By a third session my hands would shake, and an error on a living crest could kill.

Two was safe. Two left three hundred and sixty-eight people waiting when the Frames arrived.



Halverton’s charter arrived by raven during the second cup of tea, drafted in handwriting suitable for legal documents and delivered by a bird that Corin had clearly trained better than anyone in the Veil Tower ever managed. The charter now formally governed a mountain, which was a development the founders’ murals had probably not anticipated when they carved their expressions of eternal vigilance into the archive walls.

Brennan read Clause 9 aloud to the assembled circle with the solemnity of a man addressing parliament. “‘Anticipated embarrassment.’ This clause has no legal standing.”

“It has spiritual standing,” Amaya said from her chair by the window, where the shell-coloured lantern sat with its light turned low in the growing morning. Her ink-black hair was pinned with oath-metal as always, dark almond eyes amused in that deep, patient way that made everything she said sound like it had been considered for roughly sixty years before she bothered to say it. “Spiritual standing is what governs a mountain, not a legislature. Mountains do not recognize parliamentary procedure.”

“I’ll put that in the minutes,” Brennan said, and did, in handwriting that was considerably less suitable for legal documents than Halverton’s.

Preparations moved fast because the circle had done work close enough to this before. We had provisioned a road, armed a route, and held ground under siege. Mobilizing a mountain fortress expanded the pattern without changing its bones.

The garrison would hold: Amaya’s renewed wards covered every passage, Brennan’s rigs watched every approach, and a rotating company drawn from the movement’s growing numbers would keep the forges lit and the waystations supplied. Bedrolls now bore room numbers, cook-fires ran by rota, and each person in the intake queue had a scheduled classroom or workshop instead of a vague promise to wait. We made the handoff in the outer anvil hall, where Sera could touch the keys, inspect the alarms, and interrupt any answer that assumed too much. The parley table stayed empty. A fortress survived through inventories its next commander understood.

Amaya walked Captain Sera Venn, a repaired Shield-Mender from the western road, through the claimed thresholds with the old lantern raised between them. Sera had commanded a town watch before a Registry seal reduced her class to patching dents in cookware. I had opened that seal six weeks ago, with Rosalie beside me to steady the living branch as it came free. Sera now carried a round shield and a ring of iron keys. Her expression said she had no intention of wasting either gift.

“The western stair answers slowly in rain,” Amaya told her. “Do not mistake delay for failure. Count three breaths before you send a runner.”

Sera repeated the instruction and marked it on a slate. A garrison commander who relied on memory eventually left a wall unwatched.

Brennan passed Sera a rack of twelve mechanical alarms, tagged by corridor and trigger weight. He made Sera fire two under supervision. The first threw a brass flag, rang a bell, and dumped a cup of grey flour over the boots of the volunteer testing it.

“The flour is diagnostic,” Brennan said.

Sera looked down at her boots. “Of what?”

“Whether the intruder is flour-resistant. We have not encountered one yet.”

The second alarm worked without commentary. Sera appeared to prefer it.

Octavia left three sealed lesson packets for the movement’s readers and a schedule that turned the surviving archive hall into a classroom twice each week. Rosalie counted infirmary stores with Brina Vale and ignored the old ledger. Isolde inspected both watch rotations, found a six-minute gap between them, and repaired it with one clipped sentence that left three experienced guards looking ashamed of clocks.

Zaria worked from her cot through the entire handoff. She entered every garrison name, assigned sleeping places, paired each inexperienced volunteer with someone who had held a wall before, and caught that the kitchen count was short by four because Brennan had listed the night artificers under workshop personnel instead of mouths requiring supper.

“People remain people while repairing springs,” she told him.

“Most of the time,” Brennan said.

By the time Sera took the First Forge’s keys, she had thirty volunteers, six watch posts, two fallback lines, enough food for twenty-three days, and a raven route to Valebright. More importantly, she knew which decisions belonged to her.

“If the mountain is attacked?” she asked me.

“You hold it. You don’t wait for my permission.”

“If refugees arrive while we’re under pressure?”

“You decide what the walls can carry. Keep the people you admit informed. No hidden risks.”

Sera closed her scarred hand around the keys. “And if you don’t come back?”

The outer hall quieted. The movement had followed a promise embodied in one man for too long. That was the weakness the Concord understood better than we did.

“Then this place keeps working,” I said. “The intake continues. The archive gets copied. The paired workshop builds. Nobody turns the First Forge into my grave marker.”

Sera nodded once. The keys disappeared into her belt.

Sera accepted responsibility without an oath or a banner, and the rest of us stopped behaving as though the mountain would collapse when we rode away.

I did two repairs before midday because there were fourteen names on Corin’s forwarded intake list and they could not wait nine weeks.

A man from a fishing town with a cracked channel that had been leaking for three years. I read it in four seconds, placed my palms near his sternum, and burned through the corrosion with forge-heat while he gripped the arms of the chair and breathed through his nose. The leak closed. His primary Tide-Reader channel settled into a clean rhythm, and the hairline strain around its edges stopped spreading. I told him to have the channel checked again in six months. He walked out and the next one walked in.

A girl of nineteen from a farm community in the south, whose awakening had gone half-wrong because nobody qualified was there to witness it and her class had settled into a configuration that was technically functional and practically useless, like a door hung on one hinge. I re-set the alignment, which took eleven minutes and left my fingers tingling. The resonance kept swinging back toward the wrong configuration on rusty hinges, and I had to hold it in the correct position while the crest accepted it as the new resting state. Delicate. Patient. My mother must have done such work a thousand times at the forge behind our house, for people who never knew it was remarkable.

She left with a working Ember-Tender class that would keep her family’s forge lit for decades, and a look I recognized from scores of repairs: the shock of discovering that the ceiling was lower than it should have been, and that someone had just raised it.

At the doorway she stopped and turned back. Her mother waited in the hall clutching a patched wool cap, close enough to have heard the class settle but too respectful to enter while the anvil was live.

“Will it stay?” the girl asked.

“The alignment will. Your control still needs practice. Start with one hearth, cold, and light it three mornings running. Then two hearths. If the left channel begins pulling harder than the right, stop and send the reading to Holt.”

She repeated the sequence until I was satisfied she owned it. Sera Venn, passing with the garrison keys, heard the exchange and added the girl to Octavia’s twice-weekly lesson list without waiting for me to ask.

The mother looked from Sera’s slate to me. “So we don’t have to follow you down the mountain for every question.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Good.” She put the wool cap onto her daughter’s head, tugged it down over both ears, and addressed Sera instead of me. “Where does she report?”

Sera gave her the classroom and the hour. The two women left discussing sleeping assignments, fuel allotments, and who in their farm community could lend a cold practice hearth. The repaired class remained important, but it had already entered a life larger than the few minutes my hands spent on it.

That was what the First Forge had to become while I was gone: a place where a Smith’s departure did not turn every solved problem back into a pilgrimage.

After two repairs, the day’s forge-craft was spent. My fingers had begun to tingle and the edges of my Sight blurred when I regarded the waiting stones. Going farther would turn help into gambling with someone else’s life.

By midday Zaria had checked the cots, the medicine jars, and all the names attached to both. By evening she addressed residents and volunteers throughout the First Forge without hesitation. She knew who needed food softened, whose family remained on the road, who slept badly near the mural hall’s resonance lamps, and which garrison runner had missed breakfast twice because nobody had put him on the kitchen count.

Rosalie watched her correct the sickroom roster from bed and gave me a look over Zaria’s head. The buried class had not yet been restored, but its reflex was already working. People entered her reach and became names she would not permit the room to lose.

I scrubbed forge residue from my fingers in the stone basin and stared at the water for longer than I should have.



I was afraid to face Devrie.

I had not been back to Fenhollow in a year and a half. I had left at twenty-one with a dead class, my mother’s journal, and a scholarship from an academy that wanted me contained, with education a distant excuse. Now I was returning with six bonded women, Zaria, and a title that had drawn a war behind us.

The town would see Elyse’s lad: the quiet boy who swept his mother’s workshop for nine years and never learned to light its forge. Devrie had fed that boy from twelve to twenty-one. Perrin Bray had played with him at ten, tracked him withdraw at fifteen, and stopped knocking against the wall of his silence at eighteen.

I was bringing soldiers and an enemy column to a place that had survived by being unremarkable. The women beside me could do wonders Fenhollow had never needed before my existence painted a target across every building.

My trail led the Concord straight to Fenhollow. They had followed me through Valebright’s scholarship records to the house where Elyse raised me, then marked four hundred people for death because my life began among them. Nothing about the valley itself had earned the place on that list.

Four hundred people. The casualty projection refused to stay abstract: at least one familiar face would be missing because I came home, and I had no way to know whose.

Mother Devrie raised me. She took in a twelve-year-old boy whose mother was three days in the ground, fed him nightly for nine years, and asked whether he was eating whenever he came through her door. She was seventy-three and her healing class had been failing for a decade because nobody maintained it. My mother maintained it. Three times a year. Like clockwork. The work became visible only when it stopped, and then they saw only a slow deterioration attributed to age, circumstance, or luck.

And then my mother died and nobody came and Devrie’s class started failing and Devrie had said nothing to me about it because that was what she did: she endured, and she fed people, and she did not ask for help. The whole town endured that way, accepting quiet deterioration as normal while channels failed by degrees and healers lost their edge year by year. The slow entropy of a community that had lost its maintenance without knowing what maintenance looked like.

The column, the Frames, Morrow’s schedule, and even Noll somewhere on the same road all gave me problems I could put tools against.

Walking into Devrie’s kitchen and finding I could not help her gave me none. Ten years of neglect might have degraded her class past repair while I remained the boy who came back too late. Worse, she might meet me with the patience some people reserved for an overdue debt, having waited longer than anyone should and never once blamed me for it.

“You’re doing that thing,” Rosalie said from the doorway, “where you stare at water and your jaw goes tight and you think nobody notices.” She was leaning against the doorframe with her arms folded, the morning light making her honey-brown waves glow amber. “Everybody notices. Particularly the women who are bonded to you and can feel the tension in your crest from three rooms away.”

“What thing?”

“The thing where you’re scared of something smaller than the war and you won’t say what it is because saying it makes it real.” Her green eyes held me with the steady warmth that had been my anchor since the bond we formed later in her Sanctum quarters. “Garrick. I can feel it through the bond. It’s not tactical. It’s personal.”

“Devrie,” I said.

The name brought back the scrape of her kitchen chair and the way she tested a fever with the inside of her wrist. At thirteen, I had tried to skip supper for three nights because grief made eating feel disloyal. On the fourth, she sat across the doorway with a bowl in her lap and informed me she had delivered me once already and would not allow hunger to make her repeat the labour. I ate. She never mentioned the first three nights.

“I felt her name in the bond before you spoke it.”

“Her class. The failing. Ten years.”

“Garrick.” She crossed to me and planted her palms over the crest where six resonance points sat in their double ring. Her palms glowed faintly with Woundbloom warmth, the green-gold light of a healer reading the man she was bonded to. “We’re going home and I’m going to meet the woman who raised you, and the first thing I’m going to do is make sure she is well. Whatever that takes. However long it takes. That’s not yours to carry alone.”

I covered both of hers with my palm and held them against my crest. Felt her palms through my shirt, the Woundbloom resonance easing the hard knot in my crest the way skilled fingers eased a cramped muscle.

“Fenhollow has four hundred people and two forges that matter,” I said. “My mother’s workshop. And the forge in my chest. One man’s capacity doesn’t cover a town.”

“Then don’t be one man.”


Chapter 2: Third Grade

Zaria sat in the First Forge’s Revelation chamber threshold with her collar open and her fists clenched in her borrowed skirt, and she talked the entire way through the diagnostic because that is what she did when she was frightened.

“My grandmother was a clerk. Her mother was a clerk. My mother was a clerk. We have always been clerks, since the records go back, which is as far as my family’s memory goes, which is a thing I am telling you because you should understand that what you are about to find is not something any of us were ever told was there, and I do not know what to do with it except let you look and hope you are better at reading crime scenes than the people who wrote this one.”

She paused as if breath might interrupt the filing, drew one shallow mouthful of air, and continued.

“My mother was classified at sixteen by a registrar she described as elderly and very precise. My grandmother was classified by the same man twenty years earlier, which tells you something about Registry staffing in the capital’s inner archive. My great-grandmother was classified by someone my grandmother never met because great-grandmother died before grandmother was old enough to ask. We are clerks. We have always been clerks. The file says clerks and the memory says clerks and the work says clerks and I am telling you all of this because in approximately two minutes you are going to tell me we are NOT clerks and I need you to understand that this information will change. Everything.”

I knelt in front of her. The chamber behind us was dark and vast, the Revelation array dormant in its floor, founders’ murals catching the thin morning light from the mountain’s ventilation shafts in gold and amber. The space smelled of old stone and cold forge-metal and the sharp note of dormant resonance. Her borrowed coat was pushed back from her shoulders, the collar of her shirt opened to expose the hollow of her throat and the deep curve of her collarbones. Her deep brown skin was warm where the morning light caught it. Her huge dark eyes tracked my hands as I raised them toward her sternum. Tears brightened them. She kept her stare level, her fingers buckling the document’s bottom edge.

The circle stood behind us at the chamber’s entrance. Rosalie closest, her healer’s sense already reading Zaria’s vitals without being asked. Maeve with her heat-shimmer banked low, ready to provide charge if the reading proved difficult. Thalia with her notebook open, because Thalia always had her notebook open.

“I need proximity,” I said. “Same as anyone. My palms near your crest. Close enough to read the structure.”

“I filed twelve reports on how the diagnostic works. Formal documentation of each person you have read since the mirror-feed. Proximity and willingness and time.” A breath that shook. “I am willing. I have been willing since you read Maeve’s crest in a qualifier and I watched it happen on a mirror-feed from a filing cabinet in the capital, alone, at three in the morning, because third-shift filing is when the interesting dispatches come through and nobody checks what you’ve read.”

I paused. “You watched that?”

“I filed the mirror-feed transcription. I filed the Examiner’s response report. I filed Caldran’s assessment. I filed the Concord’s internal memorandum about containment options. Everything crossed my desk, Mr. Ward. All dispatches concerning the Smith, the circle, and the hollow man. I had worked that desk for six years.” Her voice cracked on the last two words and recovered immediately, the professional register snapping back like a spring. “I am ready. Please proceed.”

I placed my palms beside her sternum, palms flat against the warm air between us, close enough that the heat of her skin reached my fingertips. Her breathing quickened under my hands, and heat gathered at my fingertips where her crest waited beneath her skin. Her dark gaze stayed fixed on my face.

Class Sight activated.

And what I found was unlike anything I had read since the Sight awakened.



A lattice covered the architecture that belonged to her, older than any single person’s lifetime. The Registry had imposed it on an entire bloodline and renewed it whenever a new generation awakened. Each application carried a different hand and decade, all following a standing instruction so ancient that its operators treated the order as fact.

I had seen registrar tools at work. Isolde’s sabotage was precision: three cuts, one tool, one hand, three separate sessions. Rosalie’s was family cruelty: seven threads, one generation, one household’s shame. Thalia’s was institutional: a meta-seal keyed to trust. Octavia’s was personal: a targeted punishment from a named Examiner.

Zaria’s damage came from a filing error made flesh, repeated for two hundred years by people who believed they were following routine classification. Calibration drifted across generations because no single operator owned the work. Its forensic signature belonged to a PROCEDURE, not a tool. Each renewal was slightly cruder than the last because the original instruction had degraded through copying, the way a letter rewritten a hundred times loses its punctuation.

Under the lattice, buried like a building foundation under centuries of accumulated sediment, was the real crest. And the real crest was enormous.

I pulled back.

“Tell me.” The fast register had fallen nearly to a whisper, the cadence she used when caring for someone, except the frightened patient was herself.

“Your family wasn’t always clerks.”

Her fingers tightened over the old document.

“There’s a founders’ structure under the classification lattice, Zaria, an enormous class older than anything I’ve read. The structure itself is sound. The Registry buried it beneath a downgrade renewed at every generation for two hundred years by officials following a standing protocol they never questioned.”

“What is it?” Barely audible.

“I can see its shape. I can’t read its name through the lattice.” I pulled my hands back fully and let the Sight release. Blood was already warm behind my left eye; even a reading of this complexity cost. “But I’ve seen architecture like this exactly once before.”

I looked at the doorway.

Amaya stood there. Ink-black hair pinned with oath-metal, dark almond eyes level and still, the shell-coloured lantern hanging from her fingers. She had heard. Her lantern tipped several degrees before she corrected it. The fingers around its handle whitened, and her next breath arrived late.

“A warden line,” she said.



Octavia arrived within the hour with the third author’s archive open across both arms, reading aloud as she walked, glasses low on her nose, dark-gold hair already escaping its twist in the excitement.

“The founders built warden lines to stand beside the Smiths. The text names four.” She set the archive on the parley table with a reverence that was half scholar and half priestess. “Waywarden. Namewarden. Two others called Truewarden and Oathwarden.” She looked up. “The latter two lines are lost. This page gives no location and no surviving bearer.”

Amaya crossed to the table and flattened her palm on the page. Read the founders’ cadence as naturally as weather, road, and traveler: instantly, bodily, without translation.

“Four wardens. One network.” Her calm tone failed to match the pressure of her palm against the page. “I have been alone on a network that was meant to carry four. For sixty-one years. The road was never meant to have one keeper.”

She examined Zaria and slid the archive across the table until it rested beneath Zaria’s hands. Two women shaped by the same architecture rested their fingers on one page, two centuries apart.

Zaria traced the title with one finger. “A Namewarden keeps the record of who people are.”

“Yes.”

“I was used to erase them.”

Silence held while the archive’s mural-light shifted with the deepening morning. Rosalie braced Zaria’s shoulder with a warm palm. Maeve’s fire-shimmer stayed low beside her.

“For six years,” Zaria said. Her words crowded one another now, each detail arriving before the last had settled. “Every dispatch about the removal operation crossed my desk. Every un-personing. Every blanking report. I filed them. I categorized them. I cross-referenced them. I was a preservation class being used as an erasure engine, and I did not know, because my family’s entire understanding of itself is a crime scene two centuries old.”

Octavia removed her glasses, polished the lenses with two measured passes, and replaced them. “The Registry renewed the overlay as successive generations awakened. It was built into the standard classification protocol for your bloodline. The living generation neither committed it nor remembers the original instruction.”

“Somebody alive RENEWED it,” Zaria said with sudden, sharp fury. “At my awakening. At my mother’s. At my grandmother’s. Someone stood over me when I was sixteen and told me I was a Clerk of Ledgers, Third Grade, and I believed them, because why would a sixteen-year-old girl think the man with the classification crystal was lying?”

I said: “He wasn’t lying. He was following a procedure. The procedure was a lie.”

Her eyes found mine. The anger remained, now narrowed into precise, focused attention. She had listened to a Class Smith diagnose people for eight months. Now the diagnosis was aimed at her.

“Can you lift it?”

“Yes,” I said without hesitation. Certainty had steadied Isolde in a Duel Tower corridor and Rosalie in the Annex workshop. I gave Zaria equal certainty, then reached for a blank card and began listing the work.

“But?”

“A bloodline overlay is the largest single piece of forge-work I’ve ever attempted. It burdens a whole line, renewed across two hundred years by different hands following a procedure none of them questioned. Lifting it requires the precision to separate inherited pressure from living architecture. One careless breath could fuse an inherited lie to living architecture. The surgery must distinguish between a thread placed a hundred years ago and one placed a hundred and ten years ago, because they’re fused together at the edges.”

I looked at the mountain around us. At the first anvil in its distant chamber, built for Revelation, for the grand single gesture, for the crest-wide transformation that created something from nothing.

“The First Forge’s anvil is too broad for this,” I continued. “Revelation transforms an entire crest. This needs a working forge built for minute corrections. Two Smith-built forges remain in the kingdom, but only one is a working forge configured for a hundred small, precise acts.”

Octavia said it before I could. She’d been standing at the chamber entrance with the third author’s archive clutched against her chest, her glasses pushed up into her dark-gold hair, and the recognition of what I was about to say arrived on her face half a second before the words.

“The one behind your mother’s house.”

The road to Zaria’s repair led through Fenhollow, to the forge I had never managed to light and the workshop floor I had swept a thousand times without seeing what lay beneath it. Our thirty-eight-day clock now governed both a town and a woman.

We spent the next hour planning the surgery without pretending planning made it safe.

Octavia cleared the archive table and laid out blank cards for the layers we could identify from the surface read. They covered only the damage in front of us: the newest renewal at Zaria’s awakening, the older family strata compressed beneath it, the living Clerk skills braided through the overlay, and the founders’ architecture below all of them. The lost warden lines and all speculation about what Zaria might become stayed off the table.

“The useful skills remain,” Octavia said. “Indexing, recall, cross-reference. A false classification narrowed their expression. It did not make her discipline, memory, or habits.”

Zaria stared at the cards. “You keep saying that as if I am likely to believe it after one repetition.”

“I am a professor. Repetition is one of the less interesting tools available to me, but it remains a tool.”

Rosalie marked the work’s medical stops in green ink. One after the newest layer. One before the fused middle strata. One before the source anchor. At any stop, Zaria could end the operation. Not pause because we needed rest. End. The remaining overlay would settle around whatever had been cleared, and we would live with the result.

“If you say stop, I stop,” I said.

“Even if the founders’ class is visible beneath one final thread?”

“Especially then.”

Her fast register tried to begin, failed, and became a single breath. “Good.”

Maeve calculated charge. Her answering ring had not yet become a working facet, so all support would still pass through me. She could stabilize heat around the forge, nothing more. Thalia listed every record she wanted copied before we risked changing the perfect recall on which half our intelligence depended. Isolde asked the only tactical question that mattered.

“Can the work be interrupted by attack?”

“Yes,” I said. “And interruption in the fused layers could leave two class structures trying to occupy the same channels.”

“Then Fenhollow’s workshop needs a perimeter before the operation starts.”

“Fenhollow has a blacksmith, a baker, and a retired guard.”

“Then I will begin with those.”

Zaria looked from Isolde to the cards. “You are planning a military defense around a clerk’s class repair.”

“A founders’ bloodline repair,” Isolde corrected. “Also, the clerk carried a campaign schedule through a frontier. I have defended less valuable ground.”

Amaya set her shell-coloured lantern beside the newest-layer card. She did not touch the names of the lost lines or offer a theory about a network none of us understood. She looked only at Zaria.

“The road recognized you before any of us knew why,” she said. “That is evidence of kinship, not an instruction. You may still decline the inheritance.”

“Would you?”

Amaya’s dark eyes held the old patience. “I spent sixty-one years inside an inheritance I did not know I could decline. I will not answer that question for another woman.”

Zaria pulled the first blank card toward herself, squared it to the table’s edge, and wrote her own name at the top.

Then she made us give her the failure cases in plain language.

During removal, the overlay could reattach and crush the living skills braided through it. The founders’ class could wake too quickly and overload a body conditioned to a smaller structure. A feedback surge could pass into the workshop floor. My hands could lose precision. Rosalie could miss an anchor. We could do everything correctly and discover that two hundred years had fused damage and identity beyond safe separation.

She wrote each risk down. The next column contained no softening or encouraging counterargument. When the list was complete, she read it twice.

“And if it works?” she asked.

“We don’t know,” I said. “You become more fully whatever is already under the lattice. The old book and the war get no vote. You do.”

She placed the card beneath the campaign schedule and aligned their edges.

Thalia added one operational condition: no copy of the surgery plan travelled in Zaria’s own luggage. One set went into Octavia’s archive case, another into my mother’s journal wrap, and a third left by raven for Holt under a cipher identifying structure, with the patient’s identity omitted. If the road took one of us, the work would not vanish with the person carrying it.

Zaria objected to the third copy until Thalia asked whether an archivist truly intended to keep the only record of her bloodline surgery in one wagon. The objection died on professional grounds, which were the only grounds both women trusted without reservation.

“Then the road home has two deadlines,” Zaria said. “The army’s and mine.”

She gathered the risk cards herself and reordered them by the point at which each danger could occur. Then she added a card for the possibility nobody had named: waking with the founders’ class intact and grieving the life she might have lived without the overlay.

“That outcome is a recovery concern,” Octavia said.

“Then it belongs on the plan.”

Rosalie wrote beneath it: Three days before decisions about family, duty, or the warden network. Zaria objected to the delay, read Rosalie’s face, and copied the instruction in her own hand. The card went into the recovery stack rather than the surgery stack. Zaria stared at that placement for a moment, confronted by a version of herself who would exist after the work and require care.

Zaria looked down at the archive, then at Amaya. “And if the overlay is part of me now? Two hundred years. My mother had it. Her mother had it. All the women whose habits became mine carried the lie. What if lifting it removes the only shape my family knows how to have?”

Her thumb moved over the edge of the risk card. “I don’t want freedom that requires me to despise every woman who taught me how to survive inside the lie.”

“Then we do not rip it out,” I said. “We separate it. I show you the layers I can identify. Rosalie tests the anchors one by one before she releases them. You decide whether we proceed. Your Clerk skills do not vanish because the classification was false. Perfect recall, indexing, cross-reference, the habits you built with them, those are yours. The overlay stole a larger name. It did not create the woman who survived beneath it.”

Zaria closed her eyes and tested the stolen name against the buried shape. “Namewarden.”

The old mountain returned the word as an ordinary echo. Truewarden and Oathwarden remained ink on an old page, with no seals, duties, locations, or living bearers attached.

“You spent six years making lists for people who wanted names to disappear,” Thalia said from the far wall. “That makes your methods valuable enough that I need to decide whether your arrival is a gift or a trap.”



Thalia waited until the room had processed this, because Thalia always waited until a room was at maximum vulnerability before she applied pressure. She had been leaning against the far wall of the chamber entrance in her dark Veil Tower uniform, arms crossed, jaw-cut black hair tucked behind one ear, her smoky dark eyes cataloguing each flicker across Zaria’s face throughout the diagnostic. Now she stepped away from the wall and addressed Zaria directly. Cold precision sharpened every word; she had audited people since she was nineteen.

“You are a Concord clerk who walked in carrying perfect recall of the campaign’s operational files, its logistics, and its schedule. You crossed a road that should have killed you. You arrived at a stronghold you should not have been able to find. And you brought intelligence so valuable that it changes our entire strategic position.” She paused. Let the silence do work. “That is either a gift or an operation. I need to know which before this road goes any further.”

Rosalie’s grip tightened on the doorframe. Maeve’s heat-shimmer flared low, and Isolde shifted until her sword arm had room.

Zaria stared at Thalia. The fast register came back: the defensive one, the one that filled silence with information because silence was dangerous.

Then she straightened on the cot. Squared her shoulders. Met Thalia’s smoky eyes with those enormous dark ones and answered every question without pausing long enough for doubt to enter, volunteering three things Thalia had not thought to ask.

“The dispatch routing code was changed ten days before the burn list was finalized. Change authorization signed by a deputy I can name, routed through a department that does not normally handle campaign logistics. The junior clerk who noticed the irregularity was reassigned to a coastal archive within forty-eight hours of filing his query. And my own personnel file was flagged for review six weeks before I defected, which is what told me the timeline was shorter than I’d estimated and that the machine had noticed me noticing.”

Thalia listened to all of it without writing anything down, which meant she was memorizing it. Her expression held while her thumb tapped once against the notebook’s spine. The assessment continued behind those dark eyes.

Then she said: “The routing code change. How do you know it was ten days and not nine or eleven?”

“Because I filed the amendment myself. At six forty-two in the evening on the fourteenth day of the eighth month. I file everything. I know the date because I also filed the request for my own personnel review, which arrived at my desk on the twenty-second of that month, and I filed the response that reassigned the junior clerk, which was dated the fifteenth, one day after the code change. And I filed the dispatch that became the burn list itself, seventeen days later.” She took a breath. “I witnessed the machine work on me the same way it works on everyone. And I let it work for three weeks longer than I should have, because leaving meant leaving the desk where I could SEE what was happening, and seeing was the only power I had.”

Thalia regarded her for a long moment, then lowered her hand from the knife at her waist. The questions continued, but their edge changed. She had stopped testing whether Zaria knew the work and begun testing how much of it she could share.

“You could have left earlier,” Thalia said.

“I could have left six years earlier.” Zaria’s flat voice held no defense. She had already prosecuted herself for the crime and found herself guilty, and that verdict flattened her words. “I could have left the day I read the first un-personing and understood what it was. A Sundermoor student. Nineteen years old. Name struck from every roll in the kingdom in a single dispatch that took me four minutes to file. I told myself a clerk is not the hand that does the thing, only the hand that writes it down. That distinction was a luxury, and I spent it for six years, and I am not going to pretend I did not.”

Rosalie kept her hand on Zaria’s shoulder while Isolde’s rested near her blade. Thalia finally surveyed me and gave one slight nod.

Then she produced a small notebook from an inner pocket. She squared it to the table’s edge, dated the first blank page, ruled a margin with the back of her knife, and wrote Western Muster across the top.

“Now,” Thalia said. “The capital’s western yards. Tell me everything.”

The questions took three hours. By the end of them, Thalia had filled thirty-seven pages and Zaria had not repeated herself once.



Departure at dawn.

I stood at the gates with the circle behind me and the mountain full of people who had kept a woman none of them knew, and who would keep this place while we were gone, and who would light lanterns in the waystations on a road that ran the other direction now. The garrison was established: thirty volunteers from the movement who had military or guard experience, rotating watches on Amaya’s ward-points, maintaining the Forge’s internal systems. Brennan’s paired bench would continue producing rigs in our absence. Corin’s intake list would grow. Halverton’s charter would govern.

The gates closed behind us as the sun cleared the eastern peak. The horses steamed in the dawn chill. Through the narrowing gap I saw the first anvil’s distant glow in the Revelation chamber, Brennan’s hammer-and-spring stitched onto the Artificer Wing canvas, and the WE HEARD NOTHING plaque he had commissioned in brass and bolted to the door himself.

Amaya lit her lantern. The shell-coloured light spilled over the mountain path, warm and steady, the quality of the First Forge’s own light carried in a vessel that never burned down. In the dawn, with the road stretching northeast and the mountain’s shadow behind us, the lantern was the only colour warmer than grey.

“Twenty-two days,” she said. Sixty-one years of measured roads gave the number a settled authority. “Barring incident, which there will not be, because my road is in better condition than it has been in two centuries and I intend to keep it that way.”

“Barring incident,” Isolde confirmed from the front of the column, already astride the horse she’d commandeered from the movement’s volunteers. Her blade harness sat across her shoulders and her braid swung like a silver pendulum when she turned to check behind her. “If anyone slows me down, I’m leaving them at a waystation and they can catch up at their own dignity’s expense.”

“That’s very nearly encouraging,” Brennan said from the wagon, where he was already buried in three rigs and a half-assembled something that had no name yet but which he had christened, with premature confidence, “Frame Breaker Conceptual Mark One.” His red curls were already dusted with brass filings despite not having done any filing yet. “Usually you don’t offer the waystation.”

The road ran northeast, back through Amaya’s kept bounds and the grey beyond, then east and north through the country that held Sundermoor’s memory and Valebright’s walls before the later southbound leg to the valley. The valley where a cold forge sat in a workshop behind a house I had not entered since leaving for Valebright, with oath-metal inlays under the floor that I had never seen and tools on the wall that I had never been able to use and a forge I had never been able to light.

Zaria sat in the back of the wagon with a pen she’d borrowed from Halverton’s desk (which Halverton would notice within the hour) and a blank book Octavia had given her. She began making lists before we’d gone half a mile. Supply inventory. Route schedule. Personnel roster. The names of all who would need feeding at each waystation stop, annotated with dietary notes she had gathered from conversations she’d had in passing while being carried half-dead through the Forge’s corridors two days ago.

Amaya leaned over the first route page when the wagon reached the lower switchback. She corrected three modern mileages in a neat old hand, renamed a stream whose official title had changed twice during her watch, and drew a small lantern beside the second night’s stop.

“There is a springhouse forty paces beyond this station,” she said. “The roof fell in during the reign of King Orrel, but the water remains good. Your supply calculation assumes every traveller drinks like a restrained person. The red-haired one does not.”

Maeve looked back from the wagon bench. “I can hear you.”

“That is why I spoke clearly.”

Zaria studied the corrections, then wrote Maeve: unrestricted water in the margin. “You remember every well on the road.”

“I kept them.”

“I remember every requisition filed for wells I never saw.” Zaria’s pen paused above the page. “Those feel like related failures from opposite directions.”

Amaya considered that with the lantern balanced across her knees. “Then perhaps the road and roll have been introduced in time to improve one another. Put the springhouse on your copy. I shall put your water counts in mine.”

They bent over the book together while the wagon descended, lantern glow touching the page beside Zaria’s dense black script. Neither called it the first work of a restored network. They simply produced a better route than either woman had possessed alone.

The woman had been conscious for less than a week and already knew more about the column’s provisioning needs than anyone who’d been planning for a month.

I closed my hand around the wagon rail. Amaya raised her lantern, and warm lantern light opened the road northeast.


Chapter 3: The Road We Made

The waystations were lit.

That was the thing I noticed first on the reversed road: the arches I’d renewed with forge-resonance, the windows Amaya had claimed under Lantern-Law, and the lamps, wards, and carved anchor-glyphs from our desperate southward push were alive and occupied. People burned the lanterns now. Real people in real windows, tending real flames, waving at the wagon as it passed with the casual familiarity of residents, no longer refugees.

The road itself felt different moving northeast. The kept road knew us. Amaya’s claimed ground recognized our passage and eased it: the stones smoother underfoot, the gradient somehow gentler, the air itself slightly warmer in the Waywarden’s bounds. She sat in the wagon’s rear with her shell-coloured lantern low and her dark almond eyes patient, and the road flowed around us the way water flows around a stone that belongs in it.



Night caught us at the first occupied waystation.

We were one day off the mountain, victory still loose in our blood. The first waystation had a newly mended roof and Amaya-claimed wards humming warmth through the walls. The common room had gone quiet an hour ago, the few travelers settling into their assigned rooms while the circle adjusted to being on the road again.

I finished the evening’s debrief with Thalia over decoded dispatches and walked the corridor aware of six women through the bond. Rosalie asleep, warm and golden. Isolde awake but still, blade across her knees. Thalia at her desk, working. Octavia reading by low light. Amaya on the roof, tending the lantern array. And Maeve: awake, alert, her Emberheart crest running hot for reasons far removed from combat readiness.

Her door was the second on the left, and the bar was across it, and Brennan’s whistle-code was established two rooms down for comedy value that I chose not to examine.

She opened before I knocked. A cloud of copper hair still damp from the waystation bath, freckles dark across her bare shoulders and scattered down her chest, wearing a borrowed shift that was approximately two sizes too large and clung to damp skin in all the wrong places when she moved. The thin fabric pulled across her small, perky tits where the nipples were already hard and visible, and fell to mid-thigh on her slim runner’s legs. Her amber eyes were bright and restless and the heat-shimmer rose off her bare skin in visible waves.

“About time,” she said, grabbed my collar, and pulled me through the doorframe.

The door shut. The bar dropped.

She was on me before my eyes adjusted to the lamplight: mouth hard, hands in my hair, the compact petite body pressing against mine with a heat that was literal and intentional and had been building since she’d spent the last of yesterday’s banked charge on the road that morning, then generated and banked fresh heat all afternoon until she had nowhere left to put it. Her legs came up, wrapping around my waist as I caught her weight. Five-one and light enough to lift with one arm but generating enough thermal energy to make the air between us shimmer.

“I have been,” she said between kisses, her mouth hot and tasting of copper sweetness, “watching you handle forge-metal and road wards all day, and whenever your Sight goes golden I feel it through the bond pressing inside my chest, and I have been extremely patient.”

“You lasted six hours.”

“Six hours is patient for me and you know it.” She caught my lower lip between her teeth and tugged. Her hips ground against me and the heat-shimmer spiked. “Seven would have been a fire hazard.”

I did know it. I set her down long enough to seize the shift’s hem and strip it over her head.

The lamplight caught her: petite, freckled everywhere, copper hair stuck to damp shoulders in dark wet spirals. Small perky tits with nipples flushed pink and hard as pebbles. The flat, toned stomach of a sprinter. Narrow hips, a tight compact ass, slim legs defined by constant, restless motion. Her Emberheart crest glowed copper-gold over her sternum, and the answering ring of my pattern sat inside it like a coal in a furnace.

I ran my thumb across that answering ring. She jolted as if the touch had snapped a cinder under her skin. The heat-shimmer doubled.

“That’s new.”

“What?”

“The ring reacted.” Her amber eyes went huge. “Do that again.”

I traced it a second time without feeding resonance into it. The faint structure tightened under my thumb, receptive but dormant, and her back arched as if the contact had found a nerve beneath her skin.

“It feels like it’s waiting for something,” she whispered.

“Then let it wait.”

I took her waist, pulled her against me, and kissed the protest off her mouth. She grabbed my belt with impatient fingers, clearly intent on finding out what the rest of her body could do while the unanswered ring burned between us.

I scooped her up, carried her two steps, and put her on the bed. She bounced, laughed, copper hair splaying across the pillow, the petite frame bright and freckled in the lamplight. She spread her legs with the brash confidence that had replaced the old mortification entirely: thighs parting, knees falling wide, her pussy already visibly slick in the firelight. The wetness glistened on her inner thighs, the heat coming off her concentrated there.

“Bank,” I said. “Hold through the first peak. On my word.”

Her eyes dilated. Her pupils blew wide, the amber reduced to thin rings. The bank-and-vent structure that I’d built with her across sessions at Sundermoor and on the road was muscle memory now: she understood the command at a level below thought, and her body responded before her brain caught up. The charge settled, held, the Emberheart crest pulling inward with visible effort. Her rapid speech cut off while copper sparks ticked against the sheet beneath her fingertips; then she gave me one tight nod.

I knelt between her legs and put my mouth on her.

Her hips bucked off the mattress before I completed the first stroke, a sound torn out of her that was half moan and half profanity, her thighs clamping against my ears with the wiry strength of a sprinter’s legs. She was oversensitive on a good day, her class running constant charge that made every nerve twice as responsive. With her Emberheart bank full and the answering ring pulsing whenever the bond brushed it, her whole body seemed wired three times too tightly.

“Fuck. Garrick. Oh FUCK, that’s, I can feel my bank filling and the ring pulling at the bond and your mouth is directly on my, god.”

I licked her clit in long, slow strokes. Tasting heat and copper sweetness, the flavor of her that was warm metal and clean skin and arousal. My palm settled on her belly to feel the Emberheart warmth rising hard behind its closed valve. Her body tried to release on instinct. The damper creaked. She held it.

Her body strained toward release, but the closed valve held. A tremor ran from her tight stomach into her thighs as she proved how much control she had fought to earn. Knowing she could open the valve at any instant made her obedience hit me harder.

“Not yet.” I spoke against her wet skin. She whined, high and helpless, her fingers fisting in the sheets.

“I’m trying. I’m trying. Your tongue is directly on it and I can’t, the charge is building too fast, it’s AMPLIFYING.”

“Hold.”

She held. Shaking. Copper hair stuck to her face, small tits heaving, the shimmer off her skin so intense the lamplight dimmed by comparison. Her abdomen quivered and her thighs drew taut, a string pulled to its limit. I could feel her Emberheart charge building through the bond while the answering ring flickered in sympathy, still faint, still unformed.

I pushed two fingers inside her. Curled. Found the spot on the front wall that lifted her hips and bowed her slim back clear of the bed.

“Now.”

She vented.

The release was a gush: liquid heat flooding from her, her thighs soaking in an instant, a spray that wet my chin and chest and the sheets beneath her. Her body expelled everything she’d been holding in one explosive contraction, her banked charge releasing at once. The Emberheart crest blazed furnace-gold so bright it lit the room, and the dormant answering ring flashed in sympathy at the peak that tore a scream from her throat that she muffled against the pillow only by reflex.

Her walls clenched around my fingers in rhythmic spasms. Her thighs shook. The gushing continued, soaking through the sheets, running down her thighs, the physical evidence of her release visible and abundant.

I stayed between her thighs through the aftershocks, easing my mouth from her clit only when the pressure of my tongue made her whole body recoil. My fingers remained inside her while the hard contractions softened into erratic squeezes. I kissed the wet heat at the top of her slit, then her trembling inner thigh, letting the opened valve empty without driving her through another identical rise.

She dragged at my shoulders. “Too much. Perfect. Get up here before I climb down and collect you myself.”

I climbed up her body, lined up, and pushed inside. She was soaked, clenching, the internal spasms still milking as I entered her. Small and tight and burning hot, residual forge-pressure sharpening every inch of contact until it felt like gripping metal fresh from the quench. She gasped, wrapped her legs around me, her small heels digging into my back.

“More,” she babbled, hands in my hair, pulling me down. “Make me hold it again. I’ll hold anything you tell me to, just keep going, please, don’t stop.”

I drove into her harder while her own Emberheart charge climbed behind the closed valve. The physical filling and the bond’s answering pulse struck together. The ring flickered with each stroke but did not yet hold anything of its own.

She banked her Emberheart charge on instinct. Her stare lost its last point of focus, freckles stark beneath the flush climbing her face. Her body clenched around me and her crest glowed brighter. She held through three, four, five strokes before she was shaking again.

“I can’t. I can’t hold any more. It’s too full. I’m going to.”

“Hold.”

“Garrick.” My name broke into syllables under the rhythm of my hips. “Gar-rick. Please. It’s right there. The bank is full and the ring keeps pulling at the bond and I don’t know what happens when I let go.”

“Vent.”

She exploded. Gushing around me, soaking my thighs, the sheets, the mattress. A wet burst audible in the small room. Her crest blazed so bright the lamplight dimmed. Her Emberheart charge tore through the opened channel in a loud, wet, violent release. Her back arched off the bed. Her nails raked my shoulders. Her walls pulled at me in rhythmic spasms that were half orgasm and half class-vent, and the resonance cycling between us amplified until I could feel it in my own crest.

“Again,” she begged. Voice gone. Babble. “Again, again, I’ll hold it again, make me hold it.”

Her body kept trying to rebuild the pattern it knew, but I refused to walk her around the same circuit again. I caught her hips, lifted, and carried her off the ruined mattress with my cock still inside her. Her back met the wall beside the narrow mirror. One leg locked around my waist while I held the other under her knee, opening her at a steep angle that turned every short thrust into a visible jolt through her compact frame.

The change startled language back into her. “Oh. That’s different. That’s very, very different.”

“Good. Keep this charge moving instead of locking it away.”

Maeve spread her palm over the wall for balance. Copper fire-script crawled from her fingertips in branching lines, harmless light giving the charge somewhere to travel while I drove into her. The wall became a map of her pleasure: quick hooks when I struck deep, spirals when I ground against her clit, one crooked word that might have been my name before the next thrust ruined the lettering.

She watched the script accumulate in the mirror. Her usual bank stayed open, circulating heat through skin, muscle, and the glyphs rather than damming it behind one command. Each stroke made a fresh mark flare. Each mark bled its light back into the answering ring at her sternum.

“Look at what you can do while you’re full,” I said.

Her amber eyes found mine in the glass. “You make it difficult to appreciate my penmanship.”

I drove up into her and held.

A straight, brilliant glyph burned onto the wall.

“Your penmanship is obscene.”

“Accurate, though.”

Her laugh broke into a raw cry when I lowered her onto me again. She came without the staged violence of another vent: a rolling series of contractions that travelled through her from the leg around my waist to the fingers dragging fire across the wall. Wetness spilled between us, but the charge stayed in motion. For once, Maeve did not have to become a sealed vessel and a burst pipe. She could conduct.

I carried her back to the bed while the glyphs still glowed and withdrew before my own control broke.

Maeve made an outraged sound and reached for me. I caught her wrists together and pinned them above her head. The abrupt restraint stopped the babble. Her amber eyes widened, her compact body stretched beneath mine, soaked and shaking and still trying to lift her hips toward the pressure I had taken away.

“You asked for more,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Then you take it how I give it.”

The brash answer reached her face and died before it reached her mouth. She nodded. Once. The bank inside her answering ring had emptied, but the new structure remained hot and receptive, opening toward my crest each time I let a thread of gold touch it.

I turned her onto her stomach and pulled her hips up. Her tight ass rose under the lamplight, freckled skin shining with sweat, slim legs spread over the ruined sheet. She tried to look back over one shoulder. Copper hair covered half her face.

“Forward.”

She obeyed, lowering onto her forearms. The posture changed her completely. Maeve spent every waking hour in motion, chin up, hands busy, defiance arriving before fear could name itself. Bent beneath me with her wrists held at the small of her back, she had nowhere to put that speed. She had to wait.

I dragged the head of my cock through her wetness without entering. Once. Again. Her thighs trembled.

“Garrick, please.”

“Keep it moving.”

“Where?”

I laid my free palm over the answering ring between her shoulder blades and sternum. “Through every line you drew on that wall. No dam. No count. Conduct it.”

The change demanded a different kind of control. Maeve reached for the glowing fire-script, and the crooked hooks and spirals beside the mirror brightened in sequence. Her heat travelled through her fingertips, crossed the wall in copper lines, and returned to her crest as current rather than hoarded pressure.

I pushed into her in one slow stroke.

Her body opened around me with a slick, burning grip. The cry she buried in the mattress came out as heat against my knuckles. I held deep until her hips stopped jerking, then withdrew almost completely and drove back in.

“Light the next line when I fill you.”

She flattened one palm against the boards. The first thrust kindled a hook near the floor. The second sent a spiral around the mirror. On the third, she wrote my initial in fire and ruined it halfway through when I caught both wrists behind her back.

“That one says nothing,” I told her.

“It says you distracted the scribe.”

“Try again.”

I set a hard pace, controlling her wrists while my other palm locked over her hip and pulled her back to meet every thrust. The narrow bed struck the wall in an uneven rhythm. Damp copper curls bounced across her shoulders. Her small breasts moved beneath her, brushing the sheet each time I drove her forward. Copper script kept running despite the restraint, jumping from her fingertips into the air now, hanging for a breath before fixing itself to plaster.

The room filled with her uncontrolled handwriting. Short lines when I drove deep. Round flares when I ground into her. One beautifully formed glyph when she found the discipline to hold still around me, followed by a profane smear when I broke that stillness.

“Garrick.” Her voice climbed. “The ring is pulling at every returning line. It wants something the script isn’t carrying.”

I slowed enough to feel the faint gold structure under my palm. The ring remained receptive while her Emberheart current circulated around it. Two systems occupied the same crest without merging.

“Let it stay hungry,” I said.

She made an outraged sound. “That is a terrible instruction.”

“You like terrible instructions.”

Her forehead pressed to the mattress while a laugh broke into a moan. “I like surviving them.”

I released her wrists, wound her copper hair around my fist, and lifted until her back pressed to my chest. She knelt between my thighs, impaled, my arm locked around her waist. In the narrow mirror opposite the bed she saw herself: flushed face, wild hair held in my hand, small body controlled against mine, my cock buried inside her. Behind us, her fire-script covered the wall in a live copper record of every place she had lost control and found another kind.

“Look at your crest.”

Furnace-gold light shone under the skin over her sternum. The answering ring flashed at its edge whenever our crests pulsed together, empty of her heat and waiting for a different current.

I thrust upward. The new angle tore a cry from her. Again. Again, my arm pinning her compact body against me while her nails clawed at my forearm. The writing on the wall blazed all at once.

Her climax rolled through her without another commanded vent. Wet heat spilled down my shaft and across my thighs while the copper script discharged in a silent flare. Her pussy contracted around me in rapid waves, and the waiting ring stayed open through every one.

“That’s it,” I said. “Let it pass through.”

She screamed my name and filled the wall with light.

I lowered her to the bed without leaving her, pushed one knee between hers, and drove through the liquid heat and clenching. My control had been tested past its limit, and I chased my finish.

At the shared peak, while her Emberheart bank opened and my own crest released through the bond, Maeve reached for the nearest charge by instinct.

She caught mine.

The answering ring seized the surge of forge-resonance. Gold flooded the faint structure. It thickened in one violent pulse, closed around the charge, and held it inside her crest while I finished deep inside her.

We both froze in the shared aftershock.

Maeve’s amber eyes snapped wide. Her palm struck her sternum over the gold burning inside the ring.

“That wasn’t mine,” she said in the flattest voice she had ever used.

I could feel the foreign charge through our bond. My forge-resonance sat inside her crest, separate from her Emberheart bank, held after the pulse between us had ended.

“You caught my forge-charge.”

“I can carry your fire.”

Neither of us moved until the held charge answered through the bond a second time, still separate from her own.

We collapsed sideways into the drenched bedding, her slick thighs tangled with mine and cooling wetness spreading beneath our hips.

I rolled her onto my chest before the cooling air could hit her. Her legs still shook, so I worked down the slim muscles, thumbs kneading tightness from calves and thighs while her breathing returned by degrees. She made a pleased noise whenever my thumbs found a knot and an offended one whenever I moved on.

“Water,” I said.

“In a minute.”

“Now.”

She drank half the cup while glaring over the rim. The cup trembled between her fingers. I made her finish it, then fed her two pieces of dried pear from the road bag while the aftershocks eased. She bit my thumb on the second piece, gently enough to count as commentary and firmly enough to prove she had recovered some strength, then stole the cloth from my hand and attempted to clean my stomach before her arm gave out. I took it back, cleaned both of us, and tucked the blanket around her shaking legs.

When she sat up again, soaked and breathing hard, the forge-charge still burned inside the answering ring. It was brighter and thicker than before, a working structure where a faint echo had been.

We stared at each other on a ruined bed in a waystation on a road that had not carried a Smith or his movement two years ago.

“If I can hold it,” she said slowly, the brash grin fading into something awed and slightly frightened, “then you can prepare power hours before the moment you need to spend it.”

I sat up. Pressed my palm to her crest and read with Class Sight. The answering ring had deepened from an echo of my pattern into a working reservoir capable of holding forge-resonance independently of me.

“Maeve.”

She pressed both palms over the new ring. “I caught it. I can still feel every drop.”

“You can store forge-charge. That means I can load you in the morning and you can SPEND it in the afternoon without me being there.”

“Yes, I understand the part where I just changed the arithmetic of war.” Her amber eyes blazed. “Get the others. Get them all out of bed right now.”

“It’s three in the morning.”

“Garrick.” She grabbed my face with both small hands, dripping, naked, the Emberheart crest glowing like a banked furnace with someone else’s fire in it. “This doesn’t let you generate more safely. Two repairs’ worth is still two repairs’ worth. But you can prepare the power early, spend it somewhere else later, and carry it into a dead field. If the other rings can each take a PART of the work, that changes the math on everything.”

I got out of bed.

Rosalie opened her door before I finished knocking, her robe crooked and her attention instantly sharp. Isolde had been awake with a blade across her knees and met us already in uniform. A notebook preceded Thalia through her doorway, followed by a dark robe and a dry demand for the relevant facts. Octavia arrived with crooked glasses and a stack of blank cards. Amaya descended from the roof fully dressed, lantern in hand, as if three in the morning were the hour she had expected us.

We sat on the floor of Maeve’s soaked room with a lamp between us and tested it until dawn. Rosalie arrived carrying water and a blanket rather than complaint. Isolde brought a blade and a complete uniform, Thalia a notebook, Octavia blank cards, and Amaya the lantern she had already banked once that night.

On the final test, I fed a narrow thread of forge-charge through her answering ring and took my hand away. The gold stayed inside her crest. Maeve held it there while Thalia wrote one line in her notebook.

Forge-charge retained independently of the Smith.



Zaria reorganized the column’s provisioning on day two and was visibly, personally offended by what she found.

“There is no manifest,” she said, standing at the waystation’s supply room door with her palms on her hips and a look on her face that I was learning to identify as professional outrage. Her dense curls had a fresh pen stuck in them alongside the one she’d forgotten from that morning. Flour from the morning’s bread dusted one forearm. Her borrowed coat, taken in at the waist but still too large through the shoulders, could not quite contain the force of her displeasure. “There is no roster of who is eating what. There is no record of what was consumed at which waystation. There is a pile of crates with no labels and a man who claims to remember everything and has already forgotten that a family of five needs more water than a family of three.”

“To be fair,” Brennan said, “I remembered the crate thing.”

“You remembered that Agda’s crates were labeled by threat level. That is not provisioning. That is entertainment.”

She took over. Within a day she had a rotating inventory, a consumption record, and a system for tracking every traveler’s position on the road. The rest of us followed the labels and discovered our supplies lasted longer.

By the time we reached the third waystation, the movement was bigger than the ledger said.

A line of people waited at the gate. Twelve of them. Two from Sundermoor with the ember-coloured leathers still visible under road cloaks. Three who had walked from towns I’d never heard of. A family of five from somewhere in the southern provinces where the Registry had classified a whole village thirty years ago and never returned. And two people who could not articulate what they needed but knew the name Ward and knew the word forge and hoped those two things together meant someone could see what was wrong.

I read them all. It took the morning. Two were repairable in the time I had: a throttled channel and a misregistered alignment, both crude Registry negligence, both fixed in under twenty minutes each. The rest needed catalysts, time, or surgery I did not have hours for.

Two a day. And each dawn brought a longer line.

The hardest case was a woman named Ressa who had walked from a channel village with her sixteen-year-old son. Her crest carried a layered misregistration that I could not safely touch on the road. The work needed a stable anvil, three catalysts, and six uninterrupted hours. Her son’s awakening, by contrast, had settled cleanly. He needed confirmation, not repair.

Ressa had sold their winter mule to pay for the journey.

When I told her I could not take her case that morning, she did not argue. That made it worse. She thanked me, folded the referral note Thalia had prepared, and asked whether the First Forge would still be open when she made it back north.

“It will,” I said.

“Will you?”

I looked at the road ahead, the day already spent on two safer interventions, and the clock that did not become less real because a woman had reached the front of my queue.

“Not soon enough to keep you waiting here,” I said. “Go to Valebright. Holt keeps the Annex forge lit. Professor Crest’s curriculum is already moving north by raven, and Corin will put you in the complex-work column. You show him my mark and he gives you a bed before he gives you a number.”

Her son stared at the gold line my thumb burned into the referral paper. “You could fix her if you stayed.”

“Yes.”

“But you’re leaving.”

“Yes.”

His anger was clean and deserved. I let him have it. Competence did not make all choices kind. Sometimes it only made the cost legible.

Zaria stepped in before gratitude or shame could make the exchange worse. She entered both names in the road ledger, wrote their meals and sleeping places against the fifth waystation, and found a northbound cart whose driver owed Amaya three nights of shelter. Ressa and her son left before noon with transport, a confirmed appointment, and enough food to reach Valebright.

That afternoon I found the boy’s winter scarf tied around the wagon rail. He had left it deliberately, either as thanks or accusation. I could not tell which. Zaria washed the road dust from it and entered it under lost property with both their names.

Before we left, I used the waystation’s old message crystal to dictate a note for Holt. Ressa’s layered misregistration needed oath-metal pins at three junctions, a dampening catalyst, never a cutting one, and no attempt at stripping the outer layer until the adaptive branches were mapped. The directions took ten minutes. They might save Holt an hour and Ressa a week of fear.

Zaria copied those instructions into the road ledger, then added a column for complex referrals so the next person we sent north would not depend on my memory or one crystal surviving the route.

The queue had outgrown anything I could solve by working faster. Until we trained more hands, every safe decision would still send somebody away hurting.

Isolde started drilling them at the fourth waystation because a crowd that could not form a march line would not survive a road, and by the second hour she was standing on a barrel with her braid swinging and her clipped commands carrying across thirty people who had never been told to stand in a particular order in their lives.

“Form a column. Arms’ length. Move.”

She hated it. She was immediately excellent at it.

A wheelwright twice her age challenged the order because he had marched in a border levy before she was born. Isolde handed him the front rank, waited until his loose spacing tangled six people at the first turn, then made him reset the column himself.

“Experience is useful,” she told him while he moved bodies back into place. “Memory is not doctrine. The road changed. Learn the road you’re on.”

He glared. Then he learned. By supper he was correcting the rear rank in her clipped cadence, and Isolde promoted him to line leader without mentioning the earlier failure. She was building successors who could carry an order after she moved on.

“She’s enjoying herself,” Brennan observed from beneath the wagon, where he was adjusting a spring mechanism.

“She absolutely is not,” Rosalie said.

“Watch her shoulders. Loose. She’s having the time of her life and she’d kill us for saying so.”

He had assessed her correctly. The Tempest Blade’s commander energy ran through the crowd like current through wire, and by the time we departed there were thirty people who could walk in formation, which was a useful change on a road still learning how to carry a movement.

She also knew the whole roster by name.

Forty-seven people by the fifth waystation, and she knew all of them, learned within the first exchange, used immediately and correctly. People she had met two hours ago she addressed by name with the same unselfconscious familiarity that a woman in a bakery might use. A mother travelling with two children: she remembered both children’s names and which one would not eat oats. A Sundermoor student with a scorched pack: she noted the damage and had it mended by morning without being asked. A farmer’s wife with a limp: she moved the woman’s sleeping arrangement closer to the latrine without discussing it.

Food appeared before people thought to ask for it. At night she mended coats left beside the wagon, including a stranger’s torn sleeve while the rip in her own remained pinned shut. Her fingers were never idle: one forgotten pen sat in her dense curls while another moved across a list as she walked. I watched from a distance, still lacking the words for why she carried other people’s needs while neglecting her own.

I observed. She caught me in the reflection of a window at the sixth waystation, filed the attention with a precision I could almost see, and smiled at the glass knowing I had seen.



The wagon had become a workshop in miniature by then: Brennan’s spring-loaded tool rack along one wall, Octavia’s archive locked beneath the bench, Maeve’s charge-stones nested in non-resonant wool, and Zaria’s corner already equipped with a pen-holder, blank paper, and a lantern arranged so she could work without waking anyone. Amaya’s shell-coloured lamp hung from the rear gate. Brennan’s hammer-and-spring crest appeared on the canvas, our cloaks, and my tool-roll strap.

On the seventh morning, a washed-out bridge tried to collect three days from our schedule.

The spring flood had taken the centre span and left the stone abutments staring at each other across twenty feet of fast water. Forty-seven people, one workshop-wagon, two supply carts, and a road full of northbound families piled up behind us before Isolde finished saying the word “halt.”

Amaya walked the bank once with her lantern raised. “The old ford is upstream. Its marker moved in the flood, but the road did not.”

Zaria already had the column split by weight. People and light packs to the ford. Heavy wagons held for Brennan. No shouting, no crowding, no family separated from its children. The movement obeyed because she used names.

Brennan crawled beneath the bridge’s surviving approach and found the original iron draw-chain inside the masonry. Two centuries of rust had seized its return wheel. He studied Maeve.

“Controlled fire,” he said.

“Around wood?”

“Very controlled fire.”

Maeve heated the wheel while Brennan worked oil into the axle and Perrin’s northbound counterpart, a broad Channel-Keeper named Sella Marr, redirected pressure from the old mill sluice upstream. The flow dropped six inches. Enough.

Then Agda’s first supply cart arrived from Valebright on the far bank, driven by a furious kitchen porter who had spent four hours trying to find a bridge that existed.

Its crates were labelled EAT BEFORE HEROICS, MEDICINE THAT LOOKS LIKE FOOD, and IF BRENNAN OPENS THIS, HIT HIM.

Brennan pointed across the water. “That last one is professionally hostile.”

“It is also addressed correctly,” Isolde said.

We used Agda’s cart ropes, the recovered draw-chain, and one of Brennan’s spring winches to lay a temporary timber deck across the surviving piers. The work took five hours instead of three days. By dusk the full company and all its wagons were over, the northbound queue had resumed, and Zaria had entered the bridge crew, the porter, and the contents of each threat-labelled crate in the road ledger.

The clock lost half a day. The movement gained a crossing that would remain after we left.



Thalia’s ravens came in threes that week. Each set carried a different thread of the approaching storm.

The column was mustering at the capital’s western yards. A schedule confirmed by three independent sources. Engineers, regulars, six wagons of founders’-metal on reinforced axles.

And a name.

“Marshal Sevrin Morrow,” Thalia said at the evening fire, reading from her decoded dispatch with her jaw-cut black hair tucked behind one ear and her dark eyes flat with the particular attention she gave to threats. “Twenty-two years of service. Forge-town born. Unremarkable class he has never used to advance. Neither noble patron nor ceremony appeared in the account.”

“What does he do?” Isolde asked.

“He burns towns on schedule. He does not execute prisoners. He does not permit looting. He announces what he is going to do and then he does it on the day he says.”

Zaria’s face changed.

She went still with nothing in her grasp. The pen stopped moving. The list lay forgotten. Her dark gaze fixed on a point beyond this room.

“He is not like the others.” She used the slow, warm sentences reserved for tending someone, except the distant subject intended to burn my home. “He’ll tell you what he’s going to do. And he’ll mean it. And he’ll be sorry about it, and do it anyway.”

“You know him?” I asked.

“I filed his campaign reports for three years. They followed one pattern: date, objective, cost, and whether that cost matched projection. His reports showed no inflated enemies and no attempts to blame losses on subordinates.” She looked at me. “He is going to tell you exactly what he intends and give you time to decide whether to leave, and if you do not leave, he is going to burn Fenhollow to the stones on the day he said.”

The fire crackled. Maeve’s heat-shimmer was visible along her bare forearms, the copper freckles stark against the flush. Amaya’s lantern burned steady in the wagon behind us.

“Then we’d better get there first,” I said.


Chapter 4: The Kindler

Thalia’s network and Zaria’s memory assembled Marshal Sevrin Morrow while we packed the tenth waystation around them.

Reports reached us without a meeting. Isolde watched the road from the open door and questioned each runner before sending the information inward. Rosalie closed her healer’s kit and carried supply counts to the wagon between answers. Maeve and Brennan argued over the Kindler beneath the rear axle. Octavia read the third author’s archive standing beside the harness team as Amaya extinguished the station lamps one by one.

Thalia moved among them with three decoded messages: troop movements to Isolde, engineering orders to Brennan, supply requisitions to Zaria. The pages altered physical parts of our departure. A crate shifted wagons. A route mark moved. A spring housing gained another layer. By the time Thalia reached the third dispatch, Morrow’s habits had already altered our axle load and evening stop.

Zaria supplied six years of context from memory while she checked every pack against page forty-three of her annotations. Campaign reports, personnel records, field assessments: they came in quick, exact runs between names and ration totals, because she could not be still during a briefing any more than Maeve’s body could be still during a rest.

“Forge-town born,” Thalia read. “Nineteen at the Coldwater Rising. Seven years in auxiliary work after Coldwater, followed by twenty-two years of continuous formal service. Unremarkable class, never leaned on for advancement. He had neither a noble patron nor any other connection to nobility. Rose through merit, reliability, and an absolute refusal to surprise his superiors.” She set the dispatch down. “Promotions followed completed campaigns, and each campaign met the objective he filed before departure. He simply did the work.”

“He doesn’t surprise anyone,” Zaria added in her fast filing cadence. “His campaign reports read like engineering schedules. Those reports contained neither flourish nor self-justification. Day one: we arrived. Day two: we offered terms. Day three: the terms were refused. Day four: we executed the action on the schedule filed at departure. Day five: casualty report. Costs matched projection within eight percent.”

“Eight percent,” Brennan repeated from under his rig. “That’s uncomfortably precise for a man who burns towns.”

“He is extremely competent at a task he believes necessary,” Zaria said. “His record shows doubt yielding to the work without exception.”

“A logistician,” Octavia said. She sat with tea and the archive, glasses low, her attention fixed on the reports. “A warrior can be outfought. Morrow arranges the battlefield before he reaches it, which presents a different problem.”

Zaria’s pen paused. “We have to make him wrong about the arithmetic.”

“What’s his class?” Isolde asked from the door. Her ice-blue eyes had not left the road outside, but her ears were entirely on the briefing.

“Administrative. Mid-tier. He’s never deployed it in the field.” Thalia checked a note. “Literally never. Across twenty-two years of service, every operation relied on his planning, field judgment, and the people he positioned. His own class never entered a report.”

“That’s unusual.”

Thalia’s dark eyes found mine briefly. Never using his class suggested incapacity or constraint, and neither possibility was comfortable.

A fourth raven struck the shutter and rattled the latch. Thalia caught the bird before it reached the table, freed a narrow dispatch from its leg, and read while Zaria checked the route map.

“His third engineering wagon broke an axle west of Calder Ford yesterday,” Thalia said.

Brennan looked up from the Kindler. “Sixteen tons on a road axle. Broke clean or wallowed the bearing first?”

“Wallowed. The quartermaster requested a replacement wagon. Morrow refused it.”

“Why refuse transport when the engine is the campaign?” Isolde left the door and crossed to the table.

Zaria answered from memory. “A replacement wagon takes four days to route from the western depot and advertises the breakdown to every clerk between the depot and his column. He would repair in place.”

Thalia continued reading. “He stopped the march for three hours, unloaded the Frame by crew rotation, cut seasoned timber from a bridge reserve, and sleeved the damaged axle with the wagon’s own spare drawbar. Then he moved the broken wagon to the centre position where its load gets the smoothest ground. No delay entered in the filed schedule.”

Brennan abandoned his bench and bent over the route. “That sleeve lasts eighty miles on dry road. Forty in rain.”

“The weather turns in two days,” Amaya said. She had been watching the cloud line through the window. “A proper toad-strangler if the pressure keeps dropping.”

Zaria entered the repair beside Morrow’s route. “He’ll reduce speed before the storm and recover the lost distance after. His reports judge success by the filed arrival date. Daily mileage can bend around it.”

“Can we make the sleeve fail?” Maeve asked.

Thalia shook her head. “His screen keeps everyone half a mile from the wagons. Poisoning one axle risks the team hauling it and buys hours, not days.”

“Then we don’t spend a contact on it,” Isolde said. She moved the repaired wagon marker into the column’s protected centre. “But this tells us how he treats damage. He shifts weight before he asks for more strength. If we hurt a Frame, he won’t abandon it. He’ll move the burden across the formation.”

Brennan rotated the bent spring between his fingers. “Which means every machine has parts he considers expendable and parts he protects with the whole column. I want the repair report. Axle diameter, sleeve length, fastening pattern.”

“Why?” Rosalie asked.

“Because his repairs reveal what he fears losing.”

Thalia handed him the dispatch. “Copy it. The bird leaves in six minutes.”

Brennan was already measuring the sketched axle against his forearm. The briefing had begun around a table, but Morrow’s moving column kept forcing us out of abstraction. Somewhere west, twelve engineers were hauling a sixteen-ton engine on a timber sleeve while a marshal shifted hundreds of people around one damaged wheel without losing the day.

“Physical description?” I asked.

“Broad. Heavy through the shoulders. Gone thick at the middle.” Zaria recited the filed description from reports she’d processed, then added the details those reports considered irrelevant. “He still helps crews unload after a hard march. Walks with a stick on cold mornings and does not pretend otherwise. Iron-grey cropped close. Old burn scarring across his knuckles and palms from an event at nineteen he has never explained.”

“Coldwater,” I said.

“Coldwater,” Zaria confirmed. “That is where the description changes from professional to personal.”



Brennan stopped measuring the axle sketch. Rosalie reached across the table and closed her fingers around mine. Even the harness team outside seemed louder as Zaria approached Coldwater.

Maeve spoke first, because Maeve always spoke first when silence became uncomfortable. “What’s Coldwater?” She looked up from Brennan’s rig.

Zaria gave it because Zaria gave everything. Six years of filing things nobody wanted spoken aloud had trained every inflection out of the report.

“Coldwater was a forge-town in the eastern provinces. Roughly the size of Fenhollow. Two hundred and twenty people. Twenty-nine years ago, a hedge-practitioner attempted what we would now call a mass class repair. Self-taught, no formal training, no calibration tools, no understanding of resonance feedback loops. He connected a hundred and forty people through a linked-crest resonance circuit and began repairing them simultaneously.”

She paused. The professional register held, but her pen had stopped above the ledger. Her dark eyes fixed on a point in the middle distance, looking at something none of us could see: the filed reports, the logistics of aftermath, the numbers that had been her daily work for six years without her understanding what they added up to.

“The circuit cascaded. A hundred and forty linked crests drove one another beyond their starting shapes. A Cinder class became a wildfire engine. A Storm class discharged into streets and roofs. Healers inverted, opening injuries with the same hands that had closed them the day before. Force-branches crushed walls and foundations.”

Brennan laid the rig down with care, as though a careless movement might break something beyond brass. Beside me, Rosalie’s breath slowed into the measured cadence she used before entering a room full of pain.

“The town destroyed itself,” Zaria continued, eyes fixed on her annotations. The report stayed toneless while her grip whitened her knuckles around the pen. “Responders found eight bodies beneath one dining table after the front wall collapsed. Someone had written the children’s names on their forearms in charcoal. Elsewhere a Mender opened every wound he touched until his neighbors bound his hands. The people of Coldwater spent three days trapped among powers that no longer remembered their purpose.”

“The practitioner died on the first day,” Zaria added. “The loop outlived him. On the second day, responders four miles away saw lightning striking through smoke and heard buildings coming down. On the third, the linked crests burned themselves empty.”

She turned to the casualty appendix stored in her memory. The first response unit found a midwife alive beneath the clinic stairs, palms burned because she had held an inverted healing branch away from three newborns until the circuit consumed her class. A miller chained himself to his own wheel after his Force branch began throwing anyone who approached. Morrow’s unit cut the chain and carried him out alive; he died before dawn while the nineteen-year-old auxiliary held the water cup to his mouth.

Those details gave the atrocity bodies and rooms. They also explained why Morrow trusted the official cause. He had watched ordinary people become hazards to everyone they loved.

“And Morrow was nineteen,” I said.

“Morrow was nineteen. A junior auxiliary on his first border deployment, stationed four miles from Coldwater. His unit was the first responders. He walked into a town that was still burning and began pulling bodies out of houses.” Zaria’s voice did not waver but her pen hand trembled. “Eight from one house. Three of them children. A woman still holding a baby that had no crest damage because the baby hadn’t awakened yet: alive because she was too young to be connected to the circuit, surrounded by dead family members who were.”

She looked up. Her gaze found mine.

“He did that for a week, moving from house to house and count to count. And the reports he filed afterward, which I have read because I filed the anniversary summaries annually for six years, are the most precise and emotionless documents I have ever processed. Bodies counted, positions recorded, names logged. As if he learned in that week that the only thing you can do with the dead is count them accurately, and he has been counting accurately ever since.”

The pressure of Rosalie’s grip increased around mine. Across the table, Isolde drew the valley map closer and marked Coldwater with the point of her knife, turning horror into a place she could plan around.

“He has believed for twenty-nine years that free class evolution always ends in Coldwater. That an unsupervised repair is a loaded weapon pointed at a community. That the only safe class is a fixed class, because a fixed class cannot cascade, cannot amplify, cannot consume a town in three days. And he has EVIDENCE. He has a town-sized grave to point at. He has a week of bodies to remember. He has a baby that lived because she was too young to be included in the experiment that killed her family.”

I turned my mother’s stone once in my pocket and forced my grip to loosen.

A hundred and forty linked crests, cascading for three days. I let the images come and made myself face them: a town tearing itself apart from the inside out, people screaming as their classes destabilized in real time, the smell of burning buildings and the crackle of uncontrolled discharge and the sight of a Healer’s class running backwards, dealing the same damage it was built to repair. Everything I’d learned to prevent since my first emergency repair through careful, controlled, individual repairs completed crest by crest with full understanding and proper tools, attempted all at once by someone who had none of those things.

“He has a point,” I said.

Every head turned.

“He has the wrong answer,” I said, letting my gaze travel around the circle, feeling the claim lodge under my ribs, “but Coldwater gives him a real reason to believe it. I saw what happened when a single crest fractured in real time. One girl. One bad overload in a Valebright practical. Her class trying to evolve past a crack I hadn’t yet repaired, and I barely caught it. A single uncontrolled destabilization in a room full of people nearly took a girl’s future in front of me. Coldwater linked a hundred and forty of them and denied all responders the tools to interrupt the circuit. I could not call that impossible. It had bodies, houses, and a nineteen-year-old witness.”

“A cascade of that magnitude,” Octavia said, setting her tea down with precision, “requires precise conditions that are extraordinarily unlikely to occur by accident. Linked crests. A shared resonance circuit configured for amplification and stripped of dampening. A critical error in the practitioner’s calibration at the exact frequency that triggers feedback and defeats self-correction. The probability of those conditions occurring naturally is infinitesimal.”

“And yet somebody produced them,” Thalia said.

“And yet the documentation is sealed,” I said.

“By the Concord,” Thalia confirmed. “Which is the same institution that benefited most from the atrocity.”

Thalia underlined the Concord seal on the report twice. Coldwater might have been engineered, but the proof remained locked away by the people who profited from the story. Morrow had eight hundred regulars, six Dousing Frames, and twenty-nine years of reasons to believe them.

“We cannot refute him yet,” I said. “But we need to understand the Frames.”



Zaria and Octavia added the rules the first briefing could not give us, but Isolde refused to leave them on paper.

We carried the map, a measuring rope, twelve iron pegs, and one of Brennan’s empty wheel housings into the waystation yard. Rain had softened the packed earth enough to take marks. The harness team kept working around us, so every new conclusion had to survive moving horses, loaded carts, and people asking where the next crate belonged.

Octavia drove the first peg beside her boot, tied off the rope, and walked a circle until two hundred paces of radius had swallowed the yard, the stable, and half the road beyond the wall. She dragged her heel through the mud at the nearest edge. “The boundary is this sharp. A person straddling it will flicker between power and silence according to which foot bears her weight.”

Maeve stood astride the line and raised a thread of copper heat. Octavia called the imagined field change. Maeve shifted her weight from the inner boot to the outer, killing the flame and rekindling it in quick alternation. The demonstration gave Isolde a boundary she could use instead of a circle she merely had to trust.

Zaria planted twelve iron pegs around Brennan’s wheel housing to represent the crew. She made each of us take a position, then handed Rosalie a levelling bar and Brennan a calibration crank. “Anchoring takes roughly an hour on stable ground. Levelling, tooth-setting, calibration. The machine remains inert through that hour and the engineers work exposed.”

“There’s the vulnerability,” Isolde said. She walked between the human crew positions, measuring reach, sightlines, and how many defenders could stand between an engineer and an attacker. “Before the lock turns.”

Octavia moved to the far side of Maeve’s line, her glasses pushed into her dark-gold hair. “The four-hour crew rotation gives us another rule. Continued exposure wears down class output. Frames abrade a crest in accumulating layers, unlike Noll’s clean removal. Rust where he uses a blade.”

Rosalie crouched and pressed her fingertips into the churned mud where a crew member’s boots would remain for an hour. “So surviving the first day still costs capacity.”

“Permanently, if the rotation schedule reflects the medical limit.”

Amaya paced from the marked edge to the road gate, then along the wall toward the stable entrance. Her lantern cast the imagined dome across every route she tried. “Six fields, properly placed, can deny every road.”

Only then did Isolde return to the map, spreading it across a packing crate in the middle of the yard. She took six tin cups from the station kitchen and arranged them over the inked valley. Their rims swallowed the channels and defensive rises, but the full-scale exercise had exposed each field’s dependencies: stable ground, an hour of work, a crew with bodies, and a boundary sharp enough to exploit.

“We already know what survives inside,” Isolde said. “Steel, springs, stored fire, and whatever Garrick finishes before they arrive. Show me the terrain they cannot switch off.”

She adjusted the six cups already on the map until their overlapping rims swallowed the fords, mill race, schoolhouse, and every defensible rise.

“No heroic line here,” she said, tapping the north field. “If we meet eight hundred in open ground after the Frames kill our classes, we die. We make them enter water. We make them climb banks. We force every squad through spaces where number becomes weight instead of reach.”

Brennan set a bent spring between two cups. “Mechanical sluice release. Draft-Hand won’t work under suppression, but a lever train will. Give me access to the upper gate and I can dump half the mill race on command.”

“And the farms remain intact?” Amaya asked.

“Probably.”

Isolde regarded him.

“Yes,” Brennan amended. “The farms remain intact. I’ll calculate it.”

Maeve slid a charge-stone onto the map. “And every piece of armour gets its own store. No shared feed if we can avoid it. A severed line shouldn’t starve the next person.”

The cups made the danger visible. Their overlapping rims erased roads that looked wide on paper and reduced a valley to three narrowing corridors, each ending at a building where people would shelter. Isolde nudged each one until no route remained unmeasured. They also made it finite. Six machines had edges. Edges could be mapped, delayed, broken, or crossed.

She poured a finger of tea into one saucer and tilted the map. The liquid followed the valley’s drawn contour toward the mill race, stopped where two cup rims overlapped, then split around them.

“Water keeps moving after the classes die,” she said. “So do falling trees, released counterweights, and frightened horses. Mark every ordinary force the field cannot suppress. I want the valley itself in the plan before we put one fighter on it.”

Zaria opened a separate page for terrain assets. Brennan named the mill sluice. Amaya supplied two abandoned stone cuts on the eastern road. Rosalie circled the buildings with deep cellars and ordinary wells. Within five minutes the map held a second defensive layer made entirely of things no Examiner could seal.

Brennan replaced one cup with his brass housing and rolled a loose spring through the imagined dome. “The field detects active resonance. It cannot detect a dead spring lying in mud. We seed mechanisms before the crews arrive, bury the triggers outside their survey lines, and let the machines roll over their own problems.”

“A Frame weighs sixteen tons,” Isolde said.

“Then I don’t stop the Frame. I stop one wheel until twelve engineers stand in the open and swear at it.”

Maeve drew a second line around each cup. “My bank stays dormant until I spend it. If we distribute charge into finished protections before the dome rises, those protections are already forged. They hold. My live reserve is for movement and emergencies only.”

Rosalie moved her fingertip from shelter to shelter. “And every shelter needs mundane supplies. Sutures. Splints. Boiled water. If the field takes Woundbloom, it does not take what my hands learned before awakening.”

We built the plan from forces the enemy could not switch off.

“You trained thirty people in it at the fourth waystation.”

“I trained them because it was useful. Now I know why it was necessary.” Her fingers closed around the valley map until the paper creased beneath a lightning scar. “I’ll train the whole town.”

Brennan crawled out from under his rig with grease across his palms and a look on his freckled face that was half wonder and half professional vindication. “I’ve been building things the Concord can’t see for two years. My rigs are mechanical. Non-resonant. Springs and triggers and precisely calibrated brass. Invisible to anything that detects or suppresses class energy.”

“And Maeve’s bank,” I said. “If forge-charge stored before the field goes up survives inside at triple burn.”

Maeve was already nodding. Her amber eyes blazed. Control and release had shaped her whole life, and now she understood that her hard-earned control was the thing that saved them. “Then I fill to capacity before they arrive. Full bank. Triple burn is expensive, but it’s LIVE. Inside their dead field, I’m the only active power source in town.”

“The town’s battery,” Brennan said. “My rigs for mechanics. Maeve’s bank for resonance. And everything Garrick forges before the Frames anchor stays permanent.”

“Then the work already set into people survives the field,” I said. “Everything after is impossible. Sixteen days once we reach Fenhollow.”

“Twenty-eight days remain on Morrow’s campaign clock,” Thalia corrected. “Twelve of them are still road for us. The preparation window at the far end remains sixteen unless his march changes.”

“Sixteen days in town to forge, arm, train, and fortify four hundred people.” I looked around the yard. “Against a man who tells you what he’s going to do and does it on the day he says.”

“And never surprises anyone,” Isolde said.

“No.” Zaria’s pen stopped. Her dark eyes found mine, caution tightening her mouth. “He does not surprise. He also does not bluff. If his filed schedule says twenty-eight days to Fenhollow, he will arrive in twenty-eight days. If he offers terms, the terms are real. If he says he will burn the town after those terms expire, then the burning starts when he said it would.”

“Unless we give him a reason it can’t.”

“Unless you give him a reason.” She set the pen down with deliberate finality. “Mr. Ward. Morrow saw something terrible at nineteen and dedicated his life to preventing it. The people he trusted named class evolution as the cause, and he built twenty-nine years of duty on their answer.”

“You’re saying he’s reachable.”

“I’m saying his conviction rests on a structure someone built for him. Remove the lie and the man underneath still has to choose what to do with the truth.” Her eyes held mine. “Whether he can live with that choice, I don’t know. Eventually he will have to make it.”



Caelira’s first raven of the campaign arrived that evening with no signature, its message written in a hand so precise it could have been typeset.

Three lines on paper so thin it might have been peeled from a page of the third author’s archive:

Column order of march: Frames centre, engineers flanked, regulars screen all sides. The formation protects the engines over the men. The supply is separate, one day behind.

The final line priced the intelligence:

The craft you showed me mattered. The scar you read still lives. Consider us unevenly obligated.

The page carried no seal. More tellingly, it carried no fixed-star sigil: Caelira had worn that mark her entire career. Sending without it now marked the absence. The paper itself was Concord stock, which meant she’d taken it with her when she ran, or she’d obtained it since, and either option told us something about how recently she’d been inside a Concord facility.

The unsigned Concord paper gave me three inferences at once: Caelira remained alive, her former masters were hunting her, and she had begun selling information to the man she’d tried to contain six months earlier. Money would have made the bargain cheap. Caelira priced debts in exact, expensive currencies.

Thalia read the last line three times. Her dark eyes were calculating, her pen still, which meant she was memorizing; the page stayed blank. She committed the intelligence to memory. Paper could be found; Thalia’s recall offered no drawer to search.

“She doesn’t give gifts,” Thalia said.

“No.” Zaria’s voice was flat. “If she sends without a stated price, the price is implied and she expects you to work it out.”

“The price is repair.” Thalia examined me. “She’s selling intelligence for a look at what’s underneath her self-seal. The one you read when she first summoned you at Valebright. The thing she gave up at nineteen.”

“She’s selling her own file,” Zaria corrected. “The same way I sold mine. The same way any clerk sells anything: by making herself indispensable to the person who has what she needs.”

I folded the message. Put it in my pocket beside my mother’s class stone. Two objects side by side: one from the Concord’s victim and one from its former killer.

“Her intel is good?” I asked Thalia.

“Her intel is perfect. Column formation matches three independent source confirmations. She knows exactly what she’s offering and she knows it’s worth more than she could charge for it.”

“Then we let her keep sending.”

“We let her keep sending,” Thalia confirmed. “And eventually she arrives to collect.”



That night I came in off a wet march to find my coat mended at the shoulder where it had torn against a doorframe at the First Forge. The stitching was small and neat and professional, the thread colour-matched to the fabric with a precision that suggested either exceptional skill or exceptional care. The repair was invisible unless you knew where to look, and I only knew because I’d felt the tear catch on the wagon’s frame three days ago and had been meaning to deal with it and hadn’t.

A covered dish waited on the wagon bench, still warm. Thin bread, arranged cheese, and herbs I couldn’t identify gave the supply crate the warmth and scent of someone’s kitchen.

The tear had gone unmentioned. Hunger and cold had joined the small discomforts I intended to handle later. Zaria had noticed all three and handled them first.

Zaria was across the waystation’s common room, already turned away, doing three separate things simultaneously with practiced economy. She had balanced competing priorities since she was nineteen. Annotating the day’s intelligence on her list with one hand. Reorganizing tomorrow’s provisioning schedule in the margin of a map with a pencil she held in her teeth whenever another task occupied her fingers. Having a quiet conversation with a family of four about sleeping arrangements while remembering all the children’s names without being told twice.

Her tight curls were pinned with two pens. The borrowed coat she wore, taken in at the waist sometime in the last two days by someone’s hands (her own, likely, done at midnight while everyone slept), was still too large for her through the shoulders but now fit properly across the generous heavy curve of her hips. The apron she’d adopted from somewhere, tied at her waist over everything, had flour from the morning’s bread-making dusted along one forearm.

I looked at her a beat too long, then carried the dish across the room instead of pretending she had not arranged it for me.

“Thank you,” I said, touching the repaired shoulder.

Her pencil stayed between her teeth. The frightened register arrived anyway, dense and overtaking itself. “The seam was losing another quarter inch each day, the coat is your only weather layer, and the food was already portioned because the family beside the chimney left before supper, so neither action merits a formal expression of gratitude and you should eat before the herbs turn bitter.”

“You matched the thread.”

That stopped her. A warmer colour moved through her deep brown cheeks while her eyes dropped to the map. “It was the correct thread.”

“It was careful work.”

She pulled the pencil from her mouth and pointed it at the covered dish. “Eat, Mr. Ward.”

I did. Across the room, she resumed three tasks at once with a small smile she could not file out of existence. She touched the mended shoulder once in passing, checking that the seam still lay flat.



“Proper corker, that one,” Amaya said quietly beside me.

“I don’t know what that means.”

She tapped the invisible stitching at my shoulder, pointed her lantern at the empty dish, and considered Zaria’s reflection in the glass.

“Humdinger,” she said, then walked away before I could ask for a translation.


Chapter 5: Three Days from Valebright

The Forge Annex was a working guild and Holt had kept the forge lit for nearly three months.

I walked through the doors expecting dust and found a waiting room. Fourteen names on Corin’s intake board, displayed in his cramped but legible hand. Three people in chairs with numbered slips pinned to their collars. A queue system: organized, functional, and utterly unlike anything the Annex had been when I first entered it as a dead-class freshman polishing stones nobody wanted polished.

Corin Daws himself stood at the front desk with the intake ledger open, his southern coast drawl audible from the door as he explained the waiting process to a nervous girl of eighteen who kept clutching her own sternum. His Tide-Reader class was running at full capacity now, the cracked channel I’d repaired months ago holding clean and strong. He had earned his post. Before acknowledging me, he calmed the girl, checked her slip against the ledger, and gave her an exact waiting time.

“You’re back,” he said when he saw me. Like I’d gone out for bread.

“Briefly.”

“Good. I’ve got a third category now.” He pointed at the board. Under “Waiting” and “In Progress” was a new column in his cramped handwriting: “Pending Courage.”

“What does that mean?”

“People who show up, hear what the process involves, and leave. They’ll come back. They always come back.” He tilted his head, evaluating me with the directness he’d shown since the day I unsealed his Tide-Reading and he’d brought me bad ale in gratitude. “How many do you want today?”

“I’m not staying.”

Disappointment tightened his mouth. He closed the intake ledger and spared us both an argument. “Holt’s in the workshop. I don’t know what he’s going to be.”

“Angry?”

“More than angry. Less than surprised.”



Holt fed his anger into the forge, the intake board, and the students waiting at both.

He stood at the forge where I’d first cleaned oath-metal inlays off a dusty floor and felt them warm under a Smith’s touch before I understood what I was. The forge was lit. The inlays were clean. Fresh calibration marks showed that students had used both since dawn. The workshop smelled of heated metal and catalyst dust and the sharp sweetness of oath-metal being worked, and there were six students at workbenches who looked up when I entered with the careful attention of people who had been told exactly who I was and had been waiting to see whether the legend matched the ledger.

The six students found a man of twenty-two in a road-worn coat with forge-scarred hands and dust on his boots. My dormant Sight, hidden crest, and six covered resonance points gave them only the scholarship student who had walked three days and slept poorly. I remembered being exactly that student in this room.

“When the smith returns,” Holt read from the intake board’s bottom margin. He’d written it there himself, in his neat instructor’s hand, nearly three months ago. The ink was slightly faded. He’d never considered changing it.

“I’m not staying,” I said.

“The road dust made that clear.” He crossed to me. Lean, greying, wire-framed. The quiet man who’d supervised the dead-end of the academy, the instructor who’d tracked me polish stones and file paperwork and pretend I was content with it. Who’d said nothing when I’d started staying late, started asking questions about forge-metal, started cleaning inlays nobody else could see. Who’d kept this forge lit for nearly three months while I crossed the kingdom repairing people.

“I saw the ravens,” he said. “The burn list.”

“Fenhollow.”

“Your mother’s town.”

“My town.”

Holt’s grip eased on the tongs. When he answered, he used your town instead of your mother’s, and I knew he had heard the difference.

“How many days?” he asked.

“We arrive in three. Sixteen days after that.”

He nodded. Surveyed the six students. Looked at me. The calculation was quick: what he could spare, what I could use, and how much strength the Annex needed to retain.

“Take whoever will go.” He met my eyes. “And tell me what you need sent.”

“Catalyst dust. The advanced compounds Elyse’s formulae specify. Whatever Agda’s been stockpiling.”

“Agda’s been stockpiling a great deal. She’ll be insufferable about it.”

“Let her be insufferable. Send crates.”

“Crates it is.” His grip tightened on the tongs. “Ward. The forge stays lit. Whatever happens down there. The forge stays lit here.”

“That’s why I came through this door.”

“Good.” He stepped back. Released whatever he’d been holding. “Go do what you need to do. We’ll be here when it’s done.”



The Annex became the second school in the time it took Octavia to walk in, look at the intake board, and start assigning people.

Octavia bypassed permission and ceremony entirely. Holt’s seniority, Corin’s administrative system, and six students accustomed to teaching themselves all became useful parts of the curriculum she had carried in her head for ten years. She walked the line of fourteen names, read their files in the time most people needed to choose lunch, and sorted the cases by intervention.

“This one is a seal. Family configuration, recent.” Her dark-gold hair was in its structured twist, her glasses low on her nose, her pendant resting in the valley between her breasts where Elyse’s class stone caught the morning light. “This one is an overlay. Registry origin, standard procedure.” She moved to the next file. “This one is throttling. Complex. Will need the Smith when he returns from the south.” Next. “This one, Rosalie can take. Standard Unbinding.” Next. “This one needs the Smith himself. The Registry left structural damage.”

The six students at the workbenches watched her work with expressions that ranged from awe to terror. Two of them recognized her: Professor Crest, who had taught Class Theory to advanced students for a decade, who had been sealed by the Concord and freed by the same man they were training under. The other four simply saw a woman with the authority of a headmistress walking through their workshop like she’d owned it since before they were born.

“This is the kingdom’s only open class-forging school,” Octavia said to the room at large. “As of this morning, it has a curriculum, supervised practice, and follow-up instruction.”

Holt observed her from beside the forge with his arms crossed and his grey eyebrows slightly raised. He had supervised the Annex for years. He had kept it running. No one during my time there had walked in and declared it something more than what it was.

“The intake board,” he said mildly. “Do we keep the categories?”

“We expand them.” Octavia turned to him with the precision she brought to all professional interactions: respectful of competence, intolerant of delay. “Corin’s ‘Pending Courage’ category becomes an outreach program. Students who arrive but aren’t ready are given educational materials and a return appointment. The ‘Waiting’ category is sorted by intervention type so that when hands are available they work without delay. The ‘In Progress’ category tracks outcomes.”

“You’ve been planning this,” Holt said.

“For ten years.” Octavia’s amber-brown eyes held him steadily. Behind the glasses, behind the composure, a decade of thwarted purpose burned. “I have been planning this since the night they sealed my class and put me in a classroom with nothing but theory and told me that was all I was allowed to be. Ten years of lectures became drafts of this curriculum.”

Holt uncrossed his arms and handed Octavia the chalk. Corin’s list became a recruitment roll. Every Annex student who would go south got their name added in Halverton’s impeccable script. Pellis, the nervous Resonance Tuner Octavia had just corrected, volunteered for the southbound teaching team and was assigned beside a healer so his first field patients would have medical support. The ones who stayed got assignments that matched the framework Octavia was building: articulation practice, resonance theory, diagnostic observation. Two hours later, the dead-end had a curriculum, assigned instructors, supervised cases, and follow-up appointments.

She proved it before lunch. A Resonance Tuner named Pellis could identify a misaligned channel by ear but froze whenever a subject looked frightened. Octavia put him beside a Mender whose harmless secondary gave off the wrong overtone, then made Pellis turn toward the Mender and explain the sound directly to its frightened owner.

He stumbled through the first explanation. Octavia stopped him.

“You are not reciting a frequency table,” she said. “You are telling a person what you hear inside something they have been afraid of for six years. Begin with the fact that it is stable. Then explain what can change.”

Pellis tried again. The second version was slower. Human. The Mender’s shoulders came down before the technical explanation was halfway complete.

“Stable means it won’t worsen while we work,” Pellis said, watching the patient instead of Octavia now. “The overtone makes the channel tire early. It does not mean the channel is dying. I can show you the sound before I touch anything.”

The Mender swallowed. “And if I say no after I hear it?”

“Then you leave with the same stable class you brought in. We schedule another conversation if you want one.”

Octavia made no correction. The absence of one changed Pellis’s posture more than praise would have.

Octavia assigned Pellis three supervised diagnostics and wrote his weakness into the curriculum as a teachable skill, never a character flaw. Before the Mender left, Pellis played the stable and tired channel tones on two tuning stones so she could hear the difference herself. She identified the damaged overtone on her second attempt and asked to hold the safe stone during tomorrow’s work.

Holt watched Octavia turn a frightened patient into a participant, then added a second observation chair beside the forge. The new chair matched the first. By tomorrow, both would be occupied.

Zaria spent that same hour auditing the Annex records and emerged clutching three ledgers as if their cross-references had personally offended her.

“The intake number is duplicated across two years,” she told Corin. “Seven patients have outcome notes filed under supply requisitions, four catalyst purchases have no corresponding case entry, and someone recorded a Tide-Reader as a Tide-Rider.”

Corin leaned over the page. “That last one was Halverton’s assistant.”

“Then Halverton’s assistant invented a cavalry branch and assigned it to a fisherman.”

“He did bring a fish to the campus pond.”

Zaria closed her eyes for one long breath. When she opened them, the fast frightened register had settled into professional purpose. She pulled a spare slate from beneath the counter and began rebuilding the cross-reference system with Corin beside her.

She preserved his categories after asking why each existed and learning how frightened applicants actually moved through the Annex, then added the missing links between intake, intervention, outcome, and follow-up. By the time Octavia finished the lesson, a patient could be traced from first arrival to the six-month check through linked records that outlasted any one clerk’s memory.

“Keep the handwriting,” Zaria told Corin. “People trust what they recognize. Change the index.”

Corin tested the new tabs and found a vanished follow-up in less than a minute. “You know, I liked you better before you saw the filing.”

“No, you didn’t. You merely knew less.”

Halverton’s charter, forwarded again by raven, now governed a mountain AND a working campus. Clause 9 (Anticipated Embarrassment) remained spiritually relevant.



Rosalie claimed her first solo unsealing at Valebright when the overcrowded morning put a sealed girl in front of the only free hands capable of helping her.

A scholarship student on the intake list carried a recent, uncomplicated family seal, locked tight by someone who loved her and feared what she might become. Standard House Arden configuration, which Rosalie recognized on sight because she had lived inside that same configuration for most of her life: suppress the branch that might threaten the family’s medical monopoly.

Thalia’s triage had flagged it for Garrick. But I was four cases deep in the diagnostic queue, my palms on a complex misregistration that required sustained resonance contact, and the girl had been waiting three days. Three days of sitting in a chair in a corridor, believing she was broken, clutching her sternum where the seal sat like a weight she could feel but not name.

Rosalie said: “I can do that.”

She said it before she had decided to. The words came out of her mouth while her body was still in the doorway between the infirmary and the workshop, and by the time her mind caught up to her mouth she was already moving toward the girl with gold-green light sheathing her fingers and her face set with the determination that meant the decision was made and irreversible.

“Rosalie,” I said from across the workshop, looking up from the channel I was straightening.

“I’ve witnessed you do it often enough to know the structure.” She did not stop moving. “I’ve felt it from the inside. My Woundbloom can sense the seal threads. Octavia taught me the articulation for thread-severance last week on the road.” Her green eyes held mine across the twenty feet between us. Honey-brown waves framing her face, green eyes steady and certain, her Woundbloom crest glowing through the healer robes with a warmth unrelated to ambient temperature. “Let me try.”

I let her try.

Holt watched from his position by the forge. His arms were crossed. His face was carefully neutral, which was the face he wore when something historically significant was happening and he did not want to influence it by reacting.

Rosalie knelt in front of the girl. Placed her palms near the girl’s sternum. Her Woundbloom glow intensified. Gold-green light flowed from her palms while the living branch in her crest reached for the seal. The undeveloped answering ring in her crest responded with a faint pulse, not yet a facet, but enough to steady an ability she had already learned from the inside.

It took longer than it would have taken me. The seal had three threads: the strongest was the parental one, placed with love and fear in equal measure, and Rosalie had to negotiate it instead of burning straight through. She could not burn the way I did, with the Smith’s authority that simply read the thread’s nature and dissolved it. She had to feel her way in, coax the suppressive energy to release, convince the architecture to open.

The girl winced twice. On the second, Rosalie closed her free fingers around the girl’s and made comfort part of the technique itself.

Eleven minutes.

The last thread released. The branch opened. The girl gave an echo of the sound Rosalie herself had made when I’d unsealed her over a year ago in this very room: the sharp indrawn breath of a person meeting a piece of themselves they’d been told did not exist.

The girl’s branch opened with a mild, controlled warmth. Light gathered around her chest as the class settled into the configuration it had always been meant to hold.

She stood up with tears streaming down her face and her fingers trembling and a working class with the branch her parents had taught her to fear, and she studied Rosalie with the expression I had seen on a dozen faces: the recognition that someone had given them back a piece of themselves.

Rosalie stood. Her fingers were trembling. Her Woundbloom crest pulsed healer-gold with residual energy. Her eyes were bright and fierce and she was smiling the smile that changed her whole face: warm, crinkle-eyed, the generous softness of her body a frame for the joy in her expression.

Holt’s tongs lowered until their tip touched the forge bricks. Beside him, Octavia shoved her glasses into her hair and reached blindly for chalk, already hunting for a surface large enough to hold the implication.

“If she can do it,” Octavia said very quietly once the girl had left, “and if the branch stays open, then the bottleneck was never the technique, Garrick. It was the number of hands.”

Her answering ring pulsed inside the working forge, witnessed by Holt, Octavia, six students, and a girl whose open class any Healer in the kingdom could verify. The potential had become evidence before I deliberately shaped the ring.

“It’ll hold,” Rosalie said, steady words issuing above trembling fingers. “I can feel clean channels where the threads used to be. There’s nothing left to reform.”

“Then we can teach the articulation and supporting work,” Octavia said. “Rosalie’s eventual facet will remain bond-dependent, but trained hands can prepare a seal, hold threads open, and keep the subject stable. The Smith or an Unbinding facet need only perform the cut.”

Octavia filled the nearest slate with roles Rosalie could teach to ordinary hands. By the time she reached the bottom edge, the work of one unsealing had been divided among six people.



That afternoon, after the intake queue had thinned and the southbound wagons were loaded, Isolde completed a letter to Stormwall before telling anyone. She sat in the Annex workshop after hours with a single sheet of paper and a pen, and she worked over the page for forty minutes, and I could hear the pen scratching from the doorway, but I stayed beyond the threshold because some things required privacy even from the man she shared a bond with.

The pen went through the paper twice where she pressed too hard.

When she was done she sealed it with her own blade-harness clasp heated over the forge, an improvised seal that said more about her identity than any house crest could: a warrior’s seal, made with a warrior’s tools, carrying a warrior’s offer.

I found her afterward in the corridor. Leaning against the wall with her arms folded and her jaw set and her silver-blonde braid over one shoulder. Her thumb kept worrying the edge of her blade-harness clasp, the only visible motion in a body locked rigid. The faint blue-white of her scars showed along her forearm where she’d pushed up her sleeves.

“What did you write?”

“Something I’d rather have swallowed my own blade than write.” She did not look at me. “I asked for help. From the people I publicly refused. Using words I hate needing and do not intend to use again.”

I stood beside her. Did not touch. Did not speak.

“I turned them down because the circle was bigger than the dream they offered.” She kept the words low and clipped, choosing each one and hating it. “Stormwall was everything I wanted at eighteen. A war-guild. Contracts. Purpose. They saw what I was before the sabotage and they came to collect after you fixed me, and I told them no. Because you were more.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m spending that refusal as currency to buy soldiers for a town I’d never heard of a month ago, and if they laugh at the letter I will ride there and make them stop laughing personally.” She finally looked at me. The ice in her eyes guarded the vulnerability of admitting she needed something she could not win by fighting. “If they come, they come for what I offered. Not for charity.”

“What did you offer?”

“Veterans. Dozens of them. Throttled, burnt-out, damaged classes that every healer in the north has told them are permanent.” A thin smile that was half blade, half offering. “I offered to have them read and repaired. I named three of Brask’s people from memory. Halder Keel. Greya Lis. Tal Orin.”

Isolde had survived sabotage, accepted restoration, and watched me restore others. Now she offered that gift at scale to the guild she’d refused, payment for soldiers to defend a forge-town she’d never seen.

I stood beside her until the raven carrying the letter vanished beyond the tower roofs.

“We’re leaving in the morning,” she said. “Tell me the road.”

“Three days south.”

“Good.” She straightened into the commander’s posture. “Tell Brennan if he lights that chimney on the road I’m throwing him off the wagon personally.”



Kethan Vael’s reply arrived by a different channel: a letter carried by a Ravelin volunteer who’d ridden three days to deliver it in person. The volunteer was young, broad-shouldered, wearing the big ugly boots that marked every War-College graduate, and he handed the letter over with the deference of a man delivering orders from his superior.

Inside, four lines in the War-College champion’s direct hand:

For the rematch. And for the other thing. Twenty. More if you need them. They’re already moving south.

K.V.

Isolde read it. Folded it into her blade harness the way she’d folded his first letter, months ago, in a corridor at the Descent. Said nothing.

Her jaw loosened a fraction. When a volunteer loaded the next supply crate badly, her correction came a shade softer without losing its edge. Then she went back to work.



Odran was at Valebright.

I saw him in the practice yard as we passed through the south courtyard toward the gate. A base Fighter driving everything he had left into his forms. Blond hair darker with sweat, blue eyes focused, the gold trim gone from his uniform. He brought no entourage: neither Hadley nor Vane nor hangers-on hoping to borrow his family’s influence.

He saw me. I saw him.

The exchange lasted about three seconds. Neither of us spoke. Neither of us needed to. I had saved his class in front of the entire academy. He had spent six months being a man with nothing on his record except a false gold I had read publicly and a sabotage his family had paid for. Whatever he was now, it was something he was building alone.

He walked to Corin’s desk. Added a name to the recruitment list. A second-year duelist who’d confided to him about a throttled secondary branch. Then he returned to the practice yard and left the useful act to speak for itself.

It was one useful act, done quietly and without credit.



Caldran.

Thalia delivered it in one sentence over dinner in the Annex common room, reading from a decoded dispatch with the flat satisfaction of a case file closed: “Stripped of rank. Unemployable. Living on a cousin’s charity in the capital. Of no use to the Concord or to anyone else.”

Isolde’s response was four words: “Good. He can rot.”



Seren Kade found Rosalie in the infirmary garden at dusk, where the bloodmoss cuttings grew in their bioluminescent green-gold glory beside the flowering duskroot whose petals opened wider in Rosalie’s presence.

“I’m coming south,” Seren said, already packing. Her curly dark hair was tied back for work and her steady hands were already packing cuttings into a travel case. She understood that these particular plants were not decorative.

Rosalie regarded her friend. At the bloodmoss. At the garden she’d built from cuttings taken from Amaya’s old waystation garden: founders’ source-strain bloodmoss and old-strain duskroot thought extinct for a hundred and forty years, both now thriving under academy glass.

“I didn’t ask.”

“You don’t have to. There’s a war and I’m a Sanctum healer and you need a second pair of hands you trust.” Seren closed the case. Looked up with dark eyes that held no drama and no hesitation. “Besides. The bloodmoss needs to survive in a forge-town, and Brennan isn’t supervising it.”

As if summoned by insult, Brennan appeared at the garden door carrying a copper watering can with a spring valve fitted to its spout.

“I can keep plants alive.”

Seren looked at the watering can. “Why does that have a pressure gauge?”

“Consistency.”

“Why does it have three valves?”

“Different root depths.”

“Why is the bloodmoss smoking?”

Brennan looked behind him. One green-gold tendril released a thin curl of steam where his improved nozzle had struck it. “That is adaptation.”

Rosalie kept her stare on the smoking bloodmoss as she took the watering can from him and passed it to me. “You may carry stretchers. You may repair carts. You may not improve the plants.”

“Hostile to innovation,” Brennan muttered.

Seren waited until he left, then opened the travel case again. Beneath the cuttings lay rolls of clean linen, three packets of clotting powder, suture needles in waxed cloth, and six squat bottles marked with Sanctum dosage lines.

“You packed before telling her,” I said.

“I packed before deciding whether telling her was necessary.” Seren lifted one bottle to the light. “Rosalie gets absorbed. Isolde gets stabbed. Maeve overheats. Thalia lies about injuries. Octavia forgets meals. Amaya claims not to need sleep, and you treat bleeding from the eyes as a scheduling inconvenience. Somebody needs to arrive with supplies and no romantic interest in your excuses.”

Rosalie smiled despite herself. “I do not get absorbed.”

Seren pointed at the basket beside her. Rosalie had sorted one bundle of duskroot into three different piles while they spoke.

“Fine,” Rosalie said. “You can come.”

“I was coming.”

They bent over the case together. Rosalie checked the bottles, retied two labels, and replaced Seren’s neat packing with a system that looked less neat and somehow fit twice as much. They argued over whether dried riverleaf survived wagon vibration. Seren insisted it did. Rosalie insisted the stems bruised and lost potency. Two healers converted fear into inventory in front of me until the case contained enough ordinary medicine to keep working when all Fenhollow’s crests went dark.

At the bottom Seren had packed a small clay pot of living bloodmoss, roots wrapped in damp cloth.

“That one stays with me,” Rosalie said.

“It stays in the centre of the wagon.”

“With me.”

“If we’re attacked, you will run toward the wounded. The plant cannot run. Centre of the wagon.”

Rosalie opened her mouth, considered the argument, and closed it. “Centre of the wagon.”

Seren added two bone saws, a jar of boiled needles, and the bitter tonic Rosalie hated dispensing. Then she latched the case. “Good. Now tell me how many people we’re treating.”

“Potentially four hundred.”

Seren examined the one case, then at the garden shelves.

“Brennan,” she called.

His head appeared around the doorframe.

“How much weight can the second wagon carry?”

His offended expression vanished into professional focus. “If I reinforce the rear axle, another six hundred pounds.”

“Do it. No springs near the plants.”

He grinned. “Now who is hostile to innovation?”

Rosalie’s stern concentration gave way to a quick flash of pleasure. “Pack extra duskroot. And the carrier oil Octavia developed for the channel-work compounds.”

“Already done.” Seren hefted the case. “One more thing. The intake board. Corin has three people marked ‘Pending Courage’ who I think will commit if they see us leave openly. Permission to talk to them?”

“Always.”



We left Valebright at dawn.

As the wagon passed the south gate, Zaria entered the five Annex volunteers in her ledger and checked each name against the bodies walking beside us.

Corin leaned over the gate rail. “Bring them back. The board’s crowded enough.”

“Keep the forge lit,” I called.

Holt answered from the Annex path. “Already is.”


Chapter 6: Fenhollow

The valley opened below the ridge road on the morning of the twenty-third day, and I recognized its shape in the air before my eyes confirmed the view.

A shallow river valley. Farmland on both sides, channels running out to the fields in patterns my mother had maintained for twenty years. A mill race turning the wheel by the south bend, the water dark and steady in the autumn light. A cluster of buildings around a crossroads: one taproom with a stone chimney trailing smoke, one bakery with a bread-smell that carried half a mile on the morning air, one smithy with a chimney that had not gone cold since before I was born. Four hundred people in the morning light going about the business of living in a place that had been theirs for generations and that somebody in a capital office had put on a list.

The channels were failing.

I could see it from the ridge, even without the Sight: the crops were thinner at the field edges where the channel-work should have carried resonance-enhanced irrigation. The pastures to the south were smaller than they should have been, the boundary hedges encroaching where maintained channels used to hold them back. The mill race’s flow looked thinner than memory said it should be.

Ten years of degradation had accumulated harvest after harvest. People compared each year only with the one before it until the town forgot the baseline my mother had maintained.

After she died, the far fields were cut first. Farmers blamed tired soil, harsher weather, and yields they had slowly accepted as normal. The town grew poorer in communal silence because no one knew maintenance had vanished with one woman.

I knew the missing pieces by childhood measure. The north field used to carry six rows of resonance barley; now it held four and a strip of scrub. The lower channel once powered three stone-polishing wheels after the mill closed for the evening. Only one wheel turned below us, its rhythm uneven. On planting mornings the valley had glowed faintly along every ditch as Channel-Keepers walked the water outward. That light was absent from the edges.

At nine, I had believed the glow came naturally from the land. At eleven, I learned my mother walked the channel head before dawn three times each planting season and returned with mud to her knees. She never described that as class-work. She called it checking the water, then ate whatever Devrie put in front of her and went back to the workshop.

The town’s economy had been built around invisible maintenance: farmers sold resonance grain, the mill cut class-stone slurry, Wat shaped the metal collars that kept channels from splitting in frost. When Elyse died, none of those trades vanished. Those trades became slower, poorer, and more expensive by degrees. The valley had paid for her murder in fractions for ten years.

“It’s pretty,” Maeve said from behind me, her copper hair escaping its braid in the morning wind, her amber eyes scanning the valley quickly. Her own class ran on channels, and she recognized their failing flow. “In a way that makes you want to fix everything at once.”

“It is.”

“The channels,” she said, the certainty in her voice matching what she could see. An Emberheart Channeler read resonance flow as a river pilot read current: by the shape of absence where flow should be. “They’re starving at the edges.”

“Ten years without maintenance.”

“That’s fixable.” She said it with flat certainty. A week of banking forge-charge across the waystations had made scale familiar to her.

“And that man at the anvil in the building with the smoke?” She pointed.

“That’s Wat Tull. He’s the blacksmith.”

“Is he going to be asked whether he’s the Class Smith?”

“Roughly once per day for the duration of our stay.”

“Excellent.” Her grin was wide and freckled. “I’m keeping count.”



Fenhollow’s reaction to the circle was immediate, thorough, and exactly as humiliating as I had feared.

The wagon came through the crossroads at midmorning with all the subtlety of a festival parade: Brennan’s hammer-and-spring on the canvas visible a quarter mile away, Isolde riding point with her Tempest Blade’s faint crackle in the air and her silver-blonde braid catching the sun like a banner, Rosalie’s Woundbloom glow warming the space around her like a banked healer’s lamp visible to anyone with the faintest sensitivity, and seven women of varying degrees of improbability stepping off the back of a modified workshop-wagon into a town of four hundred people who had known me since I was born.

The staring began before we’d fully stopped.

Two women at the well dropped their buckets. Literally dropped them: the clang of wood on stone echoed across the crossroads. A farmer on the north road pulled his cart over so completely it ended in the ditch, his draught horse expressing confusion at the sudden stop. A dog began barking. Three children, who looked as if a goat giving birth had been their previous benchmark for excitement, materialized from behind Wat Tull’s smithy and lined the roadside like spectators at a parade they had not been invited to but intended to critique.

Recognition moved through the crossroads ahead of speech.

Old Mara Dinn, who sold eggs from a blue cart, covered her mouth with interlaced fingers. The mill twins stopped carrying a flour sack and let it sag between them. A man I remembered as broad-shouldered and loud stood stooped beside the well, his left hand trembling with a class weakness that had not existed when I left. Faces contained versions of me I had forgotten: the boy who ran messages, the apprentice who swept Wat’s step when his own workshop felt too empty, Elyse Ward’s silent son after the funeral.

Then their attention shifted to the people behind me.

Isolde dismounted and immediately checked sightlines, exits, roof heights, and the distance to the ford. Rosalie saw the trembling hand at the well and softened before she had taken three steps. Maeve crouched beside a cracked channel marker, pressed two fingers to the stone, and swore under her breath at the starved flow. Octavia studied the children studying her and asked the nearest one whether Fenhollow had a schoolroom. Thalia vanished from the centre of attention without visibly moving, reappearing near the taproom where she could watch every approach. Amaya lifted her lantern toward the first boundary stone and listened to a road that had not had a keeper in generations. Zaria had a loaf open before her boots touched earth.

The children accepted Zaria first. Bread made that inevitable. A little girl with one front tooth missing gave her name as Tavi, accepted a heel spread with waystation honey, and immediately asked whether Isolde’s sword could cut a house in half.

“Only poorly built houses,” Isolde said.

Tavi considered Wat’s smithy. “That one’s strong.”

“Then it is safe.”

A boy pointed at Brennan’s wagon. “Does it explode?”

“Not unless required,” Brennan said.

Every adult in hearing distance looked less reassured.

Rosalie steadied the old man’s shaking wrist before he found the nerve to ask. Maeve crouched beside the channel marker with two farmers explaining ten years of repairs over each other. They named three men who had each inherited a different piece of the work, then admitted nobody knew how the pieces fitted together. Maeve drew the missing junction in road dust with one freckled finger and made them correct her until the whole pattern existed between them.

Octavia had three children arguing about where school benches ought to go and whether a professor could assign chores. Fenhollow’s trust grew through each practical use.

Bett Callow reached me before Mother Devrie did.

“You’re Elyse’s lad,” said the man with flour coating his fingers and a baker’s apron that had seen more use than most suits of armor. Bett Callow. Forty-ish, broad as a bread oven, entirely unimpressed by anything except whether the dough was at the right temperature, and currently evaluating my wagon with the air of a man assessing whether it would fit in his stable. “I heard you went to the academy.”

“I did.”

“You’re back.”

“I am.”

“Good.” He looked at the wagon. At the seven women. At the Tempest Blade glowing faintly in the morning light and the Woundbloom warmth and the professor in academic robes, spectacle enough for a town this small. His gaze lingered on Zaria, who had stepped off the wagon first and was already distributing bread she’d baked that morning at the last waystation to the children lining the road. She handed Tavi a heel, asked the next boy’s name, repeated both names correctly when their mother called from the well, and learned the household while the loaf moved down the line.

“How many rooms do you need?” Bett asked.

“We’ll manage.”

“The room over the bakery’s free. Has been since the Bellams’ girl married out. Your mother used to send you for bread when you were nine.” He wiped his palms on his apron and gave me a look that combined professional assessment with the complete lack of ceremony that only a man who had known you since you stole bread crusts could manage. “You always ate a piece before you got home. And she always knew. And she never said.”

“I was nine.”

“You were a terrible liar at nine. You haven’t improved.” He surveyed Rosalie, who was emerging from the wagon with her healer’s kit and her cord belt and the warmth that made people want to tell her things within thirty seconds of meeting her. “Is that one yours?”

“That’s complicated.”

“It always is, lad. Welcome back.”



The second encounter was Wat Tull.

He came out of his smithy wiping soot from his hands with a rag that had been white approximately three years ago, looked at the wagon, studied me, looked at the wagon again as though hoping it would reveal a different set of occupants on the second inspection, and said:

“Three people already asked me today if I’m the Class Smith. I told them no. Two of them didn’t believe me. One of them asked if I was lying for security reasons.” He tucked the rag into his belt, crouched, spun the wagon’s rear wheel, and listened to the bearing while he waited for my answer. “That was before you arrived. I expect the frequency will increase.”

“Significantly.”

“Grand.” He studied Isolde from blade harness to boots, weighing her temper as readily as he judged steel. His eyes moved from her blade harness to her boots to the military straightness of her posture to the faint crackle of energy that hummed around her. “That one’s a blade.”

“That one’s several blades.”

“Good. We’ll need blades.” He shifted his evaluation to Maeve, who was already surveying the crossroads with the intensity of a woman planning where to place things that exploded. “That one starts fires.”

“Controlled fires.”

“In my town. Near my smithy.”

“Controlled fires.”

“Mm.” He turned back to the wagon and checked the coupling himself. His gaze found Amaya last: stepping off with her shell-coloured lantern and ink-black hair, six decades of composure carried in a body that appeared to be in its mid-twenties. His brow furrowed. “And that one doesn’t age.”

“That one ages now. It’s new.”

“New.” He grunted, checked Amaya’s lantern as if unusual metal might explain her, and gave the eighty-year-old woman in a young body one necessary second of staring. “The taproom tonight. You explain. People decide.”

“Everyone knows?”

“A rider came through two days ago. Fast. Said the Concord has a list and Fenhollow’s on it. The meaning is unclear except for the danger. You do, apparently.” He looked back at his smithy. At the ordinary anvil where he had made horseshoes and hinges for thirty-two years. “You’d better tell them all of it. They don’t do well with half-truths here.”

He went back to work. The hammer started again within seconds, steady as a heartbeat, and it was the most familiar sound in the world.



Mother Devrie’s house was at the edge of town, up the hill toward the channel head, where it had been for sixty years. The same stone walls with their whitewash peeling at the southern corner the way it always had. The same window boxes with their herbs gone to autumn brown. The same front door, its threshold worn by a thousand crossings: hers, mine, my mother’s, the babies she’d delivered, the families she’d seen through fevers and births and deaths for forty years.

She opened it before I knocked. Seventy-odd years of reading a body through a door meant she’d known someone was there before my hand rose. The latch clicked and the door swung inward and she stood in the frame.

She had diminished since I left. The loss showed in the slope of her shoulders and in the hand braced against the doorframe, its tremor almost hidden by the old habit of standing firm for whoever had come to need her. My mother had maintained Devrie’s healing class three times a year. A decade without that work had drained a seventy-three-year-old woman who still delivered babies, treated fevers, and read pulses.

She looked up at the twenty-two-year-old man I had become, taking in the road dust, the people behind me, and every consequence I had brought to her threshold.

“Have you been eating?” she asked.

My answer would not come. I gripped the threshold, shoulders drawn in, and for one humiliating second I stood exactly as I had at twelve when grief made every doorway feel too narrow. Her question belonged to nine years of evenings when she fed me without treating the duty as anything but a gift.

“Yes,” I managed, though my voice betrayed me.

“You’re lying. You’re thinner.” She took my arm. Her grip was firm despite the tremor. Pulled me inside with decades of practice handling reluctant people at doorways. Sat me down at the kitchen table where I had sat a thousand times between twelve and twenty-one, worn wood under my palms, herbs and soap in the air, the stove’s familiar warmth against my knees.

A cup of something hot landed in front of me before I could form a sentence. Seventy years of feeding people guided the movement; she could have done it in the dark.

Rosalie stood in the doorway.

I felt her through the bond before I looked: the warm gold-green of her Woundbloom sense reaching forward, reading the room, reading Devrie, cataloguing everything with the professional instinct she could not suppress even when the patient was not hers.

Devrie regarded her. Looked at the healer robes, the cord belt, the Woundbloom crest that glowed faintly through the fabric between her breasts. Examined the green eyes that were steady and warm and already making assessments and already deciding things.

“You’re the healer,” Devrie said.

“I am.”

“Good.” Devrie sat down across from me and cradled her cup, and I could see the tremor in her fingers clearly now, the slight shake that had not been there eighteen months ago when I’d last sat at this table. “I’ve been meaning to find one of those for about three years. They don’t come here.”

“I’m here now,” Rosalie said.

Devrie’s gaze flicked to Rosalie’s healer bag before she nudged the chair beside her out with one foot. Rosalie crossed the threshold, sat, and took Devrie’s wrist immediately. She treated the invitation as permission to help rather than an occasion for ceremony.

“Cold fingers,” Devrie observed.

“Warm pulse,” Rosalie replied. The Woundbloom glow banked low under her palm.

Devrie did not ask about the war. Did not ask about the column or the Frames or the timeline. She told me about the roof that leaked at the north corner. About the Bellams’ new baby, born three weeks early and fine despite it. About old Ivar Dunn’s hip giving out last winter so badly he’d needed a chair by the door. About the baker’s son who’d married a girl from the south valley and moved away, which Devrie disapproved of because the girl did not, in Devrie’s professional opinion, eat enough.

Then, very quietly, while Rosalie’s hand was on her wrist and the afternoon light came gold through the window:

“You still turn a cup until the handle points left before you drink.” Devrie’s mouth softened. “You did that at twelve. Your mother did too. I used to move her cup just to see whether she’d notice. She always did.”

It was a detail too small for any journal and too ordinary for grief to preserve on purpose. I turned the cup back under my hand and found the handle pointing left.

“I noticed,” I said.

“Eventually.” She squeezed my wrist. “You came home late, Garrick. Late is not the same as never. Remember that before you start punishing yourself in my kitchen.”

Rosalie’s green eyes met mine over Devrie’s grey head. She had learned something about the boy I had been that no crest could show her, and Devrie had given it while preserving the welcome Rosalie would need to earn in her own right.



Perrin Bray intercepted me in the yard behind the mill.

He was twenty-two, my age, and he looked nothing like the boy I’d left behind. Broader through the shoulders, darker from the sun, with a permanent squint earned from days in the fields watching channel-work degrade by degrees. His hands were working-man’s hands: calloused, strong, knuckles scarred from post-hole digging and fence-mending and all the physical labor his Draft-hand had never helped with beyond a weak pull.

“You came back.” Perrin stated it as an accusation stripped of heat.

“I did.”

“With seven women, a wagon, and a war.”

“That’s about right.”

“You left.” He stood with his arms folded and his weight on his back foot, a posture that said he would not make this easy and saw no reason he should. “The channels went bad. The channels went without maintenance. Old man Larsen lost half his yield last year and blamed the soil. It wasn’t the soil. It was the resonance.”

“I saw the starvation from the ridge.”

“Do you.” The accusation kept a thin coat of politeness and nothing more. “You were polishing class stones for nine years in a house up the hill. I was plowing fields with a Draft-hand class that could barely move a bucket. We both grew up here. You left. I stayed. The channels went bad. And now you’re back with seven women and a war.”

“You’re angry.”

“I’m something.” His attention moved from the mill to the starved channel head, then across the town he’d never left as it declined one harvest at a time. “Half the people in that valley had their classes read from a wagon thirty years ago and were told that was the end of it. Draft-hand. Ember-tender. Mender, if they were lucky. The wagons never returned. The Registry never checked. And now you’re here and I’ve heard what you do and I want to know.”

“Know what?”

“Whether I’m what they told me I was.”

I looked at him with Class Sight from across the yard.

At that distance I caught only the surface truth: his Draft-hand crest was real, but starved and visibly throttled, with too little flow reaching the secondary branch. The exact age, source, and depth of the restriction stayed buried. Reading those would require Perrin in a chair, my palms near his sternum, and his cooperation.

“No,” I said. “You’re not what they told you. I can see the throttle from here. I need a close diagnostic before I tell you anything more.”

His shoulder drove into the mill wall. His eyes went wet and he was furious about it, and the fury was the correct emotion and I did not take it from him.

“Come to the taproom tonight,” I said. “I’m telling everyone. Everything.”



The taproom held two hundred people, which was half the town and at least one adult from each household. The room could not hold more. Zaria had spent the afternoon making a household roll, assigning each attendee the names of the people at home who would hear the warning before midnight and give an answer by dawn. Wat Tull stood behind the bar. Bett Callow sat in the back with flour still on his apron. Ivar Dunn was in a chair by the door, the retired border guard with the Force Shield class that could stop a charging ox, and he did not get up because his hip did not allow it and because he was Ivar Dunn and Ivar Dunn sat where he wanted and stood when he chose.

I told them everything.

The Concord. The list. The Dousing Frames. The column. The marshal. The timeline. Thirty-eight days from the capital, sixteen of which remained by the time we’d arrived. Eight hundred regulars. Four Frames in the main column, with two reinforcements expected later. A man named Morrow who would tell them what he intended to do and then do it on the day he said.

The no-secrets rule, scaled from a circle to a population.

Some left.

They left quietly, and we gave them the dignity of an unobstructed door. A woman named Lida Moss with three children and no class worth fighting with walked out without a word, holding her youngest by the hand, and nobody stopped her and nobody judged her and the three children did not look back. She took the south road to save her three children. The room observed her go and left the doorway clear.

A man in his sixties named Aldric Fell, who had buried his wife last spring and had nothing tying him to the valley except a grave he could visit from anywhere, stood slowly, said “I’m sorry” to the room, meant it, and walked out. He took the south road by morning.

Four families. Fifteen people in total. Gone by dawn, and the town did not discuss their going. Zaria checked every household response against the full roll before sunrise: three hundred and eighty-five staying, fifteen leaving, nobody unasked and nobody counted twice.

Most stayed for reasons that were precise and unheroic.

“I’ve worked this anvil thirty-two years,” Wat Tull said. “If they want it, they can take it off my corpse.”

From his chair by the door, Ivar Dunn offered four quieter words: “I can hold a lane.”

Devrie stood with Rosalie’s hand on her arm. “I’ve delivered every baby in this town for forty years. I’m not leaving before the next one comes.”

Perrin folded his arms. “Tell me what you need moved.”

“Somebody has to feed an army,” Bett Callow said. “Might as well be good bread.”

The other three hundred and eighty people stayed for farms that would not wait, old relatives who could not travel, and three generations in the graveyard on the hill. Some also stayed because the boy the town had raised came home and promised to try.



The workshop belonged to my life as much as to my grief. I had lived in the house for nine years after Elyse died, swept this floor until I knew which board complained in wet weather, and kept her tools on the wall because moving them would have made ordinary work harder. Her catalyst vials still occupied the shelf above the bench. The journal waited on the table where I had read it by lamplight until its cover and my hands wore smooth places into each other.

Below the vials sat the class stones left by people who had paid whatever they could afford. At fourteen, I had dusted every small oval while its value remained beyond me. One represented a labourer’s week of wages, another a farmer’s extra eggs, and another the gratitude of a midwife whose steadied hands had delivered half the valley. Their rounded surfaces held the warmth of my palm when I lifted them now.

The forge itself had stayed cold since I was twelve. I had watched Elyse light it often enough to remember every motion, yet her motions without resonance had produced only pantomime in my hands. The journal’s cipher resisted me. Calibration tools might as well have been cutlery. So I kept the room ready, sweeping and oiling and waiting without knowing what readiness was for.

Class Sight answered that old patience.

Gold sharpened across my vision, and light rose through the floorboards under my boots.

I sank to one knee. Oath-metal formed a circle beneath the forge, its interior spokes radiating toward the corners. The architecture shared the purposeful geometry of Valebright’s Resonance Forge and the mountain’s first anvil, but the structure felt domestic, far from monumental. This was a working structure meant to survive muddy boots, winter repairs, and patients who arrived after supper.

All those years, I had scrubbed dirt from boards that hid founders’ metal. I had stood over a Smith-built forge before my Sight ever came.

I followed the first spoke across the floor on my knees. It terminated beneath the catalyst shelf, feeding the materials Elyse kept ready. A second reached the wall of calibration tools. The third passed under the threshold and continued into the yard toward the channel head, tying her daily work to the valley she maintained. The First Forge had been built for revelation. Valebright’s anvil served ritual and study. My mother’s floor belonged to ordinary people who paid in eggs when coin ran short.

Old use marked the central ring. Sight separated thousands of low-pressure operations into recurring frequency bands. One returned roughly three times a year. Others clustered around planting seasons, while fine interventions appeared at irregular household hours. The metal preserved timing, calibration, and pressure, but no names, so Devrie’s stabilizations and the farmers’ channel tuning remained probable histories instead of facts the floor could tell me. Still, the pattern revealed a life: careful work repeated until patience became part of the grain.

Near the anvil, a little-used section changed texture. Finer grain and close-set anchors made it suitable for delicate overlay surgery. Elyse had prepared it for work like Zaria’s long before either of us knew a Namewarden would need this room.

Seven shallow handholds surrounded that section. They were support positions, each aligned to carry one narrow contribution into a single subject. My mother had built an answer to solitary craft into her floor before I formed a circle.

I sat back on my heels. Through the open doorway, the kitchen table still bore the ring left by the scholarship letter during the three weeks I spent deciding whether to leave. Elyse’s tools waited at shoulder height because I had never stopped maintaining them. The cold forge stood inside a floor alive with hidden lines.

Rosalie knelt beside me. Instead of taking my hand, she guided my palm down until my calluses touched the newly visible inlay. Oath-metal warmth climbed into my fingers.

“Seven places,” she said.

The support positions brightened around us.


Chapter 7: A Town Full of Crimes

I read Fenhollow by returning to the method I’d used on Isolde’s crest in a Duel Tower corridor during my first term: in a steady sequence, palms near each sternum, Class Sight burning gold in my eyes, and the truth of what had been done to them sitting in the air between us like an accusation nobody had ever bothered to file.

Fenhollow gave me three hundred and eighty-five people to read, and no single knife had cut their shared crime scene. Isolde’s sabotage had been targeted; Rosalie’s seal had carried her family’s fear; Thalia and Octavia had been deliberately caged. Fenhollow suffered negligence at industrial scale: a Registry wagon that had rolled through thirty years ago, spent an afternoon classifying everyone with a speed that prioritized throughput over accuracy, and left behind standing instructions copied at every later awakening. The wagon never returned. Its procedure did, renewed by local crystals and travelling registrars who never checked the assumptions they inherited.

Elm Dunn was twenty-six, Ivar Dunn’s niece, the retired Force Shield’s only family in the valley. Classified at sixteen as a basic Ember-Tender by a registrar who spent thirty seconds with the classification crystal before moving to the next person in line. Throttled: her primary channel was running at barely a third of its true capacity because the crystal’s frequency setting had been wrong for her resonance band. She’d spent her whole adult life believing she could barely keep a hearth warm. The truth, visible under Class Sight, was that her Ember-Tender branch was broad and deep and capable of maintaining the resonance-enhanced heating for half the town’s buildings.

“You’re strong,” I told her, kneeling in the crossroads with my palms near her sternum while her uncle watched from his chair by the door. “Their tool was set to the wrong resonance band. They measured a river with a cup and told you that was all the water it held.”

She stared at me. “They told me I failed the practical. That my awakening was incomplete.”

“Your awakening was fine. The man reading it was moving too fast.”

Cass Morley, forty-four. Classified as a Draft-Hand. Misregistered: his actual class was Channel-Keeper, the utility line that maintained resonance-enhanced irrigation throughout the valley. He’d been doing Channel-Keeper work on instinct for twenty years, fighting his own class’s throttled channels to maintain the crops, believing himself a mere Draft-Hand whose minor telekinesis was all he could offer. Morning after morning he walked the field channels, and his body did what it was built to do despite the classification that told it otherwise.

“You knew,” I said. “On some level.”

“I thought I was just good at it. Good at my dead-end class.” His fingers flexed toward the nearest irrigation stone before he caught the motion. “Twenty years.”

“Twenty years of doing the right job with the wrong name on the paperwork.”

A woman of thirty-seven named Marta Fell with a Force-branch nobody had assessed. She’d known she had something since she was twenty-two, a pressure behind her sternum that built when threatened and had no outlet. She’d assumed it was anxiety. It was a dormant Force Shield that the classification wagon had missed entirely because it expressed late and subtly and nobody was around to notice.

Two people in their forties, a married couple named the Welleses, who’d been told their awakenings had failed. They had not failed. The awakenings had been real and the classes were dormant and intact, simply never activated because the initial classification had declared them inert and they had believed it. Thirty years of dormancy. Thirty years of being told they were empty.

Three half-awakened teenagers whose classes needed nothing more than someone with Sight to look at them properly and say: you are fine. The thing you feel is real. The door is open. Walk through it.

And an old man called Dorn Kettle, seventy-two, who sat in the chair with his hat between both palms and his rheumatic fingers turning the brim around and around while I read him. His class was an Ember-Tender, registered correctly, functioning within normal parameters for his age. His crest held no throttle or damage. No crime.

“You’re fine,” I told him.

“I know that,” he said. “I came because my wife made me. She said the Smith was reading people and I should go. I told her I’m fine. She said go anyway.” He put his hat back on. “Am I fine?”

“You’re fine. Your class is healthy and correctly registered.”

“Good.” He stood, adjusted his hat, and turned my face toward the window with two work-worn fingers under my chin. “You look like her, you know. Around the jaw.”

He walked out. The next person walked in.

A boy of nineteen, barely awakened, with a Channel-Keeper class so fresh it was still settling into its configuration. He’d awakened three months ago with nobody present to guide it, because there was nobody in Fenhollow qualified to guide an awakening anymore. His class had configured itself by instinct, finding its own shape the way water finds a channel, and it had found a GOOD shape, which was either luck or the fact that the valley’s resonance had been shaped by Channel-Keepers for a hundred years and the class simply followed the groove. He needed nothing from me except confirmation that the configuration was sound, which it was, and the knowledge that what he felt was real, which it was.

I told him, and his shoulders rose as though his body had finally found room to fill.

“Nobody ever said,” he started.

“The valley couldn’t tell you. It hasn’t had anyone with the Sight in ten years.”

“Is that why the channels have been failing?”

“That’s exactly why.”

He left the chair with his back straighter and his fingers steadier and a look I recognized from repair after repair. Someone had finally told him he was real, and his face had not caught up yet.

And those were just the first day’s readings.



“This produced no particular profit,” I said to the circle that night in the workshop, surrounded by my mother’s tools and the glow of her oath-metal floor and the six resonance points on my crest buzzing with the accumulated fatigue of twelve readings in a single day. “Indifference leaves no bribery trail, no single tool to trace, and no culprit who thinks the damage belongs to him.”

The workshop was full. The kitchen table through the doorway held Octavia and Thalia side by side over documents. Maeve was on the floor beside the forge with Brennan, helping him calibrate a new rig placement. Amaya’s lantern burned in the window. Isolde stood at the door, watching the road out of habit.

Rosalie sat beside me on the workbench, close enough that her warmth was deliberate, her green eyes watching my face for the signs of fatigue she’d learned to read across a year of forge-sessions.

“Isolde was targeted,” I continued. “Rosalie was suppressed for family politics. Thalia was altered deliberately. Octavia was personally sealed by a named Examiner. All the crimes we’d uncovered before this one had a deliberate actor behind them. A person who chose to do harm.”

“And this?” Thalia asked from the kitchen table, not looking up from the triage document she was building.

“This is scheduled indifference. A man with a classification crystal spent one afternoon here, rushed sixty-odd readings, and rode away. Fenhollow’s errors became permanent because later registrars trusted the wagon’s entries more than the people living inside them. A targeted crime gives you a culprit. This gives you a procedure everyone obeyed and nobody owned.”

“The machine does damage on schedule; malice is optional,” Thalia said. Her pen moved across the triage document without pause. “It just needs a schedule and insufficient oversight.”

“Which is exactly what the Concord depends on,” Octavia added. She’d removed her glasses and was polishing them, which meant she was processing something that offended her on a theoretical level. “The entire doctrine of fixed classes relies on the population believing their classifications are correct. Belief is cheaper than enforcement. If people think they’ve been properly assessed, they never question. They never push.”

“And they never find out they’re more than they were told,” Rosalie said quietly.

“How many?” Maeve asked from the floor, her amber eyes sharp in the oath-metal glow, her copper hair escaping its braid. “How many are wrong?”

I gave them the numbers. Thalia’s triage and my three days of readings produced the full tally.

“Thalia and I have two hundred and twelve awakened people on the roster. The categories do not overlap: twenty fresh or old seals, twenty simple throttles, twenty-nine complete misregistrations, seven unopened secondary branches, and nine complex cases requiring surgery. That makes eighty-five direct interventions. The other hundred and twenty-seven are healthy or need maintenance Octavia can teach locally.”

I let the numbers sit.

“Eighty-five people,” Brennan said from under his rig. “Each in one column. No counting the same wound twice.”

“Two repairs a day,” Rosalie said softly while the queue became impossible to ignore. “Without Second Hands, the seals, misregistrations, and complex cases all wait for you.”

“Eighty-five interventions and one pair of Smith’s hands,” I said. “At two a day with no teaching or defense work, the queue lasts forty-two and a half days.”

“We have thirteen,” Isolde said from the door in her battlefield register, already calculating.

“Thirteen now. Possibly less if Morrow moves early.”

“The arithmetic of one man does not work.” Octavia rose from the kitchen table, replaced her glasses, and settled into the professor’s bearing that served as both armor and authority. “Which is precisely what the answering rings discovered at the First Forge were for.”

Her gaze moved from me to Rosalie and around the circle. Ten suppressed years had sharpened into pedagogy, ready at last for use.

“The facets give the queue more hands than yours,” she said. “Each shares one piece of forge-craft.”

“I’ve counted every safe slot,” I said.

“Then use them.” She crossed to me, eyes fierce behind the glasses. “Teach us the specific work each woman can do today to make the queue smaller.”

“I need to forge them deliberately,” I said. “Maeve’s happened by accident. Rosalie’s first unsealing at Valebright showed me what her dormant ring could become. To shape it deliberately, I need the anvil here. I need time. And I need each of you to understand what your facet IS before I put it in.”

“Then start,” Octavia said. “Tonight.”



I forged Rosalie’s facet first.

She sat at my mother’s anvil with her robe open at the sternum and her palms resting upward on her knees. The answering ring inside her Woundbloom crest was no longer wholly dormant. Her unsealing at Valebright had woken it. The potential still needed a deliberate shape.

“Unbinding,” I said. “Not general forge-craft. One hand, one purpose: sever family and institutional seals without damaging what they bind. Slower than my work. Harder on you. Still yours.”

Rosalie met my eyes. “Make it mine.”

I set both palms beside her crest and fed resonance into the faint ring. It resisted for a breath, then found the groove her Woundbloom had already worn through years of living against a seal. The ring thickened. Gold-green light spread from her sternum into her fingers, and each finger curled as if closing around a separate thread.

The strain arrived with the structure. Her healer’s glow fluttered across her fingers, then steadied as sweat gathered at her hairline. She held steady while I hammered the final articulation into place with the same open vowel she had used on the scholarship student’s seal.

The ring clicked into alignment.

Woundbloom Adept Facet: Unbinding Function: Sever family and institutional seals; slower and cruder than a Smith’s hand Cost: Real strain; bond-dependent and cannot be passed to strangers

Rosalie opened her eyes. The new structure glowed in both palms.

“Now,” Octavia said softly, “we have a second unsealer.”

I forged Thalia’s facet after midnight.

She sat on the workbench in the workshop with her boots off and her dark trousers and her fitted jacket, and she surveyed me with smoky dark eyes that gave nothing away and said: “What am I going to be?”

“You already know.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“A reader.” I placed my palms near her sternum. The repaired seam left a faint silver trace down her spine, no longer false, while her Shadow Auditor architecture gathered around it in the dim workshop light. Her answering ring sat inside her Shadow Auditor architecture: a faint echo of my pattern, dormant, waiting. “Your Seam Sight already reads structural anomalies. Deepened, it becomes a lesser Class Sight. You won’t be able to repair. You won’t be able to forge. But you’ll be able to see what I see. The shape of damage. The category. The severity. Enough to sort a crowd in an hour.”

“Triage.”

“Triage. And the bottleneck moves off my eyes.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her jaw-cut black hair fell over one eye and she pushed it back with a gesture that was unusually unselfconscious. Her smoky dark eyes searched my face for something she could not find through analysis alone.

“The cost,” she said, asking for the part I had not volunteered.

“Strain. Like using your Seam Sight for an extended period, but broader in scope. You’ll need to pace yourself. And it won’t be as precise as mine. You’ll see categories and severity, not the forensic detail.”

“Category and severity will sort a queue of three hundred and eighty-five people faster than your full forensic readings could ever manage.” A pause. “Do it.”

I reached for the answering ring. The structure was already there, faint but sound: a thread of my pattern nested inside her current Shadow Auditor architecture, with the old Scribe of Veils path still visible at its base, put there at the First Forge and left dormant since. I pushed. The thread thickened under forge-resonance, broadening and deepening as it found the shape of her existing Sight and extended it. The Seam Sight was already a thing that read anomalies, read structural inconsistencies, read the hidden layers in a document or a person’s self-presentation. Deepening it into a Reading facet was like widening a stream that already ran in the right direction.

She clamped the bench edge until her knuckles paled. When the new structure settled, her grip released in five slow stages. Her gaze refocused and immediately began cataloguing structures the room had never shown her before.

“Oh.” Very quiet. Almost a whisper. Her eyes moved around the room slowly, cataloguing. “Everyone in this room. I can see their crests.”

“What do you see?”

“Rosalie’s Woundbloom is the brightest. Pulsing. Green-gold and very warm, like looking at a hearth through amber glass. Yours is the densest: layers and rings and so many marks that it looks almost solid.” A pause. Her head turned toward the door. “Maeve’s is the hottest. The copper glow is actually radiating. Thermal shimmer in the Sight.” Another pause, longer. “Brennan’s is mechanical. His crest has GEAR TEETH.” She blinked, twice, rapidly. “Little interlocking brass shapes in a resonance structure. That shouldn’t be possible.”

“It’s Brennan. Possible is a negotiation.”

“Welcome to the Sight,” she murmured to herself, still looking around. Her grip had loosened on the bench. Her dark eyes moved from person to person with three years of practiced speed from reading rooms and filing their contents, now applied to an entirely new system. “This changes the workflow entirely. I can sort the whole queue in seconds. Throttle, seal, misregistration, complex damage, healthy. Five categories, immediate triage, no waiting for your eyes.”

“That’s the point.”



On the third evening, the arithmetic broke in the crossroads while the queue was still moving.

Zaria had clipped her columns to a board beside Thalia’s chair. Three hundred and eighty-five people remained in town, thirteen days remained on the clock, and I could safely manage two full repairs per day. Maeve’s Banking, Rosalie’s Unbinding, and Thalia’s Reading were already working; three facets still had to be forged.

A farmer carrying a red slip approached my bench just as Thalia redirected two amber cases toward Rosalie. Behind him waited a woman with a layered misregistration and an old man whose unopened secondary branch Octavia’s students could prepare. Faces stood where the totals had been.

I wrote 85 interventions across the top of Zaria’s board.

“Eleven fresh seals for Isolde,” I said. She took the corresponding slips from the red string and moved them beneath her blade-harness buckle. “Nine old seals for Rosalie. Seven secondary branches prepared by Octavia’s students, then articulated open once Teaching is active. Twenty simple throttles can share Maeve’s stored setting charge after trained people loosen them.”

Thalia read the next three townspeople without leaving her chair. One went to Rosalie, one to my bench, one home with a healthy-class confirmation. “Reading keeps a case in the correct line,” she said as she replaced the coloured slips. “No duplicated diagnostics. No one waits behind the wrong injury.”

Zaria subtracted each transferred group in chalk while the people themselves crossed the square. The remainder stopped at thirty-eight: twenty-nine misregistrations and nine complex surgeries that still required me.

“My safe ceiling is twenty-six repair-equivalent sessions across thirteen days,” I said. The farmer in front of me heard exactly what my limit meant for the line behind him. “Maeve’s setting doses and the Namewarden surgery come from that ceiling. Three sessions go into storage instead of direct work, leaving twenty-three direct cases. Fifteen Smith-only cases will still be queued when the column arrives.”

Rosalie finished an old seal at the amber bench and called the next name before she answered me. “Amaya’s Holding prevents backsliding. Successful work stays done, so nobody returns to the queue for the same injury.”

I drew the final allocation beneath Zaria’s moving chalk: eleven to Isolde, nine to Rosalie, seven to Octavia’s students, twenty throttles sharing three stored repair-equivalents, and twenty-three direct slots for me. Fifteen names remained visible in red.

Maeve counted the slips physically, moving every slip to its own hook and verifying the total by hand. “Eighty-five. No hidden duplicate.”

A woman at the back of my line looked at the fifteen red names, then at me. “Will you reach those?”

“Not before the army,” I said. “Delegation makes the defense possible. It does not make me sufficient.”

Nobody around the crossroads mistook that for modesty. The queue had bodies, and some of them would still be waiting when the ground went dark.

“Three facets remain,” Isolde said, watching the line instead of a map.

“Rosalie’s and Thalia’s rings need three days to settle, and Maeve needs enough banked charge to support the forge. Then I shape the remaining facets in one session and the full schedule runs.”

“Thirteen days,” she said.

“Thirteen.”

Octavia stepped onto the taproom threshold and addressed the healthy people who had stayed to hear the totals. “Maintenance instruction begins tonight. I need twenty volunteers willing to learn how to tune a channel without waiting for a Smith.”

Seven people moved before she finished the sentence. The woman with the unopened secondary branch became the eighth.



On the sixth morning, Thalia set up at the crossroads with a chair and a shade cloth and a notebook that was already on its third replacement. Her lesser Class Sight swept approaching townspeople in two seconds apiece: a glance, a judgement, her pen recording the referral while her gaze remained on the next crest. She moved through Fenhollow’s population in blocks of twenty, reading, sorting, flagging, both sides of her sharp black bob pinned back, her smoky eyes burning with the satisfaction of a professional tool being used at its proper capacity.

Five coloured cords ran from Thalia’s chair to five waiting areas. She sent simple throttles along the green cord to Octavia’s maintenance team and Maeve’s stored setting charge. Family or institutional seals followed amber toward Rosalie. Red led misregistrations and layered damage to my hands. A white cord returned healthy people home with written confirmation, while black marked unusual structures for review. Nobody had to remember a lettered category while frightened; they only had to follow a colour.

Her triage list fed directly into the repair schedule. By the third day, the queue moved faster than I could work it, which was exactly the point: the bottleneck was no longer diagnosis. It was my hands.

Maeve and Zaria kept a charge ledger beside the repair schedule. My fixed two-session daily ceiling was divided on paper before dawn: a direct Smith case, a bank deposit, or two direct cases, never all three. Maeve spent only the charge assigned to her column across the afternoon. Her Emberheart crest glowed copper-gold through her shirt like a furnace with the damper held, and she moved between repair sessions with rationing precision. She had burned triple in the grey and remembered the cost in her bones.

Amaya walked the boundary road each dawn and dusk, using her baseline Waywarden craft to inspect every ward and flag any slippage for me. She could not yet hold my work without my return, but she reduced a full circuit of searching to a short list of exact stones.

Isolde’s militia formed on the third day. Thirty-two people in the north field: Draft-Hands, Ember-Tenders, a mill crew of four, three farmhands, a baker’s apprentice who could lift sacks of flour over his head without breaking stride, and Ivar Dunn’s Force Shield anchoring the centre from a chair Brennan had modified to be portable. Farmers, mill workers, and tradespeople stood in the field, most holding weapons with intent for the first time while an army marched toward their valley.

She trained them in dead-zone doctrine, the spare and brutal method she’d developed since the grey crossing: assume the power goes out. Assume the classes fail. Fight with steel and weight and formation and not dying.

“In ten days,” she told them on the sixth morning, standing in the north field with her silver-blonde braid catching the dawn light and her Tempest Blade deliberately banked to nothing, “a column will arrive with machines that turn the ground into a dead zone. Your classes will stop working. Mine will too. Everything I’m teaching you is what keeps you alive when the power goes out and the only things left are your bodies and your discipline and the person standing beside you.”

Her level delivery offered facts with the blunt utility of a blacksmith naming the metal’s heat. Survival depended on listening.

Thirty-two faces. Looking at a Tempest Blade training beside them in the same silence their classes would face. Believing her because she was not offering them a plan built for ordinary people.

Brennan and Maeve began the fortifications together, moving from ford to field to mill race in a rhythm built from argument. Brennan buried brass trip housings under river mud while Maeve crouched beside him and fed each trigger a test pulse too small for a resonance sweep to notice. At the north approach, he snapped chalk lines across the stone and she followed them with controlled fire-script, stopping twice to make him recalculate a turn that would have sent heat back toward the town. They ended at the mill race, where Brennan rebuilt the sluice release while Perrin hauled the mechanical lever train with both arms. The first test flooded the lower approach in twelve seconds and left all three soaked to the waist.

“Eleven on the next pull,” Maeve said, wiping river water from her freckles.

“Twelve is within tolerance,” Brennan replied from inside the gate housing.

Perrin reset the lever. “The army won’t care about your tolerance. Again.”

Concealed mechanical traps became the north field’s defensive walls. Resonance scans passed over springs and levers, while anyone expecting crude farming tools missed brass tolerances engineered to a hair.

“How long for the full channel network?” I asked.

“Three days for the fire-script,” Maeve said, her heat-shimmer rising as she worked banked copper energy into stone. “Longer for the triggering mechanism.”

“You have ten days.”

“We’ll have it done in ten.” She grinned, freckled and fierce. “Brennan keeps improving and I keep finishing.”

“If I add one more spring,” Brennan said from under a rig frame, “the coverage doubles.”

“The mathematics has limited appeal,” Maeve said.

“I want the mathematics,” Octavia called from the grain office doorway.



The town’s opinion of the circle was forming, and it was forming loudly.

Bett Callow, who had tracked Zaria reorganize his bakery operations in a week and who still had flour handprints on his apron from where she’d adjusted his kneading posture without breaking stride or sentence: “The one with the curls is running this town better than anyone’s run it in thirty years. Don’t tell her I said that. She’ll optimize my bread schedule again. She already optimized my oven rotation. She optimized the QUEUE. I didn’t have a queue. I have a queue now.”

Wat Tull, who had been asked by his fourth visitor whether he was the Class Smith and whose answer was now: “If I were the Class Smith, do you think I’d be spending my morning on horseshoes? Yes? Then you don’t know what a Class Smith is. Come back when you’ve met one.”

A farmer at the taproom who’d watched Isolde drill the militia: “That woman is either going to save us all or kill us by Thursday. Either way I’m losing weight. She made me run the ford path six times. Six. I haven’t run since I was twenty and I wasn’t good at it then.”

Perrin Bray, after watching Amaya walk the boundary road without breaking a sweat: “She walks the same route at dawn, always at the same pace, never tired or bored. Looks like the road is glad to see her.”

A woman at the bakery counter, watching Octavia cross the street in full academic robes on her way to the grain office: “Robes like that have never been Fenhollow fashion. Half the town is staring. I think the goats are impressed.”

Mother Devrie, after meeting Octavia: “A professor. In Fenhollow. With a pendant between her. Well. The town’s going to have opinions.”

“Proper lot of women,” Ivar Dunn said from his chair by the door, watching the circle cross the town on their various errands. “The lad’s mother only ever worked alone around here. He’s improved on the arrangement.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” Wat said.

“Only way that’s polite.”



And underneath all of it, Zaria read the roll.

She’d been doing it since the day we arrived, her broken Clerk of Ledgers class straining against the bloodline overlay to perceive what should have been effortless. Fenhollow’s roll: the names, connections, and people who belonged to this place. Beneath the lattice, her Namewarden architecture strained toward the town’s buried entries even before it was free enough to function.

Most of what she found was the town as it was. Names she’d already learned through conversation, connections she’d already mapped through simple observation. The living roll of three hundred and eighty-five people in a valley, going about their business.

But some of what she found was extra.

Old, intact entries appeared beneath the living roll. They were filed correctly and in proper order, yet no living person in the valley matched them.

“There are names in this roll that don’t match anyone living here,” she told me on the sixth evening, sitting at the kitchen table in the workshop with her ledger open and a pen between her teeth. Her curls were escaping their pins, as always, and she had flour on one forearm from the morning’s work at Bett’s bakery and ink on the other from the afternoon’s shadow-roll work with Thalia.

“They’re old, intact, and present. Someone filed them incorrectly for safekeeping, hidden inside the normal entries where they appear only when I reach for the roll’s deep structure.”

“How many?”

“I can’t get a clean count. My class is still broken.” Frustration roughened her voice; beneath it sat the fear that her damaged class would fail the names again. “I can feel them. I can feel the SHAPE of them. Dozens. Maybe more. But I can’t read the names clearly enough to identify who they are or who put them there.”

“Can you tell anything about the handwriting?”

She paused. Set the pen down. Looked at me with those enormous dark eyes that went fever-bright when she was working at the edge of her capacity.

“Garrick,” she said. “I think your mother wrote names into this town’s roll. People who weren’t from here. Hidden here, under false entries, in a hand I recognize from the overlay work. Elyse could not read a roll. But she could WRITE one.”

My mother. Who had repaired commoners in secret for twenty years. Who had understood archives better than the people who ran them. Who had hidden her work inside the system’s own structure, invisible to anyone without the Sight to look deeper.

Elyse had buried the shadow roll beneath Fenhollow’s ordinary entries, written in a hand I could not read until its only possible reader shed the overlay on her bloodline.

“The forge on you,” I said. “That’s the first priority.”

She picked up the pen and put it between her teeth, already counting the days until she could do the work she had been born for.

“How many days until you can do it?” she asked around the pen.

“Your restoration? The facets need to be complete first. All six operational. Then Elyse’s forge, all hands, full support. Call it day nine.”

“Day eight.” She boxed the date in her ledger, then drew the day’s task lines around it until every other duty had somewhere else to go.


Chapter 8: The Second Hand

The remaining facets were forged at my mother’s anvil before sunrise on the seventh arming day.

Isolde took Breaking standing. I deepened her answering ring along the same hard line as Tempest discharge, a narrow wedge built to shatter fresh seals by force. When it settled, lightning snapped from her palm into the anvil and left her jaw clenched against the borrowed pain of every subject who would need it.

Amaya took Holding with her lantern beside her. Her ring spread outward, joining Waywarden to every ward I had already set in Fenhollow. For one breath the whole boundary answered through her crest. She swayed, recovered, and said, “Proper bit of weight, that.” She immediately took over the slipping ward inside Bett Callow’s east oven wall, bracing the anchor while the baker continued producing breakfast, unaware that the protection under his flour bins had nearly failed.

Octavia took Teaching seated at the kitchen table, diction perfect while I worked the ring into her active Class Saint architecture. Her facet carried articulation cleanly from her voice into willing students, allowing ordinary hands to perform small supporting work while the Smith’s craft remained distinct. Pellis became her first named test: she carried the probe syllable into his trembling articulation until he tuned Cass Morley’s prepared channel cleanly on one breath.

Maeve then spent a measured sliver of stored forge-charge to set Cass’s correction permanently. The Channel-Keeper walked outside, touched the nearest irrigation stone, and sent a stable maintenance pulse down three field branches. Teaching, Forge-Banking, and one named beneficiary, each performing the part no other member could.

When the three structures settled, the six-facet slate stood complete:

Circle Facets: Unbinding | Breaking | Reading | Forge-Banking | Teaching | Holding Scope: One narrow operation aligned to each bonded woman’s native class Cost: Real strain; cruder and narrower than a Smith’s hand Limit: Bond-dependent; facets cannot be given away or taught to strangers

Before the crossroads queues opened on the seventh arming day, Rosalie unsealed Mother Devrie. The operation would shape everything that followed; this was where her morning began.

I could not do it. The queue held me: Thalia’s triage had put Devrie in Rosalie’s column because the old family seal destabilizing her healing class was finally ready to come out. Her late husband’s family had suppressed a secondary healing branch decades ago, the same kind of family-based restriction that Rosalie’s parents had used on her.

Elyse had known. She had offered to unseal it more than once. Devrie had chosen maintenance while her husband lived and his family still controlled half the valley’s birthing work; exposing what they had done would have split households and cost frightened women access to the only midwife they trusted. So Elyse stabilized the primary branch three times a year, working around the sealed secondary while preserving Devrie’s choice. After Elyse died, the old seal continued feeding instability into the whole crest until ten years of missed maintenance turned a manageable compromise into a failing class.

Her husband was dead now. His family held no power over her patients. Devrie had chosen the door instead of another temporary brace. A Woundbloom-aligned Unbinding was precisely the right tool.

I stood in Wat Tull’s yard reading Elm Dunn’s complex throttle at close range when Rosalie’s facet activated on Devrie.

Gold-green warmth pulsed through our bond. My attention jumped toward it, and Elm’s damaged channel shifted a fraction against my right palm. I caught the branch before it scraped the old throttle and forced my Sight back to the woman in front of me.

Across town, Rosalie worked an old seal open. Here, Elm watched my face and trusted me not to divide myself again. Devrie deserved the cleaner speed of my hands, but three hundred and eighty-five people needed a smith who honored triage even when it hurt him.

Rosalie’s Unbinding took twenty-three minutes. Each pulse arrived through the bond, and each time I answered by fixing my eyes on Elm’s crest.

The seal-threads were old and deep. Thalia’s earlier Reading had categorized the damage broadly as an old family seal. Devrie supplied the rest before the work: her late husband had placed it from love twisted by fear. Through the bond, Rosalie’s Unbinding carried the sensation of those old threads yielding one by one. Tool marks, entry angles, and other forensic detail required close range. The seal carried the toxic care Rosalie’s parents had once imposed, aimed at keeping a woman safe by keeping her small.

The last thread burned away at six-seventeen in the morning. Devrie’s secondary healing branch opened for the first time in forty years, and the pulse of it was visible through the workshop window from Wat’s yard: a warm golden light that came from the house up the hill and made three people in the crossroads look up, moved by a pulse they could not explain.

I finished Elm Dunn’s throttle at six-thirty and went directly to Devrie’s house.

She was sitting in her kitchen chair with tea in a cup she was not drinking. Rosalie stood beside her, steadying the old woman’s shoulder, her green eyes warm and red-rimmed because she had been crying, had stopped, and had not wiped her face.

Devrie looked up at me. Seventy-three years in her eyes and a new piece of herself humming under her breastbone that she could feel and could not yet name.

“Elyse’s girl is very gentle,” Devrie said. Strained steadiness held the words together while everything else required main force. The same way she’d spoken when she told a twelve-year-old boy that his mother was dead and that he could stay with her as long as he needed.

“She is.”

“Gentler than Elyse. Your mother was brilliant but she had less patience with the threads. Pulled too hard sometimes. Made me swear.” The swear and the critique carried decades of affection for a dead woman. “This one goes around them. Talks them open without cutting.”

“That’s Rosalie.”

“It is.” Devrie patted the hand on her shoulder. Rosalie’s fingers glowed faintly with residual Woundbloom warmth. “The branch. It’s a thing I can feel now. Like a room I didn’t know was in my house. Forty years it’s been closed and I can feel the air coming in.”

“You couldn’t do it yourself,” I said, already knowing what triage had required.

“Triage.” She understood. Forty years of midwifery had taught Devrie triage without explanation. “Good. If you’d dropped everything to come fuss over me, I’d have been cross with you. Three hundred and eighty-five people need you. I needed her.” She studied Rosalie. “She was the right healer.”

“Elyse used to sit in that chair.” She pointed at the chair by the stove, the wooden one with the worn armrest. “And you used to sit on the floor beside it. You were twelve and you had no father and your mother was gone three days and you sat on that floor every evening for a year before you stopped needing to.”

Rosalie’s grip on her shoulder tightened. I could see it from across the kitchen.

“Both of you,” Devrie said, looking between me and the woman at her side, “are welcome in this kitchen any time. Any time you need to remember what the work is for. You come here and you sit in that chair and you remember that the people you fix are people, and they have kitchens, and they have stoves, and they sit with their children at the end of the day.”

Rosalie made a small, half-swallowed sound. She had been offered something she did not expect and could not refuse. She excused herself to the garden. I let her go.

Devrie looked at me. Her old eyes, clear and sharp despite seven decades, read my face with seventy years of familiarity.

“You’re worried about her,” she said.

“She’s taking on too much.”

“She’s taking on what fits. There’s a difference. Your mother took on too much. This one takes on what belongs to her.” A sip of tea, finally. “Let her. You couldn’t have stopped Elyse either. The smart thing is to stand beside it, not in front of it.”



Before the crossroads queue opened, Isolde demonstrated Breaking on Jessa Prill, a Draft-Hand farmer carrying a fresh registrar seal across her lifting branch. The seal was less than a year old, simple enough for the facet, and still actively constricting the class beneath it. Jessa supplied the history: a travelling registrar, a disputed field lease, and a rival claimant who had paid to make her less useful on her own land. Thalia’s copied register supplied the payment trail.

Isolde stood beside the treatment bench with her silver-blonde braid over one shoulder and her left palm poised above Jessa’s sternum. Her scars brightened.

“This will hurt,” she said.

Jessa swallowed. “How long?”

“One strike. Breathe in.”

Jessa drew breath. Isolde released a narrow wedge of Tempest through the new facet.

The seal broke in one blue-white flash. Jessa screamed, arched against the bench, then came upright with her class surging through channels that had been dammed for months. She gripped the bench by reflex. She lifted the whole thing six inches from the ground before dropping it with a crash.

Isolde’s scars faded. Her jaw remained set. She gave Jessa the only comfort she trusted herself to offer. “It’s done.”

Jessa flexed fingers that finally answered at full strength and thanked her through tears. Isolde accepted the thanks with one clipped nod, but the scream stayed in the line of her shoulders as she walked away.



The morning began with a queue at the crossroads that had not been there three days ago. Thalia’s triage system had sorted Fenhollow’s population into colour-coded lists pinned to the outer wall of the taproom: red for Garrick’s column (complex cases and overlays requiring the Smith himself), amber for Rosalie’s column (family and institutional seals within Unbinding range), green for Octavia’s trained maintenance team (minor throttles, channel-tuning, and work the town’s own people could learn, with Maeve providing stored setting charge where needed). A queue for each, numbered slips, and a system that moved people through faster than any clinic in the kingdom.

Eight people waited in Rosalie’s old-seal line after Devrie’s dawn unsealing. She started at seven and did not stop.

Her first crossroads case after the early dawn work on Mother Devrie was a man of thirty-eight named Doran Kel. Thalia’s Reading had sorted the damage as an old institutional seal with three primary threads. Doran supplied the history: a travelling registrar had placed it twenty years ago after his former employer forced every Channel-Keeper to sign an exclusive maintenance contract. Thalia found the matching payment in the old company ledger. The timing and motive came from testimony and records, not a remote reading.

Rosalie burned through the three seal-threads with her Woundbloom-aligned Unbinding in eleven minutes. Gold-green light sheathed her fingers as each thread dissolved, and I witnessed through the bond from across the town where I was working on my own cases: the warmth of her facet in action, different from my forge-craft in texture if not in intent.

Doran stood up with a Channel-Keeper class running at full strength for the first time since he was eighteen. He regarded his own hands as if they belonged to someone else. Opened and closed his fists. Then walked outside, knelt at the nearest channel-head, and placed his palms against the stone, and the resonance that flowed from him into the irrigation system shone as a golden thread to ordinary vision.

Perrin Bray watched it happen from across the crossroads. Said nothing. His fingers curled around the idle sluice lever until the iron creaked.

Rosalie’s second case. Third. Fourth. By midday she’d unsealed four and her fingers were trembling with the strain, but the tremble was the good kind: the muscle fatigue of work that mattered, not the shaking of desperation.



Thalia finished the triage she had begun the previous day, and the new facet changed the work from broad sorting into an intervention schedule.

Her Seam Sight, deepened to a lesser Class Sight, moved through the remaining queue at the crossroads like a blade through water. She sat in the taproom awning’s shade with one side of her sharp black bob pinned back and her smoky gaze unfocused on the hidden structure.

Two seconds per reading. A glance at the crest, the shape of any damage parsed instantly, a referral note her moving pen recorded while her gaze stayed on the crest. Her broad, shallow Reading worked at a distance, unlike the proximity my forensic Sight required. It showed category and severity well enough for triage, while tool signatures and responsible hands lay beyond its reach.

“Throttled, simple, maintenance team and Maeve.” Next person. “Misregistered, complex, Garrick.” Next. “Fine. No intervention needed.” Next. “Half-awakened. Octavia’s student list.” Next. “Sealed, old, institutional. Rosalie.” Next. “Overlay, generational. Garrick.”

By midday she had resolved every disputed referral. One exchange showed the new workflow better than another total could. A farmer approached Rosalie’s queue carrying a red slip meant for my hands; Thalia’s silver gaze caught a shallow institutional seal instead of the complex overlay recorded on the intake note.

“Amber line,” she said, replacing the slip. “Rosalie can take this after Doran. Garrick’s slot returns to the two-layer misregistration at Wat’s yard.”

The farmer moved to the correct bench without repeating his history, and my afternoon gained one case that only I could perform. Thalia entered the correction, its reason, and the freed slot with three quick strokes.

Her finished schedule kept every available hand working while the fifteen Smith-only cases we could not reach stayed plainly visible rather than vanishing inside optimistic projections.



Maeve’s Forge-Banking functioned as advertised and better. It stored a fixed supply rather than creating one. Zaria ruled the ledger with an iron hand. My safe output stopped at two repair-equivalent sessions each day. A morning assigned to Maeve replaced a direct repair on my schedule, and some days we split the allowance: one direct case, one measured bank deposit. The three-session reserve held for Zaria’s surgery had been accumulated by sacrificing three earlier direct slots. Maeve spent only what the ledger said existed.

The practical application was this: a simple throttle that Octavia’s trained maintenance team could loosen but not refine needed a finishing touch of forge-resonance to settle properly. Previously, that meant waiting for my next available slot. Now it meant Maeve walked over after the trained hands prepared the channel, placed her palm near the patient’s crest, and released a measured dose of stored forge-charge that completed the refinement without me being present.

A half-awakened crest that needed a push to settle into its intended configuration: Maeve provided the push. A Channel-Keeper whose repaired secondary needed a resonance-setting that was too simple to justify my direct attention: Maeve set it.

She rationed fiercely. Her entire life had turned on control and release. She calculated each expenditure and measured each dose. The triple-burn rate inside a Dousing Frame, which she had experienced in the grey and remembered in her bones, governed her decisions. She spent as though the fire might go out at any moment, stretching each counted dose without inventing another one.

“Four interventions today,” she reported at dinner. “Estimated burn: twelve percent of morning load. Actual: nine. I’m getting better at the release calibration.”

“How does it feel?” I asked.

Her amber eyes sparked. “Like being useful in the exact way I was told I was too much for.” The grin. “Turns out being too much is exactly the right amount when you’re the only fire in a dead field.”



By late afternoon, Isolde had broken three more fresh seals from Thalia’s list. She did each in seconds. She also heard the subject scream after each strike.

I found her afterward in the workshop, sitting on the workbench with her blade across her knees and a cup of Bett’s tea cooling untouched beside her. Her thumb ground against the cup’s rim until the knuckle whitened. The new Breaking facet sat ice-blue inside her crest, structurally clean and already carrying the fatigue of repeated use.

“The facet is stable,” I said.

“Stability isn’t what my hand is complaining about.”

“Your hand isn’t.”

She opened her left hand. A tremor moved through the fingers, slight but real. Breaking cost less time than Unbinding and more violence. The difference accumulated in the woman swinging the hammer.

“It’s ugly,” she said. “The sound they make. I feel the seal give like a wall under a hammer, and they are better afterward, and none of that makes the sound less ugly.”

“You shatter things that should never have been placed.”

“That’s why I’ll do the next one tomorrow.” She finally drank the tea. “Not tonight. A shaking hand is how necessary work becomes bad work.”

That was the limit the facet slate did not show. More workers increased our reach. None became inexhaustible.



Amaya held it all together in a way that was invisible until you noticed the absence of what should have been degrading.

Every ward I set, every piece of forge-craft I laid into the town’s defensive perimeter, she maintained independently. The boundary road that ringed Fenhollow, claimed under Lantern-Law, hummed with her Waywarden energy at all hours. Each morning she walked the full circuit: a circuit that took three hours at her unhurried pace, her shell-coloured lantern held at her hip, her ink-black hair pinned with oath-metal, the oath-metal pins at her temple catching the light.

“The eastern ward-anchor slipped last night,” she reported in a level voice at the workshop door. “Soil settling beneath the stone. I reset it. Took four minutes.”

Without her, that slip would have required me to walk the perimeter, locate the anchor, diagnose the problem, and reset it. An hour of work minimum. With her, it simply did not happen.

“You’re a maintenance schedule with legs,” Brennan said.

“In my day,” Amaya replied, “we called that a keeper. The legs were assumed.”

The town’s growing shield did not degrade between sessions. That was Amaya’s gift. My work stayed stable because Amaya refused to let it degrade.



Octavia taught. And the teaching was its own kind of war.

Forty-one students in the grain office by the end of the first week, crammed into a room built for grain ledgers that Octavia was converting into a school. Four were survivors from Sarveth’s twelve at Sundermoor: Rina Vell, Kesta Mor, Lio Durn, and Fara Quill, each carrying the memory of Maeve’s public victory and each refusing to let another teacher classify pain as poor discipline. Two grey-clad Mistral observers occupied the rear bench, wrote down every exercise, asked no questions in class, and submitted seven pages of unnervingly useful corrections after supper. The movement now had visible faces from Valebright, Sundermoor, and Mistral Hall. They no longer existed only as academy names on a map. She’d commandeered chalk, a slate board, benches from the taproom, and Brennan’s help in mounting the board to the wall. She had built a practical class-craft school for people every academy had excluded. They sat with palms on their knees and eyes wide, listening to a woman who had waited a decade to teach them.

“Resonance articulation is not magic,” she said on the first morning, her voice carrying the crisp authority of a decade of teaching. “It is technique. A vibration at a frequency produces an effect. You do not need a Class Smith’s forge to tune a channel. You need a tongue, a palate, and the willingness to practice a syllable until it’s muscle memory.”

A man of forty-five who’d been told his Mender class was useless. A woman of thirty who maintained her own channel-work on instinct and had never been told it was a skill. Two teenagers whose awakenings had been assessed from a wagon and never followed up on. A baker’s apprentice with a thermal-sense she’d assumed was imagination. All of them learning that the smallest forge-work, the maintenance that kept things from degrading, could be done by anyone with sufficient instruction.

By the lesson’s end, the baker’s apprentice tuned a practice channel while the forty-five-year-old Mender corrected her vowel. Forty-one people left the grain office able to perform one piece of maintenance they had entered believing was beyond them.



The loft over the workshop. Lamplight through the small window. A mundane brazier was banked below, its heat rising through the boards while Elyse’s actual forge remained cold.

Rosalie came to me after dark.

She opened the door and came straight in, as familiar with my rooms now as she was with my crest. She appeared in the doorway of the loft with her robe half-undone, the cord belt hanging loose, her honey-brown waves down around her shoulders where they caught the lamplight and turned to amber.

I was sitting on the edge of the cot with my mother’s journal open on my knee, reading a passage about channel maintenance that was now relevant to the town’s repairs. I looked up.

Her new place in Fenhollow carried a weight that left her unsteady while she settled into its shape. Determination held her green eyes, but her fingers trembled at her sides.

“I’m shaking,” she said from the doorway. Her arms hung loose, and the lamplight caught a fine tremor in her fingers. “I’ve been shaking since Devrie. I did it and it worked and she’s stronger and her branch is open and I may have given her time she did not have before and I can’t stop shaking.”

I set the journal aside. Held out my hand.

She crossed to me and took it. I pulled her down onto the cot beside me, and she folded into my side along the familiar angle her body had learned over the past year: the angle of her head against my shoulder, the warmth of her pressed along my ribs, the scent of herbs and healing warmth and the faint sweetness of bloodmoss.

Her Woundbloom crest glowed through the loosened robe. Gold-green, steady, a banked ember of healer’s light that pulsed in time with her breathing.

“She called me Elyse’s girl,” Rosalie said into my collar. “Not your girl. Not my own name. Elyse’s girl. Like something had been handed to me.”

“Has it?”

“Yes.” Quiet certainty replaced the tremor. “It fits so well that it frightened me, Garrick. I can stand where your mother stood and give this town exactly the kind of help its people have needed for ten years.” She pulled back enough to look at me, green eyes dark and enormous in the lamplight, the freckles across her collarbone visible where the robe gaped. “I’m not replacing her.”

“You couldn’t. What fits you has your own shape.”

“I’m continuing her. That’s different. The work is mine, and also hers, and also this place’s, and I need you to know the difference.”

“I know the difference.”

“Do you?” She searched my face until the tension around her eyes eased. Her hand came up to my jaw, warm palm against the stubble there. “You’re not sad.”

“I’m not sad.”

“Good.” She breathed out. “Good. Because I was afraid that if I stepped into this, if I became this town’s healer the way she was, that you’d look at me and see her and that would be. Wrong.”

“I look at you,” I said, “and I see the second unsealer alive, the first woman who chose Unbinding for herself, then used it on Devrie because my hands were busy and you didn’t need to be asked.”

Her eyes brightened, warmed by more than tears.

“I need you,” she said. “I became this town’s unsealer today, and I want to feel that against someone who knows what I was before.”

Her hand moved to the cord belt. Pulled it loose. The robe fell open.

The shift underneath clung to warm skin. To the generous curves of her bust where the fabric strained across soft fullness. To the soft arch of her belly and the wide curve of her hips. Her Woundbloom crest cast living green light between her breasts, steady and warm, visible through the thin fabric like a healer’s lamp behind gauze.

I pulled the shift over her head.

Lamplight flowed over her generous body, warming the full natural weight of her breasts and the soft curve of her belly. Her nipples darkened as a golden-pink flush spread across her freckled chest. She let me look without apology, honey-brown hair loose around her shoulders, because understanding bodies had taught her to value her own without hiding it.

I cupped both breasts in my hands. Lifted them, feeling the weight, the warmth, the way they filled my palms and spilled over. Heavy, soft, natural, warm to the point of radiating. Ran my thumbs across her nipples and watched them harden under the touch, the skin pebbling, the darkening to deep rose that signalled her arousal as clearly as any tell in the world.

A low sound escaped her as her head tilted back.

“Those hands opened Devrie’s class,” I said.

“Say that again.”

“You gave her back the room she’d lived without for forty years.” I traced circles around each nipple with my thumbs, watching the Woundbloom glow brighten beneath my hands. “You chose the work. You did it gently. And you’re mine.”

She kissed me. Deep, warm, the Woundbloom resonance flowing through the contact and settling into my crest like heat from a forge. I pulled her astride my lap and her legs wrapped around me, the robe pooling at our feet, her bust pressed against my chest with a softness that made everything else seem very far away and very unimportant.

Her body against mine: warm and full and giving. Her thighs around my hips. Her arms around my shoulders. Her mouth against mine with the unguarded generosity that defined her, the complete absence of performance, just want and warmth and the pleasure of being desired.

She pulled back and pressed her breasts together with her palms, and looked down at me with an intent she had chosen for herself.

“I built something today,” she said. “Show me.”

I stripped my shirt off. Her healer-bright palms settled on my chest immediately, finding every knot of tension accumulated across five days of forge-work and dissolving it with a precision that was half healing and half worship. Her thumbs traced the hammer-marks on my crest. Six points in their double ring. She pressed her lips to the center of the pattern and the dormant oath-metal inlays in the floor below us pulsed.

She felt it. Smiled against my sternum. Then her mouth traced lower, across my ribs, down my abdomen, her loosened hair trailing across my skin. She knelt between my legs and freed my cock with deliberate patience, knowing exactly what she wanted and feeling no need to rush.

Her breasts hung heavy and warm as she leaned forward. Swaying with her breathing, full and soft in the lamplight, and when she took me between them, her warmth closed around me with the generous patience she brought to every form of care.

She held them snug around my shaft, looking up at me with those dark-warm green eyes, and the sight alone nearly broke me: the freckled collarbone, the generous cleavage, my cock appearing between the soft fullness at the top of each stroke, and her tongue meeting it there, licking the crown each time it crested.

“You built something today,” she murmured, her voice husky and warm, her breasts moving in a slow, deliberate rhythm around me. “I built something today. This town has two builders now. It has your forge and it has my hands.”

The Woundbloom glow emanated from her crest and spread through her skin where our bodies connected: warm, amplifying, the healer’s resonance making every sensation more immediate and more intense than the physical contact alone accounted for. I could feel it through the bond: her pleasure at providing, her satisfaction at being wanted, her relief at being HERE, free of the queue, clinic, and kitchen.

“Turn around,” I said.

Rosalie’s green eyes sharpened at the command. She rose from between my knees, and I caught her by the hips before she could climb onto the cot. The loose blanket came with her. I spread it across the floorboards directly above the hidden forge circle, then guided her down until she knelt on it facing the small window.

I spread her over the place where the old boards covered Elyse’s circle. She planted one glowing palm on either side of a seam she had crossed a hundred times that week. Her breasts hung heavy, swaying when she shifted her knees apart. Healer-light sank through her palms and found the hidden oath-metal in faint, exploratory pulses.

I knelt behind her and ran both callused palms from her waist to the full curve of her hips. Her body gave under my grip, soft and warm, and her breath fogged the lower pane.

“Keep your hands there,” I said.

“On the floor?”

“On the forge. Let it feel what you do.”

The words drew a low sound from her. I bent over her back, cupped both breasts from behind, and lifted their weight into my hands. Her nipples pressed against my fingers. I rolled them between thumb and forefinger while my mouth moved along the freckles at the side of her throat.

Her hips pushed back before I asked. The generous curve of her ass settled against my cock, warm skin gliding over wet hardness left from her mouth and breasts. I drew the head through her slickness once, coating it, and held there.

“Tell me what your hands did.”

“They found every thread Devrie carried.” Her voice shook as I pinched both nipples. Green-gold light strengthened under her palms. “They talked the old fear loose.”

I pushed into her slowly.

Rosalie opened around me with a long, unguarded moan. Her head dropped between her arms. Her breasts swung with the movement, and the hidden inlay answered her spread fingers with one deep thrum.

I stopped fully seated and made her take the stillness before the motion. The full heat of her surrounded me. Her thighs trembled against mine, soft flesh pressing together, while her pussy tightened in small waves that asked me to move.

“And what are those hands doing now?” I asked against her ear.

“Holding your mother’s floor.”

“Your floor too.”

She turned her head enough to see me. Pleasure and protest fought across her face. “Garrick.”

“Say it.”

“My floor too.”

I withdrew and drove back into her.

Her cry struck the window. The boards pulsed under her palms.

I set the pace from behind, one hand gripping her hip while the other cupped a heavy breast, lifting its weight and rolling the nipple between my fingers. Each thrust pushed her forward over the blanket. Whenever she caught herself on the boards, Woundbloom warmth sank through the boards and fed the forge rather than dissipating into the room.

“You opened what fear kept shut,” I said. “You gave Devrie strength without asking her to become anyone else.”

“Yes.” Her hips came back harder. “Yes. And I’m yours.”

“Mine.”

“And I’m staying here.” The sentence broke under a deeper stroke. “This house. These people. You.”

I gathered her hair in one hand and lifted her upright onto her knees. Her back settled against my chest. Her generous breasts rose and fell in my forearms, Woundbloom light glowing between them, while I kept moving inside her with shorter strokes that ground the head of my cock against the place that made her legs shake.

She reached one hand back and locked it behind my neck. The other remained on the floor, fingers splayed over the seam above Elyse’s inlay.

The asymmetry was pure Rosalie: one arm holding me while the other still tended the work.

I covered the hand on the boards with mine.

“Feel it,” I said.

Our joined palms sent gold-green resonance downward. The nearest spoke warmed, then the next, a gradual response moving under the loft like coals catching along a buried line. Rosalie gasped and tightened around me.

“Again.”

I thrust deep and held while we pushed together.

The forge’s central ring answered.

Heat rose through the boards into her palm, travelled up her arm, and flooded the Woundbloom crest between her breasts. Her whole body went rigid against mine. She came with my hand still covering hers on the floor, contractions gripping me in hard, measured waves while her cry dissolved into laughter halfway through.

I kept her upright through it. Kept moving. Her full weight rested against my chest while her hips jerked back helplessly to meet me. The oath-metal continued answering through the floor, warming the blanket and bathing the loft in reflected healer-gold.

“The floor,” she gasped. “It’s answering us.”

“Then give it everything.”

I lowered her forward again, pressed her chest to the blanket, and hooked one arm under her hips. Her breasts spread soft against the cloth. Her palms slid to the two nearest spokes as I drove into her from behind with the hard, claiming pace she had asked for.

Rosalie stretched over the hidden circle, fingers spread above two points of my mother’s forge. The old metal warmed under her palms each time I drove into her, turning the boards into another place her body could answer.

Her second peak built through the ground instead of descending from it. The oath-metal returned the pulses she had fed down, delayed by the old working forge’s deep structure. Warmth struck her palms, her crest, and her pussy in sequence. She clenched around me so hard my rhythm broke.

I drove deep once more and finished inside her, pulsing hard while her walls milked every spurt from me. My grip marked the softness of her hips. Her Woundbloom glow flooded the floor, and the floor returned it through both our crests until the bond rang gold between us.

Rosalie laughed and cried into the blanket, fingers still spread over the warm spokes. I stayed over her through the aftershocks, my chest against her back, both of us feeling the old forge cool through a long, gradual decline.

“The floor,” she said. Laughing, breathless, her palms finding my face and holding it. Tears shone on her cheeks while astonished laughter kept breaking through. “Garrick. The floor answered.”

I pressed my lips to her forehead.

“It knows my hands,” she said, breathless, her green eyes holding mine from inches away. “Your mother’s forge knows my hands.”

The other lines cooled. One spoke under Rosalie’s resting palm stayed warm, carrying the answer neither of us needed to explain again.



Morning came through the loft’s narrow window and found Rosalie already awake.

She stood in the grey predawn light with her robe loose around her shoulders, looking out at the town that had become her charge. Her hair was mussed from sleep and her green eyes were calm and certain in the way they got after she’d made a decision and committed to it.

“Today I unseal three more from Thalia’s list,” she said. “The Morley household. Forty years of family suppression across three generations.”

“All three?”

“All three. The mother, the daughter, and the granddaughter. Same family seal configuration.” She turned from the window. “And I’m taking Corra Arden’s case when she arrives.”

“Corra’s coming?”

“She wrote three days ago. Corra, who refused me at the Descent, is riding to Fenhollow to ask for what she was too afraid to accept.” Rosalie’s smile sharpened with months of patience behind it. Her standing offer had never been withdrawn. “And I’m going to give it to her. On my terms. In this town. With your oath-metal awake under our feet.”

“She’s bringing healers.”

“Three. House Arden trained. Unofficial. ‘Personal initiative.’” The smile sharpened. “Which means the crack in House Arden’s monopoly just became a fracture, and my standing offer just became a precedent.”

“Nine days,” I said.

“Then we’d better not waste the morning.” She kissed me once, pulled her robe closed, and went to work.


Chapter 9: Stormwall

Isolde left at dawn with Thalia riding beside her and four words she did not say: I would rather die.

I rode with them.

Stormwall’s permanent northern guild post lay two days away by the ordinary road. After the burn list began moving veterans south, Halsen established a temporary recruiting hall in a fortified waystation half a day’s hard ride from Fenhollow. Isolde summoned Brask there. War had moved Stormwall closer while every mile still demanded payment in horseflesh and time.

The town was still sleeping when we mounted. Maeve’s fire-script marked the north field in dim copper lines. Brennan hammered in the workshop. Rosalie took my dawn repair queue as readily as she took a patient’s pulse, routing seals to herself and simple maintenance to Octavia’s students while Maeve carried the final setting charge. The point of more hands was that one absence did not stop the work.

“The letter went ahead by raven,” Isolde said, checking her blade harness. Silver-blonde braid tight, ice-blue eyes flat with the focus she brought to tasks she loathed. “Brask knows I’m coming. Halsen will be there.”

“You’re not asking alone,” I said.

Her gaze cut toward me. “I am not asking at all.”

“Then you’re not trading alone.”

She considered objecting. The bond carried the exact moment she chose not to waste the time.

Thalia held Zaria’s leather folder against her hip. Thirty-seven damaged veterans, three names marked. “Half a day out. Business before nightfall. Return before dawn if Brask understands urgency.”

“Brask understands leverage,” Isolde said.

We rode north.

The temporary post occupied a stone waystation built to repel border raiders: narrow windows, a yard with one gate, and a square central hall whose furniture looked selected for surviving fights, with hospitality a distant concern. Stormwall grey hung from no banner. The guild was on a deniable contract before it had accepted ours.

Halsen met us at the gate. Weathered face, old campaign coat, the senior recruiter’s eyes going first to Isolde, then to me, then to the unmarked folder in Thalia’s hands.

“Guildmaster’s inside,” he said. “She read your letter twice. The second time she stopped laughing.”

Isolde dismounted. “She laughed?”

“For six seconds. Then she started naming veterans.”

Isolde’s posture eased just enough to stop promising murder at the gate.

Guildmaster Brask sat at a scarred table in the hall with both sleeves rolled and a cup untouched beside her. Weathered woman, hair cut short for field work, forearms carrying pale scars that no healer had been able to erase. Three veteran files lay open in front of her.

Brask remained seated.

The three veterans Isolde had named stood along the side wall.

Halder Keel held his left arm close after six years of compensating for a Storm-channel that no longer answered. Greya Lis was broad and compact, a shield-bearer’s build, with a faint stiffness across the shoulder where her Force branch had calcified into a hard knot. Tal Orin looked least damaged: lean, quiet, field cloak fastened precisely. Only the way his gaze failed to follow movement on his right revealed the hardened Veil seam that had ended his work.

Brask had seated the three veterans inside the negotiation so each could answer for their own body.

“Before terms,” she said, “they hear what is being offered.”

I faced them instead of the guildmaster. “Reading a crest requires proximity and permission. It may tell me the age, tool family, and structure of damage. It does not tell me your memories or why it happened. A reading is not a promise that repair is possible. If it is possible, you choose whether the work proceeds. If you refuse, the guild’s bargain does not override you.”

Halder’s good hand flexed. “You won’t know until after the battle.”

“Correct.”

“And if we’re buying smoke?”

“Then Isolde brings you back to Fenhollow, you watch me fail honestly, and Stormwall decides whether the intelligence was still worth twenty soldiers.”

Greya studied Isolde. “You trust him with the guild’s year?”

“I trusted him with my class when one wrong strike would have ended it,” Isolde said. “I trust him to tell you where his hand stops.”

Tal Orin’s gaze shifted toward Thalia. Two Veil professionals recognized each other through appraisal alone. “The spy brought the files.”

“The Shadow Auditor brought evidence,” Thalia corrected.

“Difference?”

“One gets insulted when called the other.”

Tal’s attention sharpened on her. “Good. I was checking.”

Brask observed every exchange. She had not summoned three wounded veterans for sentiment. She was evaluating how the circle treated people whose names were the currency of its offer.

Halder spoke first. “If the company fights and I choose not to be read afterward, no debt falls on me?”

“None,” I said.

“If the reading says permanent?”

“I say permanent. I do not turn risk into hope because a contract wants a better answer.”

“Then I consent to the reading. Not yet to repair.”

Greya nodded. “Same.”

Tal waited longer. “I consent if Corvain stays in the room. Veil damage is private until another Veil says it isn’t.”

Thalia inclined her head. “Accepted.”

Only after all three had set their own terms did Brask begin.

“Stormwall recognizes talent,” Brask said. “Stormwall does not do politics. The Concord is a client. A company that fights a crown-backed campaign never receives another lawful contract in the kingdom. Charity is not on my menu, Fen.”

“I did not ride here to beg,” Isolde said.

“You rode here because the dream you refused has soldiers and your new dream needs them.”

Isolde’s hand settled on her blade hilt in the old pressure habit she used while containing an answer. “I rode here to trade.”

Thalia set the folder on the table and opened it to the first marked name.

“Halder Keel,” Isolde said. “Storm-channel burnout, six years. Greya Lis, Force-branch calcification. Tal Orin, hardened Veil seam that ended his field work. Three of your best people, told permanent by every guild healer in the north.”

Brask closed the veterans’ files, pulled Isolde’s letter to the center of the table, and flattened it with her palm.

“You read my private infirmary roster,” she said.

“I remembered public field reports. Thalia found the rest. Garrick reads the damage.”

Brask looked at me. “And repairs it?”

“If the structure permits. Diagnosis is not a promise. Willing participation is not negotiable. If I cannot repair it safely, I say so.”

“If Keel refuses after riding south?”

“He leaves unchanged and owes nothing.”

“If your town falls after my people die?”

I let Isolde answer. This was her trade.

“My word carries the debt,” she said. “If Garrick dies, I carry it. If I die, Rosalie does. If the circle falls, the First Forge keeps the names until another trained hand can honor them. Stormwall’s people do not vanish into a bargain because the signer bled out.”

Brask reread Isolde’s three marked names while her untouched tea cooled. Isolde’s knuckles whitened on the hilt, but she waited and held Brask’s stare.

I studied the guildmaster’s scarred forearms. Not with Sight. I had no permission and did not reach. Brask noticed I kept my arms loose at my sides. Restraint belonged to the offer.

“How many?” she asked.

“Twenty experienced fighters,” Isolde said. “Deniable. Halsen under my field command. False contract if you need one.”

“I need one. The false contract will say channel-security training against bandit activity. My company wears no guild mark. If you lose, Stormwall was never there.”

“If we win?”

“My damaged veterans travel south on a staggered schedule across the year. No guild-wide examination. Findings private unless the subject chooses otherwise. Stormwall trades access, not ownership.”

“And the twenty?”

“Twenty buys three priority readings after the battle. Keel, Lis, Orin. The rest queue normally.”

“Twenty buys the three readings and a one-year access route,” Isolde countered. “The repairs carry no priority or guaranteed outcome. You also send supplies with the company: field bandages, two armourers, and enough dried grain for the twenty to feed themselves. Fenhollow does not spend bread feeding Stormwall’s contract.”

Brask’s mouth moved at one corner. “You learned to negotiate somewhere unpleasant.”

“The dining hall at Valebright.”

Halsen coughed into his fist. Thalia looked down at her notebook, which was how she concealed amusement.

Brask tapped Greya Lis’s file. “What makes your Smith safe?”

“The same thing that keeps him slow,” Isolde said. “One willing person. One honest reading. One repair done correctly. He cannot order a crest to open. Neither can you.”

“He works one willing crest at a time,” Isolde said. “One crest cannot drag another into a cascade.”

Coldwater sat behind the sentence without being named.

Brask looked from Isolde to me. Before speaking, she closed the three veteran files, stacked them beneath her palm, and kept all three names covered.

“Your mother did repair-only work in forge-towns. Quietly. The Concord tolerated her until she reached higher.”

“They killed her anyway,” I said.

“Yes.” No apology, no softening. Stormwall’s guildmaster handled truth with the bluntness of her contracts: plainly. “Which is why your survival is part of the value. Twenty soldiers protect the repair route I’m buying. This isn’t generosity. It is investment.”

“Then invest,” Isolde said.

Brask held out her hand.

Isolde took it.

A handshake completed the trade. Halsen opened the yard door and called names. Men and women emerged from the barracks in Stormwall grey, already packed. They had volunteered before we arrived. Brask had read the letter twice and prepared both answers.

She walked us through the post’s armoury while Halsen formed the company. Stormwall did not issue polished parade steel. Repairs marked the shields. Service notches on the blades recorded the contracts they had survived. Racks held mechanical crossbows and climbing hooks beside class-tuned weapons, which meant the guild already understood that a fighter who depended on one ability eventually met ground where it failed.

Brask opened a supply cage. “Two armourers. Bandages. Grain. You asked correctly.”

“Because hungry soldiers become somebody else’s problem,” Isolde said.

“And because charity lets the giver choose when it ends.” Brask handed her the cage key. “Trade makes both sides responsible for the morning after.”

Isolde turned the iron key once in her palm, then gave it to Thalia for the inventory. She had ridden here dreading the shape of an appeal. The guildmaster had answered with a locked cage and a contract because she understood exactly what Isolde needed the exchange to be.

Twenty proven professionals formed in the yard. Field scars and repaired armour showed long service; their economical movements suggested they could sleep in mud and wake fighting.

Isolde walked their line before anyone mounted. She did not inspect polished buckles or demand a salute. She asked each fighter one question about dead ground.

“What remains when your class fails?”

The answers told her more than rank. A shieldwoman named Vessa Rook said, “My left shoulder, if I keep it behind the rim.” A narrow spearman said, “Reach.” An older scout said, “The route I checked before the light went out.” One man answered, “Discipline,” and Isolde sent him to the end of the line for giving a word instead of a usable fact.

When she reached Halsen, he said, “Thirty years of regretting every shortcut I ever took in training.”

“Useful,” Isolde said. “You take the town militia’s second line. They have nine days of instruction and no patience for guild mythology.”

The fighters adjusted packs and positions around that answer. By the time Halsen produced the false contract, Isolde already knew which veterans could teach, which could hold water, and which would need a local beside them before the field went dark.

Halsen handed Isolde a folded false contract. “Your command once we cross the southern marker. My people reserve the right to tell you when your plan is suicidal.”

“They may tell me while obeying it.”

“They’ll like you.”

Brask came to the doorway as we mounted. “Fen.”

Isolde looked back.

“You turned us down because you found a larger purpose. Today you used that refusal to buy soldiers for it.” The guildmaster’s eyes were unsentimental. “Don’t mistake that for asking.”

Isolde’s shoulders eased by a degree. “I hadn’t.”

We rode south with twenty fully armed, deeply experienced Stormwall field soldiers in disciplined formation behind us.

Before we cleared the post, Isolde assigned the Stormwall fighters by name to Fenhollow’s defenses. Greya’s former shield partner, Vessa Rook, took the ford reserve with six veterans who had fought in flooded trenches. A rangy spearman called Darr Vol took the mill approach after asking exactly three questions about depth, current, and retreat ground. Halsen retained twelve for the eastern flank and placed an older armourer named Soll beside Brennan, where the two men immediately disagreed about whether spring-loaded shield catches counted as armour.

Each assignment attached a professional to townspeople already holding the position. Vessa met Marta Fell, tested her stance, and replaced two bad straps without commenting on how recently Marta had discovered the Force branch beneath them. Darr walked Ivar’s lane beside the old border guard. Stormwall’s professionals joined townspeople who already held each defensive post.

We returned before dawn. Later, after the company was fed and posted, Isolde leaned against the workshop wall with an empty cup in her hand and her loose silver-blonde hair catching the lamplight where she’d unpinned it from the riding braid. She examined me with ice-blue eyes that held satisfaction barely contained.

“You spent something you built.”

“I spent something I EARNED.” She set the cup down on the workbench until the rim clicked. “I earned the refusal by being worth their offer. I spent it by offering something worth more.”

“It’s growth.”

“It’s shut up.” She caught my collar and pulled me close, her forehead against mine, the faint crackle of banked Tempest energy between us like static on a cold day. “Don’t say it again or I’ll find someone else to hit.”

“Isolde.”

“Mm.”

“You wrote to a guild you publicly refused and asked for help and got it by offering something only this circle can give, and you came back with twenty professional soldiers and a debt that makes Stormwall permanently invested in our survival.”

She kissed me. Hard, brief, her mouth catching mine with sharp, possessive force. “I said shut up.”

“Yes, commander.”

“Don’t.” Her grip on my collar eased even while the warning stayed sharp. “Don’t start with that. Not tonight.” She took the cup back from the workbench, found it empty, and set it down again with slightly less precision. “Brask is going to collect that debt. You know that.”

“All the veterans she can put on the road.”

“She’ll send veterans with damage you haven’t seen before. Battlefield burnout. Prolonged-stress calcification. Damage caused by driving a class past its design limits for years at a time.” She looked at me steadily. She had spent the return ride measuring what she’d traded and what it would cost me. “You’ll honour it.”

“Every one of them.”

“I know you will. That’s why I could offer it.” She leaned back against the wall. The Tempest crackle banked under her skin, a hum I could feel through the bond: satisfaction, exhaustion, the tired pleasure of a woman proud of what she’d done and unlikely to admit it for another six hours. “Also Halsen’s people are very good. Experienced. They take one order, and they don’t panic when the power goes out. Stormwall doesn’t send children to deniable contracts.” Her ice-blue eyes found mine. “The trade cost me. It was correct. I would make it again.”

“I’d trust the choice a second time.”



House Fen’s letter arrived that evening, delivered by a rider who had clearly been told to wait for a response. Isolde surveyed the seal, the familiar family crest pressed into green wax, and set the letter on the table unopened.

“Aren’t you going to read it?” Brennan asked.

“No.”

Thalia picked it up. Examined the seal with professional interest, then broke it, unfolded the contents, and began reading aloud in a voice. The voice was a perfect imitation of a man with soft hands and no blade calluses attempting to sound authoritative about matters he had never personally risked anything for.

“‘Dearest Isolde, It has come to the attention of House Fen that current events in the southern provinces may require protective alliance of the kind only a noble house can provide. The family would welcome your return to the fold, and offers its name, its resources, and its connections in the capital to shield you from the difficulties of your present situation.’” Thalia paused. “‘Signed, Lord Harlan Fen, Head of House Fen. Post-script: your mother sends her regards.’”

Isolde’s face did not change.

Maeve’s did. “Her MOTHER sends her REGARDS? Through a letter? About a WAR?”

“My mother couldn’t speak to me when I was disgraced. Now she sends regards through my uncle because I’m valuable again. My uncle has written four letters in two years. Each one arrives when I have done something publicly visible and each one offers the family’s ‘protection’ against the consequences of my own choices.”

“He wants you back because you’re valuable again,” Rosalie said quietly.

“He wants me back because a Tempest Blade with Stormwall attention and a Class Smith’s circle is a political asset worth recovering.” Isolde picked up the letter, folded it neatly, and dropped it into the cookfire. The paper curled black at the edges and burned.

“Beautiful,” Amaya said from her chair. “In my day we burned letters over the cookfire. The forge is a nice touch.”

“In your day,” Brennan said, “the post was delivered by rider and you could chase the rider down and burn him too.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Isolde said.

The charred corner of Harlan Fen’s letter remained in the grate until morning. Isolde stepped over it on her way to drill, leaving the family to speak into its own ashes.



Corra Arden arrived on the eighth day with three House Arden healers in civilian clothes and a medical wagon packed for war.

Rosalie met her in Devrie’s kitchen, away from the treatment bench. I was there only because Devrie had sent a child to fetch me with the message that two Arden women were about to be stubborn in her house and she wanted a witness who knew when to keep quiet.

Corra wore good travelling clothes stripped of family colours. Her medical bag remained clutched against her sternum as she sat across from Rosalie, protecting the crest beneath it. Their shared warm colouring made the kinship plain, but Corra carried twenty years of institutional caution in her raised shoulders and darting attention.

Rosalie poured tea. “You refused me at the Descent.”

“I did.”

“You were allowed to.”

Corra stared into her cup. “That made it worse. If you’d pressed, I could have called you reckless and gone home certain I was sensible. You left the door open. I have thought about it each morning since.”

“What changed today?”

Corra set the medical bag on the floor. It took both hands. “Three girls came to me after your standing offer reached the family. Eleven, thirteen, and sixteen. All showing the same early offensive expressions we showed. Their mothers asked me whether preventive alignment was painless.”

Rosalie’s fingers stopped against the teapot handle.

“I told them yes,” Corra continued. “That was the answer I was trained to give. Then I heard myself promise three children that the cage would not hurt when it closed.” She finally looked up. “I cannot tell them to refuse while I remain sealed.”

Devrie pushed a plate of bread between them. “Good. Now you’ve said the true thing. Eat before either of you starts cutting at a class.”

Corra gave the old midwife a startled look.

“She does that,” I said.

“And you still require the reminder,” Devrie told me.

Rosalie asked Corra to describe the alignment in her own words. The family physician at eight. A white room. Her mother’s hand around hers. The first aggressive healing impulse disappearing before she understood it had a name. Corra supplied the history herself, giving Rosalie context no facet could read at a distance.

“If I open it,” Rosalie said, “the branch will be yours. House Arden may cast you out. It may also surge after thirty-two years of suppressed growth. You’ll need weeks of control work.”

“I brought the healers because they asked to learn that control beside me.” Corra glanced toward the three women waiting outside. “Personal initiative. They used the phrase before I did.”

Rosalie turned her palm up on the table, gold-green light gathering under the skin. “Then come to the infirmary when you’re ready.”

Corra placed her hand over Rosalie’s. “Now. Before caution finds another respectable word for fear.”

I returned to Marta Fell’s misregistered Force branch in Wat Tull’s yard. This time I did not monitor the unsealing through the bond or cross town for its final thread. Corra had asked Rosalie, and the work belonged to them.

Near sunset, a rig failure dropped a loaded timber brace beside the north-field dressing station. A young militia runner went down beneath it with his ankle twisted sideways and bone pressing white under the skin. I was three streets away when the shout rose.

Corra reached him first.

Her newly opened branch flared deep green. She dropped beside the runner, put one hand above the break, and froze when the offensive side of her healing answered alongside the familiar mending current. For thirty-two years she had been taught that the second impulse made her dangerous.

Rosalie knelt opposite her. “Pain Reversal. Draw the pain out, hold it, and give none back. You decide where the current goes.”

Dark green gathered along Corra’s wrist until her fingers shook. She pulled.

The boy’s scream cut off, but Corra took too much. His pain climbed her wrist as intended, then lodged behind her elbow in a violent cramp. Her aligning hand spasmed away from the ankle before the bone was set.

“Hold what you drew,” Rosalie ordered. “You are carrying pain, not obeying it. Give me the joint.”

Corra’s teeth clicked together. She cradled the dark current against her chest while Rosalie aligned the break and stabilized the swelling. Only after the splint was tied did Rosalie make Corra release the stolen pain into a prepared bloodmoss pad. The plant blackened at the edges.

The runner was carried to the bakery with his ankle set. Corra remained on her knees, one arm numb and the other hand shaking against her own thigh.

“I nearly dropped him,” she said.

“You stopped his agony and learned your first limit,” Rosalie replied. “Tomorrow you draw half as much and trust the patient to survive the rest.”

Corra looked at the hand House Arden had feared. Triumph had to share space with the bruise already forming along her forearm.

“My whole life,” she said.

Rosalie squeezed her shoulder. “I lived it.”

By dark, Corra had organized the three unofficial Arden healers into Seren’s dressing station and scheduled control drills for herself after every shift. She spent the evening sorting bandages with her numbed arm in a sling. The next morning, under Rosalie’s supervision, she drew only half the ache from an old farmhand’s crushed fingers and released it cleanly into bloodmoss. When someone asked whether their presence represented House Arden, she answered, “Personal initiative.”



The column moved early.

Thalia’s ravens arrived before noon on the eighth day. Three of them in rapid succession, which meant news serious enough to require three separate sources confirming one report. She sat at the morning table decoding them with her sharp black bob pinned clear of her face and her smoky gaze moving across the cipher with a speed that suggested she’d been expecting this. The decoding took her less than a minute per message, her pen translating the letter-substitution fluently. She had designed half these cipher protocols herself.

Zaria confirmed the intelligence from memorized muster files and the march logs she had once filed. Her suppressed Clerk crest offered no supernatural help yet; the dates, crew rosters, and supply pace were enough.

“Morrow completed the muster five days ahead of schedule.” Thalia read from the decoded dispatch at the morning table, delivering the timetable with her usual clean precision. “Morrow read the same map Zaria carries in her head. He drew the obvious conclusion about where a Class Smith with twenty-two days of road would go. The march began roughly two weeks before we reached Fenhollow.”

“He was already fifteen days into the march when we reached Fenhollow,” I said.

“He isn’t beating standard march pace. He finished the muster five days early, which shifted the entire twenty-six-day march forward by five days. The marching schedule itself never changed. The acceleration was logistical, not physical, and the daily march still matched the route projections Zaria remembered. Morrow will reach Fenhollow on the eleventh arming day. Three days from now, not eight.”

Spoons stopped mid-motion. Isolde had returned before dawn with Halsen and twenty Stormwall professionals; she leaned over the map before her cup finished settling.

“Three days,” she said. Ice-blue eyes already recalculating every defensive position, every training schedule, every fortification timeline.

“Three days,” I confirmed.

“Then the arming runs at double speed.” She stood. Looked around the table at each of them. “Rosalie, how many per day with Corra assisting?”

“Three seals. Four if they’re simple.”

“Thalia?”

“Triage is complete. I can redirect the queue to prioritize critical cases.”

“Maeve?”

“The surgery reserve is counted and intact. After we spend it, every refill replaces one of Garrick’s direct-repair slots. I can support several small settings from one measured allocation, but I cannot create another allocation.”

“Octavia?”

“Forty-one students. Teaching schedule doubles tonight.”

“Amaya?”

“The wards hold.” Calm. Unhurried. The oath-metal pins catching the morning light. “They will continue to hold.”

Isolde studied me. “Three days.”

“Three days.”

“Then we have three days.” She turned to Halsen, who stood at the door in Stormwall grey with his arms folded and his weathered face unreadable. “Walk the eastern approach with me. I want every weak turn marked before breakfast.”

“Already assessed.” The recruiter’s voice was gravelled and professional, a man who had spent thirty years evaluating ground for war. “Your fords are good. Your mill race is better. The fire-script channels need extending to the eastern approach, and whoever built your rig placements at the northern road junction knows exactly what he’s doing.”

“That would be Brennan.”

“The red-haired one with the springs?”

“The red-haired one with the springs.”

“Good man.” Halsen unfolded his arms. “I’ll have my twenty integrated by sundown. Show me Dunn’s Force Shield position and tell me what you need my people to hold.”

The arming doubled its pace. Rosalie and Corra worked adjoining treatment rooms, opening seals, Thalia redirected the queue from her completed triage, Maeve metered stored charge into prepared throttles, and Octavia’s students carried their lessons straight into field work. By evening, reports from the ridge road confirmed the assault had moved from day sixteen to day eleven.

Seren Kade arrived with the Annex contingent later that eighth day: five Valebright students, each with a skill Octavia had requested by name. She brought bloodmoss cuttings from Rosalie’s infirmary garden wrapped in damp cloth, a letter from Corin that said the intake list was at thirty-seven names and growing, and a professional assessment of the journey south that included the phrase “uneventful and slightly boring, which is how I prefer my travel when there’s a war at the other end.”

She set up in the bakery’s back room within the hour and began preparing bandages and poultice materials with quiet, life-saving competence and no wasted movement.

“You’ll need more bloodmoss than what I brought,” she told Rosalie.

“I always need more bloodmoss.”

“Then show me where it grows here. I’ll start a cutting garden by tomorrow.”

Two healers worked in parallel, expanding the circle’s medical reach beyond Rosalie alone.

And on the ridge road to the north, visible from the hill above the channel head on clear mornings, a column of dust grew larger by the day: eight hundred regulars escorting four Frames in the first column, with two reinforcements scheduled behind them on a timetable that would not change.

On the ridge, the dust opened long enough for sunlight to strike the curved oath-metal of the first Frame wagon.


Chapter 10: What the Lattice Hid

On the ninth arming morning, the forge on Zaria became the largest single piece of surgery I had attempted, and the circle worked it together.

She sat at my mother’s anvil in the workshop behind the house with her collar opened and her cloud of black curls unpinned and falling around her shoulders. The borrowed shirt she wore was too large for her, the sleeves shoved up past her elbows, and in the lamplight of the early morning her deep brown skin had a warmth to it that made the workshop feel like a different room than the one I’d grown up sweeping.

Her dark eyes fixed on my face, unwavering. She was about to become something she had never been told she could be. Her fists twisted the borrowed skirt, but no words came. Fear usually came out of her in paragraphs. Two pens sat on the workbench behind her, removed from her curls instead of forgotten there as usual.

The workshop was full. The oath-metal beneath the boards glowed around a cold forge and a working anvil.

Rosalie mapped nine direct-generation anchors and would release them youngest to oldest. Thalia maintained a live structural read ahead of my fingers. Maeve carried three repair-equivalent sessions of banked forge-charge, all entered in Zaria’s ledger beside the direct Smith cases sacrificed to store them, and would feed only on my call. Octavia carried the founders’ articulation from the kitchen table. Amaya braced the workshop wards. Isolde watched the road. Brennan waited beside one charged mechanical disruption rig.

Breaking was deliberately excluded. Isolde’s facet could shatter a fresh seal, but this overlay’s newest layer was eleven years old and fused into living Clerk pathways. Brute Tempest force would damage the structure we were trying to preserve. Guarding the road kept the rest of us uninterrupted.

At Valebright, work on this scale would have killed me.

I took a breath. Rolled my shoulders. I felt the calluses on my palms and the small burn scars on my forearms, with years of forge operations stored in muscle and memory. The workshop hummed around us. Oath-metal answered the gathered resonance, and six points on my crest carried six distinct contributions toward the woman at the anvil.

This was the largest thing I’d ever attempted because the work demanded more delicacy than power. A seal could be cut like a cord. A throttle could be burned like rust. The bloodline overlay had grown through two centuries of living architecture, renewed at each awakening. The layers had to come away in sequence while the structure beneath remained untouched.

I thought of my mother. Of the patient, repetitive work she’d done three times a year on Mother Devrie. Maintenance. Care. Forge-craft nobody saw or praised, yet it kept a person alive for decades.

This was her kind of work. And I was doing it at her anvil.

“Ready?” I said to Zaria.

She nodded once, fists clenched in her skirt, and held my gaze.

“I’m here,” she said. Two words instead of two hundred.

I placed my palms beside her sternum. Activated Class Sight.

The bloodline overlay appeared before me: generations of accumulated Registry lattice, each renewal slightly different from the last. A living fossil record of institutional indifference. The colours carried a dull administrative grey, an endless stack of paperwork made structural. Isolde’s sabotage had cut sharp lines; Rosalie’s family seal had carried emotional resonance. This lattice carried procedure. Each layer bore the faint signature of another registrar and decade, all repeating an instruction they did not question.

Under it, enormous and patient, the founders’ structure waited. I could see its edges: gold-amber, warm, alive in a way the lattice was not. Waiting with a seed’s patience under stone.

I began.



The first layer came away like old wallpaper: the most recent renewal, eleven years old, applied at Zaria’s awakening. A routine layer placed by a routine registrar following a routine protocol. It peeled under my forge-resonance with minimal resistance, a thin membrane of suppressive energy dissolving into nothing the way condensation dissolves from glass when warm air touches it.

Zaria made a small sound. Almost a hiccup. The involuntary noise of a body releasing something it didn’t know it was holding.

“Eleven years,” she whispered. “My awakening. He didn’t make eye contact. He took ninety seconds.”

“Don’t talk yet. Breathe.”

“I’m breathing. I’m also remembering. Is that normal? To remember the moment it was placed when it comes off?”

“Sometimes. Breathe.”

The second layer belonged to her mother’s awakening, decades older and applied by another hand following the same protocol. Beneath that waited her grandmother’s, then her great-grandmother’s, successive generations renewed once at awakening as the standing instruction required.

Her own awakening layer hurt her most. Sight supplied the layer’s age, registrar-grade calibration, direction of pressure, and structural consequences: eleven years of the living crest growing sideways around an imposed ceiling. She gave me the lived moment the lattice could never contain.

Memory gave the damage a room and a face.

“I remember his cuffs,” she said through her teeth. “Ink at the left edge. He told me Third Grade was respectable work. My mother looked relieved because it meant the family pattern had continued. I was relieved too. I had an answer.” Her breath shook. “I built everything after that answer.”

The layer came away. The structure beneath expanded by less than the width of a thread, yet her whole body jolted at the new room.

Generations of girls had been given versions of that answer. The lattice recorded the different tools and dates, but their lives were absent from it. Zaria placed ink-stained cuffs and a relieved mother inside the cold structural evidence, followed by eleven years built around the registrar’s answer.

“Keep going,” she said.

I kept going.

Deeper. Zaria’s mother’s awakening carried the same institutional calibration in another registrar’s hand. Her grandmother’s awakening, older still, the overlay thinner in some places and thicker in others where the renewing hand had been less precise. Great-grandmother. A woman whose name had been filed in a ledger that no longer existed. Further still: layers without individual identity, compressed by time into strata, the way years of fallen leaves compress into soil.

Her grandmother’s awakening gave way to her great-grandmother’s, then generations whose names Zaria might not even know. Each stratum was slightly different. Repeated copying had degraded the protocol until its original precision was gone.

At the thirtieth minute, the layers stopped being individual.

They merged. The deeper strata were so old and so compressed that they had fused together: a century and a half of accumulated renewals becoming a single dense lattice, impossible to peel apart layer by layer.

“Rosalie,” I said. “The anchor threads.”

“I see them.” Her Woundbloom glow intensified, gold-green light flooding from her palms. She leaned forward, her palms hovering beside mine, and her Unbinding facet reached for the generational anchors that held the deep lattice in place.

The first anchor burned away. A thread of suppressive energy released, dissipating into the workshop air. Zaria’s body jolted.

“That was my grandmother’s,” Rosalie said softly. “Placed at her awakening. I can feel the registrar-grade calibration in it. Old work. Very precise.”

The second anchor. Third. Fourth. Each one releasing a generation’s limitation: you were always small. You were always clerks. This is what you are and all you will ever be. The lies dissolving into nothing as Rosalie burned them away.

Zaria wept in absolute stillness, her palms flat on her thighs and her eyes open and fixed on mine. Tears running down her deep brown cheeks and her jaw set and her breathing controlled.

“Stay with me,” I said.

“I’m here.” Barely audible. “I can feel them letting go. It’s like. Doors. Each one a door opening into a room I didn’t know was mine.”



At forty minutes my hands began to shake.

Fear had nothing to do with the tremor. My body was running past its designed capacity, a low-oil lantern beginning to flicker. My forearms ached with the deep fatigue that came after extended forge-work: the muscles responsible for precision failing before those responsible for strength, which was the wrong order for this kind of surgery. A nosebleed started, a thin warm trickle from my left nostril that I ignored because stopping to wipe it would break my concentration and breaking concentration at this depth would cost me twenty minutes of re-positioning.

Rosalie noticed. Her Woundbloom facet reached toward me through the bond, warm and firm.

“Stop,” she said.

I stopped. No argument.

Maeve kept the stored flow even while Thalia mapped the cleared layers and Rosalie pressed healer-warmth into my forearms. We waited until the tremor eased and my breathing settled, then Rosalie checked my fingertips from thumb to smallest finger.

“Continue,” she said.

I put my hands back into the work.

The amount of resonance required to work at this scale was beyond what I could generate in real time, and the lattice resisted through two centuries of accumulated inertia, dragging the protocol toward its familiar resting shape. Unattended by any living mind, the standing instruction still possessed inertia.

“Now,” I said.

Maeve’s copper-gold charge flooded into the bond, through me, into the work. One counted repair-equivalent of forge-charge, stored and released at my direction, and the surge carried me through the middle section where the overlay was thickest and the precision most demanding. Her Emberheart crest blazed across the room, visible even through closed eyelids, and I felt her through the bond: the strain of releasing that much stored energy at once, the grunt of effort she made, the small tightening of her body on the floor.

“Hold,” I told her. “Even flow.”

“I’m holding.” Through gritted teeth. “Don’t thank me. Work.”

I worked. The lattice peeled faster now, powered by Maeve’s stored fire while my depleted reserves rested. Century after century, the administrative burial of a founder’s line came apart under forge-resonance, stored fire, a Woundbloom Adept’s precision, and a Shadow Auditor’s continuous readings.

“Fifty percent cleared,” Thalia reported through a tightened jaw. “The founders’ structure is becoming visible. Amber-gold. Very bright.”

At fifty-three minutes, a feedback surge.

The overlay, half-removed, kicked back: the two-hundred-year-old instruction snapping toward its resting position. Physics alone drove it: the structure constrained for two centuries trying to return to its shape. The workshop filled with a buzz that rattled the tools on the wall. My mother’s catalyst vials vibrated on their shelf. The class stones clinked against each other.

Brennan fired his rig. The mechanical disruption pulse killed the resonance feedback for four seconds, a cone of nothing that broke the surge’s momentum. In that window I set three stability pins into the cleared area: forge-marks that pinned the removed sections open and prevented rollback.

“That’s my one charge,” Brennan said. “Anything else, it’s just a wrench.”

“That’s enough. The pins hold.”

Zaria gripped the edges of the workbench, white-knuckled on the wood. Her teeth were clenched and her eyes were still open and still fixed on my face. Stubborn. Refusing to look away. A bead of sweat ran along her temple and disappeared into the mass of her curls. The amber glow of the partially-revealed founders’ structure beneath the remaining lattice lit her from below, warm and alive, and I could see in the Sight what she could not feel yet: the true architecture of her class, waking up layer by layer as I removed the weight that had kept it sleeping.

Even half-buried, the founders’ structure shone amber beneath the grey lattice. Its first visible channels branched toward names, locations, and relationships, then disappeared again under the remaining pressure.

I wanted her to see it. She would. Soon.

The surge settled. The pins stayed seated. I pushed forward.

The next section was worse because the lattice stopped behaving like stacked layers and started behaving like a family habit.

The renewals had fused around three ordinary Clerk skills: indexing, perfect recall, and cross-reference. Those abilities were not foreign. Zaria had used them for six years and made them hers. If I stripped the overlay by force, I risked taking the useful pathways with it, not because the Registry had created them but because two centuries of suppression had trained the true class to express itself through those narrow channels.

“Thalia,” I said. “Read ahead. I need every point where the lattice and the living skill share a wall.”

Her Reading facet sharpened. Silver moved through her smoky eyes as she traced structures broader than a seam and finer than the categories she had sorted at the crossroads.

“Nine intersections,” she said. “Three shallow. Four braided. Two completely merged.”

“Completely?”

“At my resolution. Yours may separate them.”

My Sight found the first merged junction and almost failed. The grey lattice and amber founders’ structure had grown through each other at a scale smaller than the edge of a cut. I could not peel one from the other. I had to reassign the pathway: tell the useful Clerk skill it belonged to the woman, not to the overlay that had constrained it.

Octavia understood the problem from my silence.

“Do not erase the learned form,” she said from the kitchen table. Her articulation came low and exact, carrying through Teaching without touching the crest itself. “Name the function before you remove the imposed rank. Indexing belongs to the underlying preservation line. The overlay narrowed its use. It did not originate it.”

Zaria breathed out through her nose. “You are saying I get to keep the part of being a clerk I was good at.”

“You keep the skills you made yours,” I said. “I am removing ownership from the people who named the ceiling.”

Her fists relaxed against her skirt.

I worked the first shared junction loose. Grey pressure withdrew from the pathway while amber light remained. The skill widened immediately: indexing no longer limited to pages and cabinets, but reaching toward names, rooms, and relationships. Zaria gasped and began naming objects in the workshop under her breath. The expanded sense needed somewhere safe to land, and she chose the familiar inventory of the room.

“Hammer,” she whispered. “Six calibration files. Thirty-seven class stones. Rosalie at my left. Maeve seated behind. Brennan beside the wall.”

“Stay in the room,” Rosalie said.

“I am in the room. I know exactly who is in it.”

The second shared junction was perfect recall. I moved more slowly. Memory exceeded a crest’s biography, but its supporting channel was visible, and the overlay had pressed that channel into service as a storage drawer for the Concord. I separated the rank limitation from the ability without touching a single remembered fact.

Zaria cried harder when that one opened.

“Everything remains,” she said.

“As intended.”

“I was afraid the desk was holding the memories. That if you took the desk away, the six years would go with it, and then I would have escaped the guilt by losing the evidence.”

“The evidence is yours. So is what you do with it.”

She nodded once. Rosalie checked her pulse. Maeve released another measured thread of stored charge. Octavia repeated the stabilizing vowel until the junction settled.

The third was cross-reference, and the moment it widened, Zaria turned her face toward Amaya without opening her eyes.

“There is a route between us,” she said.

Amaya’s lantern brightened. “There was always meant to be.”

The two fully merged points required all of us. Thalia identified the outer boundaries. Rosalie unbound the suppressive anchors. Octavia sustained the learned Clerk function through articulation. Maeve supplied an even flow. Amaya locked the workshop wards so no released structure bled into the town’s roll before Zaria could choose it. Brennan watched the feedback gauge with one hand on a wrench and the other on the empty rig housing.

I cut neither point. I braided them back into the founders’ structure, turning the Registry’s narrow pathways into doorways for the larger class underneath.

At sixty-two minutes, the last merged junction settled. The amber architecture was visible across most of the crest now. Zaria had not lost a single useful skill. The Clerk remained inside the Namewarden as apprenticeship remains inside mastery: genuine skills widened into their complete purpose.



At sixty-eight minutes, the last thread.

Rosalie’s voice, strained but steady: “Final anchor. The deepest one. Approximately two hundred years old. It’s. Garrick, it’s enormous. It’s the original instruction.”

“Can you cut it?”

“It’s not like the others. The others were renewals. This one is the SOURCE. The first hand that ever placed this overlay on this line.” She paused. Her green eyes were very wide and her healer’s glow was flickering with strain. “It feels like a law. Like something that was meant to be permanent.”

“Every work of hands can be broken. Cut it.”

“On your call.”

I steadied my own hands. Looked at Zaria, whose tear-streaked face was set in an expression of absolute determination.

“Cut it.”

Rosalie cut it.

The overlay lifted.

It came away like a bandage lifted from skin that had healed unwitnessed. Generations of institutional pressure rose, and vast amber architecture surged into the space before Class Sight could mistake its patience for emptiness.



Zaria’s crest blazed deep amber, a warmth outside our familiar lanes. It resembled lamplight through old paper and carried the intimate force of a name spoken aloud. The structure beneath was vast and intricate and beautiful in a way that I had only seen once before: in Amaya’s Waywarden, at the First Forge, when I’d read her sixty-one-year-old oath.

Founders’ architecture. Purpose-built. Dormant beneath generations of filing dust and Registry lattice, and absolutely intact. Its threads remained sound and its connections whole. The founders built to last, and they had lasted.

I read it with awe I could not keep off my face. The Namewarden’s structure was like a library made of light: organized, categorized, cross-referenced. Elements rested in proper places, linked by connections deliberately made and maintained. A class designed to KEEP, the way Amaya’s was designed to GUARD: active maintenance, continuous awareness, a living archive.

Roll-Sight: the ability to perceive the true roll of a place. All names that belonged to it, including those taken and hidden. The perception reached beyond Class Sight’s visual forensics and read belonging itself. Knowing who was there and who was missing and who had been moved.

And Keeping: the ability to hold a name against erasure. A person whose name she held would leave a name-shaped absence where a blank would otherwise remain. Keeping preserved that absence, though it could not restore the person.

Clerk of Ledgers, Third Grade (Bloodline Overlay) → NAMEWARDEN New: Roll-Sight; Keeping Limit: She is the archive, not the hand. She cannot restore what was taken. Line: Founders’ warden, sibling to Waywarden.

The crest did not finish settling at once. Amber lines moved through the old Clerk pathways, testing each for width and connection. Indexing reached the catalyst shelf and sorted the vials by resonance and ignored their labels. Perfect recall joined the present room to all recorded versions of its contents. Cross-reference found Amaya’s lantern, my mother’s stones, Thalia’s notes, and the town beyond the walls, then kept every relationship distinct.

Zaria flinched toward the ledger by reflex.

“Don’t write yet,” Octavia said.

“There are too many entries.”

“Then narrow the field. One room. Eight people. One anvil.”

Zaria shut her eyes. Her breathing came fast. Rosalie moved in front of her and placed Zaria’s empty palms on her own thighs.

“Name the people in this room,” Rosalie said. “Start with who is here.”

Zaria named us in a slow circuit. Garrick. Rosalie. Thalia. Maeve. Octavia. Amaya. Brennan. Then herself last, and her voice broke on the final name because she had spent six years filing everyone except the person behind the pen.

“Again,” Amaya said in the founders’ cadence.

Zaria repeated the list. This time she put herself first.

The network stopped rushing at her. The amber lines slowed from a flood to a steady architecture. A class designed to hold a place’s complete roll also carried the ability to choose scale, or no warden could have remained sane. She found that limit by instinct and closed the outer rolls until only the workshop remained.

“Better,” she said.

Octavia did not let the triumph carry us into carelessness.

“Control before range,” she said. “A class designed to hold a kingdom’s names can still begin with one workshop. Brennan, step outside. Do not announce when. Zaria, keep your eyes closed and tell us when the room’s roll changes.”

Brennan set the dead rig housing on the bench and went out through the side door. The latch clicked.

Zaria’s fingers dug into her thighs. “Seven present. One adjacent, still belonging to the room through the paired-workshop mark. That is confusing.”

“Good,” Amaya said. “Confusion honestly named is better than certainty invented. Distinguish presence from belonging.”

Zaria pressed both palms harder against her thighs. The amber architecture narrowed around the workshop. “Seven present. Brennan belongs here but is not here. His tools remain, and the roll keeps trying to attach him to them.”

Brennan opened the door and leaned his head in. “I find this invasive on behalf of my tools.”

“Out,” Octavia said.

He vanished again.

Octavia ended the test after Brennan returned. Zaria had distinguished presence from belonging once under controlled conditions; pushing into objects, secrets, and the wider warden network while the crest still settled would turn triumph into overload.

“One room until tomorrow,” Octavia said, closing her notebook. “Then one house. Range comes after control.”

Amaya’s lantern leaned faintly toward Zaria’s amber crest, but she banked its light with her thumb. “The road has waited two centuries. It can manage another night.”

“What do you see?” Octavia asked.

“Belonging, entries, and relationships. Brennan belongs to the paired workshop even when he is standing here. Amaya belongs to the kept road and to this circle. Garrick belongs to Fenhollow even though he left. The place never removed him.” Her eyes opened, enormous and reflecting amber light. “And I belong here now because the roll accepted me when I crossed the boundary. It was waiting for me to notice.”

Brennan cleared his throat and pointed at the gauge. “All very moving. Also the feedback has stopped trying to kill us, which I consider a strong secondary outcome.”

Maeve laughed from the floor, exhausted enough that the sound came out as a breath. Octavia wrote down the control exercise immediately. By evening it would become the first Namewarden lesson in a curriculum with one student.

Zaria lowered her gaze to the amber light now breathing beneath her skin, where a crest she finally owned had replaced the inherited assignments written over her life. She could see what she WAS without the Registry’s story covering it.

She raised both palms slowly and pressed them against her chest, over the crest, feeling for her own heartbeat after a near-death experience, confirming that the thing still beating was real.

“Oh,” she said.

“What do you see?”

“Everyone.” Her rapid voice had shrunk to a frightened whisper. “Anyone who belongs here touches the roll. Their minds stay closed to me, but their names are loud enough that I can feel this place recognizing them.”

She opened her eyes. The amber glow reflected in her huge dark irises.

“The hidden people are here,” she continued in one frightened rush. “I can feel the false entries your mother moved into this roll decades ago, and the gaps left by everyone who was taken. Their thoughts and feelings stay private. What reaches me is simpler and worse: each name, each presence, and the certainty that this place still knows them.”

“How many?”

“Dozens of hidden entries and absences in this town. I can’t separate them cleanly yet. And I can feel threads leading outward: other rolls, other towns, the broken network.” Her voice broke. “The founders built this to keep names from disappearing, and it’s been broken for two hundred years. I processed removal notices as completed actions. Millbrook came through as a nameless blank field, and I indexed that emptiness when I should have opened a missing-name exception. The form had a place for that. I knew where it was.”



Zaria sat on the floor of my mother’s workshop. Her legs folded under her, her borrowed skirt pooled around her like a collapsed sail. Her loose curls fell around a tear-streaked face set in absolute focus. The amber glow of her restored Namewarden class steady and bright, casting warm light across the floor, across the oath-metal inlays that had been my mother’s secret.

She uncapped the pen she’d been carrying and opened the blank book Octavia had given her to the first page. Her shaking hand lowered the pen until its nib touched paper. Despite the tremor, the first deliberate stroke began to move.

And she spoke the names of Millbrook’s blanked.

Tomas. The boy of nineteen, formerly a Mender, who could once make a cracked plate whole enough that the crack disappeared. Who had said, after Noll took his class, that he did not have “anywhere to be sad from.” Who sat in a chair far back on the south road, beyond the kept road, the grey, Sundermoor, and all the miles between, with hands that remembered the shape of repair and a mind that did not remember why they should.

She said his name. Roll-Sight crossed the geography between here and there without revealing his body or location, then caught on his ENTRY: the shape of Tomas in the world’s roll. Amber closed carefully around that existing absence and anchored there.

Yara. The woman who had been a Seed-Singer, whose garden still grew because plants do not carry crests and cannot be unmade. Whose neighbours tended her rows because she no longer remembered that she had planted them, or why. Zaria said her name and amber fixed it in her Sight like a word written in light.

Kellam. The man whose Force-branch had been strong enough to hold a bridge for twenty minutes during a flood. Whose wife had told Rosalie that he still made lunch at noon but forgot why. Whose body went through the motions of a life his self no longer inhabited. Zaria said his name.

She spoke four more names, completing the seven people Noll had blanked in a village far back on the south road. I had read them in dispatches and Rosalie had wept over them, but Excision removed crest, socket, scar, and every surface my Sight might grip. Keeping reached by another route: the prior entries remained in the world’s roll, and Zaria could preserve the named shapes of what had been taken.

Zaria said their names. And her Roll-Sight found them.

They remained damaged and blank. Zaria could neither undo the Excision nor rebuild what had been taken.

She reached through the roll, found each pre-existing absence, then attached the name that belonged there. Keeping settled around Tomas, Yara, Kellam, and the other four without filling the holes. Their names entered the amber architecture and took root.

Rosalie dropped to her knees beside Zaria when she saw seven named absences burning in the air. The blanked were still owed restoration, but the world could no longer finish erasing them.



Zaria sobbed on the floor of a dead woman’s workshop with a pen trapped in her grip and names no official roll had preserved. Deep, tearing sobs that shook her whole body, her borrowed shirt dark with sweat from the restoration, her curls a wild halo around her tear-streaked face. Relief tore through her, sharper than grief or despair after months carrying Millbrook’s blanked in dispatches, reading their non-existence in cold bureaucratic language, and going home each evening knowing people existed as holes in the world she had helped make official. Now she knew the seven names still existed in the roll, protected against the final erasure that had once seemed complete.

Maeve, depleted against the wall after emptying her bank, put one freckled hand on Zaria’s knee. Rosalie wiped her eyes and kept her Woundbloom hands folded, refusing to turn grief into a condition she could treat. Brennan lowered his rig into his lap and stared at its spent gauge while Zaria sobbed as long as she needed.

After a time, Amaya crossed from the threshold. Knelt down beside Zaria on the workshop floor, her ink-black hair falling forward, her dark almond eyes level and patient and very old.

She put one pale hand over Zaria’s deep brown fingers around the pen. Steadied the pen while leaving it in Zaria’s grasp. The contrast between them was stark in the workshop light: Amaya’s porcelain, oath-metal pins at her temple, ageless composure honed across a lifetime of waiting for change; and Zaria’s deep brown warmth, the ink stains, the evidence of three days’ constant work in every line of her body.

She spoke a phrase in the founders’ cadence, outside the common tongue. The old vowels made the shell-coloured lantern bow toward Zaria’s amber crest as if the sound had weight.

Neither woman translated it. We knew better than to ask.

The workshop’s oath-metal hummed once, gently. Amber and shell-coloured light reached toward each other, touched for one breath, and withdrew before the newborn structures could lock. The old network recognized both women, then released the two restored lines before they entangled. Amaya banked her lantern before curiosity could become another strain on Zaria’s first hour.

Maeve wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and pretended she hadn’t. Brennan cleared his throat twice.

“You kept the road,” Zaria said, raw certainty reducing the sentence to four words.

“And you kept the record.” Amaya’s voice was calm and dry, her long watch’s loneliness compressed into four words. “We were never meant to do either alone. The network was built for four. We are two. That’s. Well.” The faintest fracture in the composure, there and gone. “That’s more than one. Which is what I’ve had.”



That evening, Zaria turned her restored Roll-Sight on Fenhollow.

The extra entries she’d strained to perceive through the overlay resolved until she recognized their maker. She gasped and set her teacup down with a sharp rattle of the saucer.

“Garrick.”

I looked up from Octavia’s school register.

Zaria’s face had gone still. Amber light filled the hollow of her throat as she followed lines neither Octavia nor I could see.

“The hidden entries,” she whispered. “They are written in Elyse’s hand.”


Chapter 11: What My Mother Kept

During the first half of that week, before the shadow-roll work brought all three women to the kitchen table, grief came in familiar objects, and I gave it room. Ten years had put scar tissue over the sharp loss itself. This pain was different: the grief of returning to a place that held her, in a body that could finally do what she’d done, surrounded by evidence of her brilliance that I could finally read as clearly as she once had.

I moved first to the tools I had cleaned every week from twelve to twenty-one while their purposes remained mysterious. They still hung in my mother’s preferred order, their handles polished by a grip slightly smaller than mine. The small calibration hammer: lighter than it looked, balanced for single-tap resonance work. The resonance probe: a slender rod of oath-metal with gradations etched along its length that I now understood were frequency calibrations. The filing set: six tools of descending fineness, each one designed for a different scale of crest-work. The oath-metal tongs: heavy, warm to the touch when I held them, recognizing a Smith’s touch after a decade of waiting.

I could use them now. I picked up the calibration hammer on the fourth morning. Its balance pulled the head naturally toward the exact angle my wrist had wanted for ten years, completing a sentence my body had never learned to speak. Sight showed thousands of low-force taps, repeated calibration bands, and Elyse’s distinctive pressure signature. The tool did not identify clients or emotions. The shadow roll and my memories supplied likely names: Devrie, the farmers, and the people who came to this workshop when they had nowhere else to go.

The next shelf held her catalyst dust in sealed vials. Tiny crystals shone in colours outside the normal spectrum: amber that was too warm, green pulsing at a frequency the eye could not name, and blue-violet that seemed to hold more darkness than crystal should. I’d kept them sealed for a decade, polishing the vials every week alongside the tools, never opening them because something in my twelve-year-old understanding had known they were precious even if I couldn’t say why. They still resonated when I held them now, faintly, each carrying a frequency that corresponded to a type of forge-work. Elyse had labelled them in her cipher: I could read the labels now, and each one was a technique she’d developed, a catalyst compound she’d invented, a piece of the craft that existed nowhere else in the kingdom.

Some compounds supported unfamiliar operations; others belonged to higher tiers whose purposes I could not yet identify. I returned the unopened vials to the shelf. My mother had prepared them to outlast her and wait for hands capable of understanding them.

At the kitchen table, the second journal’s margins brought her voice closer. Elyse had written notes in a dozen registers: formal cipher for the sensitive material, personal shorthand for the observations, and a third layer that was just her thinking on paper, in a messy hand that was nothing like her formal script. Octavia decoded the last of these with me, sitting in the kitchen at midnight with tea and the archive open and her glasses low on her nose, and some of them were notes on patients (“Devrie’s channel degrading faster this quarter, adjust timing”) and some of them were observations about the Concord (“Rusk transferred again, third posting, he’s being moved toward the capital”) and some of them were just thoughts about me.

Written when I was eight: “The boy watches me work and doesn’t ask questions. He’ll ask when he’s ready.”

Nine: “G. handled the calibration crystal today. Held it correctly without being shown. Hands know.”

Ten: “The boy reads everything twice. He’ll be ready someday. Not yet. The Sight hasn’t come. But the hands know.”

Eleven: “Still no Sight. His grandmother was twenty-two. There is time.”

Twelve, in the last margin she completed: “The Concord is moving. If the Sight comes after I am gone, he will need the journal and the tools and the floor he has been standing on without knowing. I have written everything I can write. The rest will have to be his to find.”

Someday had come to the room she prepared, and only her tools remained to meet it.

Octavia sat in Elyse’s kitchen, a student in her teacher’s house ten years too late. She had the third author’s archive open and her glasses off and her dark-gold hair loose around her shoulders, which was Octavia’s private, circle-facing self: the woman behind the professor, younger in the lamplight, more fragile in the absence of the composure she wore like armor.

“She was brilliant.” Octavia fixed her amber-brown eyes on the journal margins and Elyse’s handwriting. She kept the words below the kitchen walls, as though speaking louder might disturb something that still lived in the house. “She was careful. She was the best smith of her generation, working alone, in a town that didn’t know what she was, for twenty years. And I failed to save her, and I have spent a decade teaching class theory in the academy that killed her while pretending that the curriculum I wrote did not contain the seeds of everything she taught me.”

She paused. Her fingers wrapped around the empty teacup, holding it for warmth that wasn’t there. The pendant, Elyse’s class stone, caught the lamplight between her breasts.

Still studying the journal, she continued. “I could have left. After the sealing. After Caelira. I could have vanished. Gone to ground the way your mother did. Found a forge-town and done quiet work. But I stayed because the institution had my research, and the research was the only thing left of what Elyse and I built together, and if I left it behind then Elyse’s twenty years of work and the research we built together would simply disappear into a locked archive and nobody would ever read it again.”

She reached to adjust absent glasses and touched only her own face, exposing the habit after its armor had vanished.

“Being here is,” she said. Another pause. She picked up her teacup, found it empty, and set it down carefully. “This kitchen makes my obligation practical. The school needs her methods taught openly, the cold forge needs hands around it, and I need to stop treating ten years of survival as a substitute for continuing her work.”

Octavia turned the empty cup until its handle pointed toward the stove. “She used to correct my diagrams by rotating the page instead of moving around the table. Said bad architecture looked different upside down. I thought it was a teaching method. Years later I realized she simply hated getting out of a warm chair.”

A laugh escaped her, low and brief, then failed under the memory. She left the cup turned the wrong way.

“She wrote about you too,” I said. “In the second journal. The formal sections.”

“She documented me too.” Octavia’s voice was very quiet. “The compound evolution chapters. Two of three stages completed. The theoretical framework was mine. The forge-bond chapters were hers. The third section, on True Class Revelation, was written by a man named.” She stopped. “A man the Concord executed before he could complete his work.”

“The third author.”

“The third author. Whose archive is now in my hands because you opened a mountain.” She regarded me. “A decade brought me to this kitchen, Garrick. I intend to leave it with a school capable of surviving both of us.”

“Then teach them the parts she never got to teach you.”

Octavia’s attention returned to the margin where Elyse had written Hands know. Her thumb rested in the margin, leaving the words visible.

“She taught me how to recognize beautiful theory,” Octavia said. “She never had time to teach me how to hand it to frightened people without making them feel examined. Pellis learned that yesterday. Rosalie knew it before any of us. Your mother practiced it in this kitchen for twenty years.”

She took a clean sheet from the stack and wrote a new heading: How to Tell Someone Their Class Is Sound. Beneath it she listed no frequencies. The first line was: Give the good news before the architecture.

“That lesson goes first tomorrow,” she said.

The kitchen held us in lamplight, old paper, and the quiet hum of oath-metal. Octavia sat where my mother had sat, one hand around an empty cup and the other beside Elyse’s open journal.



Pip occupied the workshop bench during those early days and treated Brennan’s tools as a public resource.

He was nine years old. On the third day he occupied the bench inside the workshop door, swung his legs, and tracked Brennan assemble a rig until the inevitable question arrived. Dark-haired, dirt-kneed, with hands always slightly sticky from whatever he’d been investigating before he arrived. His mother worked at the mill and his father was one of the militia volunteers drilling in the north field, and nobody had told Pip to stay away from the wagon with the tools because nobody had thought to.

The question was: “Can I do that?”

Brennan’s answer was: “You can hand me the two-inch spring.”

By the fifth day, Pip had his own corner of the bench, his own set of discarded springs (all broken, all gifted), and a half-built something that had no name and no function but which he defended with the ferocity of a child guarding the first workshop corner treated as his own. He also had opinions about rivets, which he shared freely with anyone who would listen and several people who would not.

Brennan let him stay. Let him help. Let him break things and fix them wrong and break them again, with the patience earned from years of hearing his own class called “failed.” He understood what it meant to hear someone say, “Yes, you can be here.” More than that, he understood being nine years old in a town where something extraordinary was happening and being told he could be part of it instead of being told he was in the way.

Pip’s sticky fingers and nameless mechanism occupied one small corner of the bench. Brennan guarded that corner as carefully as any fortification.



For twenty years she repaired people the Registry would have taken an interest in, then hid their records in the system’s blind spots.

Zaria laid it out on the kitchen table through the ninth day: the full scope of Elyse Ward’s shadow roll, read through restored Namewarden sight and cross-referenced against the town rolls of every community within a hundred miles. Thalia provided the intelligence architecture. Octavia provided the historical context. And the three of them built a picture that was simultaneously a monument, a weapon, and a grief.

Forty-three names hidden in Fenhollow alone. Dozens more across three provinces, distributed in forge-towns and farming communities along routes that matched Elyse’s travel records. False entries, misfiled classifications, whole people tucked into the gaps of an archival system she understood as intimately as she understood the broken structures she had spent her life repairing.

Zaria demonstrated the distinction by tracing an entry Elyse had planted using ordinary records and Smith precision, though she had never possessed Roll-Sight herself. She had built false archival paths with ordinary records and Smith precision until the living names settled safely inside them.

“A Channel-Keeper reclassified as a labourer in a town called Greymere,” Zaria read from her ledger. The lamplight made the ink gleam on pages already dense with cross-referenced annotations. “Hidden under the entry for a man who died three years before the reclassification. No one would check a dead man’s file. The living person took his name in the roll, kept their own face, and vanished into a community of thirty where nobody asks questions because everyone has their own secrets.”

“A Mender in Willow Creek,” another entry, another town on the burn list, “filed as ‘awakening incomplete, no further assessment recommended.’ That classification doesn’t actually exist in the Registry’s formal system. Your mother invented it. She wrote it in the Registry’s own formatting with the Registry’s own terminology, and the code survived because it sounded exactly official enough that checking would require admitting you don’t know the complete classification codebook, which no registrar would do.”

Octavia leaned forward at this, her glasses catching the lamplight. “She used their own bureaucratic vanity against them.”

“She used everything against them.” Zaria turned a page. “A woman with a Storm-secondary in Fenhollow itself. Entered as ‘Ember-Tender, Grade One’ because the resonance frequency, deliberately adjusted during classification by a tool Elyse modified, matches the Ember-Tender band on a standard crystal. The woman has been living here for nineteen years with a Storm class she uses to help with the harvests. Nobody thinks it’s unusual because she was classified as an Ember-Tender and everyone believes their classification.”

Forty-three. And most of them were people whose repairs would have drawn the Concord’s attention: powerful classes, restored branches, healed damage that officially could not be healed. People who had been fixed by a Smith and hidden by the same Smith so that fixing them did not get them killed.

“She couldn’t protect them all by herself,” I said. “She lacked the time and reach to stand in three provinces at once, so she hid them inside the Registry’s blind spots.”

“Invisible people are still present,” Zaria said, an archivist insisting on the consequence. “Invisible people are still there. They live in their towns, use their classes, raise children, grow old, and do the work their classes were built for. Anyone looking for anomalies in the Registry’s records simply cannot find them.”

“The concealment lasted because nobody with Roll-Sight survived to audit it.”

“Two hundred years without the correct reader,” Zaria said. She set the pen down. Stared at the page. “Your mother understood archival systems better than many people who actually worked in one. She never had access to the Registry. She never had the tools, the training, the institutional authority. She had a forge, and a town, and the understanding that if you write a name in the right place with the right formatting, the system accepts it. Because systems don’t question inputs that look correct. They file them.”

I turned one of the class stones between my fingers at my mother’s kitchen table. Her decoded journal lay beside my elbow, its cipher notes matching entries in Zaria’s ledger. The stones I had dusted at fourteen were tokens: personal resonance samples from the people she’d hidden. Elyse kept them so she could find those people again, or so a later bearer of the Sight could verify that someone under a false entry in Greymere or Willow Creek was truly who she claimed. Thirty-seven stones on a shelf, the collection preserved people she’d saved, secrets she’d carried, and frequencies I could now read as clearly as names on a page.

I lifted a blue-green stone, smooth and the size of a robin’s egg. Through the Sight: a healthy Channel-Keeper frequency and Elyse’s precise repair signature. The stone gave me no age, sex, or biography. Zaria matched its resonance notation to a woman in Elyse’s roll. A woman who was probably still alive somewhere, still using her class, still believing she was simply good at a thing nobody had given her permission to be.

The blue-green stone sat among thirty-six others, each preserving one person’s resonance across twenty years of secret repairs. For a decade I had polished that crystalline key while the door it opened remained invisible.



“The burn list,” Thalia said that evening, spreading the Concord’s campaign schedule against Zaria’s shadow roll map. “Nine towns named for burning. Of those nine, seven overlap with concentrations of shadow-roll entries.”

“Fenhollow is first because it’s the last Smith’s home,” I said.

“Fenhollow is first because it’s the DENSEST node.” Thalia’s dark eyes were sharp. “Forty-three hidden names. The highest concentration in any single community. The Concord isn’t burning forge-towns at random. They’re burning the towns where your mother hid the most people.”

“They don’t have Roll-Sight,” Zaria said.

“They don’t need it. They have the Registry’s records, including the discrepancies. Any clerk good enough would notice the false entries over time.” She looked at Zaria. “You would have noticed.”

“I did notice.” Zaria’s voice was flat. “In two towns. I flagged the discrepancies in my quarterly audit. The audit results went to a senior clerk who filed them and did nothing. I assumed it was negligence. It was the Concord noting targets.”

Thalia moved seven black markers from the burn list onto Zaria’s map.

“Seven target towns contain people my mother repaired and hid,” I said. “Warn them before the column arrives and we gain allies with working classes, local trust, and twenty years of reasons to resist the Concord.”

“And when the burn list reaches them,” Thalia said, “they’ll know why.”

“If we reach them first.”

Thalia and Zaria examined each other. The professional recognition building since Zaria’s first interrogation at the First Forge had turned, over a long day of shared work, into something neither woman would call friendship and both would call productive. Thalia supplied intelligence contacts, decoded cipher channels, and the network of observers she’d maintained since nineteen. Zaria brought Roll-Sight, archival knowledge, and six years inside the Concord’s filing system. Together they could reach all towns on the burn list before the column did, warn the hidden people, and turn a scattered archive of rescued names into a coordinated network.

“We can reach them,” Zaria said.

“Prove it,” Thalia replied.

She chose Willow Creek, the farthest node and the one with the weakest surviving contact chain. Zaria pulled Elyse’s false classification entry, the current household roll, and three freight schedules from memory. Thalia rejected the main road because two Concord courier stations watched it. She offered a Veil route through a Mistral observer who trusted evidence more than people.

“Your observer can warn one person,” Zaria said, writing as fast as Thalia spoke. “The Mender is filed under a dead man’s Registry identity. If the message uses her living name, any intercepted copy exposes the substitution. If it uses the dead identity, she may assume the sender is Concord.”

Thalia tapped the class stone on the table. “Resonance notation. No name. She recognizes her own frequency.”

“A notation proves the sender has Elyse’s token, not that the sender is safe.”

“Then we include a flaw only the subject knows.”

Zaria shook her head. “We don’t know her memories.”

Thalia’s mouth flattened, pleased by the correction despite herself. She reached for Elyse’s journal and found the repair note attached to the token: three stability pins, the middle one deliberately offset to accommodate an old childhood fracture.

“We describe the offset,” she said. “Structural fact, not biography.”

Zaria tested the phrasing twice, then handed over a six-line message containing no names, locations, or promises. Thalia read it, struck one unnecessary adjective, and called for a raven.

The bird left before supper. Its route existed because Thalia had stolen a network; its message existed because Zaria knew how records betrayed the people inside them. They immediately began on Greymere.



By late afternoon on day nine, Perrin Bray came to the workshop.

He appeared at the door in the thin late-afternoon light, arms folded, leaning against the frame with his lifelong studied casualness, determined not to look as though he cared about anything. His broad shoulders filled the doorway. His working-man’s hands were tucked under his arms, invisible, protected.

I’d told him the truth at the taproom meeting: his Draft-Hand had been throttled at his awakening by a thirty-year-old standing procedure. Thalia’s triage had put him in Garrick’s column because the throttle was complex, layered over adaptive workarounds his class had built since awakening to compensate for the restriction. His body had spent his adult life finding ways around a limitation that should not have been there, and the workarounds had become load-bearing. Removing the throttle without understanding the compensations risked destabilizing the whole structure.

He claimed the chair at my mother’s anvil before I could offer it. Did not look at me. Stared at the wall where her tools hung, tools he’d seen a thousand times as a boy playing in this workshop when we were both twelve and neither of us understood what any of it was for.

“This is going to be uncomfortable,” I said.

“Get it done.”

Perrin refused every question about pain, duration, or the man he might be afterward. His attention stayed fixed on Elyse’s tools while his shoulders held the pressure of an adulthood spent believing he was small. Until the work proved otherwise, hope looked too much like another cruelty.

I placed my palms near his sternum. Activated Class Sight.

The throttle was dense. Accumulated restriction pressed each layer into the one below it until, at a quick reading, the whole structure resembled a natural ceiling. A Draft-hand’s normal limits. A man supposedly meant for nothing more.

I burned through it in twelve minutes of focused work. Layer by layer. The compensations unwound themselves as the restriction lifted: the body recognizing that the workarounds it had built were no longer needed, releasing them with a series of small adjustments that I tracked through the Sight and managed as they happened. His class surged to full capacity in stages, sparing him the violence of one sudden surge, which was gentler but still overwhelming for a man who had never felt his own class at full strength.

Perrin sat rigid in the chair, fists clenched, tears running down his face, his jaw set in a furious line that dared me to mention any of it. The veins in his forearms stood out. His knuckles were white on the armrests.

“You’re going to be angry,” I said.

“I’m already angry.”

“Good. It’s the correct response.”

“Is it.” His flat tone made the words an accusation. He dragged his wrist across the tears streaking his sun-darkened face, angry enough to scrape the skin. “Six years of being told my class was barely functional. Six years of watching the channels degrade and blaming myself for not being strong enough to maintain them. Six years of thinking I was the problem.”

“You weren’t the problem.”

“I KNOW that now.” He stood up. Flexed his fingers. And the workbench behind him, the heavy oak bench that Elyse had built to hold forge-equipment, lifted two inches off the floor. Hovered. Settled back while his hands stayed at his sides.

His eyes went wide. Then furious again.

He gripped the bench edge with newly restored strength. The oak rose another inch before he forced it down.

“Come to the north field at dawn. Isolde needs people who are angry.”

He gave one sharp bark of disbelief, then gripped the bench until the sound died. A copied standing instruction had shaped his adult failures and rolled onward without a second thought.

He planted both newly restored palms on the workbench. The oak creaked beneath them, lifted a finger’s width, and settled as his grip eased.

“The channels,” he said. “For ten years. The failing started four years before I awakened, and then I spent every season since awakening slowing it with half a hand while everyone said it was the soil or the weather.” His voice cracked. “A later registrar copied the wagon’s old standing error onto my awakening. My class was built to move the gates and sluices the Channel-Keepers maintain, and they throttled it until I could barely help.”

“You didn’t cause the decline. You fought it from the day you awakened.”

“With half a hand.”

“For six years. The original wagon never read you; its bad instruction did. You kept the system from failing sooner despite it. Your body knew what it was even when the copied classification said otherwise.”

He stared at me until his grip on the workbench eased. Then he turned toward the mill race, raised one hand, and tested the nearest sluice lever from across the workshop yard. The iron handle jumped three inches and slammed back.

Perrin looked at his open palm. His shoulders drew back, anger making room for a pride he did not yet trust enough to name.

“Dawn,” he said. “North field. If she wants that gate moved, she can teach me the call herself.”

He was there before Isolde. By afternoon his restored Draft-hand could move the mill-race sluice on command, and he tested each call twice before agreeing the defense could rely on him. At supper he put a second cup beside mine and let the gesture stand, the same truce we had used at eleven after fighting over a fishing hook.



That night I found Zaria asleep over the ledger at the kitchen table with a pen still in her hand.

A full day of the shadow roll. Thousands of names: Fenhollow’s, Elyse’s hidden, Millbrook’s blanked, the dead waystation family, her own line’s two centuries. All of it running through her restored Namewarden sight in a continuous river that she had not once put down since the restoration.

Her curls had escaped everything holding them. The pen was still in her right hand. The ledger page was half-finished, the handwriting degrading toward the bottom where sleep had taken her mid-word. She was still wearing the apron she’d put on that morning in the bakery, flour on one forearm, a smudge of ink on her cheek where she’d pushed her hair back.

I picked her up.

She was heavier than she looked: the generous full softness of her, the weight that her constant motion disguised, settling against my chest as I carried her from the kitchen to the cot in the workshop’s back room. Her deep brown skin was warm through the borrowed shirt, and her curls brushed against my jaw with the scent of bread and ink and the faint amber resonance of a restored warden class.

She woke halfway up the stairs.

Her dark eyes opened without focus, then found my face and the arms carrying her. Surprise loosened her grip before instinct tightened it again.

Ink-stained fingers knotted in the repaired shoulder seam of my coat. She pressed her face into my neck and said something very quietly into the fabric. The sentence blurred against my collar without a breath. “Don’t put me down yet. Please.”

I carried her the rest of the way and held her on the cot in the back room while lamplight crossed the doorway. Her fists remained knotted in my shirt as she listed tomorrow’s bread count, two missing household entries, and the salve Devrie needed.

Her breathing slowed. She fell asleep before finishing the third task. I moved the ledger out of reach and let her sleep.



Near midnight on the ninth day, the column’s dust still marked the northern horizon.

Then the pressure bell beside the muster board rang once.

Brennan checked the buried cord. No child had stepped on it. No militia runner had crossed the north marker. The brass flag rose and stayed raised while every watcher on the ridge insisted the road was empty.

A rumour reached us minutes later from the last farm: a man no one could look at, walking south alone, ahead of the column.

Noll had turned back toward Fenhollow.


Chapter 12: Named

Zaria was carrying thousands of names and she had not put any of them down.

She woke at four each morning and started working. She stopped working when someone physically took a pen out of her hand at midnight. Between those hours she organized the provisioning, maintained the muster board, ran the shadow-roll analysis with Thalia, fed people, learned names, mended things, tracked the countdown, and treated stretches of empty-handed stillness as problems to solve.

Fenhollow’s roll. Elyse’s shadow roll, forty-three names and growing as Zaria cross-referenced rolls from three provinces. Millbrook’s blanked, whose name-shaped absences she now held through Keeping. The dead waystation family. Her own line’s two centuries. A town of three hundred and eighty-five people whose sleeping arrangements and evacuation routes and meal schedules she tracked in a ledger that was never far from her hand. A column of eight hundred regulars whose movement she plotted against Thalia’s intelligence dispatches every evening. One day until Noll. One until the column. A man nobody could look at was walking ahead of the army.

She carried all of it and never complained. Her fingers supplied the only tell: they never stopped moving. Even asleep, she reached for pens.



The muster board was her invention and it was brilliant.

A live roll mounted on the bakery’s outer wall, weather-proofed under a sheet of glass that Brennan had sealed into a wooden frame: all souls in Fenhollow, listed by household, with their assigned shelter position, their horn-response point, who was responsible for their children, and which lane of Isolde’s defense they belonged to. Cross-referenced by class, by mobility, by medical need. Updated daily in Zaria’s small, precise hand.

Wat Tull surveyed it on the morning it went up and said: “That’s a lot of fussing for four hundred people who’ve been finding their own way home for thirty years.”

Isolde looked at it for about four seconds. Walked over to Zaria, who was adding Corra Arden’s three healers to the medical section. Stood behind her reading the full layout in silence.

Then she said: “This is a military intelligence instrument disguised as a church register.” She turned to the militia’s runner. “I need three copies. One at the mill race. One at the channel head. One in the bakery’s back room where the dressing station will go.”

“I can have them by evening.” Zaria kept writing.

“Morning.”

“Morning.” A nod. The pen moved to the next line.

Wat Tull watched with the stunned expression of a man learning that the woman reorganizing his town’s bread delivery was also running its war. He turned back to his smithy. The hammer started again. But he stopped asking whether the board was necessary.

By the third day the muster board had become the town’s nervous system. Isolde consulted it ahead of drills. Rosalie used it to track which households had been assessed for medical needs. Brennan noted rig placements. Even Mother Devrie sent a girl to check it each morning, and the girl came back reporting that Devrie’s name was listed under “non-mobile, first evacuation priority” with a shelter assignment at the bakery’s back room.

“That woman,” Devrie said to Rosalie, “has the memory of a filing cabinet and the heart of a baker.”

Devrie had measured her accurately on both counts.



Rosalie found me after breakfast on the tenth morning and closed the workshop door behind her.

“Amaya spoke to Zaria before dawn,” she said. “I came in near the end with tea and heard enough. They talked about the network, about how neither road nor archive was built to be kept alone.”

I waited.

Rosalie tucked a honey-brown wave behind her ear. “Amaya told her two keepers were more than one. Zaria laughed at ‘proper corker,’ then admitted she doesn’t know how to put the work down for eight hours.”

“What did Amaya say?”

Rosalie’s mouth warmed. “That teaching her was your job. I agree with the assignment.”

We found Amaya and Zaria on the bakery landing ten minutes later. Amaya stood at the rail with her lantern beside one hand. Zaria stood across from her with the provisioning slate tucked under one arm and three fresh sheets pinned beneath the other elbow.

“Eight hours is extravagant,” Zaria was saying. “The bread allotment changes at dawn, Thalia expects two western dispatches, the north-field shelter list still has six unconfirmed households, and if I sleep through the first oven cycle Bett will substitute judgment for measurement again.”

From below, Bett shouted, “My judgment has fed this valley thirty years.”

“Your judgment over-orders salt by eleven percent,” Zaria called back.

“Salt keeps.”

“Records also keep,” Amaya said.

Zaria studied her.

The older woman rested her palms on the rail. A grey strand at her temple caught the morning light, one small proof that time had begun moving for her again. “That is rather the point of making them. Work which disappears when your hand leaves it is not a record. It is a hostage.”

“People disappear when nobody keeps the record. I know that because I filed the disappearances.”

Her fast register broke through the quiet. The sheets under her elbow shifted as her grip tightened. Rosalie moved closer but left the last inch open.

I held out my hand. “Give me the provisioning slate.”

“You have three repairs before noon.”

“Thalia can hold the dispatches. Rosalie has the shelter households. Bett can ruin the salt in peace. Give me the slate.”

Zaria stared at my hand as if I had asked for a piece of her class. “If I stop tracking it, something gets missed. That is not anxiety. It is six years of evidence. The archive removed people in the gaps between one clerk putting a page down and another clerk picking it up. Gaps were where the machine ate.”

The archive had trained her body to treat empty hands as dangerous. There, letting go of a name had helped erase it.

“The inner archive trained you to fear every gap,” I said. “Here, the slate keeps working on the rail while you sleep. The names stay written, and six people stand ready to catch what slips.”

“Seven,” Rosalie corrected softly.

Zaria’s huge dark eyes flicked toward her.

Rosalie took the loose sheets from beneath Zaria’s elbow. Amaya took the provisioning slate. I took the pen Zaria had drawn from her curls on pure reflex.

Her arms hung empty at her sides. She looked frightened by them.

“One hour,” I said. “Start there.”

She lasted fourteen minutes before finding a sack of flour that had been stacked by grade instead of milling date. She had allowed a fourteen-minute gap without trying to fill it herself.

The next attempt became a handoff rather than a prohibition.

Zaria stood at the bakery table with six task cards arrayed before her. She had written them herself, which made the exercise feel less like confiscation and more like an operation she might permit to succeed.

Rosalie took the shelter households. “Six names, three mobility concerns, one pregnancy, and Devrie has already corrected your preferred cellar twice. I will report changes at supper.”

“The Mott baby reacts badly to duskroot smoke.”

“I know. You told me yesterday, and I wrote it on my medical slate.” Rosalie turned the slate so Zaria could see the entry. “His name remains visible when you leave the room.”

Thalia took the western dispatches and slid one decoded sample under the card. “I keep the cipher originals. You receive a summary at noon and the full set at dusk. If I die before dusk, the raven key opens the black tube.”

“Comforting.”

“Accuracy often is, once one develops taste.”

Isolde took the unconfirmed households. She named the two militia runners she would send and the exact minute each should return. Maeve accepted the oven counts under protest, declaring salt ratios beneath her dignity while copying Zaria’s figures perfectly. Octavia took the school register, then made Zaria identify which student would inherit it if both women were unavailable. Amaya claimed the gap itself.

“I shall sit in the room while you sleep,” she said. “If any name falls loose, the road will tell me where it lands.”

Zaria looked across six occupied hands and found every task still present. Nothing had vanished merely because it had left hers.

“Thirty minutes,” she said.

“One hour,” I said.

“Forty.”

“Accepted.”

She lay down fully clothed on the cot above the ovens. For the first nine minutes she recited remembered omissions at the ceiling. At ten, the list slowed. At fourteen, her right hand stopped searching for a pen. She slept for twenty-three minutes while other people made ordinary mistakes, corrected them, and kept the full roll intact.

When she woke, Rosalie reported the Mott baby stable, Isolde reported both households confirmed, and Maeve reported that Bett had ignored her salt correction out of principle.

From below, Bett shouted, “The bread is excellent.”

Zaria closed her eyes. “Forty minutes tomorrow.”

The gap had become a practice she could repeat.



Thalia and Zaria worked through the middle of the tenth day, and the warmth between them announced itself while both women denied it the courtesy of acknowledgment.

I came into the room above the bakery, which Zaria had commandeered as a joint operations center and which she had made into something else entirely in the ten days she’d occupied it. A cloth on the table. A banked fire in the small grate. Tea things organized on a shelf that had previously held nothing. The smell of bread and ink. Small things everywhere that belonged to other people: Brennan’s spare rig-spring on the hook by the door, Maeve’s scorched bracers on a peg, one of Rosalie’s herb-drying frames by the window. Zaria’s own presence was distributed through the room in the form of everyone else’s comfort.

Thalia sat at the table’s far end with her decoded dispatches spread before her, sharp black bob pinned clear of her face, smoky eyes racing across text. Thalia absorbed information the way others absorbed oxygen. Her posture was looser than I’d seen it in Fenhollow: legs crossed, boots off, one stockinged foot hooked behind the chair leg. The room was doing something to her that Thalia’s own quarters never did. It was lived-in. Comfortable. And Thalia was not, by nature, comfortable anywhere.

Zaria sat at the opposite end with her roll annotations, her pen moving, her curls pinned with both pens (as always) and a third one she’d forgotten about hooked behind one ear. She was annotating Elyse’s shadow-roll connections against the burn list’s geography while simultaneously eating bread she’d made that morning and maintaining a list of which militia sections needed meal delivery at their positions tomorrow.

Neither woman looked up when I entered.

A shared map of the burn list’s towns spread between them, now so densely annotated in two different hands that it looked like a collaborative manuscript. Thalia’s notations were spare and precise: coordinates, contacts, estimated loyalties. Zaria’s were dense and warm: names, household sizes, likely attitudes, the note “children present, approach with food” beside three entries.

I witnessed for a moment.

Thalia was withholding one piece of intelligence. I could tell because the map had a gap in the northwestern quadrant that did not match the density of her other notations. The gap was deliberate. A test.

Zaria noticed. I watched her notice: the faintest pause of her pen over the empty quadrant, her dark eyes flicking to Thalia’s face for exactly half a second, then returning to her work. She did not mention it. She simply annotated around the gap, filling in from the roll what Thalia’s sources had not provided, and the absence became visible as a presence: the shape of missing information, outlined by everything she could provide.

Forty minutes later, Thalia looked at the map. At the gap she’d left. At the ring of Zaria’s annotations around it.

“You saw it,” Thalia said.

“The Wellspring entry in the northwestern roll has no corresponding dispatch in your network.” Zaria’s pen did not stop. “Either your source is compromised in that region or you’re testing whether I’d ask about it.”

“And you chose not to ask.”

“If your source IS compromised, discussing it in the open risks alerting whoever compromised them. If you’re testing me, the test is more useful if I demonstrate awareness without requiring confirmation.” A pause. The faintest suggestion of humor in her voice. “Also, I find it professionally insulting that you thought I wouldn’t notice for longer than forty minutes.”

Thalia leaned back and exposed the corner of the uncensored source sheet beneath her elbow. “You’re keeping my record clean.”

“I’m keeping all records clean. That’s what I do.” Zaria finally looked up. Their eyes met across the table. “Also, your western source isn’t compromised. The delay is a timing issue. The dispatch will arrive tomorrow afternoon. I can tell from the pattern of your previous deliveries from that region.”

Thalia pushed the source sheet the rest of the way across. “How do you know my delivery patterns?”

“I organized your dispatch stack on the third day while you were asleep because the filing was catastrophic and your categorization system was inconsistent across three different ciphers.” Zaria returned to her annotations. “You’re welcome.”

Zaria drew the uncensored sheet into her half of the map and filled the northwestern gap in pointed silence. I left them to it.



By the tenth day, each useful detail had acquired a regular owner. Isolde’s blanket rested on the second chair, folded to the exact width of her shoulders because she reviewed militia reports there each evening and was too proud to ask for warmth. Blank paper waited on the bedside table for whoever arrived carrying work. People used the room constantly for reports, food, and the small comforts Zaria arranged. Visitors brought a meal, work, or news needing a place to land.

Bett Callow, whose bakery was beneath it and whose oven warmth rose through the floorboards, gave the town’s verdict in one exchange:

“She’s been here nine days,” Bett said to me late that afternoon, while I was collecting bread for the militia’s meal delivery. “She’s reorganized my flour storage twice. My bread output is up fifteen percent. She knows every regular customer by name, including their children’s names, including their children’s preferences. The woman is a force of nature disguised as a filing system, and I would fight the entire Concord to keep her.”

“I’m glad she’s settled in.”

“Settled in.” Bett gave the big belly-laugh thirty years of baking had put in him. He looked like a man delighted to have received an assistant he did not need to train. “Lad. She hasn’t settled in. She’s taken over. And I didn’t notice it happening until the bread was better.”



Late on the tenth afternoon I went to the room above the bakery.

The sky was heavy with approaching autumn and the first cold snap had settled over the valley two days prior, turning the channel-work’s surface to thin ice at dawn. Inside, the banked fire did its work. The room was warm.

Zaria was at the table. Hands full, as always: a mending in one hand, the ledger open under the other, a cup of tea cooling beside her elbow that she had not drunk because drinking required putting one of the other things down and she could not spare a hand. Her tightly curled hair was fully free, a dense black halo in the lamplight that made her face look smaller and her eyes look larger. The apron was still on, tied at the waist, flour from the morning dusting the front of it. Two pens in the curls. A third behind her ear.

She looked up. Saw me. The pen moved to its resting position. Her rapid annotation ended, and her voice dropped into something warm and deliberate.

“Sit,” she said. “There’s food.”

Food appeared on the table. It had been there already, covered and kept warm by the grate. She had timed it from the repair schedule posted downstairs and the sound of my boots on the bakery stair, not from Roll-Sight.

Bread. The good kind, from the morning’s second batch that she saved for people who worked late. Cheese, sliced thin and arranged in clerkly order: neatly, efficiently, with just enough aesthetic care to indicate that the arrangement was intentional. Something with herbs that she’d made that afternoon for the militia positions and kept a portion of, covered and warm.

She caught my wrist before I’d finished sitting. The transition from feeding to tending was seamless: checking for forge-burns the way Rosalie checked pulses, except Rosalie used her Woundbloom sense and Zaria used her fingertips. Her thumb traced the callused ridges of my palms. Finding the new blister from the morning’s session at the anvil, where a calibration had required sustained contact with forge-heated metal.

“You push too hard,” she said, turning my hand in the lamplight to examine the blister. Her thumb pressed beside it, gentle, professional. “This is a tool-contact burn. You held something hot for too long.”

“The Morley alignment. Complex case. Required sustained resonance contact.”

“For how long?”

“Fourteen minutes.”

“Fourteen.” She tutted. The sound was genuinely disapproving in a way that combined the authority of a head clerk with the warmth she used when feeding people. “You have gloves for that work. Your mother made them. I’ve seen them on the shelf.”

“They reduce sensitivity.”

“They reduce blisters.” She released my hand. Set food closer to me. Poured fresh tea from a pot she’d kept warm. Her movements stayed efficient, graceful, and unhurried. She delivered care with administrative precision.

I ate. She watched me eat with the satisfaction of confirming the food had reached its intended recipient, and then she returned to her mending and her ledger and her cooling tea, all three maintained simultaneously.

“One day until the column,” I said.

“Less until the other arrival,” she corrected. She did not look up. “Something worse than the column is walking ahead of it.”

“The pressure bell gave us the same warning.”

“You haven’t slept more than four hours since we arrived.” Her gaze stayed on the blister. She used the short tending register, but fear pulled her words tight. “You eat only when someone puts food in front of you. You repair until the Sight blurs and your hands shake, and then you plan, and then you repair again at dawn, and the schedule does not have a line in it that says ‘rest.’”

“The arithmetic.”

“The arithmetic is what it is.” Now she looked up, her dark gaze fixed on my face with an intensity that her constant motion usually masked. “But you are running at a pace that will break you before the column gets here. And I know this because I’ve been watching the schedule, and I’ve been watching you, and the two of them don’t fit.”

“Zaria.”

“I’m not done.” Her voice slowed into the deliberate cadence she used when presenting findings from a file compiled over ten days. “You have carried things since you were twelve years old. Your mother’s tools. Your mother’s forge. This town’s broken classes. Six women’s bonds. Three hundred and eighty-five people’s lives. And now a clock, and a column, and a man who walks through towns and leaves nothing behind him.”

She set down the mending and pen, then flattened her empty palms on either side of the ledger.

“The schedule is covered.” She touched the empty places beside the ledger where the task cards had been. “I practiced leaving it that way.”

She came around the table, removed the bread plate from my hand, and pulled both pens from her curls. They clicked beside the ledger. Her dark eyes held mine while she untied her apron.

The apron came off.

She stood in the lamplight with her borrowed shirt open at the throat, deep brown skin warmed by the fire and amber glowing beneath her collarbones. The shirt hung loose through the shoulders and pulled across the full curve of her hips. Her constant motion and practical layers usually pushed that generous body behind the work. Tonight her empty hands stayed at her sides.

“Tell me where to put these,” she said, lifting them. Fear crowded the words into a rush. “Tell me what to do so I cannot invent another task, and say my name until I stop hearing it as an entry.”

“Zaria.”

Her eyes closed. One hand twitched toward the discarded pen, then flattened against her thigh as she stepped into me and put my palm over the heavy curve of her hip.

“There,” she whispered. “Start there.”

I crossed to the table and lifted the cooling cup she had ignored. “Drink.”

She obeyed. Both palms curved around the cup because nothing else occupied them. She drank while I observed, three slow swallows, then held the empty cup against her soft belly.

“Put it down.”

The pottery clicked against the table. Her fingers started toward the rim to align it with the ledger, checked themselves, and returned to her sides.

“Again,” I said. “What do you want?”

She crossed the remaining distance, took my hand, and set it over the heavy curve the apron had concealed. Her soft body met mine from chest to thigh, abundant warmth in place of the papers she usually carried between herself and everyone else.

“Your full attention,” she said. “Praise I cannot turn into a performance review. And my name. I want it to mean me when you say it.”

My fingers sank into yielding flesh. She closed her eyes and leaned closer rather than explaining the choice again.

I stood up fully, took her wrist, and made the pace mine.

Her pulse was racing. The amber glow of her Namewarden crest pulsed with it, the rhythm of a heart that was carrying too much and had been carrying it too long.

“Zaria.”

Her fists clenched against her thighs. A visible shudder ran through her shoulders, chest, and the full curve of her hips.

“Sit down.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, hands in her lap, curls falling around her shoulders like a dark curtain. Her empty fingers twisted once in the sheet, then spread flat when I regarded them. The next order stopped her breathing altogether.

I went to my knees in front of her. Put my palms on her thighs. Felt their soft fullness through the borrowed skirt: thick, warm, her body heat immediate through fabric. A low, startled sound left her at the contact.

“This hour is yours,” I said.

“Oh god.”

“Lists, names, food, and mending all stop on my command.” I pushed the skirt up slowly, running my palms along the outside of her thighs, feeling the give of her: soft skin, generous weight, the thick fullness of her legs. “Nobody needs you. Nobody is waiting for you. The board is done. The ledger can wait.”

“I don’t.” The admission barely carried. “I don’t know how to.”

I pressed my thumbs into the soft inner surface of her thighs, just above the knee, and she trembled. “That’s why I’m telling you what happens next.”

I undressed her.

Layer by layer, unhurried. Heat reached my palms through the borrowed shirt before the first button opened. I worked each button free in a slow descent, hands steady and deliberate. Her breathing changed with each one: faster, shallower, her chest rising and falling as the fabric parted. The shirt fell open over her chest, her average soft bust visible, nipples darkening already, the Namewarden crest amber and steady between them.

I pushed the shirt off her shoulders. Ran my hands down her arms. Pulled the fabric away and set it aside, and she sat on the bed in her skirt and nothing else, and her arms came up to cover herself, reflex, the reflex of a woman accustomed to doing and unaccustomed to being looked at.

“Hands down,” I said.

She put them down. They fisted in the bedsheet. Her jaw was set and her eyes were fixed on mine and the flush climbing her throat was dark and warm against her skin.

I pulled the skirt off. The undergarments. Everything. Until she sat on the edge of the bed naked in the lamplight, curls cascading around her shoulders, and I could see all of her: the give of soft belly, the deep curve of her waist that was a deep, generous curve, and below it the heavy roundness of her hips, the broad give of her ass settling into the mattress, thick thighs that touched when her legs were together and gave softly when I pressed them apart.

Her naked skin warmed under the banked firelight, flushing darker across her throat and the tops of her breasts. Her loosened curls framed it all. The amber glow of her crest the only light besides the lamp.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

Her eyes went glassy. “Say my name.”

“Zaria.” I leaned forward and kissed her belly: the soft, giving surface of it, the warmth of her skin against my lips. She shivered. I carried the next repetition to the inside of her thigh, where the skin was softest and her breath broke, then pressed the name into the crease where hip met leg until she answered with a sound between a word and a moan.

I took my time because she had spent years rushing to meet everyone else’s needs. My palms moved over her belly, tracing its fullness and generous warmth. Down to her hips, where the heavy roundness filled my palms. Around to her ass, cupping the full cheeks, feeling the broad softness yield under my grip. My mouth following my hands: kissing across her belly, down the curve to her hip, along the inside of her thigh where patience and want gradually opened her to me.

Praise, constant, spoken against her skin between kisses. Simple. Direct. Forge-town plain.

“So soft.” Against her hip. My tongue tracing the crease where hip became thigh. “So warm.” My hands spreading her legs wider, feeling the heat between them. “You’ve been carrying everyone.” My mouth on her pussy, slow, the first broad stroke of my tongue from entrance to clit. “Put it down.”

A sob tangled with her moan. Her thighs fell open, her hips lifted against my mouth, and her fingers entered my hair. For once, she let the next moment arrive on its own terms.

I ate her slowly. Deliberately. Drew it out with patience learned across every bond since Valebright. I gave her time. No one hurried her, stopped her, or needed anything except that she remain still and feel.

Her thighs settled against my shoulders, thick and soft and heavy. I held them open with my palms on her hips, thumbs pressing into the crease where leg met pelvis, and I took my time. Broad licks. Slow circles on her clit. My tongue dipping inside her, tasting heat, feeling the clench of her muscles. Then back to her clit, steady, relentless, while she shook.

“Please,” she said. “Please. Tell me.”

“Stay with what you chose.”

“I’m trying. You’re making it. I can’t.”

“You can. Receive it.”

“Garrick.” Her fingers tightened in my hair. Her hips rolled against my mouth, the soft breadth of her pressing against my face. “I can’t stop. My head won’t.”

I spoke her name against her clit, letting its vibration become another stroke. She gasped. I repeated it once, then sucked gently and increased the pressure until her soft belly tightened and both thighs closed around my shoulders.

“Oh. Oh. Say it again. Please say it again.”

I pushed two fingers inside her while my tongue worked her clit. She was wet, soaked, the arousal pouring from her in response to receiving attention after years of giving it. I curled my fingers. Found the spot. Pressed.

She came.

Hard, clenching, her thighs slamming shut around my head and her hips lifting off the bed and a sound torn out of her that was nothing like the composed, organized, fast-talking woman I’d watched for nine days. Raw. Shaking. Her walls pulsed around my fingers and her clit throbbed under my tongue and I did not stop.

“Too much,” she whispered. “It’s. I can’t.”

“You can.” I kept going. Slower. Gentler. Carrying her through the aftershocks with steady attention. “You can take this. Let me manage it.”

A second peak built under the first’s echoes. Her Namewarden crest pulsed amber, but I needed no Sight to read the rest: her fingers had stopped reaching for work and her shoulders rested loose against the bed.

I climbed up her body. Her eyes were wet and dark and unfocused and she examined me the way people look at things they cannot quite believe are real. Her touch wandered over my chest, shoulders, and face with no diagnostic purpose. Each slow pass explored what she wanted and took the pleasure for herself.

“Tell me what to do,” she said. Her words returned in breathless fragments. “Please. Tell me. I need you to.”

“Lie back.”

She fell back. Curls spreading in a dense black halo against the white pillow. Her body open and waiting: the soft belly rising and falling with her breathing, the heavy hips angled up, her thick thighs parted. The amber crest pulsing between her breasts.

I stripped. Her eyes tracked me: my chest, the six resonance points in their double ring, my cock hard and ready, and she made a sound that was hungry and desperate and relieved all at once.

“I want.” She reached for me. “Please.”

“Hands up.” I pinned them above her head, one wrist in my grip, and her body went pliant beneath me. “Keep them there.”

“Yes.”

I entered her slowly. The heat was immediate and absolute: wet, tight, clenching. Her body enveloped me with the same warmth she brought to everything she touched, surrounding, encompassing, drawing in. She gasped, arched beneath me, her soft belly pressing up against mine, her thick thighs opening wider to take me deeper.

“More,” she breathed.

“No more words.” I thrust deeper. Felt her hips lift and her thick thighs loosen around me. The softness of her was everywhere: the give of her belly, the cushion of her breasts, the thick padding of her thighs against my hips. I buried myself completely and held there, feeling her pulse around me, feeling the bond open.

I gave her name against her ear with a deep, slow thrust, then again when her hips rose to meet me. “That’s all you need to hear. That’s all there is.”

Relief spilled down her cheeks as the room narrowed to one name and one bodily purpose: being HERE, carrying nothing, remembering nothing, and feeling whatever I chose to give her.

I fucked her slowly, sinking deep stroke by stroke while I said her name until the rolls of her hips and each clench around me answered to it. Her body opened around me by degrees, the initial tightness giving way to wet, welcoming heat. She had denied herself attention for nine days and was drowning in it now.

I withdrew and sat against the headboard, then lifted her into my lap facing me. Her heavy hips settled across my thighs, soft belly against my stomach, thick legs wrapping around my waist. The position closed all familiar avenues of work. She rested her full weight on me and received.

“Hands behind my neck.”

She obeyed. Empty hands. Her fingers linked above my shoulders while I supported her ass with both palms and lowered her slowly onto my cock.

Her mouth opened on a deep, startled moan. Enveloped by her warmth, I held her still until the first clenching eased. Then I took her weight and moved her myself: lifting the generous weight of her hips, drawing her down, setting an unhurried rhythm that kept our chests and bellies pressed together.

“Zaria.”

Her body tightened around me.

“Again,” she whispered.

I guided her through another slow descent. “You don’t hold anything right now. I hold you.”

Her forehead dropped to my shoulder. The constant motion that defined her vanished as I carried the rhythm for her. Amber spread from her Namewarden crest across the place where our chests touched, while her words dissolved into my name.

When her thighs began to tremble, I rolled us onto our sides without breaking the embrace. My chest stayed against hers, one arm beneath her neck and the other hooked under her heavy upper thigh. Her soft body surrounded mine from shoulder to calf. I moved inside her in long, close strokes, lips at her temple, giving her no distance in which responsibility could return.

I pressed a kiss beneath her ear.

“Garrick.” Barely audible. She caught my hand between her legs and pressed it harder against her clit. “Please. At the end. Say it.”

“I know what you need.”

I withdrew, kept one arm around her soft middle, and rolled her away from me. She followed the pressure with a trusting exhale, settling on her side with her back fitted to my chest. I lifted her upper thigh, lined myself with her again, and slid into her from behind.

Then I moved in long, deep strokes, my weight along her back, my mouth at her ear whispering her name with each thrust. My hand between her legs, circling her clit in time with the rhythm of my hips. Her body melted against me: tension releasing along her whole body, the shoulders dropping, the spine going liquid, the constant vibrating alertness that defined her finally, completely, gone.

She was still, and no private count measured the minutes until she could work again. Still and held and full and named.

“Close,” she said. “I’m. Garrick. Say it when I.”

I pressed my lips against her ear. Thrust deep. Held. My hand on her clit, firm, circling. Felt her begin to clench around me, felt the Namewarden crest blaze, felt the bond gather against the unlit seventh point.

“Zaria.” Plainly. At her ear. At the peak. While I finished inside her, the flood of heat, the release I’d been holding, given to her on her name. “Zaria. Zaria.”

Her climax rolled through the whole soft length of her in tightening waves. The Namewarden crest blazed amber-gold, and the forming bond struck my double ring and lit every existing point. Rosalie’s gold, Isolde’s silver-blue, Thalia’s dark shimmer, Octavia’s gold-white, Maeve’s copper, and Amaya’s shell-white answered around one place that remained dark.

Zaria’s resonance pressed into that unfinished space, warm and unmistakable, but did not close it. The dark point reflected in her wide eyes.

She lay against me while the aftershocks eased, completely still, her breathing slow and deep. I held her with my chest against her back and my arm around her soft middle and my face in her curls, which smelled of bread and ink.

“You said my name,” she murmured.

“I did.”

“I’m going to need you to keep doing that.”

“I will.”

Her gaze moved to the Fenhollow roll on the table.

The seventh point remained dark. Zaria looked from it to the Fenhollow roll and reached for the ledger. I brought it to the bed and put the pen into her empty hand.

Zaria opened the roll to the last page, where Corra Arden’s and Seren Kade’s names had been entered several days ago, beside Halsen’s. Then, still warm and shaking in my arms, she wrote her own name beneath them.

ZARIA.

In ink. In her hand. In a roll she kept. She entered the name she had once struck out of the capital’s archive to escape.

Amber-gold kindled in the seventh point as the ink dried. The whole circle answered through the bond, and the living sense of a roll settled into the lattice beside Amaya’s road. Zaria’s Namewarden crest synchronized with mine.

She set the pen down. Looked at me with those enormous dark eyes, and the amber crest on her sternum hummed with the seventh point’s steady light.

“Three things,” she murmured. “Tomorrow. The provisioning, the muster board, and the shadow roll.”

“Tomorrow,” I agreed, and moved the ledger out of reach.

She fell asleep with her hand flat on my chest before she could make a fourth item.


Chapter 13: The Hole in the Roll

Zaria went white in the middle of a sentence about flour.

We were in Bett Callow’s bakery, one day from the column’s arrival and deep into the provisioning schedule that kept the town fed while half of it spent daylight hours at the forge or the north field. The afternoon was ordinary in the way that the preparation days had become ordinary: the smell of bread from Bett’s ovens mixing with the autumn air that came through the propped-open door, the distant sound of Isolde’s militia drilling at the fords, and the steady rhythm of a town that knew what was coming and was choosing, day by day, to face it and refuse flight.

Zaria was at the counter with her ledger open, talking to Bett about grain stores in dense, precise bursts while carrying half the town’s conversations at once. Her tight curls were pinned up with two pens today, and flour dusted one deep brown forearm where she’d been helping Bett knead before the ledger work called her back. She was wearing the bakery apron over her borrowed shirt, the one she’d claimed on the second day in Fenhollow and never returned, and the full soft shape of her hips filled the fabric below the apron’s tie. She looked like she belonged here. Like the bakery had been missing a piece that was shaped like her, and now the piece was in place.

Rosalie was beside me checking the infirmary’s supply list against a requisition from Corra: bandages, thread, the herb preparations that a wartime dressing station consumed at a rate that peacetime calculations could not predict. Her honey-brown waves were pulled back with a strip of cloth, and her Woundbloom crest glowed a soft, steady gold-green beneath her loosened healer’s robe. The freckles across her collarbone caught the light from the doorway.

Isolde was at the door, arms crossed, blade at her hip, waiting for me to finish so we could walk the fords and check the positioning of Brennan’s rigs for the third time this week. Her silver-blonde braid was tight against her head, her ice-blue eyes scanning the crossroads outside with the automatic vigilance of a commander nine days into a post she could not switch off. The lightning scars on her left arm glowed faintly in the afternoon light: the dormant pulse of a Tempest Blade at rest.

Then Zaria stopped speaking.

Her pen froze mid-letter and cut through the paper. Amber drained from the crest at her throat while the unfinished line of ink widened beneath the nib.

“A name,” she said. “In the roll.”

“Whose?”

“A name-shaped hole,” she whispered. “It’s walking into the town’s boundary.”

Rosalie put her hand on the counter. Her Woundbloom crest flickered, then settled to nothing. “I can’t feel anything.”

“You wouldn’t.” Zaria was already backing away from the window. “There’s nothing to feel. That’s what it IS.”

I went outside.

The road from the north came down through a stand of birch trees before it crossed the old bridge. Late afternoon light slanted through the branches. A man was walking down it.

My eyes insisted the road was empty. My brain told me there was nothing worth looking at. My gaze slid away from the space between the birch trees the way water slides off polished stone, finding anything else to focus on: a bird, a fence post, the light through leaves.

I forced my Sight active. The golden luminescence flooded my vision and I held on that empty space with the physical effort of a man lifting a weight his body wanted to put down.

He was there. Walking. The same unhurried pace he’d had at the First Forge: a man who did not know what a hurry was because nothing ahead of him could stop him and nothing behind him was chasing him. Average height, unremarkable clothes, a face that did not collect attention because attention was a thing taken from him long ago.

Excisor Noll.

Amaya’s claimed ground did not register a trespass because there was no one to register.



He walked into the crossroads.

Nearby gazes slid past him. Wat Tull, at his smithy thirty paces away, looked up from the horseshoe he was drawing, looked through the crossroads as though it were empty, and went back to his hammer. The rhythm of his strikes did not change. A boy running past on some errand did not even alter his path, simply swerving on an instinct his mind could not explain, his body responding to something his mind could not identify. Three militia members at the corner, armed and alert and watching for exactly this kind of approach, saw nothing. Surveyed the crossroads. Saw nothing. Looked away.

Noll displaced air and cast a shadow while nearby minds discarded the evidence. Wat’s hammer kept falling. The running boy swerved around a man he never remembered seeing.

Recognition belonged only to people who already knew what occupied the gap, carried a class tuned to related absences, or shared enough of my bond to override the repulsion.

Isolde was at my side with her blade drawn before I could speak, her Tempest crest pulsing a warning blue along the scars of her left arm. She had not seen him, exactly, but her combat instincts had registered the wrongness: the missing input where a presence should be, her instincts reaching for a target and finding no target at all.

Maeve appeared from the north field at a run, her Emberheart crest banked and hot, hands crackling faint copper sparks. The heat-shimmer rising off her skin in the crisp autumn air, her amber eyes wide with the fear she’d admitted to honestly and the charge she’d learned to control despite it.

Amaya crossed the road from the boarding house with her lantern lit in full daylight, which was a statement. The shell-coloured light defined Noll’s boundary by illuminating everything around the hole. His absence remained untouched, but its outline became visible.

Noll stopped at the crossroads, his gaze resting on no one in particular. His posture lacked the small adjustments of tension or ease that made stillness human. His body simply maintained an upright position.

“Smith,” he said. The empty voice. Flat, procedural, undamaged by inflection. The same voice that had spoken at the First Forge, in the grey crossing, in the waystation darkness. A voice that had been made to be forgettable and succeeded perfectly. “I am not here for you.”

“I know why you’re here.”

“Then you know who I want to speak with.”

Her name remained absent from his request. It struck me that he could not say it. It had been taken from him the same way he took things from others, and the absence of it was the only thing about him that communicated need.

“She’s not obligated to see you.”

“I am aware of that.”

“If she says no, you leave.”

“I will not touch anything in this town while she looks.” He said it the way he said everything: a statement of fact, delivered in a flat, unthreatening register that offered no leverage and invited no negotiation. “That is what I have.”

Behind me, the bakery door opened. Zaria stepped out. She carried the Fenhollow roll against her chest like a shield, and her Namewarden crest blazed amber under her borrowed shirt. Her dark gaze fixed on the space where Noll stood, and she was the only person in town besides our circle who could see him without effort.

“I can see you,” she said, the words rushing out sharp with fear. “You have a name-shaped absence. I can hear the edge of one syllable inside it, the first sound of something that isn’t there anymore.”

Noll tilted his head. A bird-like motion that had no human recognition in it. “Yes.”

“I cannot give it back to you. My class keeps names. It doesn’t restore them. I’m the archive, not the hand.”

“That limit is understood.”

“Then what are you asking for?”

“Look.” The empty voice cracked, imperceptibly, on the word. The mechanism fractured, yet no emotion surfaced, the same crack I’d put in him at the First Forge when I’d given him three heartbeats of recognition. “You hold names against erasure. Determine whether enough remains to hold. If there is not, say so.”



Zaria refused the workshop before anyone could turn her decision into a vote.

“He came for my class,” she said at the bakery door, the Fenhollow roll tucked firmly under one arm. Her voice ran fast from fear, but the words landed cleanly. “He asked me to look. I can say yes without saying he is safe, forgiven, welcome, or anything except visible for twenty minutes. I am going to read him at the boundary stone where the whole crossroads can see my hands. Then he leaves when I close the book.”

Isolde’s blade remained drawn. “He touches you, I cut the arm off before the third heartbeat.”

“Good. Stand at my back, outside his reach.”

That stopped the room more effectively than a debate. Zaria had spent six years carrying orders issued by people who never stood near their consequences. She would not let us do the same thing to her now.

Isolde followed her to the muster board. “He removed seven people at Millbrook and walked into our camp because he wanted us to open a door. Want isn’t harmless in him.”

Zaria kept writing positions. “Neither is ignorance. If I can learn what remains, we gain a limit he cannot choose for us.”

Rosalie stood in the bakery doorway, arms locked across herself. “I touched Tomas after Noll finished. My class found less than a corpse. I cannot watch you put your Sight inside the person who did that.”

The pen paused. Zaria looked up. “Then don’t watch. Hold me from where you can stand.”

Rosalie’s refusal and relief crossed her face together. She nodded once.

Zaria reached across the bakery threshold and offered her wrist. Rosalie closed healer-warm fingers around it, learned the resting pulse, then released her before the touch could become an argument for staying nearby.

“If it changes by more than twenty beats, I pull you through the bond,” Rosalie said.

“If I tell you the rise is deliberate, you wait ten seconds. Roll-Sight accelerates under strain.”

“Five.”

“Eight.”

“Six, and Garrick moves at seven.”

Zaria entered the condition in the margin. “Accepted.”

Amaya planted the base of her lantern beside the boundary entry Zaria had written. “He entered ground I claimed and paid no trespass tax, and I dislike him on professional grounds before we reach the murders. If he moves beyond the board, the road will still fail to feel him. I will not.”

“We could kill the body,” Maeve said. Copper heat cracked from two fingertips before she banked it. “We know where he is now. Isolde cuts, I burn, Brennan drops every spring on him.”

Octavia turned from the window. “Caelira’s intelligence says Excisors are made to continue after injuries that would stop an ordinary class-user. An attack we cannot finish converts a negotiated distance into three heartbeats.”

“That was a scholar’s answer,” Maeve said. “Do you have a human one?”

Octavia touched Elyse’s pendant. “Yes. I want him dead. Wanting it does not improve our odds.”

Thalia had been studying Noll’s empty space through the glass. “The offer contains no hidden clause I can find. That is worse than finding one. He has stated a narrow exchange and may follow it exactly while still using the result for a purpose we cannot see.”

“The risk remains,” I said.

Every face turned toward me. The decision was mine only in the sense that I had to state what we would do after hearing them.

“Zaria reads him at the boundary. Isolde holds the marked distance. Brennan measures every movement. Amaya owns the ground even if the ground cannot feel him. The rest of us hold assigned ground and tell the truth about what we hate. If Zaria closes the book, the work ends.”

Copper sparks snapped from Maeve’s fingertips, then vanished into her bank as she closed both fists. Rosalie went inside to prepare a bond she could maintain from behind a wall. Isolde drew her blade and placed herself behind Zaria, one arm’s reach beyond Noll’s contact range.

Zaria crossed to the muster board while the others moved into the positions they had just disputed. In her small, firm hand, she wrote the operation into Fenhollow’s live roll: patient at north boundary, Namewarden seated at three paces, Tempest Blade behind, Smith at workshop threshold, Waywarden on the stone, mechanical alarms active.

“Brennan,” she said, “I need devices that report movement while leaving the mover unidentified.”

He was already running. He returned with three pressure boards, two bell cords, and a brass flag. None could perceive Noll as a person. Each could measure weight on timber.

We installed the first board beneath the crossroads bench and ran its cord through two eyelets to a handbell inside the workshop. Perrin crossed it; the bell rang. Maeve threw a stone onto the second; a brass flag snapped up above the bakery roof. The third failed because damp soil swallowed the board’s movement, so Brennan reset it on flat channel stones and made Isolde test it twice at a walk and once at a sprint.

The safeguards translated displacement into sound and colour, giving ordinary senses evidence his absence could not persuade them to ignore. A militia runner watched the empty board while Noll crossed it on command. The bell rang; the runner’s gaze slid away from the man and fixed on the moving cord instead.

“Something crossed,” he said.

“What?” Brennan asked.

The runner looked directly at Noll and lost the answer. “The board knows. I don’t.”

That became the protocol. Trust the brass flag, clear the marked ground, and leave identification to those able to hold him in view. Thin protection was still protection.

Rosalie stayed inside the bakery. She had tried standing within thirty paces of him and folded both arms across her chest when Woundbloom reached toward a wound with no body.

“I can’t be beside that absence,” she said. “But I can hold Zaria through the bond from here. If her pulse changes, I call it. If she falls, Garrick moves.”

Maeve took the roof with her bank so high it hazed the cold air. She admitted, without shame, that her body wanted to run whenever her eyes slid from Noll. Thalia positioned herself beside Zaria’s open page, auditing the entry while refusing to study the man. Octavia carried three questions and received permission for none of them yet.

Amaya walked into the crossroads with her lantern lit in full daylight. Shell-coloured light outlined Noll by illuminating everything he was not.

“I claimed Fenhollow as road,” she told him. “My wards failed to charge your step. Do not confuse failure with permission. You remain on that board, under her work, until she closes the roll.”

“Heard,” Noll said.

Zaria set a chair at the north boundary stone herself. The townspeople nearby could not hold their attention on the man opposite it, but they could see the chair, the bells, Isolde’s naked blade, Amaya’s lantern, and the Namewarden opening a book in public. The reading would happen under a town’s eyes, far from any closed workshop.

I met Zaria beside the chair. “You may fail.”

“I expect to.” She put the roll on her knees. “An honest limit belongs in the record too.”

By late afternoon, the safeguards had survived their final tests.

Zaria then walked the whole arrangement herself. She stepped onto each board, listened for the matching bell, checked the brass flags from the chair where she would sit, and made Brennan lengthen one cord because Isolde’s body blocked its signal line from the north angle.

“If I stop speaking?” Zaria asked.

“I move on your pulse change,” Isolde said.

“You cannot feel my pulse from three paces behind me.”

Isolde shifted her position, put two fingers against the inside of Zaria’s wrist, and tested whether she could draw her blade with the other hand. The motion was awkward once, clean the second time.

“Now I can.”

Zaria looked at the warrior’s fingers over her pulse, then at the empty chair. “Keep contact until I say otherwise. If his absence disrupts my Roll-Sight, physical evidence becomes the only record I trust.”

Thalia wrote the condition into the operation notes. Amaya marked a retreat line in lantern glow from the chair to the bakery. Maeve dropped a coil of ordinary rope beside it and said, without bravado, that if Zaria’s legs failed she would pull her clear before spending charge.

The reading remained Zaria’s choice. The rest of the circle gave that choice rails, measurements, and hands waiting at its edge.

I went out to the crossroads.

Noll was where I’d left him. The townsfolk had cleared the area without knowing why, their bodies avoiding him as instinctively as a missing stair.

“I am going to let her work,” I said. “She will read you and enter whatever shape the roll accepts. You will remain unrestored and unnamed, but held.”

“Yes.”

“And you will not touch anyone in this town while she does.”

“I gave that already.”

“I’m saying it to your face because I need to hear the words twice.”

He turned with his usual mechanical wrongness: too smooth, too economical, missing the unconscious micro-adjustments a living person always made. His eyes found mine, and holding them took the same physical effort as lifting a weight.

“I will not touch anyone in this town while she looks,” he said. “If I break that, you will know because the absence will change, and the attempt ends.”

“Fine.”

Octavia had followed her out. She stopped at the edge of the lantern’s light, dark-gold hair pinned in its severe twist and one hand closed around Elyse’s pendant. Her composure looked absolute. I knew her well enough to see the scholar behind it fastening onto the one question she should not ask.

“At what stage does the inner rite remove the source-name?” she said.

Noll answered at once. “Before the class. A candidate resists more efficiently while a name still organizes the pain. The source is subtracted over eleven hours. The candidate remains awake so the operators can identify remnants by response. Class excision is last. It takes three heartbeats.”

Octavia’s fingers tightened around the pendant until her knuckles paled.

“Thank you,” she said with perfect diction. She turned toward the workshop. The answer had ruined her evening before the evening began.

I looked back at Noll. “The hold stands. So does hers.”

“Yes.”

I turned to walk back.

“Smith.”

I stopped.

“The column has a thing in it that belongs to no one. Two of them. They come for me.” His voice was the same empty register, but the crack was there again: a fissure marking the space where emotion had been. “If they find me here, they will process me, and then they will stay, because the schedule says so.”

“The processors coming for you.”

“Yes.”

“You’re telling me this why?”

“Because she asked what I am here for, and the complete answer is: her, and also, to be somewhere when they come. I do not know which is the larger reason. I am not sure I have a hierarchy of reasons anymore.”

He turned back to the crossroads. Stood there.

I walked back to the workshop.



Zaria began the reading before sunset.

Isolde stood in her assigned position with one hand on her blade and her Tempest crest banked. Amaya occupied the boundary stone, lantern bright in full daylight. Thalia tracked the page. Maeve held the bakery roof. Rosalie stayed inside, physically unable to be near the absence without distress, and I felt Woundbloom’s warm gold-green flicker through the bond whenever Zaria’s pulse changed. Townsmen crossing the road gave the unexplained chair a wide berth; Noll’s steps on Brennan’s board rang the handbell in a measured sequence.

I watched from the workshop doorway with my Sight active, holding the labour of seeing him, ready to cross the distance if anything moved wrong. My palms on the doorframe. The forge beneath my feet humming its quiet note. My instincts kept returning one verdict: wrong. Every instinct trained by hundreds of class readings recoiling from the architecture of his absence.

The operation proceeded exactly as arranged.

Zaria sat on the bench at the crossroads with her roll open and her Namewarden crest blazing amber, and Noll stood three paces in front of her, and she read him. He maintained the exact asking distance established when he arrived. He held the asking distance carefully, using an old muscle memory of courtesy that predated his emptiness.

She sat there for nearly twenty minutes. Her pen moving. Her lips moving silently, forming sounds that were not words: the phonetic remnants of what she was perceiving. Her dark eyes held the space where Noll stood with particular intensity. Her class had been designed to see exactly this kind of thing, and Noll tested the limits of that design.

I could tell when it got bad. Her hand trembled on the pen. The amber glow of her crest flickered, stuttered, like a lamp with insufficient oil. She had passed the surface roll-entry and was trying to perceive the SHAPE of what had been removed, reconstructing a statue from stone already ground to sand.

At minute seventeen, her pen tore through the page. Amber collapsed at her throat, and Isolde’s scars ignited as Zaria stared at the space in front of her. Whatever she’d found left her unable to lift the nib.

Then she was done. She stood from the bench, closed the roll, and walked back to the workshop at a pace that was controlled and deliberate and slightly too fast. She did not look back at Noll. He did not follow.

What she found, she told us afterward in the kitchen, with tea cooling between her palms.

The shape of the hole was vast and irregular, the outline of something that had once been complex, once belonging to a full person with a full name and class. The absence had been sculpted, complex in its negative shape. The negative space proved that something specific had occupied it.

But proof remained outside the roll.

“I reached the source.” The cup shook between her fingers while her words stayed steady. “Or where the source should be. The rite erased the written name and un-entered him from the roll that would authorize me to keep it. I can perceive the edge of a sound because Garrick cracked the absence, but it isn’t his to give yet. It does not come from him as a chosen name. It is an echo caught in damage.”

“Can you write the echo?” Octavia asked.

“As a note, yes, but the roll will not accept it as a held entry. If I pretend otherwise, the roll rejects it.”

She showed us the page. Three attempts occupied one line. Ordinary ink on the first. Amber on the second, where her Namewarden craft had tried to take hold. A blank strip on the third, the letters lifted cleanly from the paper as soon as she finished them.

The roll had refused him.

Zaria tried one final control before accepting the result. She wrote Tomas of Millbrook on the line below. Amber took the name immediately because Tomas had existed in a roll she carried before Noll removed him. She crossed nothing out, closed the control line, and returned to the blank space above it.

“The class works,” she said. “The refusal is specific to him.”

Thalia examined the page with her hands clasped behind her back. “A forged substitute would create a false person in the roll and attach his hole to the wrong source.”

“Yes.”

“Then nobody gets clever,” Isolde said. “We wait until he can supply something real.”

“It’s like reading a footprint after the person has been removed from every road,” Zaria said. “I can describe its outline. I cannot enter the walker. The sound must come from him, or from a surviving source the network recognizes.”

Zaria left the rejected line blank and closed the roll.

When she told him, his response was procedural.

“Then the source remains absent,” he said.

“Yes.”

“You will continue looking?”

Zaria’s pen scored the page under her grip. “While you keep the hold and while I decide the work is mine. I will not invent a name to make you easier to bear.”

A pause long enough that I had to choose to keep seeing him through it.

“Accurate,” he said.

The empty man accepted the result and stayed at the edge of town. He stood at the crossroads or sat on the boundary stone, a man-shaped absence keeping to the circuit he had promised not to cross.

Three times before full dark, Maeve’s Emberheart charge pulsed without her willing it as she passed within thirty feet of him. The heat-shimmer on her skin flared copper-gold and then damped itself, as though her class reached outward and found nowhere to put the heat. She took the long way around after the third.

Twice, Brennan’s rigs registered physical displacement with no corresponding resonance or attention response. Once, one of Octavia’s students fainted at the well when Noll passed nearby, her body reacting to input her class could not identify.

Zaria’s page remained blank except for an unheld description of the hole. The town’s people kept their distance and reached nightfall unharmed.

At full dark, two things appeared on the ridge road.

The first was the column’s dust: eight hundred regulars, four Dousing Frames on wagons, engineers, a supply train, and a campaign made physical. Coming down the ridge road at a pace that would put the advance guard in the north field before dawn, with the main body one hard march behind. Their lanterns showed as a line of stars on the road, each one marking a man in Morrow’s formation, each one another body between the town and the road out.

Behind the column, a stripped slate-and-silver coat marked one lone walker on foot. She covered the terrain with an economical gait worn steady by weeks of travel. One shoulder sat lower than the other, and each planted step pulled the coat crooked over the damage Noll had left. Her right arm swung normally. The left stayed close to her ribs, guarding a crest that no longer knew how to carry its own weight.

A figure in a coat that had once been Examiner’s regalia: slate and silver, now road-worn and stripped of its fixed-star sigil.

Caelira.

Rosalie began rearranging three medicine bottles until their labels faced perfectly forward. Octavia lowered her teacup so carefully that porcelain made no sound against wood.

“Well,” Thalia said, leaning back. “The night before a war is traditionally when complicated people arrive at one’s door.”

“She’s selling,” I said.

“She’s always selling,” Thalia said. “The question is what she has and what she wants.”

Thalia watched the ruined Examiner approach. “What’s her price?”


Chapter 14: The Uncharged Gift

Caelira arrived at the taproom door before midnight, road-wrecked from crossing a province and held upright by sheer force of will.

Her coat, once slate-and-silver Examiner regalia, was road-stained and mended at the seams. The fixed-star sigil at her throat was gone, torn away, not unpinned. Her platinum-white hair, scraped into that severe knot I remembered from Valebright, had loosened to reveal grey at the temples that hadn’t been there a year ago. She was thinner. Her pale eyes were the same: flat, cataloguing, entirely unsentimental.

Caelira accepted the chair and spent no gratitude on it.

“I have intelligence to sell,” she said, settling into the taproom’s back corner as though it were a private office. Her movements were slower than I remembered: the old economy remained, now burdened by something new. Exhaustion, perhaps. Or the absence of the institutional weight that had always squared her shoulders. Her right fingers kept reaching for the absent fixed-star sigil, then flattened the coat seam instead. “My terms are simple. I will not negotiate them, and I will leave if they are declined.”

The circle filled the room around her. Isolde at the door, blade drawn, its point held perfectly still on the line between Caelira’s shoulders. Caelira had sealed Octavia, attacked Maeve and the circle, and embodied the same craft family used to sabotage Isolde. Rosalie by the window, as far from Caelira as the room allowed, her fingers interlaced and her Woundbloom crest quiet. The healer’s instinct was to help; the healer’s memory was of what this woman had done to Octavia. The two impulses warred silently on her face. Thalia at the bar, notebook already open, her smoky dark eyes evaluating Caelira’s posture, her clothing, her hands, the details a spy catalogued automatically. Maeve by the fireplace with her charge banked high, ready for anything, her small body coiled with the tension of recognizing the Examiner who had personally tried to seal her and later fought the circle at the great altar. Amaya in her chair, lantern beside her, watching with six decades of patience and the vigilance once demanded of a woman told to hold a road against anything that crossed it. Octavia at the table across from Caelira, her face composed and her teacup steady.

The teacup did not shake. I searched for the slightest tremor and found none. Ten years of being sealed by the woman across the table, and Octavia’s hand remained absolutely steady. Her composure was a conscious decision sustained by will, beyond mask or performance.

Zaria stood beside me with the roll open, her pen moving. Adding Caelira’s entry automatically: present, accounted for, transactional intent declared. The Namewarden’s instinct was reflex now.

“Speak,” I said.

“Marshal Sevrin Morrow.” Caelira’s voice was low, spare, unhurried. The courtesy I remembered, except thinner: worn down to its load-bearing elements. “His command structure runs through four captains. Captain Solmar handles the Frames. Tremin handles the regulars. Gren handles supply. Berrik handles intelligence.” She paused. “Berrik is the one to watch. He is not Morrow’s man. He answers to High Commander Artan Kells, who controls the burn teams and supplied the Frames.”

Thalia’s pen scratched.

“The Frames.” Caelira continued before anyone prompted her. “Six in total: four with the column, two coming by the ridge road, three days behind. Field radius approximately two hundred paces per Frame. Anchor time: roughly one hour on stable ground. During anchor they are inert: the field does not function, and the crew is exposed.”

Isolde pulled the valley map closer while Thalia circled the anchor time in her notes.

“The keystone,” I said.

“The keystone,” she confirmed. “An hour on stable ground while the field remains dormant and offers no protection. The same vulnerability applies to all six Frames.”

Thalia leaned forward. “And the contingency for a failed Excisor?”

Caelira’s flat eyes found Thalia’s smoky dark ones. A moment of mutual professional recognition. “Sweepers. Two. Deployed to process him once the Concord confirms the failure. I know their function. Their current route and arrival day are not included in these goods.”

“What are they?”

“Procedure with boots on.” No change in her tone. “Unnamed, unmarked, interchangeable. Their craft is designed to un-make an Excisor who has begun to remember. They carry binding tools calibrated specifically to the Excisor rite’s architecture.”

Zaria entered the Sweepers in the roll with two blank lines where names should have gone.

“Those are my goods,” Caelira said. “Morrow’s chain, his captains, the Frames’ engineering, the anchor weakness, and the Sweepers’ purpose.”

“Your price,” I said.

Her flat eyes settled on me. She let one extra heartbeat pass before naming her price, and in that delay I witnessed her recalculate the value of her last asset. Her right hand closed over the bare place at her throat where the fixed-star sigil had once hung.

“You try to repair me,” she said.



The argument occupied the taproom for two hours, with lamplight sliding across the floor and the smell of Bett Callow’s bread rising from the ovens below, because Bett did not stop baking for arguments any more than he stopped baking for wars. Isolde refused a chair and kept the doorway. Octavia sat opposite Caelira. Rosalie chose the far window, while Thalia and Zaria claimed opposite ends of the bar.

Octavia spoke first and spoke the least, which was the measure of what it cost her. She sat at the table with her fingers around her teacup, the amber liquid catching the firelight, and her attention fixed on a point between the teacup and the table. She chose her words from a very large and painful catalogue.

“This woman sealed my class for ten years.” Octavia kept each word even by conscious effort, sustained pressure over a wound. “She entered my office three days after my teacher died, restrained me, and locked me inside myself. I have lived a decade as less than I am because of her hands. I woke sealed each morning and thought about the woman who had done it.”

Octavia rotated the cup until its handle aligned with the table’s edge.

“I have imagined what I would say to her. What I would do. What it would feel like to watch someone take FROM her the way she took from me.” Octavia lifted the teacup. Sipped. Set it down. The controlled movement made its own statement. “And I will not be the reason you turn her away. If the forge works by force, it isn’t forging. If it works by merit, we have no right to choose whose merit matters. I will not be the measure of who deserves repair. That is the Registry’s logic, and I will not adopt it regardless of how satisfying it would feel tonight.”

Octavia kept her attention on the room and away from Caelira. The words belonged to the people making the choice.

Rosalie fixed her green eyes on mine. “My oath covers damage. Deserving never enters the diagnosis.”

Isolde’s pragmatism said no. She was standing at the door with her blade still drawn, the lightning scars along her forearm brightening each time Caelira shifted in the chair. “A repaired Examiner is a weapon someone else will eventually hold. We don’t know what her class becomes after the seal opens. We don’t control where she goes with it. And the last time we let a Concord operative into our circle’s space, it was Noll, and Noll is standing at our crossroads right now.”

“She will not become an Examiner again,” I said. “What Noll did to her isn’t a seal. It’s rags. The Examiner craft is gone, permanently. There’s nothing to restore to.”

“Then what are you restoring?”

“I don’t know until I look. But whatever she sealed at nineteen has been under the Examiner work for thirty years and is still intact. It predates everything she did as an operative.”

Thalia turned the question into recoverable costs: my time, one forge session, a known risk inside a guarded room, and intelligence already verified against three sources. She tapped the final line with her pen. “A failed repair changes nothing for her. A successful one leaves us with a debtor who values exact accounts. I favour the attempt.”

Rosalie called the tally mercenary. Thalia accepted the word.

Amaya rested one hand on the shell-coloured lantern. “She crossed my road. I keep what crosses until it chooses the next road.”

Maeve banked a spark against her palm and said, “Open what survived. Her file can describe the damage and still remain irrelevant to her eligibility.”

Zaria argued for it hardest.

She stood at the table with her roll laid open across one forearm and her dark eyes fixed on Caelira with an intensity rooted in structural principle, not sympathy. Once she started, each clause pressed close behind the one before it.

“I have a file,” Zaria said. “For six years I categorized the removal operation’s un-personings and helped the machine function. I did not hold the tools Caelira held, and I will not pretend filing a crime is the same as committing it by hand. But guilt still sits in my record. The man in this room who fixes people studied my crest and did not use that guilt as an eligibility test. He asked whether the damage was real and whether restoration was possible. If he starts deciding whose file disqualifies them from repair, then he is just a better-tempered version of what we are fighting, and I will not be party to that.”

Zaria pressed her pen into the ledger until it embossed the next page.

I looked at Caelira. “You heard all of that.”

“Yes.”

“Do you have anything to say to Octavia?”

Caelira’s gaze moved to the woman across the table. Pale grey meeting amber-brown. The room waited for an apology. I knew better than to expect one, and Octavia knew her well enough not to want a counterfeit.

“I sealed you because I was ordered to preserve an operation,” Caelira said. “I believed the order necessary. For ten years I protected that belief from every fact that might reopen my prior acts. Call it the mechanism. Remorse would claim more than I am offering.”

Octavia’s fingers tightened once around the teacup.

“And now?” she asked.

“Now the operation has marked me for disposal, and necessity has proved less permanent than the people who invoked it claimed.” Caelira did not lower her eyes. “That changes my estimate of the Concord. It does not reverse what I did to you.”

Octavia wrote the sentence on a scrap of lesson paper and folded it into her sleeve. She would keep the mechanism as evidence; comfort remained absent.

Rosalie crossed her arms. “If Garrick finds something he can open, the forge still requires willing resonance. You cannot sit at the anvil planning to resist throughout because resistance feels safer than trust.”

“I understand the structure of willing resonance.”

“You know how to counterfeit willingness,” Rosalie said, her healer’s voice stripped of comfort. “The forge needs the real thing.”

Caelira took a measured pause before answering. “Then test it. If the forge rejects me, your question answers itself.”

“No,” I said. “I decide whether to put my palms on your crest. If you resist after that, I stop.”

Her flat eyes returned to me.

I had repaired people who hated me, people who feared me, and people who had spent years serving the system that damaged them. None had sat at my mother’s anvil after ending fourteen Smiths and sealing the woman standing six feet away. The practical risk mattered. So did the rule at the craft’s foundation.

“If I find only excision, I stop,” I said. “I cannot restore absence, and I won’t pretend strain is progress. If I find an intact structure, I tell you what it is before I touch it. You choose with the truth in front of you. If you withdraw willingness at any point, the work ends.”

“Accepted.”

“And afterward,” Isolde said, “you leave Fenhollow before dawn. Whatever comes up under that seal does not buy you a bed, a place in this circle, or forgiveness.”

Caelira regarded the blade point at the edge of her vision and kept her head still. “I requested none of those goods.”

Octavia set down her cup. “Then there is one thing left. I want to observe the entire operation. I want to see whether the hands that caged me knew how to open themselves.”

“Observe,” Caelira said.

“Fine,” Isolde said. “But I’m in the room with a blade.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said.



The forge on Caelira began with architecture that ended in torn, blind channels wherever the Examiner craft had once connected.

She sat at my mother’s anvil straight-backed, composed, and unhurried. Her road-stained coat lay folded on the bench beside her, corners aligned even while the rest of her life came apart. Her undone shirt exposed the pale skin of her sternum. The flickering remnant of her crest visible even without Sight: guttering, irregular, the rags of what Noll had torn. A candle flame in a high wind, struggling to stay lit and failing by increments.

Fear never reached her expression, even while she sold intelligence to buy her own survival. But she kept her fingers laced in her lap with a stillness that was effortful, and her flat pale eyes tracked each movement as my palms neared the only intact structure she had left.

The circle surrounded us in their positions: Rosalie ready to heal if the work went wrong, her gold-green crest glowing with steady readiness. Octavia observed through a decade of sealed-crest study, watching self-inflicted architecture open under the craft that had freed her. Isolde at the door, blade drawn, keeping her promise. Maeve at the window, her bank ready to feed if I needed it. Thalia taking notes. Amaya watching from her chair, serene and patient. Zaria at the table with the roll open, recording.

I placed my palms on her sternum and opened Class Sight.

The golden luminescence flooded my vision, and what I saw was devastation.

Excision had torn out the Examiner class. No seal, throttle, or overlay remained. The architecture that had made her a sealing specialist was simply absent: torn edges, blank spaces, the raggedness of a structure ripped apart, never cleanly cut. Where Noll’s technique on a living person was surgical, clean, three heartbeats of held contact that removed everything precisely, his work on Caelira had been interrupted. I had cracked him mid-process at the First Forge. The interrupted work left a ragged excision but a partial one: some architecture removed completely, some torn at the edges, some left hanging in fragments that served no purpose and connected to nothing.

I could not restore it because there was nothing to restore from. The pattern was absent rather than hidden, locked, or suppressed. Trying to repair an excised class was like trying to rebuild a house from its absence: you needed at least a foundation, a corner, a memory in the stone of what had stood there. Noll left no foundations.

Deeper than the rags, I found the older structure I had seen when I first encountered her crest at Valebright: the deliberate architecture of self-inflicted sealing. A scar she had given herself at nineteen, when she had been a different kind of person with a different ambition, and had chosen to kill that ambition to survive the Concord’s ladder.

That seal was intact. Old, calcified, swallowed by decades of Examiner work like a fence post inside a tree. Dead fragments of that craft covered it like storm debris. But the seal itself was structurally sound: clean work, maintained by her own will for thirty years. A woman who had set her own lock cleanly, maintained it for thirty years, and later turned that practiced control against others.

A living structure pressed gently against the seal that had confined it since she was nineteen.

“There’s a self-seal,” I said. “Old. You put it there.”

“I remember setting every layer in sequence.”

“I can open it. The branching class you chose at nineteen and gave away survived the Examiner ruins.”

“I know that too.” Her flat eyes were steady on mine. Warmth and gratitude never entered them, but she was present in a way she had not been before: focused, while her fingers pressed hard into her knees as the buried choice approached the surface. “I sealed it because the Concord would have noticed it. Would have used it. Would have made me into something worse than what I became by choosing.”

“Do you want it back?”

She was silent for a long moment. Answers normally came immediately from Caelira, each with a price and a ledger entry already balanced. The delay was a tell because immediacy was her habit.

“Yes,” she said.

I opened it.

The self-seal cracked like old ice. Thirty years of deliberate suppression, maintained by her own will, held by the same discipline she’d used to seal others. As it lifted, clean branching loops unfolded into the cleared space, receiving and redirecting resonance in a pattern absent from healing, combat, shadow work, and forge craft. I had never seen its class architecture before.

It settled into her crest. The flickering stopped. The rags of the Examiner class fell away like dead skin, and what remained was steady, bright, and private.

Caelira covered the new crest with both palms. The road dirt dried on her folded coat while she counted its pulse in silence. I left its name with her.

Before dawn, her road-stained coat was gone from the bench.

Before leaving, she set a second piece of intelligence on the taproom table, uncharged and deniable under oath: a schedule in her spare script, giving the Sweepers’ route and arrival date down to the day.



Octavia was in her schoolroom in the last dark hour before dawn.

The grain office that Bett Callow had given over, its crates of flour moved to the corner, now held forty-one names on a register, a set of chalked slates, two rows of benches, and a woman who had spent a decade being less than she was, choosing, tonight, to be more.

I found her there. Glasses off, set on the register. Dark-gold hair down from its twist, heavy waves falling past her shoulders. The pendant, Elyse’s class stone, resting in the valley between her breasts, catching lamplight. The register in her hand, forty-one names in her careful script.

She held the forty-second line empty when I came through the door.

“Corra Arden.” Octavia kept her gaze on the empty line. “Rosalie opened her several days ago. The three healers she brought are already working in Fenhollow, and after dawn Corra rides for additional medicine and volunteers.” The pen hovered a hair above the blank line. “Forty-two. The next student, when I am ready to enter her.”

“I noticed the number.”

“Of course you did.” She set the register down. Regarded me over the tops of glasses she wasn’t wearing, a habit so ingrained that the absence of the frames did not change the expression. “Come in. Close the door.”

I closed the door.

“I chose this room tonight,” she said. “I watched you repair Caelira, then came here instead of feeding the vendetta I’ve carried for a decade. I need to say that aloud or tomorrow I will pretend the choice cost me nothing. Choosing the room does not settle what happened between us, Garrick. I may wake furious with you, and I will teach anyway.”

“You don’t have to explain.”

“I do.” She stood. Moved around the table, trailing her fingers across the chalked slates. The curriculum she’d built in nine days: class theory, forge articulation, basic resonance management. Plans for curriculum, field practice, and the next lesson poured out after a decade of denial. “I have spent ten years owning a vendetta. Tonight I watched you hand my jailer something, and I felt relief. Repairing even her proves this school exists to teach the craft to forty-two living students, not to sharpen my grievance against the people who broke us. Tomorrow those students learn another articulation, and Corra’s name enters the register.”

She stopped in front of me. Her unfiltered amber eyes held open warmth. The pendant catching light at the neckline of her robes. The heavy curves of her organized under dark fabric, and the lamplight finding the edges.

She touched the blank line in the register. “A curriculum. An independent Class Studies school the purge was supposed to make impossible. I spent a decade choosing silence. Tonight I choose a voice these walls can carry.”

Her fingers reached the top button of her robe.

“Octavia.”

“Tell me what I already know.” Her voice dropped half a register, the controlled diction fracturing just enough to hear the hunger underneath. “Tell me this school has a name.”

“You haven’t named it.”

“I have. I’ve known what it’s called since the first day I set foot in this building. I have simply been too afraid to say it because once I do.” The button opened. “It becomes real.”

I crossed the distance. Took her chin. Her gaze locked on mine, and the composure that had governed this woman’s every breath for ten years flickered.

“Say it,” I told her.

“Not yet.” Her lips parted. The precision of her diction, the resonance-articulation training that made every syllable an instrument, turned the two words into something that landed on my skin. “Not yet. I need. First.”

She went to her knees.

She lowered herself by choice, with the deliberation she brought to everything: lowering herself between her own desk and the bench where her students sat, heavy curves settling, heavy waves falling around her face, and her eyes never leaving mine. The pendant swung forward as she descended, Elyse’s class stone catching lamplight in the valley between her breasts, and the visual of it, Elyse’s class stone swinging between the heavy curves her loosened robes had contained as she knelt in her own classroom, sent my blood running hot.

“I have been articulating curriculum for nine days,” she said, her fingers working my belt with hands that trembled very slightly. “Words measured. Syllables placed. Consonants set precisely where they belonged.” The belt came free. Her fingers found the next fastenings. “I need to put my mouth somewhere I should not, and I need to hear myself while I do it, and I need you to tell me when I’m measuring instead of feeling.”

“Then stop measuring.”

“Make me.” She looked up. Amber eyes held me from below through the fall of her loosened hair, which softened everything except her intent. “I intend to be very thorough.”

My cock was hard before she freed it. Her diction dropped out entirely as her gaze fixed on me with the consuming focus she usually reserved for a difficult lecture, and her hand wrapped around the base with a measuring grip. The grip was firm, measuring. She studied it the way she studied a student’s work: with serious, invested attention.

“The pedagogical inadvisability of this,” she murmured, and then her mouth was on me.

Deep. Unhurried. Articulated with the control only she had: tongue, lips, the controlled breath through her nose, the exact pressure honed across a career built on what she could do with her mouth and voice. Her tongue traced the underside with deliberate, knowing strokes. Her lips sealed tight and slid, slid, impossibly slow and impossibly deep, until her nose pressed against my stomach and I could feel the working of her throat around me.

Eye contact. Always the eye contact. Her gaze lifted past her glasses-less face, through the fall of her hair, watching my reaction the way she observed a classroom. Reading comprehension on her terms.

“God.” I threaded my fingers through her thick waves. Warm and heavy in my fist, the loosened hair marked the collapse of her chignon and revealed the woman it had disciplined.

She pulled back. Just enough to speak, her lips glistening with spit, swollen and darker than before. One string of saliva connected her mouth to me and she did not wipe it away.

“The register. All those names. She would have.” Her voice cracked. Swallowed it. “She would have liked what you built here.”

“Octavia.”

“Say how many came.”

“Every seat you found. One more waiting for her name.”

Her mouth took me again. Deeper this time, her tongue doing something complex and deliberate at the underside, a pressing, circling motion that made my vision go white at the edges. She was using her training. The resonance-articulation work that required absolute control of tongue, lips, palate, and breath: all those components deployed for a purpose her instructors had never intended. Her control was devastating. She could feel the exact point where pressure became too much and backed off, could hold the exact rhythm that kept me at the edge without going over, could do things with the muscles of her throat that had no business being possible.

Wet sounds filled the schoolroom. The rhythmic, slick noise of her mouth working, punctuated by her breathing through her nose, and the small sounds she made in her throat that she could not quite control. Hungry sounds. Pleased sounds. Each hungry sound roughened the precise breath control she had maintained through the lesson.

Her hand worked what her mouth couldn’t reach. Firm strokes, matched to the rhythm of her head. Her other hand on my thigh, nails digging in when she took me particularly deep.

“That’s it.” My hand tightened in her hair. “Deeper.”

She opened wider and let my hand in her hair guide the pace, her eyes fixed on mine as she took more. The pendant swung between her heavy breasts with each bob of her head, catching lamplight.

I pulled her up. She came willingly, her mouth swollen and wet, her eyes blazing because she had taken exactly what she wanted and intended to take more.

“Board,” I said.

She looked at the broad slate where tomorrow’s articulation exercise waited in chalk. Understanding widened her amber eyes.

“You intend to make the teaching apparatus part of this.”

“Hands on the upper frame.”

Octavia obeyed. She faced the slate and reached above her head, academic robes stretching over every heavy curve. I gathered the fabric to her waist. Dark stockings climbed full thighs to their garter clips, leaving a warm strip of bare skin below the round weight of her ass.

I pressed my body along hers and put a piece of chalk into her right hand.

“Write the opening articulation.”

She drew the first curve while I pushed two fingers into her wet pussy from behind. The line jumped sideways.

“Incorrect,” I said.

“The instructor is being interfered with.”

“The instructor spent ten years teaching under worse conditions. Again.”

She erased the line with her palm, leaving chalk across her skin, and began once more. I worked her open while she wrote: one controlled circle, one descending stroke, the breath mark at the bottom. Her diction kept the lesson intact even as her hips shifted back to seek more pressure.

“This form,” she said, “opens the palate and directs resonance toward the forward channel. The tongue rests behind the upper teeth and.”

I drove three fingers deep and broke the sentence.

“And?”

“And the instructor may become violent if interrupted again.”

I withdrew my hand, lined my cock against her, and entered her in one deep stroke while she still held the chalk.

The sound she made filled the grain office. Her forehead touched the slate. Chalk snapped between her fingers and fell into the tray.

“Harder,” she said. “I want this room to hear me.”

My hands locked around her hips and gave her the pace she asked for. Her heavy curves shook against me, robes bunched at her waist, stockings rasping each time her stance widened. The slate caught each jolt of her body: one palm print, a shoulder mark, a blurred fragment of tomorrow’s lesson.

I put another piece of chalk in her hand.

“Write the admissions rule.”

“You are intolerable.”

“Write.”

She reached to an untouched section of slate. Each thrust dragged the first sentence into a rising line.

Capacity before pedigree.

“Next.”

Practice before shame.

The final word dissolved when I struck the angle that made her knees buckle. I caught her waist, held her upright, and kept driving while her voice climbed through registers the old academy had never heard.

“Read them aloud,” I said.

She did. The first rule came precise. The second ended in a moan. I made her repeat both until the chalk trembled from her fingers and her Class Saint warmth began to brighten the room.

Then I turned her around and sat her on the front teaching bench.

The physical shift changed everything. No desk supported her, and no professional barricade divided us. Her robe spilled around her hips, stockings framed her spread thighs, and chalk marked both palms. I stood between her knees and drew her to the bench’s edge.

She watched me guide my cock back inside her. Her heavy breasts rose inside the opened robe, pendant resting between them. I took her wrists and pressed her chalked palms to my chest, one on either side of my crest. White handprints appeared over the golden pattern.

“Tomorrow’s lesson,” I said, driving deep.

“Pellis teaches the probe vowel.” Her legs locked around me. “Corra demonstrates Woundbloom stabilization. The Mistral observers copy everything and continue pretending they are neutral.”

“And you?”

“I teach.”

The answer came raw and immediate.

I held her wrists against my chest and set a relentless pace that made the bench legs scrape the floor. She faced me through every impact. Her professor’s voice lost polish without losing meaning as she named the second room, the field practicum, and the three students whose first failed examination would earn another attempt instead of shame.

A school built itself in gasps against my mouth. Chalk streaked our skin, rules waited on the slate behind her, and the teaching bench scraped across a floor that would carry her voice again tomorrow.

“Say what you want now,” I told her.

“Finish inside me on the bench where I teach.” Her chalked fingers tightened over my crest. “Make me name the school while these walls carry my voice.”

“The school,” she gasped. “The name.”

“Say it.”

She was close. I could feel it in the way her walls clenched around me, in the quickening of her breath, in the way her articulation was coming apart at the seams. Her fingers dug into my shoulders. Her heels pulled me deeper.

“Elyse.” She came. The word and the orgasm in the same breath: her walls clenching in waves, her body arching, her whole self seizing and releasing, her active Class Saint crest blazing, while a still-locked higher ring flared under the strain and remained closed. “The Elyse Ward School of Class Studies. I’m naming it. Right now. In this. Oh god.”

I drove deep and held. Felt her pulse around me, felt the waves running through her body, felt the name echoing in the schoolroom that now carried it. And I let go: the final thrust, the flood, finishing inside her with my palms on her face and her name on my mouth and the register scattered across the floor and everything she’d chosen tonight driving the release beyond the physical.

She heard herself say the name and came apart on it all over again. Her active Saint crest rolled warm light across every chalked slate, and the higher ring flexed once under the pressure before settling intact. Saint-light flashed across the school’s bare walls. The forty-two names on her register glimmered in answer, each student briefly visible in the warm reflection. She saw them and broke again. A second wave took her laughing and shaking, both palms holding my face while the name she had finally spoken remained on her lips. Her walls milked the last of my cum out of me and neither of us moved for a long moment, joined and breathless, her forehead against mine.

“The pedagogical inadvisability,” she said afterward, sitting on the teaching bench with her robes half-restored, her hair a disaster, and chalk across both palms, “of everything that just happened in this room.”

“Worth it?”

“Ask me tomorrow. Ask me daily. Ask the forty-two students who will never know what their headmistress does with her evenings.”

I found the register safely closed on her desk and brought it to her.

“You’ll want this,” I said.

She took it. Opened it to the last page. Wrote, in her careful hand: Corra Arden. Then she counted the complete register once with her fingertip.

“I intend to keep counting until a full room stops feeling impossible.”

Her warm skin stayed pressed to mine while the last Saint-light faded.

She wrote the school’s full name across the top of the register. On the next line, she entered tomorrow’s first lesson: Articulation Under Field Strain.


Chapter 15: Terms

The column camped in the north field at dawn.

Eight hundred regulars raised a camp around four wagon-borne Dousing Frames whose oath-metal members caught the first light like stripped bones. Engineers carried measuring chains and anchor stakes among a supply train provisioned for weeks. The layout told me more about Morrow than any dossier: perfectly spaced tents, drainage cut before sleep, cook fires aligned to the wind, latrines down-slope, and a command tent no larger than the rest.

A foreman had laid that camp, and he meant to burn my town with the same methodical competence.

“Day eleven,” Isolde said beside me, watching from the hill above the channel head. “His outriders confirmed he reached us on the twenty-sixth day of march. The five days he cut from the muster moved the whole arrival forward. Which means he anticipated the Smith would come home.”

“He read a copy of Zaria’s map.”

“He did. And he camped in the north field because it’s the only ground within a mile that will support an anchor.” Her attention swept the camp’s geometry. “Four Frames. Each one takes an hour. He’ll anchor two today at most: the process is crew-intensive and he can’t leave his flanks exposed while they’re inert.”

“Two hundred paces per Frame. Two Frames covers the north approach.”

“And the other two cover the fords.” She pointed. “The ridge road Frames arrive in three days. Six Frames covers the whole valley. After that, nothing we do matters.”

We stood on the hill with the graveyard behind us. Four Frame wagons occupied the only stable ground, leaving two approaches uncovered until the ridge pair arrived.

“Today, though,” I said.

“Today they camp. This afternoon they anchor. Anchoring is an hour of vulnerability per Frame.” She examined me. “We don’t have the strength to stop all four. But we could disrupt one.”

“Not yet. He’s going to parley first.”

“How do you know?”

“Because he tells you what he’s going to do.”



Morrow walked out alone at first light.

He came alone, visibly unarmed, with only the small fixed-star sigil on his plain campaign coat. Honest weight rested on his walking stick against the morning’s cold as he stopped halfway between camp and crossroads.

I walked out to meet him. Zaria on my left, because she knew his file and his schedule and the way he thought. Isolde on my right, because she was the one people couldn’t lie to without consequences.

We met in a field of autumn grass with the sun behind his camp and Fenhollow’s smoke rising behind ours.

He was exactly what the dossier said: broad, heavy through the shoulders and thickened at the middle, his working man’s body preserved by long marches, never shaped for training-yard display. Iron-grey hair cropped close. Deep-set brown eyes that held steady without coldness. Old burn scarring across the backs of both hands. A forge-town face weathered dark.

He looked like an uncle. Or any of the men who’d come to my mother’s workshop on winter evenings with class stones that needed tuning.

“Garrick Ward,” he said. His voice was unhurried, forge-town accented, and entirely devoid of the ceremony I’d learned to expect from the Concord’s agents. “Elyse’s boy.”

“Marshal Morrow.”

“Sevrin.” He shifted his weight on the stick. “Formal address wastes a cold morning. I’m Sevrin. You’re Garrick. We’re two men from forge-towns and one of us is going to lose something today.”

Isolde’s hand was on her blade. Morrow glanced at it, then at her face, and assessed her combat readiness despite carrying no fighter’s class himself.

“Tempest Blade,” he said. “The Fen girl. You’d have made guild.”

“I earned their offer,” Isolde said. “This week I made a contract with them.”

“Good. Then you know what this is. Two sides, one field, and a conversation that determines whether anyone needs to stand in it.”

He turned back to me. Weathered face. Steady eyes. No malice in them. His features offered me no evil to name.

“I know what you’ve done here,” he said. “Read the valley. Repaired the damaged. Built a militia from farm workers. Put a war guild’s company in the field. Armed a town that was never meant to be armed.” He said it all in the level tone of a foreman listing completed work. “You’re competent. Your mother was competent. Competence isn’t the issue.”

“What is?”

“Coldwater.”

“I was nineteen,” Morrow said. The cadence changed, each word worn by repetition. “We rode in on the second day. The Geller house had burned through the roof, but the east wall still stood. I carried eight bodies out through that wall. Darren from the response line helped me with the last two. Three were children.”

His scarred fingers shifted on the stick. “On the fourth day, the screaming had stopped. I counted every body because counting was the only useful thing left for my hands to do.”

“A craft that cannot be controlled,” he said, “always ends in Coldwater. One man with one hammer in one town, healing one person at a time, that is manageable. What you’ve built here is not one man. You’ve built a SYSTEM. And systems cascade.”

“A bad forge does that,” I said. “A forge done correctly doesn’t.”

“A fire done correctly stays in the hearth.” Morrow leaned on his stick. “But a fire done correctly and a fire that burns a house down are the same substance, and the difference between them is attention. Constant, sustained attention from the man who lit it. And you are one man. How long can you monitor all the crests you’ve opened? How long can you guarantee that the system you’ve built does not outrun your attention?”

No honest answer came beyond: I don’t know. The forge works through bonds and trust and willing participation, and none of those things guarantee that a repaired class, released into the world, cannot damage someone. Nobody had cascaded in Fenhollow because nobody had tried to link crests, but the potential was real and I could not prove it away.

“Coldwater linked a hundred and forty crests without dampening, trained stabilizers, or individual consent,” I said. “That is not what we built here.”

“A fire is not the same as its worst fire,” Morrow said. “But we do not leave every hearth unattended and hope. We build chimneys. We maintain them. We inspect them. And when a fire escapes, we put it out.”

“By burning the house down first?”

“By preventing the fire from being lit.” He straightened. “My terms, Garrick Ward, and I mean all of them. Surrender yourself to the capital. Come willingly, submit to classification, and allow the Concord’s scholars to study what you are. The town lives. Untouched. Unregistered. Unbothered. Its people keep whatever you’ve done to them. Nobody is harmed. Nobody is pursued. Nobody is classified.”

“And if I refuse?”

“In four days, when all six Frames anchor, I burn Fenhollow to the stones.” His forge-town cadence and unwavering gaze changed neither for mercy nor destruction. “I have kept my word every other time, Garrick. I do not bluff. I do not enjoy this. I have a job that I believe prevents Coldwater from happening again, and I will do it even when it requires me to burn a town full of people I would otherwise respect.”

“Let me read your crest.”

The speed of his refusal was wrong. He said “No” before I’d finished the sentence, and a man as composed as Sevrin Morrow did not answer that quickly unless the answer had been prepared long before the question.

His prepared refusal told me he had considered the question before.

“Then we have nothing else to discuss,” I said. “The town heard your terms. Its answer remains no.”

“We do not.” He turned. Took one step. Stopped. Looked back over his shoulder. “You have six hours before the first Frames anchor. Use them well. I would genuinely prefer that you surrender.”

Morrow walked back to camp, his stick marking a steady cadence through the grass.

“He’s a reasonable man who will burn the town on time,” Isolde said on the walk back, quiet enough for me alone. Her gaze tracked the field between us and the crossroads, running tactical assessments that she could not turn off. “Monsters make mistakes. He corrects his.”

“He made one.”

“Which?”

“He refused the reading too fast.” I replayed the sharp no, the one moment his steady cadence had tightened. “A man that composed doesn’t answer questions before they finish being asked. He had the refusal ready before I offered. Which means he’s thought about it before. Which means he knows, on some level, that there’s something to find.”

Isolde was silent for several paces. Then: “That doesn’t help us this afternoon.”

“No. But it might help us the day after.”

Zaria, walking on my other side, said nothing. But her pen was moving on the roll she held open at her hip, and the entry she was annotating was Morrow’s, and the notation she added was one I could not read but which I suspected meant: susceptible. Later.

Zaria noted the deadline beside Morrow’s entry.

Six hours.



Fourteen people, mostly elderly, chose the remaining morning to evacuate. They were loaded onto wagons and sent south on the mill road with Perrin Bray driving. He’d be back before the first field locked. The leaving was quiet and unheroic: a woman with bad knees who could not run, helped into a wagon by her grandson. A man whose wife was buried on the hill and who said he would not leave her but meant he could not fight and was ashamed of it. Three children whose parents had died in other years, sent to relatives in Millford who had agreed to keep them. Mother Devrie refused to leave, planted in her chair with her healer’s class restored and her seventy-three-year-old backbone made of the same material as the hill it sat on. Bett Callow refused to leave because someone had to bake bread for the wounded and he would be damned if it was Zaria’s bread they ate, no offense to the woman. Wat Tull refused to leave and was insulted at being asked, his exact words being: “I have been hammering steel in this town for thirty years and I intend to hammer steel in this town tomorrow whether there is a war on top of it or not.”

The mill race opened at the channels that Perrin’s restored Draft-hand could now control: a weapon made of water, redirectable, ready to flood the north ford on command. The sluice gates, which had been stiff and half-seized for the decade since the channel-work began failing, now moved smoothly under a class running at its proper capacity. Perrin tested them twice before leaving, watching the water flow with full attention. He understood what water could do when given direction.

Maeve’s banks topped to full capacity under Zaria’s ledger: two repair-equivalent allocations generated after the Namewarden surgery, each replacing a direct case in my queue, plus Maeve’s separately tracked Emberheart reserve. No charge came from the slots already spent on repairs. The final measured loading took an hour: both of us cross-legged on the workshop floor before noon, my palms on her wrists, the forge-charge flowing from me into her storage structure. Her copper hair stuck to her damp forehead. Her amber eyes half-closed. The small body rigid with the effort of containing what was being poured into her. By the end she was glowing visibly through her shirt, copper-gold light leaking from her sternum, and she said “Ow” in a very small voice that meant she was at absolute capacity.

Brennan’s rigs seeded at the fords, the crossroads, and the north road: mechanical, invisible to resonance, ready to fire one pulse each. Fourteen devices across six positions, each one hand-built from materials independent of class energy, each one a four-second disruption blast designed to scatter, confuse, and delay.

Amaya’s wards set and held: the town’s boundaries claimed as road, Lantern-Law active, each trespasser’s steps on claimed ground costing them energy they did not know they were spending. The tax could not stop an army, but it could slow one until eight hundred men reached the fords carrying a half-day’s fatigue in their legs.

Octavia’s students drilled in dead-zone doctrine through midday: what to do when the power goes out, how to fight with nothing but training and steel, how to hold a line after class abilities failed. Forty-one people in two rows in the schoolhouse, running resonance-barrier exercises without resonance, because this afternoon there would be no resonance and the muscle memory of the exercise was what would save them.

Isolde’s militia at the fords. Stormwall’s deniable company at the ridge road approach. Ravelin’s volunteers were still on the road. Kethan’s latest rider put them two days out, moving hard and carrying enough ugly boots to make Isolde’s left eye twitch from a province away.

At the muster board outside the bakery, Zaria caught that the third evacuation wagon had no assigned driver after Perrin returned. She filled the gap, updated every copy, and continued down the roll while cold tea sat forgotten at her elbow.



Thalia found me in the workshop shortly after noon.

She came through the door without knocking, which was unusual. Her jaw-cut black hair was sleep-mussed, her Veil Tower jacket unbuttoned, and she carried an old leather evidence case low at her hip.

“I need to do something,” she said. “And I need to tell you after.”

“Tell me now.”

She set the leather case on the workbench. Opened it. Empty. The worn interior had carried three years of evidence collection, cross-referenced and annotated in her spare handwriting.

“My caches,” she said. “Three locations. Two in the academy. One external with a trusted contact. Maintained since I was nineteen.” She touched the empty lining with the tips of her fingers. “This held everything I had: the discrepancies, traced seals, and documented connections between the Registry and the Concord.”

“Why tonight?”

“Because Zaria has a roll that can hold names against erasure, and she has a system that is better than mine, and if I die today these papers die with me, and if they are in her hands they do not.”

She looked at me. Smoky dark eyes, steady.

“This was the last thing I owned alone,” she said. “Everything else, I share. This is the thing I have kept private since before I met any of you. My insurance. My leverage. My evidence that I exist as more than a scholarship student who was altered.”

“Thalia.”

“I gave it to her before I came here.” Tight control reduced the confession to a whisper. “I wanted to tell you first because this is. A thing. For me. To have no private cache.”

She had carried the evidence upstairs to Zaria’s room in three trips. Zaria made her open the cases herself. Neither woman permitted ceremony to hide the risk.

The first cache held the forty-seven student discrepancies Thalia began collecting before she knew me: names, altered records, tool families, and the dates on which a frightened scholarship student decided the institution had lied. Zaria entered each name into the shared roll, then returned every original page to Thalia’s side of the table until the copy was complete.

The second held the dangerous correspondences: outside contacts, dead drops, and names belonging to people who believed only Thalia knew them. Zaria refused to write three of those names until Thalia brought proof each person wanted inclusion in a warden-kept record.

“She stopped me,” Thalia said. Surprise remained fresh beneath the controlled voice. “I offered information and she declined to keep it without permission from the people inside it.”

“Good.”

“Infuriating.” Her thumb stroked the empty case’s worn lining. “Correct. But infuriating.”

The third cache was smaller. One sealed envelope, a spare knife, enough coin for two weeks, and a list of routes out of Valebright under three false identities. The private machinery of escape. Zaria copied none of it. She pushed the envelope and coin back across the table.

“You may merge evidence without surrendering the existence of an exit,” she had told Thalia. “A shared roll should make leaving unnecessary. It should never make leaving impossible.”

Thalia left the escape cache in Zaria’s keeping anyway, sealed under both their marks, retrievable by either woman. She had not destroyed the door. She had given someone else a key and trusted that person to leave it unused.

“What did she say after?” I asked.

“She asked whether I had eaten. I said the question was irrelevant. She put bread on the evidence case and waited until professional preservation required me to move it.” A slight pause. “I ate. Then she wrote my name beside hers as joint keeper of the archive.”

The admission changed her breathing more than the battle odds had. Three caches had been insurance against dying unheard. Their contents now survived her, and their new keeper had preserved even her right to leave.

I crossed to her and took her face in my hands. Her jaw-cut hair against my fingers. Her full hips shifting in those dark trousers as she leaned into the touch.

“You moved your leverage into a partner’s keeping,” I said.

“Understanding that is easy.” Her eyes closed briefly. “I am not accustomed to knowing a thing and believing it at the same time.”

She reached for my belt with deliberate care. The familiar game: her terms, her timing, her locks clicked open or shut depending on what she chose.

“Hours before a battle,” she said. “And I gave away my last secret this afternoon.”

“Is that what this is about?”

“No.” Her lips touched my jaw. “This is about the fact that I have calculated our odds at approximately forty-three percent and I would like to spend my forty-three percent wisely.” Her fingers worked. “Lock the door.”

I locked the door.

She made it a game, as she did. She chose one word she would refuse to say and invited me to find it. Every lock in the room clicked shut behind us. She arranged each rule with quiet confidence and left one hinge where she expected me to overturn the game.

“I put a copy of myself somewhere safe today,” she said, forehead against my chest and trousers halfway down her hips. The faint silver trace of her repaired seam showed through the gap of her opened jacket. “I find that has left me with an appetite instead of a confession.”

“What’s the forbidden word?”

Her knife-thin smile touched my throat. “Earn it.”

I traced the seam. My fingers along her spine, feeling the raised ridge of it: the alteration she’d carried for three years, visible only to Class Sight and to touch. She arched into it, her full hips pressing back, and the sound she made was the closest Thalia came to unguarded.

“Turn around.”

She turned. Braced her palms on the workbench, among Brennan’s rig components and Maeve’s empty charge-stones, and looked back at me over her shoulder, smoky eyes angled like a lock waiting to hear the wrong key.

I took my time with her. The narrow waist first: my hands bracketing it, thumbs pressing in above the hip bones where the jacket’s tailoring had always drawn the eye. Then down. The swell of her hips under my palms, generous and heavy for her frame, the shape her fitted trousers promised day after day and her jacket worked to contain. I ran both palms over the full round curve of her ass, cupping and squeezing while the flesh gave under my grip. Olive skin in the lamplight, warm to the touch.

“Your hands,” she said, filing the observation without complaint.

I pulled the trousers down. Slowly. Over the curve of her hips, down the lean thighs, pooling at her ankles. Stockings still on: dark silk, ending mid-thigh, the band of bare olive skin between their tops and her ass somehow more provocative than full nudity. The contrast was everything. The narrow waist above, tapering to nothing, and then the hips flaring wide, the full round ass jutting out, the thighs full and pressed together. Her body’s architecture was a riddle she kept locked behind sharply tailored uniforms, and the answer never failed to land.

I ran my hand over her ass, watching the flesh respond. Pressed my palm flat against the curve, felt the muscle beneath the softness. Then lower: my fingers sliding between her thighs from behind, finding her.

She was wet, slick and hot against my fingertips. Her hips shifted back with an urgency sharpened by the afternoon’s surrender of her last private secret. I slid two fingers into her pussy and she clenched immediately, a clipped vowel escaping before she could shape it into a word.

“That’s. Yes.” Her hips pushed back. “More.”

I gave her more. Three fingers, working her open, my thumb circling her clit from behind. She was responsive tonight in a way that skipped her usual slow-build: wet, urgent, her body knowing where this was going and already preparing for it. My other hand slicked with her wetness, pressing between her cheeks and finding the last place she had once kept locked. Patient pressure. Circular, easing, the preparation she no longer needed to be talked through because this was a trust she’d given me at the deep-vault door and never taken back.

She spread her legs wider on instinct. Her back arched, her posture confirming the decision she had made before entering.

“Now,” she said.

“No.”

Thalia looked back. Surprise broke through the smoky composure before she could conceal it. “No?”

“You designed the game before you entered.”

“That is generally how rules work.”

“You designed it so I would refuse the obvious move.” I took my fingers from her and watched irritation sharpen the hunger in her face. “So I’m refusing it.”

Her surprise narrowed into hungry irritation as she recognized that I had found the hinge she built into the game.

“Technically accurate,” she said.

“Stand. Jacket off.”

She rose with appetite sharpening her face and shrugged out of the fitted jacket. Under it she wore a black camisole cut close to her narrow waist. I turned her against the workbench, caught both wrists behind her back, and made her wait while I lifted the camisole over her head, exposing small, high breasts tipped dark against olive skin. The game had changed from her planned sequence to mine; the quick flare in her smoky eyes said that was exactly why she had built it. The repaired seam’s faint silver trace crossed her side and back, no longer false, no longer a lock, merely evidence survived.

I put her on the workbench faceup. Rig parts clicked beneath her until I swept them aside with one arm. She tracked a calibrated brass trigger hit the floor and said, “Brennan will know.”

“He knows not to ask.”

I spread her stockinged legs and lowered my mouth to her.

Her composure abandoned her quickly when she was the one being read. Her wetness covered my tongue. Her hips lifted at the first firm pass over her clit, and I held them down with my forearm. She tried to close her thighs around my head. I forced them open.

“Garrick.” Her voice remained quiet, but only because quiet cost her visible effort. “The watch is twenty paces away.”

I slid two fingers into her and found the rhythm that made her heels scrape the bench.

“Then don’t make noise.”

The command drove every reaction out of her voice and into her body.

Her hand flew to her mouth at the next curl of my fingers. I stopped.

“Palms flat.”

She lowered both palms to the wood. Her throat worked. I returned to her clit, tongue circling while my fingers pressed deep.

Outside, a watchman’s boots crossed the yard. Thalia heard them at the same instant I did. Her entire body tightened with the discipline required to remain silent while my mouth kept moving. The steps paused beyond the workshop wall. A runner exchanged the password with the north post. Paper rustled. Then the boots moved on.

I maintained the pressure. Thalia’s eyes stayed fixed on the locked door, smoky and wide, while she absorbed the relentless rhythm without permitting herself a sound. When the watchman disappeared, her exhale broke into a helpless whimper.

“Good,” I said against her. “You can be quiet when properly motivated.”

“Cruel man.”

“You planned the watchman’s route into this.”

Her eyes opened, smoky and pleased that I had noticed. “I estimated a useful probability.”

“You wanted the risk.”

“I wanted you to know I wanted it and take over anyway.”

“Palms flat.”

Her fingers spread obediently. Each sound she denied herself moved somewhere else: into the tremor in her stomach, the flex of her thighs, the whitening of her knuckles against the bench.

I brought her to the edge and held her there. Her chest rose in rapid, shallow breaths. The silver trace along her side caught the lamp each time she twisted.

I kept her at the edge until the last of her professional control had migrated into her grip on the bench. The private distinction she had carried into the room remained unspoken for now; I intended to make her face it when she could face me too.

Then the pressure broke her. Her hips jerked against my mouth and the orgasm took her in a silent, violent wave. Her palms slapped flat against the bench. Her back arched. She locked her jaw and dug her manicured nails into the bench to imprison the cry in her throat, and I kept my tongue on her through the pulsing aftershocks until her legs shook helplessly around my shoulders.

I stood and turned her over while she was still trembling.

“Now,” I said.

I pressed into her ass. Slowly, by inches. The tight heat clenching around me as she breathed through it: measured, deliberate, her back arching and her grip on the workbench whitening her knuckles. I held her hip with one hand and watched the thick length of my cock disappear into her, inch by inch, the tight ring stretching around me. Her breathing was controlled, a whistle through her nose, the rhythm she used to manage the intensity.

Then the exhale. Deep, full. Her hips pushing back, taking more, taking all of me until my hips pressed flush against the full round curve of her ass and we were joined completely.

“Full,” she said. A filed report. “Good.”

“Move when you’re ready.”

She pushed back. Slowly at first. The rhythm hers, her pace set by the rocking of her hips, the full curve of her ass pressing against me and then pulling away. Finding the angle. The depth. The speed that made her breathing change from controlled to not-quite-controlled.

“Harder,” she said.

I gave her harder. My fingers dug into both hips, holding her in place while I drove forward. The slap of my hips against her ass filled the workshop: rhythmic, steady, building. The angle she liked: deep enough to hit the spot inside that made her measured sounds dissolve, shallow enough that the stretch was constant without turning sharp.

My hand slipped forward. Found her clit again, working it in counterpoint to the thrusts. She was dripping: her arousal sliding down the inside of her stockinged thighs, the wet sounds of my fingers on her clit mixing with the deeper sound of flesh meeting flesh.

“Yes.” Through her teeth. “There. There. Yes.”

Her vocal register was contained in the way that was uniquely hers. Measured sounds, each one chosen. As though even pleasure was a language she spoke with intention. But beneath the precision, the rhythm was fraying. The chosen sounds becoming half-chosen. The deliberation dissolving at the edges.

I bent over her. My chest against her back. My breath against her temple, my cock buried in her ass, my fingers working her pussy.

“Read me.”

Her facet flared. Involuntary, triggered by the proximity and the resonance of the bond in full activation. Her lesser Class Sight touched my crest, and what she found pulled a gasp from her.

“The seventh point,” she said. Breathless. Analytical even now, even impaled on me, even with her thighs trembling and her knuckles white. “It changed the weight distribution. You’re carrying more than. Garrick. You haven’t told anyone.”

“I’m telling you.”

“You’re deflecting.”

“I’m telling you while I’m in your ass, where reports are temporarily impractical.” I punctuated the sentence with a thrust that drove the air from her lungs.

She laughed. Actually laughed, a genuine sound of amusement with nothing performative in it. Then she pushed back against me with force that changed the angle, her ass grinding against my hips. “Insufferable man.”

“Your insufferable man.”

“Noted.” Her voice dropped. “Filed. Keep going.”

I took her wrists. Gathered them behind her back, both of her narrow wrists in one of my hands. Her shoulders pulled back, her spine arching deeper, the position forcing her to present with no way to brace. She could not control the rhythm anymore. Could not push back. Could only take what I gave her.

I fucked her properly. The stockings gleaming in the lamplight. The full hips and generous ass bouncing with impact. The sound of skin against skin filling the workshop over the distant clatter of camp engineers measuring ground in the north field. Her sounds building from measured to ragged, from chosen to involuntary: the contained analyst’s vocabulary degrading into syllables, into fragments, into the helpless noise that Thalia Corvain made only when her last door was open and she had nothing left to lock.

“Not yet,” I said against her ear.

Her laugh broke into a gasp when I drove deep again. “You have developed an unfortunate appreciation for withholding conclusions.”

“You taught me.”

I kept her there with her wrists held behind her back, driving into the tight heat she had chosen to open for me. Slow strokes that dragged every inch through the tight heat, then a hard rhythm that bounced her full ass against my hips and reduced her controlled breathing to broken sounds. Each time her body tightened toward release, I eased just enough to keep her on the edge. She pushed back when I allowed it. Asked for harder when she needed it. The last locked place was no longer solemn territory, but it remained hers to open, and she opened it eagerly under my hand.

When her legs shook too hard to support her, I eased out and turned her by the waist. She sat on the workbench facing me, stockings framing her spread thighs, narrow waist rising above the generous weight of her hips. The stretched ring behind her remained slick and open, the centerpiece neither finished nor exchanged for something easier.

“You stopped,” she said.

“I want your face.”

I pulled her to the edge and lifted her legs around my waist. Then I guided myself back into her ass while she faced me.

The slow re-entry stripped away the last of her controlled expression. Her mouth opened. Smoky eyes widened. Her grip clamped on my shoulders as the tight heat accepted me by degrees, until the full curve of her ass met my palms and nothing remained between her face and mine.

“Eyes open,” I said.

They stayed open.

I pinned her wrists to the bench beside her hips and began with deep, measured strokes. Facing me made all her responses visible: the tremor at the corner of her mouth, the instant her precision failed, the helpless widening of her gaze whenever the angle pulled another raw sound from her. Her wet pussy left slick warmth between us while my thumb worked her clit. Dark stockings rasped against my sides.

“Tell me what you gave Zaria.”

“Everything on paper.”

“What did you keep?”

Her eyes held mine. “This.”

“Who sees it?”

“You do.”

I tightened my grip on her wrists and drove into the last door she had opened for me. “Then let me see you come without closing it.”

Her facet flashed silver for one breath. She released the Sight deliberately and watched me instead.

My thumb pressed firm circles over her clit while the pace grew harder. The analyst’s last measured sounds broke into hunger. Her full hips rocked at the workbench edge, but my hands controlled the depth and speed. She had offered the access; I decided how thoroughly to use it.

“Now,” I said.

Thalia came facing me with my cock still deep in her ass. Her body clenched around the penetration in sharp waves, thighs locking at my waist and mouth opening on a sound stripped of every calculation. She witnessed me watching her through each spasm. The locked door remained at her back, open and irrelevant.

I followed on the last wave, buried fully in the place she had once guarded most fiercely. My release pulsed inside her while her orgasm tightened around every surge. Her forehead met mine, and her eyes stayed open until the aftershocks eased.

Afterward she rested one proprietary palm over my sternum, warm enough to feel the crest’s hum without activating her facet.

“Forty-three percent,” she said.

“Generous.”

“Accurate.”


Chapter 16: First Fire

Six hours after Morrow gave his terms, the Frames began anchoring.

I felt it before I saw it: a cold vibration underfoot, sub-audible and slowing, draining the familiar forge-hum from the earth until the grey crossing seemed to run beneath Fenhollow’s soil.

The oath-metal members of the first Frame settled into the earth of the north field with the grinding deliberateness of something designed to be permanent. Sixteen tons of founders’ metal, arranged in a wheel pattern with radiating spokes, pressed into soil by twelve engineers who worked the anchoring mechanisms with rehearsed efficiency. The sound it made was less like hammering and more like a massive lock clicking shut, tumbler by tumbler, tooth by tooth.

Isolde caught my collar before the first anchor tooth struck earth and kissed me once, hard enough that her banked Tempest bit across my lips. Her stare held mine when she released me.

“If the field takes the bond, remember where I am.”

“Always.”

“Starting,” she said. She stood beside me on the hill above the channel head, blade drawn, silver-blonde braid tight, watching the crews at work through flat, overcast noon light. Her attention tracked the formation below with the tactical assessment she’d been running since we received the timeline. Her lightning scars lay dark along her left arm, their power waiting beyond the coming field. “First Frame. Northern quadrant. They’re guarding the process with the full forward element: six hundred in a perimeter screen. Nothing gets through without a fight.”

“One hour.”

“Less, if the ground takes it clean.” Her jaw was tight. She wore the commander’s face that had been building since the first day she trained civilians in dead-zone doctrine. “They’ll start the second beside it. The other two stay on wagons until he has measured us.”

Below us, the town held a ready quiet while the muster board’s ten days of revised assignments became movement. The positions were filled. The muster answered name by name. Before the fields rose, I took one last ordinary sweep of the assigned posts: Rosalie in the bakery, Thalia and Zaria at the muster board, Maeve at the upper window, Amaya at the boundary, and Octavia at the schoolhouse.

The horn had not sounded because it did not need to: the grinding of the Frame was its own alarm. Fenhollow knew what that sound meant because Isolde had drilled them with a similar vibration for nine days, using a tuning fork Brennan had calibrated to match the Frame’s resonance frequency.

Recognition passed through the town in the scrape of chairs, closing doors, and boots taking rehearsed routes.

Maeve confirmed a full bank from the bakery window. The completed protections in militia armour remained stable on their forged structure alone; her reserve was for active abilities inside dead ground.

Brennan counted his fourteen rigs in firing order: four at the fords, four at fifty paces, four at a hundred, and two at the anchor perimeter. Rosalie, Corra, Devrie, and Seren armed the dressing station while Thalia and Zaria ran the muster board. Octavia held forty-one students at the schoolhouse in two articulation lines. Amaya set the keeper’s tax to maximum draw.

At the fords and mill race, fifty-three militia formed in dead-zone doctrine with Ivar Dunn guarding the mill-race lane. Each post answered one part of the plan. All posts reported ready.

“Second Frame crew moving into position,” one of Thalia’s runners reported, sprinting up the hill. “Eastern quadrant.”

“Simultaneous,” Isolde said to me. “Not sequential.”

“He read us.”

“He read us nine days ago. Everything we’ve done since then, he’s planned for.” She sheathed her blade; the next hour required words, with steel waiting. “POSITIONS!” she called down the hill, her trained voice carrying without any class assistance, the quality that had once filled dueling arenas and now filled a town. “DEAD-ZONE PROTOCOL! ASSUME NOTHING WORKS!”

The town settled into its fighting shape. Three hundred and seventy-one remaining residents and every allied volunteer in their places. The ones who could fight at the defensive lines. The ones who could not at the bakery and the schoolhouse. The children in the cellar of the old mill house, watched by two of Octavia’s students who had volunteered for the duty.

The hour began.



At forty-seven minutes, the first Frame locked.

The dome closed like a switch thrown across two hundred paces. The world’s lifelong ambient hum vanished at its edge.

The silence hit me like a wall.

My Class Sight, which I’d held active from habit since anchoring began, died. The golden luminescence vanished mid-perception, and I was standing on a hilltop with normal human vision and nothing else.

Isolde’s scars went out. The faint blue-white glow she’d carried since her restoration: extinguished like a candle in a wind. She had trained for this, but her fingers still tightened around the blade hilt when the lightning that had defined her class for a year vanished.

The bond vanished with the field. Beyond the dome’s southern edge, the bakery stood on active ground and Rosalie’s Woundbloom still glowed gold-green through its front windows. I could see her light, but I could no longer feel her through the severed bond. At the dressing station she retained the crest-amplification that made her healing extraordinary. She would lose it only if she crossed into the dome.

Thalia’s reading failed. The lesser Class Sight that had been triaging the town all week went dark like a closed eye.

Maeve’s bank retained its charge. Brennan’s mechanical gauge showed the copper-gold reserve steady inside her. Dormant charge did not drain merely because the field surrounded it. Each active expenditure would cost triple, making the reserve finite the moment she began to spend, but until then the reserve stayed intact. Inside the dead field, her bank was the only resonance the town could call on.

“There it is,” Isolde said. Quiet, controlled. The Tempest Blade who had once fought without lightning for six months before I repaired her, who knew how to survive on training and will alone. “The grey crossing again.”

The dead zone. Portable. On command. Sixteen tons of founders’ metal in the north field humming with cold precision, and everything I’d learned to do since Valebright, simply gone.

At fifty-three minutes, the second Frame locked. The eastern quadrant. The dome’s edge reached the fords, but the completed protections in the militia’s armour held on their own and drew no spark from Maeve.

Maeve called from the window, voice strained but controlled. “Bank steady. Ninety minutes of active class-work at triple burn once we start spending.”

“Spend only on calls,” Isolde answered.

“I’m aware.”

At sixty-one minutes, both anchored Frames reached a stable hum. Their two domes covered the north approach, the fords, and the mill-race lane. The rest of town lay outside the fields, while two more Frames waited on wagons behind Morrow’s line.



They came at midafternoon, through the Frames’ overlapping fields, with the methodical deliberation of men who knew that everything magical between them and the town had been turned off.

Six hundred regulars advanced at a measured walk from the north field through dead ground toward the fords. Their pace belonged to men told that time was on their side.

The formation was professional. Three lines deep, the first carrying shields, the second carrying polearms, the third carrying crossbows. Officers at regular intervals. Sergeants keeping the spacing. A machine built of men, moving with the mechanical precision that Morrow’s camp layout had already told me to expect.

They did not expect the fords.

Isolde had spent nine days turning the river crossing into a killing ground. The natural bottleneck of the ford, where the water was shallow enough to cross on foot, was forty paces wide. She’d narrowed it to twenty with debris barriers on both sides. The approaches were muddy, churned by cattle she’d driven through specifically for that purpose. The footing was treacherous for men in boots carrying sixty pounds of equipment.

“Let them reach the water,” Isolde said, her voice carrying to the defensive line. “Nobody moves until they’re in the ford.”

The regulars entered the water.

“NOW!” Isolde’s command cracked like a whip. “PERRIN!”

The mill race flooded. Perrin Bray hauled Brennan’s mechanical release lever, and stored water drove a wall through the supplemental sluice channel directly into the ford’s approach. Not the main sluice; that was being saved. The supplemental, which Brennan had cut in three days of frantic work: a channel that fed directly from the upper mill pond into the ford’s western edge.

The wave hit the front line from the side. Men went down. Shields tangled. The orderly formation became a chaos of splashing bodies trying to find footing in muddy water that was now three feet deep instead of two.

Into that chaos, Isolde’s militia hit.

“FORWARD!”

Fifty-three people. Farm workers, mill hands, Channel-keepers, Menders, and one retired border guard. They came off the south bank in the formations Isolde had drilled: shield wall at the centre, flankers at the edges, crossbows at the rear firing over the heads of the melee line. They hit the column’s disordered front rank while the second rank was still trying to negotiate the flooded approach.

The ford reduced battle to grunting, splashing, the dull thud of bodies in water, and the hoarse screams of men struck while cold current stole their footing. The smell of churned mud and river and copper. The confusion of combat in waist-deep water, where footing is a myth and strength counts for less than weight and low centre of gravity.

Isolde’s militia had the low centre of gravity. Farm workers and mill hands, short and stocky and planted on their own bank. The regulars, tall and armoured and trained for solid ground, fought against the water as much as against the people hitting them.

I watched a woman named Osa, a Mender whose class was silent, heave a submerged stone against her chest into the path of a charging sergeant. He went down hard, face-first into the current, and two militia members were on him before he could rise.

Brennan’s rigs fired at the ford’s centre: two mechanical disruption pulses that threw cones of water and debris into the regulars’ formation, staggering everyone within fifteen feet. A rig carried one charge: one spring, one release, one four-second blast of mechanical force driven entirely by Artificer engineering alone, independent of resonance. The spray pattern was spectacular: water and gravel and mud in a wall that blinded the second rank entirely.

Two fired. Twelve left. Brennan was counting.



The battle lasted three hours in waves. The regulars pressed, fell back, reformed, and pressed again. Each wave struck harder, putting more men in the water and leaving the militia line thinner.

The first wave broke against the ford like water against a sea-wall: the combination of Perrin’s flooding, the narrowed approach, and fifty-three people who had been told what was coming for nine days and had decided not to leave. The regulars retreated in disorder, regrouped at the hundred-pace mark, and came again.

The second wave was smarter. Two shield teams entered six paces apart so the flood could not take both at once, while polearms probed the debris barriers for the stakes that held them. Morrow’s men had observed the first failure and learned from it. They tested the western bank simultaneously, sending a feint squad upstream while the main body reformed at the ford’s mouth. Isolde read it from the hill: “FEINT WEST! HOLD THE FORD! PERRIN, FLOOD THE WESTERN APPROACH!”

Perrin triggered the secondary mechanical sluice through Brennan’s lever train. The feint squad, caught in three feet of sudden water on terrain they hadn’t expected to be flooded, floundered. Two of them went down in the current and had to be pulled back by their comrades. The ford assault came sixty seconds later, and the militia was ready, shields locked and crossbows wound.

Brennan’s third rig fired at the ford’s centre when the regulars were belly-deep. The disruption pulse threw a cone of mud and water across the front rank, blinding twelve men simultaneously. Isolde’s militia hit them from above while they were wiping their faces. Seven regulars dragged out of the water. Three didn’t get dragged.

The next three devices went in the space of twelve brutal minutes. Rig four threw a shield team sideways when it found the pressure plate under the eastern debris barrier. Rig five fired too early after a wounded militia runner fell across its trigger cord, but the blast still filled the ford with gravel and bought Osa enough time to drag him behind the bank. Rig six waited until a polearm squad reached the western stones, then drove a spring-loaded timber through their formation at knee height. Men toppled into one another, armour turning bodies into obstacles.

Brennan marked each spent device on the slate tied to his forearm. Six gone. Eight still armed. Finite tools, each purchased in brass, springs, and the seconds people used to stay alive.

The third wave came with shields raised high against the water-spray they now expected. Different tactics: the rear line fired crossbow volleys over the heads of the advance, pinning the militia behind their cover while the front rank waded through. A bolt struck the wooden barricade beside my head and embedded two inches deep. Another caught one of Octavia’s students in the shoulder as she ran messages between positions.

The fourth pressure did not come through the ford at all.

Morrow sent a climbing team along the dry retaining wall above the eastern channel, where the stonework rose behind the old grain office. Twenty-four regulars in light armour, shields strapped to their backs, scaling hooks biting mortar that had not been repaired in thirty years. They climbed under the ford’s noise, using the battle below to hide iron on stone.

Zaria caught them through the muster, not Roll-Sight. A runner named Pell saw movement above the schoolhouse roof, reached Thalia’s board with one hand pressed to a bolt crease along his ribs, and gave three words before Rosalie dragged him toward the dressing station.

“East wall. Climbers.”

Thalia moved the schoolhouse reserve before Isolde’s next order reached her. Nine of Octavia’s students, two Mistral observers, and six town Menders abandoned the resonance barrier they could no longer feed and carried its pre-forged strips uphill by hand.

The first climber reached the parapet and found Dalla waiting with a mason’s hammer.

She had been a farmer’s wife until nine days ago, when Octavia identified the latent Channel branch she had used unconsciously to keep frost out of her family’s irrigation lines. Inside the Frame, that new understanding gave her no light and no strength. It gave her a place in a formation and the certainty that she had learned something worth defending.

Dalla struck the climbing hook instead of the man. The iron jumped free. He fell backward into the two men below him, and all three went down the wall in a tangle of rope and shields.

“Hooks first!” she shouted. “People second!”

The Menders understood objects. They attacked equipment.

A woman named Nelli drove a wedge beneath the second hook and kicked it loose. Georg, the student who had walked two days west for Octavia’s school, cut a rope with a bakery cleaver and then used the flat to knock reaching fingers off the parapet. The grey-clad observers called distances in the same calm voices they used to annotate lessons.

“Six on the centre rope. Four on the south. New hook, three paces left.”

Octavia stood in the grain-office doorway below them with no active Saint power inside the field and taught while bolts struck the wall.

“Do not lean over the edge. Make them spend their arms climbing. Break the tool, not the body. Nelli, your wedge angle is too shallow. Again.”

A crossbowman in the channel lane found the parapet. His first bolt struck Dalla high in the chest.

She sat down as if someone had removed the bench beneath her. The mason’s hammer fell from her hand. Georg caught her before her head struck stone, dragged her behind the wall, and took her position before Octavia could spend words neither of them could afford.

The second bolt took him in the throat less than a minute later.

The schoolhouse line did not collapse. Nelli picked up Dalla’s hammer. One Mistral observer stopped calling distances long enough to bind Georg’s neck, found there was nothing to bind, and resumed calling the next hook because eight people were still climbing.

“Centre rope moving. Five left. South hook loose.”

Octavia called the next articulation with the wrong vowel, stopped, and corrected herself before anyone obeyed it. Her gaze touched Dalla’s fallen hammer once.

“Hooks first,” she said. Her voice carried without resonance. “People second. Hold the wall.”

For seven minutes, hooks tore free and climbers fell while the schoolhouse line refused to yield.

Brennan’s seventh rig, mounted beneath the parapet on an ordinary trip line, fired when the climbing team’s weight pulled the centre rope taut. The mechanical pulse travelled through iron and stone, ripped three hooks free at once, and threw the remaining climbers back down the retaining wall. The survivors landed hard, gathered the wounded, and withdrew under shields.

When the last climber withdrew, Dalla and Georg lay behind the wall and the eastern approach stayed closed.

Ninety minutes after the fields rose, Maeve’s active reserve ran dry. Her copper gauge struck zero. Isolde ordered every position depending on live class-work to withdraw behind the fixed barriers, and the rest of the battle ran on steel, springs, terrain, and protections already forged into place.

Stormwall’s deniable company held the eastern flank. Halsen directing his twenty veterans with hand signals and a voice that carried without needing to shout. They fought differently from the militia: quiet, efficient, precise. Professional violence with no wasted motion. A regulars’ squad would advance toward the eastern approach and encounter twenty men who moved like one mechanism and killed without flourish. The Stormwall way: no glory, no risk, no wasted movement. A sword entered, a man fell, the formation stepped over him and met the next. Halsen’s hand rose, the company shifted, and what had been an advancing squad was suddenly being flanked from both sides by veterans who had done this in every season for twenty years.

“Eastern holding,” Thalia’s runner reported.

“Western under pressure,” the second runner, half a minute later. “The secondary element is trying the mill race.”

The mill race. Ivar Dunn’s position.

I moved to the hilltop’s western edge. From there I could see the mill race lane: the widest approach to the west quarter, where the channel ran from the upper mill pond down to the river. The path alongside it was wide enough for ten men abreast, and Morrow’s secondary element was using it.

Thirty regulars at a run. Splashing through the shallow channel water, using the lane’s width to bypass the ford’s bottleneck entirely. Faster than the main advance. Aimed at the west quarter directly.

Three people held the lane. Perrin Bray at the upper sluice, hauling Brennan’s mechanical lever train because his Draft-Hand was silent. A Mender named Osa worked a block-and-tackle rig by raw leverage, dragging pre-staged timbers and stone baskets into the channel without class assistance. She locked each rope, shifted to the next, and built a barrier the old way: leverage, sweat, and the help of two teenagers carrying wedges. And Ivar Dunn.

The first timber jammed sideways. Osa waded thigh-deep into the current while bolts struck the bank around her, drove an iron bar beneath the trunk, and shouted until the teenagers put their weight on the rope. The trunk rolled into place. Osa hammered both locking wedges home with the iron bar. Three stone baskets followed, turning open water into a broken approach that forced the regulars to climb one at a time.

His Force Shield went up.

I saw it from the hilltop: a wall of transparent force, twelve feet wide and eight feet tall, spanning the mill race lane from one bank to the other. The gold-shimmer of a class that had been forged before the Frames went up, still active, still functional, still powered by the banked charge Maeve had topped into his crest that morning.

The regulars hit it. The shield held. The men bounced off it like water off stone, staggering back, confused. They hit it again. Held. Again.

“How long?” I asked, not to anyone.

“At triple burn rate,” Rosalie said from behind me. She had left the active ground around the bakery and crossed the dome’s edge to reach the hill. Her Woundbloom glow had died at the boundary. Her face was drawn and she worked a mundane bandage for a runner who’d taken a crossbow bolt in the shoulder. “His bank was full this morning. Triple rate, under sustained impact. Maybe fifteen minutes.”

Ivar was sixty-three years old. His hip did not work properly. He had no academy training and was entirely uninterested in the distinction that his Force Shield was the strongest class in Fenhollow. He stood in the mud of the mill race lane with his arms raised, boots planted, his face calm with a decision made before the battle started.

He held.

The regulars brought more men. Forty now. Hammering at the shield with weapons and bodies and the simple physics of mass against resistance. The gold-shimmer flickered. Steadied. Flickered again.

“Ten minutes,” Rosalie said.

Isolde was already moving. Pulling a squad from the ford’s reserve line, sprinting toward the west quarter, her voice carrying commands that would evacuate the fourteen people in the houses behind Ivar’s position.

“GET THEM OUT! EVERYONE WEST OF THE CHANNEL HEAD, MOVE TO THE CROSSROADS! NOW!”

The west quarter evacuation started. Families running, carrying what they could. Children on shoulders. The old helped by the young. Fourteen people who had been assigned to the west quarter shelter, now moving to the crossroads at a run.

“Five minutes,” Rosalie said. Her voice cracked.

Ivar’s shield flickered harder. Going translucent at the edges. The gold draining from it like blood from a wound, the banked charge spending itself against forty men’s continued assault. His fingers were trembling. His face was grey. His boots were sliding in the mud.

“Garrick.” Rosalie gripped my arm. “He’s not going to make it.”

“The distance won’t let me lie about it.”

“Can you.”

“I can’t reach him in time. And even if I could, I can’t forge inside a dead zone.”

We watched.

At ten minutes, the west quarter was clear. All residents from the houses behind him had reached the crossroads or moved beyond it. Isolde confirmed it with a raised hand from the evacuation route.

At eleven minutes, the shield thinned at its edges, dimmed through the centre, and vanished.

Ivar stood upright in the mill-race mud with his arms raised. Thirty-seven regulars regrouped twelve paces away. Between us lay two hundred paces of flooded channel and broken ground.

Rosalie made one raw sound beside me. Ivar was still standing in the mud when the regulars reached him.



I looked away before the moment came. Rosalie had not, and her face told me everything I needed to know.

“The lane is lost,” Isolde said through the runners. “West quarter fallen. But clear. Everyone out.”

Osa collapsed the weir-gate on the mill race two minutes later, flooding the lane completely and making it impassable for the regulars who had already passed through. The secondary element’s thirty-seven men were now isolated in the west quarter, cut off from their own line by three feet of rushing water.



At dusk, Morrow pulled his regulars back through the dead ground according to his filed schedule. Today’s assault had measured the town rather than taken it.

The withdrawal left work behind.

Isolde did not permit pursuit. She sent shield pairs to each abandoned approach, then made every pair wait while Brennan checked for delayed rigs and Morrow’s engineers checked their own wounded from the other side. For ten strange minutes, both forces occupied the same riverbank under an unspoken rule: retrieve the people who could still be retrieved.

Perrin and Osa went for Ivar. Octavia climbed the eastern wall herself for Dalla and Georg. She came down carrying Dalla’s mason’s hammer in one hand and Georg’s bakery cleaver in the other. Neither tool had any right to look like a student’s effects. That made them worse.

Rosalie met her at the bottom of the steps. No question. One look, then a hand at Octavia’s elbow while the professor gave the names for Zaria’s roll in perfect diction.

“Dalla. Georg. Elyse Ward School, first register.”

Zaria wrote them before the bodies reached the bakery. The names entered cleanly. Zaria entered each as present, then dead, preserving the exact transition in the roll.

At the ford, militia members lifted wounded regulars out of water beside the men who had tried to kill them. Weapons stayed on the ground while Rosalie’s runners sorted by breathing and blood. The truce lasted exactly as long as the retrieval and ended when the last stretcher crossed its chosen bank.

Then Isolde raised one hand. Every Fenhollow shield came up together.

Across the field, Morrow’s officers counted defenders, noted the fords’ strength, and sketched Maeve’s fire-script channels. The first assault bought Morrow measurements and charged both forces in lives.

The north field was quiet in the dying light. Two Frames anchored and humming with their cold nothing-sound. Two more on wagons behind the camp, ready for tomorrow or the day after. Across the field, Morrow’s cooks had already lit every assigned fire. Water boiled in evenly spaced rows before the wounded reached the tents, one concrete sign that his orderly process had survived the failed assault untouched.

We counted our dead in the bakery’s lamplight.

The bakery was warm and smelled of bread and blood. Bett Callow had kept his ovens running through the entire battle because he said that wounded people needed food and frightened people needed the smell of baking, and he was right about both. The building stood beyond the two domes, on active ground. The dressing station filled the front room: tables cleared of flour sacks and covered with bandages, Rosalie working under lamplight with sleeves rolled past her elbows and Woundbloom blazing gold-green around sure hands carrying years of family training. Corra worked beside her, the woman who had been too afraid to be unsealed now stitching a man’s arm in focused silence, paying a debt no one had charged her. Seren ran supplies from the cellar with the efficiency of a Sanctum-trained healer who had come south specifically for this. Mother Devrie sat in her chair by the window, directing triage from forty years of mundane experience, reading urgency from breathing, blood loss, and runners’ reports. Panicked reports steadied when they reached her.

Ivar Dunn at the mill race. His body recovered by Perrin Bray, who had waded through the flooded lane with water to his chest to bring him back. Perrin said nothing about it except that the old man had been lighter than he expected. He laid Ivar on a table in the back room and did not leave him there alone.

Dalla and Georg at the eastern parapet. Octavia’s students. Dalla had been a farmer’s wife with a latent channel ability; the first crossbow bolt struck her high in the chest. Georg had walked from a town two days west solely to learn; the second bolt took him in the throat when he stepped into her place.

Darr Vol of Stormwall’s deniable company at the mill approach: a professional who had known the risk and accepted it, whose name Halsen would take home.

A man from the militia named Cort, a channel-keeper whose class had been running at full capacity for eight days after a lifetime of throttling. Eight days of being whole, and then dead.

Five dead. Nineteen wounded. Zaria entered the names while the bakery kept working around her.

Zaria updated the muster board. She drew the first strikethrough twice because her hand refused to complete the stroke, scraped the excess ink away, and forced herself through the other four names.

Of the two anchored Frames, one escaped damage. The other had lost a forward extension beside the mill-race lane. The two wagon-mounted Frames behind Morrow’s camp had not entered the fight.



At the mill race, in the last light, Brennan pulled a broken piece of oath-metal from the mud.

The second Frame’s forward field-extension: a structural element, six feet of founders’ metal, positioned near the mill-race lane and shattered along its length by the weir-gate collapse that Osa had triggered. The same piece that connected the Frame’s anchor mechanism to its field-generating array. It should not have been anywhere near the mill race; the extension had torn free and embedded in the mud twenty paces from its own mounting.

Brennan went for it during the final withdrawal, before the last crossbow line had stopped firing.

I saw him leave the cover of the mill wall with a coil of rope over one shoulder and his heavy wrench in his fist. Bolts struck the mud around him. One snapped against the exposed extension and spun away with a noise like a hammer hitting a bell. Another cut his sleeve at the upper arm. He did not slow.

The broken member had buried itself deep enough that both his boots slid when he hauled. He looped the rope through the fracture, braced it around a channel stone, and used a hand-crank winch whose Artificer components operated mechanically inside the field. The regulars were already withdrawing, but their rear guard fired twice more to discourage pursuit. Brennan ducked the first volley. The second drove a bolt through the canvas satchel at his hip and pinned it to the mud.

He cut the strap, left half his tools behind, and kept cranking.

The extension came free with a sucking tear of mud and water. Six feet of founders’ metal, heavy enough that he could not lift it cleanly. He dragged it inch by inch while Osa and Perrin covered him from the ruined weir with ordinary crossbows. Osa’s first bolt struck a shield. Perrin’s hit the ground in front of the rear guard, close enough to make the men reconsider whether one more shot at a retreating mechanic was worth missing their own withdrawal.

Brennan reached the mill wall with the fragment, a torn sleeve, and no tool satchel. Only then did he let two militia volunteers help him haul it to the workshop.

He set it on his bench while the rest of us carried wounded. Mud ran onto the floor. A shallow cut bled down his arm where the bolt had taken the sleeve, and Seren cleaned it while he turned the fragment under the lamp and took measurements with his other hand.

“Interesting,” he said to nobody in particular. His red curly hair was muddy and caked with dried blood from someone else. His Annex uniform, such as it was, was torn at both shoulders. Intense, consuming focus took over his freckled face. The broken metal interested him more than anything else that had happened that day.

He began taking it apart through Artificer instinct and patient attention, reserving force for the pieces that earned it. He understood mechanisms the way I understood crests. The break exposed three worked layers inside the metal: a dark outer sheath, a paler load-bearing grain, and a hair-thin channel that made the brass needle of his gauge twitch without any live resonance feeding it. Brennan marked each layer in chalk, tested the fracture with a spring probe, then started a second page when the first filled.



That night, after the dead were covered and the wounded were in the bakery and the muster board was updated with its five strikethroughs and the town had eaten in silence in the taproom where nobody made jokes, Thalia’s ravens arrived.

Two messages on two birds, arriving within minutes of each other.

The first: two more Frames, en route from the ridge road. Heavy escort. Three days out. Four Frames becoming six.

The second: intelligence from Zaria’s roll, confirmed by three separate sources. Six Frames positioned in overlapping domes would cover the entire valley. All Fenhollow’s classes would go dark. A single Frame could be endured and worked around. Six brought complete coverage and permanent exposure.

Permanent exposure differed from the grey crossing because the Frames dulled a living class by increments. The damage was slower than Excision and left the person intact, but sustained suppression permanently reduced class output. Completed repairs, restorations, unsealings, and facets survived inside the suppressed architecture while the classes carrying them gradually lost the capacity to express what had been preserved.

“The two additional Frames arrive in three days,” Isolde said. She leaned against the bakery’s outer wall in the dark, her blade cleaned and sheathed, her face lit only by the distant glow of Morrow’s camp. “At six, we cannot hold. The whole valley goes dark. Maeve’s bank runs dry inside a day. The work stays forged, but the people carrying it lose the capacity to use it.”

I surveyed the muster board. Five names struck through in Zaria’s careful hand.

“Then we have to do something else,” I said.


Chapter 17: The Ones We Made

We buried them on the hill above the channel head, four graves from Elyse’s.

Mother Devrie did the rites. She had done them for forty years in this town. She had done two for this family before: one for my mother, whose forge-scarred hands had kept her alive three times a year for two decades, and one years earlier for the father whose face I knew mostly from Devrie’s stories.

The town answered grief with objects instead of speeches. Elm laid Ivar’s worn shield strap across the grave before the earth went in. Dalla’s husband brought the pruning knife she used each spring. Georg had no family in Fenhollow, so Octavia placed his first lesson slate beside him, chalk marks still visible beneath her thumb. Cort’s mother brought flour from the mill and scattered one small white handful because her son had smelled of it every evening of his life.

The deaths gained no usefulness from ritual. The objects made them specific.

She stood at the graves in the morning light with her healer’s class restored and her voice steady and her seventy-year-old hands folded in front of her, and she spoke the names.

Ivar Dunn. Force Shield. Sixty-three years in Fenhollow. Fenhollow’s strongest class user. Never impressed by the title.

Dalla Prent. Farmer’s wife. Latent Channel-keeper. Nine days a student.

Georg Velis. Walked two days west to learn something nobody would teach him.

Cort. Militia. Miller’s second son. Twenty-four.

Darr Vol was buried separately, per guild rites, with Halsen presiding and Isolde standing at attention in the cold, because he had been assigned by her and died holding her line.

Stormwall’s rite used no earth until the living named the dead man’s last useful act. Halsen said Darr had recognized the mill approach as bad ground and taken it anyway because the town had no professional spearman to spare. Vessa Rook said he had corrected her grip during their first winter contract and never admitted doing it. The guild armourer placed Darr’s repaired spearhead beside him, edge wrapped so the dead carried no naked steel among friends.

Isolde had to speak last. Her jaw worked once before sound came.

“I put him at the mill. He kept the lane until the water took it. His placement saved the eastern retreat.”

Halsen waited.

Guild custom demanded one more sentence. Isolde knew it and hated needing it.

“The order was mine,” she said. “The honour was his.”

Only then did Stormwall cover the spearhead and begin filling the grave. Halsen took the first shovel. Isolde reached for the second shovel herself and stayed until the mound was level.

Perrin Bray stood at the edge. He had lived because Ivar had kept the lane open. He knew it. Everyone knew it. His shovel stayed planted in the earth while he said nothing.

Pip had questions. He was nine. His questions were precise and unhelpful and could not be deflected.

“Is Ivar coming back?”

“No.”

“Why?”

I looked at Brennan, who was standing beside Pip with both fists buried in his pockets and his curls flattened with rain.

“Because his shield was the strongest thing in Fenhollow,” Brennan said. Carefully and truthfully, giving the boy facts he could survive. “And he used it to hold a space open long enough for fourteen people to get through it. And that used all of it. Everything he had.”

“Why didn’t someone help him?”

“Nobody could reach him in time.”

“Why?”

Brennan settled a steadying palm on Pip’s shoulder. “That’s a question you’re going to ask for a long time. And the answer will stay the same whenever you ask it, and it will stay unfair.”



Thalia brought Halsen’s assessment to the workshop that afternoon while Isolde stood across the table cleaning river mud from her blade.

“He said Fenhollow’s farmers defended a ford against professionals for three hours,” Thalia reported. “Then he asked what you did to them.”

Isolde did not look up. “I told him I trained them to fight when the power went out.”

“He observed that Stormwall takes six months to prepare recruits.”

“Stormwall starts with people who want wages. I started with people who wanted their town standing. Better material.”

Thalia’s mouth shifted. “His final question was how many more you need.”

“An army,” Isolde said. “I have a town. He can send whatever closes the gap.”



Before the next morning’s drill, Zaria checked the other danger still occupying Fenhollow. Noll waited at the north boundary stone, a name-shaped hole fixed at the edge of her Roll-Sight while she continued searching for his source. Brennan’s pressure board beneath the stone registered his weight; its signal cord ended at a brass flag beside the muster board. The flag had not moved all night.

The hold remained: he would touch nobody in Fenhollow while she looked. We repeated the condition to him at dawn. He answered, “Accurate,” and returned to the stillness that made looking at the boundary feel like work.

In the lane where Ivar fell, three militia members volunteered themselves for the next morning’s drill.

Draft-hands. All three. None of them had Force classes, none of them could produce a shield, none of them could do what Ivar had done. They stood in the mud where his boots had been planted, practice weapons braced across the gap, and did not explain themselves.

Isolde watched from the bridge. I saw her face: her stare still and hard, her decision visible as she weighed correcting them against letting them stand.

She let them. Adjusted their spacing. Showed them where to brace.

Then she walked to the crossroads with her stare fixed ahead, and her fingers shook despite the warm air.



Agda’s second supply delivery reached us before dusk, driven south under Valebright colours and carrying crates labelled GRIEF IS NOT A MEAL, BANDAGES BEFORE BRAVERY, and THIS ONE IS ACTUALLY VEGETABLES. Bett opened the first, found dense meat pies packed in waxed cloth, and fed the funeral crews before anyone could claim they were not hungry. Seren took the bandage crate to the bakery. Brennan opened the vegetables, looked personally betrayed, and ate them anyway.

Wat Tull’s smithy ran through the night.

The ordinary blacksmith, working iron and steel by lamplight, repairing the militia’s weapons and armor with thirty years of expertise and no class to help him. His anvil rang until two in the morning and I worked beside him for three of those hours because he needed another worker and I needed ordinary work, far from class-forging and counted days.

“Thirty years at this anvil,” he said, not looking up from a dented shield boss. “Thirty years of people asking the man at the forge whether he’s the Class Smith.”

“Does it bother you?”

“Used to.” He set the boss in the quench and the hiss filled the smithy. “Then Elyse died. Then nobody asked anymore, because there was nobody else to ask about. Now you’re back and they’re asking again, only this time they mean me.” The quench hissed between us. “Third time yesterday. One of Morrow’s scouts. ‘Where’s the Smith?’ I pointed him at the bakery.”

“And?”

“He found Rosalie with her sleeves up and blood to her elbows, told her she didn’t look like a smith, and she told him she wasn’t one and asked if he needed a healer, and he said no and went back to camp and I expect his report was very confused.”

I laughed. It felt strange in a night full of death and cold metal.

“Good,” Wat said. “Laugh more. You’ve got your mother’s face when you frown and she frowned enough for both of you.”



Rosalie’s mother sent a letter with that courier.

The casualty list had reached the capital before the pies reached Fenhollow. Rosalie read the letter alone beside the infirmary garden, then brought it to me while keeping the page folded in her hand. Her mother’s hand had filled three sheets: fear disguised as family concern, a request that she return, and one sentence admitting that Corra’s unsealing had forced questions House Arden could no longer contain.

“I’m not answering this week,” Rosalie said.

She folded the sheets once and put them in her apron pocket. She neither threw it away nor forgave it. The letter stayed in her apron pocket, kept on her terms like the door she’d left open after the Descent.

Zaria wrote the strikethroughs.

She did it at the kitchen table, in lamplight, with the pen she always carried and the roll she never let far from reach. Five names. Each one a line drawn through an entry she had written in her own hand, because keeping the roll meant keeping ALL of it: the living and the dead, the present and the absent.

I found her there at midnight with dry eyes and a moving pen, working through the rest of the roll’s updates: reassignments, position changes, the muster board’s alterations that a battle required. Her dark eyes stayed dry and focused. Six years in the Concord’s inner archive had trained the mechanical regularity of her pen.

Filing the un-personings.

She knew what she was doing. She knew what it looked like. She knew, because she had told me, because she did not lie about this, that this was the exact thing she had fled the capital to stop doing. Writing people out of records. Making them lines instead of lives.

And she was doing it anyway because the roll served the living. Leaving the dead unaccounted would endanger everyone who inherited their posts; pain changed neither the necessity nor the purpose of her work.

“I’m fine.” Her pen kept moving.

“You don’t have to be fine.”

“I don’t have to be. But I am. These people died holding a town that I keep the roll of, and the best thing I can do for them tonight is make sure their posts are covered and their people know where to go tomorrow.”

She wrote another line. Changed a position. Updated an assignment.

“When it’s over,” she said, “I will not be fine. I will sit on this floor and I will hold this book and I will read all the names I struck through, and I will know exactly how much I cost. But that is for after. Tonight is for the living.”



The argument came the next morning.

Perrin Bray started it. He came to the workshop with his jaw set and his fists clenched and his Draft-hand class humming at full power, and he said what nobody else had been willing to say.

“You armed us and people died.”

The circle was in the workshop, planning. They went quiet.

“Ivar. Dalla. Georg. Cort. Darr Vol, the Stormwall veteran Isolde brought here.” Perrin counted them on his fingers. “You made this town’s resistance visible. Maybe the Concord had Fenhollow on its map already. Maybe we’d have burned later. But they came HERE first because the Class Smith was born here, and five people are dead because being first meant the war arrived now.”

“Perrin.”

“I’m not done.” His face was red with hurt sharpened into certainty, because his accusation contained enough truth to wound us both. “They came for YOU. You came home, showed us what we could be, armed us, and made the campaign hit this valley before any other place on the list.”

The circle was silent. The circle left the accusation unanswered while Perrin finished. The cost he named was real; interrupting him would only defend my comfort.

“You’re right about why Fenhollow came first,” I said. “My bloodline put us at the top of the schedule, and my return accelerated the confrontation. I own that. The town was already marked through the forty-three names in my mother’s shadow roll, but that does not make yesterday’s graves less mine.”

“Five people are still dead.”

“Yes.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

“Keep the rest alive.”

Perrin’s fists clenched harder. “That’s not an answer for the five.”

“There isn’t one. They remain dead. Devrie remains alive because Rosalie opened her class. The farms still have channels because people here can finally maintain them. Both facts belong to what I brought home, and I don’t get to keep only the one that lets me sleep.”

Perrin answered by going to the north field and drilling beside the three men in Ivar’s lane. He gave me no words for the rest of the day.

Rosalie found me afterward. Her hand on my arm, her green eyes steady.

“They were always going to be burned,” she said. “The towns on the list, the people the Registry misregistered, the classes the Concord throttled. They were scheduled for destruction whether you existed or not. The difference is that now some of them are not.”

“The difference is that five of them are dead today instead of alive in a town that burns next month.”

“Yes.” Her thumb moved on my arm. “That is the difference. And it is a difference you cannot un-choose, and it is a difference you chose correctly, and neither of those facts makes it stop hurting.”



That evening, six Frame markers covered the valley map. We could not hold them in three days. Full valley coverage meant all Fenhollow’s classes would lose output under suppression and grow permanently duller with prolonged exposure. The repairs and facets would remain forged, intact but increasingly unusable inside people whose capacity had been worn down. Holding was a losing position.

“Exposure,” Isolde said. “Like the Valebright courtyard. Like the Descent mirrors. Show an audience.”

“There is no audience.” Thalia leaned against the wall. “The column already knows what we are. The capital already knows. There is nobody left to tell who does not already have the information.”

“The column’s men,” Maeve said from the floor. “Most of them are levied. Forge-town people. They don’t know what’s been done to them.”

“And what do we do? Read them a lecture in the middle of a battle?” Isolde’s voice was sharp. “They cannot hear us inside a Frame’s field. They cannot see a demonstration through two hundred paces of dead zone. There is no mirror-gallery for this.”

“Evidence will not stop eight hundred men,” I said.

Everyone studied me.

I turned toward the Frame fragment on Brennan’s bench without yet understanding what it offered. “Their own crests might. We strip away the pressure holding them closed and let each man feel the truth in his own body.”

“Such as?”

“Strip away the pressure holding them closed and let each living crest decide whether to open. In bulk. Their bodies receive the truth directly.”

Brennan turned toward the salvaged Frame member on his bench.

“I don’t know how yet,” I said. “But the answer has to change what they feel, not what they believe.”

Brennan glanced toward the salvaged metal on his bench. “Then we keep working.”



Isolde’s room over the taproom. Door locked. She still wore the coat she’d buried people in.

She was standing when I came in, as she usually did when rest would force her to feel too much. The burial coat remained buttoned to her throat. Her blade lay untouched on the table. Rigid shoulders refused to drop, and her gaze fixed on nothing while her lips silently recited the five names in order.

“I can’t grieve while I’m in command.” She gave me the words as soon as the door closed, gaze fixed beyond my shoulder. “If I start, I cannot stop, and if I cannot stop then the militia has no one and the town has no line.”

“You’re not in command right now.”

“I am always in command.” The final word cracked, barely. “Since the first morning. Since the first drill. They look at me and they see the person who tells them what to do and when I am wrong they die.”

“Isolde.”

“I need.” She stopped. Her fist closed around the unused blade harness, leather creaking under the pressure. The words cost her everything. “I need you to take it. For one hour. All of it. The decisions too. I need to not be in command of anything.”

She had asked me to take control after class breakthroughs and storms she could not hold. Tonight grief stood behind the request. She needed command as mercy, a place where nobody’s life depended on her next decision.

I crossed the room. Took her chin. Tilted her face up.

“Give it to me,” I said.

Her exhale was a surrender.

I undressed her methodically, each piece in order and each buckle undone with a smith’s intention. The burial coat first. I drew it from her shoulders and hung it on the peg, taking the day’s dirt and the funeral’s cold with it. Then the duelist’s tunic, high-collared and stiff with wear: I unfastened it button by button, peeled it down her arms, and set it aside. She stood still for it. Let herself be handled. Let me make the decisions about what came off and when. The blade harness next, leather warm from her body heat, the buckles clicking free one at a time, its drag leaving her shoulders like armor being stripped. The shirt beneath, damp with sweat: I pulled it over her head and she lifted her arms without being asked, and the motion was submission encoded into muscle memory. Until she stood in the lamplight in her skin: lean, muscled, a warrior’s body worn thin by eleven days without rest.

Small breasts, firm and high on her chest, nipples already hard in the cool air. The flat stomach with its visible ab definition. The lean hips, the fighter’s ass, the long strong thighs. Lightning scars lay dark along her left arm, branching from shoulder to wrist like a frozen river. Even off the dead ground, no light moved through them tonight.

She was beautiful in the way that weapons were beautiful: balanced, functional, without a single unnecessary element. Tonight the uniform and public authority were gone. Her vulnerability lived in the way she tracked me, waiting for one instruction sturdy enough to brace against.

“Kneel,” I said.

She knelt. On the floor beside the bed, her palms on her thighs, her head bowed, her braid falling forward over her shoulder. Proud posture even now, even on her knees. Even when she was giving up everything, Isolde Fen could not slouch. The spine stayed straight. The shoulders stayed square. The submission was in the choice, not in the collapse.

I unbound the braid. Slowly, from the tie at the bottom, working the pale rope apart strand by strand until it fell loose around her shoulders and caught the lamplight like pale metal. The braid undone was its own kind of vulnerability: she wore it tight for the same reason she wore the uniform. Control. Structure. The physical manifestation of order. Undoing it was undoing her, and she let me.

“Hands behind your back.”

She put them there. Wrists crossed at the small of her back, the defined muscles of her forearms tensing. I took the harness straps from the table and bound her wrists. The straps left no marks and never threatened circulation, but they kept her wrists firmly crossed. The leather was warm from her own body heat, and when the binding settled, her shoulders finally dropped from the rigid line they had maintained since the first name on the casualty list.

I stepped back. Looked at her. The warrior, naked and kneeling, pale hair loose around her shoulders, wrists bound behind her back with her own harness straps, proud spine straight, eyes lifted to mine. Her eyes shone with tears she had not yet let fall.

I put my hand in her hair. Gripped. Pulled her head back until her throat was exposed, the long clean line of it catching lamplight, and her eyes met mine fully: ice-blue, wide, filled with grief, desire, relief, and the desperation of carrying five names and a war for eleven days while needing, just once, to put it all down.

“You are out of command,” I said. “This room, your body, and all choices for the next hour belong to me. Do you understand?”

“Sir.”

It arrived early tonight, given freely because the alternative was carrying five names into another day. She reserved that word for me and for rooms where surrender meant safety.

I took her mouth hard. My hand tightened in her hair, her jaw opened beneath mine, and she kissed back with enough desperation to bruise both our lips. She strained forward against the binding until the leather caught her wrists, then made a raw sound into my mouth and pushed harder.

“On the bed. Face down.”

She went. Rose from her knees with a weapon’s grace even though she wasn’t using her body as one, and laid herself across the bed: face in the sheets, bound wrists at the small of her back, her bare back long and pale and marked with the lightning scars that traced their frozen-river pattern from left shoulder to wrist. Her legs slightly apart. Her breathing measured but fast.

I ran my hand down her spine. Over the scars: the raised, smooth texture of them, the places where lightning had marked her permanently. Over the lean muscle of her back, the individual vertebrae visible under pale skin. Over the tight curve of her ass, the firm muscle of it tensing under my palm. Over the long strong thighs, the definition in them visible even at rest. She was still beneath me. Breathing. Waiting. Trusting.

I spanked her. Hard enough to mark. My full palm on the lean muscle of her ass, the impact cracking through the quiet room like a punctuation mark. Her fair skin flushed pink instantly, the imprint of my hand standing clear on the firm muscle. Her bound wrists flexed and her hips pushed back before the gasp escaped through her teeth.

“Again.”

Again. Harder. The sound of palm meeting skin sharp and immediate, followed by her exhale: the one she could not control, the one that came out of her like steam from a kettle. The pink deepened. The second mark overlapping the first, spreading warmth across her flesh.

“More.”

I gave her more. Each strike deliberate and measured, placed by reading each breath and muscular response as closely as resistance in a crest: her body becoming class architecture under my attention, finding the angle that made her gasp turn into a moan, the force that pushed her exactly to the edge between pain and pleasure without crossing into damage. Alternating cheeks. Varying the angle. Each blow landing with an intention, and each reaction telling me exactly where she was.

Her ass was pink and warm under my palm, the colour spreading across both cheeks, and her hips shifted with each blow. The lean athletic body pushing back, seeking, wanting. The sounds she made graduated from sharp gasps to longer, lower moans. Her face turned sideways on the sheets, one ice-blue eye visible, and calculation had left the unfocused eye entirely.

“That,” she said into the sheets, raw and stripped of the commander’s clarity. “Please. Don’t stop. Sir.”

The word settled her breathing. Their usual game and push-pull had fallen away; tonight, obedience gave the burden somewhere else to rest.

I reached between her legs. She was drenched. The evidence of her arousal slick on her inner thighs, her pussy swollen and hot when I pressed two fingers inside her. She clenched immediately, her hips grinding against my hand, the bound wrists flexing uselessly behind her back.

“Please,” she whispered. “Inside me. Now. I need.”

I withdrew my fingers.

Her hips followed the loss. “Sir.”

“Turn over.”

Bound hands made the movement awkward. I let her solve it under her own strength, because surrender did not mean helplessness and Isolde would have hated being handled like glass. She rolled onto her back, pale hair spread over the dark coverlet, wrists trapped beneath the small of her back. The posture lifted her small breasts and opened the long line of her stomach. Pink handprints marked her lean ass where it pressed the bed.

I stood between her knees and looked down.

She met my gaze for five seconds. Ten. Habit returned through posture alone: chin level, scars dark, eyes refusing to ask twice.

“Open your legs.”

They opened.

“Wider.”

Her thighs spread until the strong muscles trembled. She was wet enough that it shone. She wore neither uniform nor blade. No hands available to cover herself. She had only the obedience she had requested and the certainty that I would not let it become harm.

I put my palm against her sternum, directly over the quiet Tempest crest. “Whose decisions?”

“Yours.”

“Whose pace?”

“Yours, sir.”

“Whose responsibility?”

That caught her. Her mouth opened, but no answer came. Responsibility was the thing she could not set down even when ordered. It had rooted too deeply through the last eleven days.

I leaned closer. “Mine. In this room, you are my responsibility. You do not have to keep yourself safe from me. You do not have to calculate what comes next. You gave it to me.”

Her eyes filled again.

“Say it.”

“I am your responsibility.”

“Again.”

“I am your responsibility, sir.”

I lowered my mouth to her.

The first touch of my tongue broke the rigid line of her body. Her head fell back. Her thighs tried to close around me, and I forced them open with my forearms. I licked slowly, tasting salt and heat, refusing the hard speed her hips demanded. Whenever she tried to anticipate, I paused. When command returned to her voice, I waited until it softened into a request.

“Please.”

I circled her clit.

“Please, sir.”

I pushed my tongue against it and kept the pressure steady while her body shook. Her bound wrists strained beneath her, leaving her unable to grab my hair or direct pressure. The helplessness sharpened everything. She had to receive what I chose to give and trust that I could read the response.

Her crest stayed dark and left every sensation to flesh. The pleasure was entirely flesh: the twitch beneath my tongue, the wetness spreading, the taut thighs under my palms. There was relief in that too. Her attention belonged entirely to her body. No storm waited to burst loose. Her body could want without becoming a weapon.

I slid two fingers inside her again and curled them while my mouth stayed on her clit. Her hips lifted clear of the mattress.

“Hold still.”

“I can’t.”

“You can.”

She forced herself down. The effort put every muscle in her stomach into sharp relief. I kept the pressure exact, bringing her toward release one controlled stroke at a time. Her breath became a sequence of clipped sounds. Her focus dissolved. Tears slipped sideways into her hair.

At the edge, I stopped.

A wounded noise left her. “Why?”

“Because you asked me to take all decisions. That includes when you come.”

Her jaw trembled. “Yes, sir.”

I moved up her body and kissed her. Let her taste herself on my mouth. She kissed back with desperate force, then checked herself when my fingers closed around her throat. I did not squeeze. My thumb rested beneath her jaw, a reminder of control without threat.

“On your knees again.”

She rolled, rose, and knelt on the mattress facing me. Bound wrists behind her. Hair loose. Tear tracks bright on her face. I fed my cock between her lips and she took me with the same discipline she brought to blade forms: spine straight, eyes raised, mouth opening deeper each time my hand guided her head.

Her discipline served my pace. I set the rhythm. She followed. Saliva shone along my shaft and gathered on her lower lip. When her throat tightened, I pulled back. When she drew breath, I gave her more. Her eyes watered for a different reason, and the tears joined the first ones without distinction.

I stopped before finishing and drew her upright by her hair.

“What do you need?”

The answer came without commander’s phrasing, stripped to one syllable.

“You.”

I turned her face down again, positioned her hips beneath me, and ran one hand over the hot marks I had made.

I gathered a fistful of her loose hair, pulling her head back just enough to arch her spine. My other hand on her hip, positioning. And I entered her from behind with her wrists still bound at the small of her back and her hair in my grip.

Deep. Hard. The angle that made her gasp and then surrender, her forehead against the sheets when I loosened my grip in her hair, her hips tilted up, her muscular body straining under mine. The tight, wet heat of her clenched around me in waves. The Tempest stayed banked, leaving her attention on my weight, my pace, and the next decision remaining mine.

“Sir.” Against the sheets. “Please.”

“Please what?”

“Don’t stop. Don’t. I can’t. I can’t hold.”

“You gave that burden to me.” I pulled her loose hair. She arched, her back a bow, her bound wrists pressing against my stomach. “No thinking. No deciding. Take what I give you.”

Tears ran down her face into the sheets while I moved inside her. Her grief came without sobs or dramatic collapse, only quiet, sustained weeping that she did not try to stop, could not have stopped, the grief coming out of her the way water came through a cracked dam: steadily, inevitably, without violence. Her body still open under mine. Her pussy still clenching around me in rhythms that were neither orgasm nor resistance but simply release, the muscles responding to presence and penetration while the rest of her released everything she’d contained.

I continued because all her signals asked me to. Her bound wrists were still, not straining. Her hips still moved against mine, her slow grinding said she wanted this to continue even through the tears. She NEEDED the physical anchor of being filled, secured, and controlled while the rest of her came apart.

“The names,” she whispered. Barely audible. Into the damp sheets.

“Say them.”

“Ivar.” A breath. The name given up, placed in the room, no longer hers alone to carry. “Dalla. Georg. Cort.” And then Darr Vol, whose name she knew because she’d memorized the roster of people she’d placed in positions where death could find them. After Cort, she told me about the walk to his mother’s door and the moment the woman understood before Isolde spoke.

She gave each name on a breath timed to my next thrust. The rhythm of naming and being taken becoming a shared rhythm: grief and sex and release and surrender all wound into a single experience that could not be separated into its components.

I moved in her through all of it. Slow now. Deep and steady and present. My weight stayed along her back, my cheek against her loose hair and one hand still wrapped in it. Her bound wrists pressed between our bodies, leather warm against my stomach. I kept the pace deep and unhurried while each name left her mouth into the room we shared.

“I’m here,” I said. Against her ear. Into the hair. “You’re not carrying them alone.”

A silent, full-body clench took her without the electrical discharge that usually marked her peaks. Her walls pulled at me, her back arched, and her bound fists clenched before eleven days of tension drained from every muscle. Her weight settled into the mattress under mine, finally permitted to sink into the mattress.

I finished inside her on the last pulse, buried deep, warmth flooding her while my forehead rested against the back of her neck. Tempest gave us neither discharge, crackle, nor glow. Our breathing filled the room above the taproom, human and uneven, with the reckoning two days away.



I unbound her wrists and stayed through every aftershock. Rubbed the red marks with my thumbs. Brought water. She drank it without sitting up, her head on my chest, her loose hair spread across us both.

A very long time passed before either of us spoke.

When she did, it was the names. In order. Ivar first. Darr Vol last. Because that was the only way she could say them, and saying them was the only way to put them down.

After the fifth name, she went quiet long enough that I thought the list had ended. Then she told me where Ivar had stood in the mill-race mud. She had carried his place alongside his name. I listened until that piece of the battlefield belonged to both of us.

I kept her against me until her breathing evened.

When sleep would not come, I warmed water and cleaned the dried tears from her face. I combed her hair with my fingers and left the braid undone, because structure was the last thing she needed restored tonight. She ate half a piece of bread on command, drank again, and let me wrap the blanket around her shoulders without insisting she was not cold.

By the time the water cooled, her breathing had lost its ragged edge.

“I will be in command tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“Tonight, you carried it.”

“I did.”

She pressed her face into my chest, the last damp tracks of tears cooling against my skin.

“Thank you,” she said. Then, softer: “Sir.”

I laid her burial coat across the chair. It would wait there until she chose to wear command again.


Chapter 18: Coldwater

Thalia laid three evidence streams across my mother’s workbench and aligned their dates.

Elyse’s shadow roll showed she had been documenting Coldwater for years before her death. Her cipher notes, decoded by Octavia in the second journal’s margins, referenced a case study labelled with her shorthand for Concord operation: the circle of stars with fixed points, the constellation that doesn’t move. The notes were incomplete. She’d died before finishing them. But the fragments were precise: financial flows, material requisitions, a timeline that started three months before the cascade and ended the day after.

Zaria could follow known names and existing network entries across distance, as she had found Millbrook’s blanked after speaking names already preserved in dispatches. What she could not do from forty miles away was reconstruct Coldwater’s full place-roll, discover names never entered in any network she held, or read the relationships written into its ground. Coldwater itself would have to supply that deeper roll when we stood on it.

Thalia’s network: sealed testimony from a survivor who had been contacted through one of her external caches two years ago and had refused, at the time, to speak further. Cross-matched against the dispatch traffic that Zaria had once filed. Routing codes that matched dates. Material requisitions that matched locations. A pattern visible only from the intersection of three independent sources.

“Coldwater was a Concord operation,” Thalia said.

Late-evening quiet settled over the workshop while the circle crowded the kitchen table, workbench, and doorway; nine people could not sit comfortably, and nobody intended to miss the conversation.

“The hedge-practitioner was supplied.” Thalia laid papers on the table, each one a nail driven into a coffin that had been closed for twenty-nine years. “His materials came through a requisition channel that Zaria can trace to a Concord warehouse in the eastern provinces. The amplification catalyst that caused the cascade was a research-grade compound manufactured under Concord licence for Examiner use, restricted to Examiner stores.”

“An Examiner’s tool,” Octavia said under her breath. “Given to a hedge-practitioner with no training in its properties.”

“Given deliberately.” Thalia continued in the same flat register. “The linked-crest configuration that made the cascade possible was engineered. A Registry official visited Coldwater in the year before the event and reclassified twelve people. Put them into a chain configuration that would propagate resonance between them without any of them knowing they were connected. A circuit, built quietly, waiting to be triggered.”

“The practitioner thought he was helping,” I said.

“The practitioner thought he was repairing twelve interconnected classes at a discount. Pre-Concord smiths had used linked-crest work under strict dampening and supervision. The method carried danger within a known discipline. What he did not know was that the catalyst he’d been given would amplify the resonance feedback beyond his ability to control, and that the chain he was repairing had been specifically configured to amplify a cascade and defeat dampening.”

“Someone designed a bomb,” Brennan said from his corner. “Out of people.”

Thalia laid a finger on the engineered chain in the requisition record. “They triggered it by proxy, then stood back and counted bodies for a week. And then the Concord arrived, documented the atrocity, and used it as the modern campaign’s public proof that free class evolution was too dangerous to permit.”

“A hundred and forty people,” Rosalie said. She was at the window, arms crossed, her Woundbloom crest reversing toward pain, gold-green light darkening along the edges as a healer’s fury searched for somewhere to go. “Killed to write a policy.”

“Killed to refresh the doctrine for a modern army,” Thalia corrected. “Coldwater is the argument the Concord gives its marshals when it asks them to burn towns. The Concord cites Coldwater whenever it orders another town burned. It became the campaign’s preferred justification, and it was manufactured.”

The kitchen was silent. Beneath the floor, the forge remained cold.

“He was nineteen.” Zaria kept annotating the roll, where she was annotating with the restless pen-movement that meant she was thinking. “Morrow. He was nineteen and he pulled bodies from houses for a week, and somebody handed him a cause to believe in. And he has believed in it, absolutely, for twenty-nine years.”

“That doesn’t make him innocent,” Isolde said.

“No. But it makes him exploited.” Zaria looked up, her dark gaze fierce. “They used his belief exactly as they used my family’s false history. They gave him a story, named it truth, and built their work on his obedience. A bloodline overlay and a founding myth use different tools to make the victim carry the lie.”

Zaria wrote exploited beside Morrow’s name and underlined it once.



The proof was Ondra Quist, a sixty-three-year-old Mender hidden on Elyse’s shadow roll under Hessa Pole’s name, borrowed from one of the cascade’s dead. She lived in the forge-town of Brannock, a fast day’s travel east, mending pots and waiting for the day Elyse had promised would come.

“She’s in Brannock,” Zaria said, tracing the entry in the roll. Her restored Namewarden Sight had found the false entry days ago; now, with the context of Coldwater’s truth, the purpose of the hiding became clear. “A hard day’s travel east on the Coldwater road. I can feel her real name underneath the false one. She’s alive. She’s. Waiting.”

“She’s been waiting twenty-nine years,” Octavia said.

“My mother told her someone would come.” I regarded the shadow-roll entry. Elyse’s resonance-handwriting, visible only to Roll-Sight: a name hidden inside a name. “Elyse said: someone will need you to say it eventually. Be alive when they do.”

“The column is between us and the east road,” Thalia said, spreading the map. “But the Coldwater road runs northeast. It skirts the column’s supply line. Their patrols are concentrated on the north road and the south approach; the northeast is a secondary route they’ve not bothered to watch because nothing of strategic value sits on it.”

“Only Coldwater itself,” Isolde said.

“And nobody expects us to go toward a twenty-nine-year-old ruin in the middle of a siege.”

“Small party. Fast. One day out, one night for the ruin and Ondra, one day back.” I looked at Thalia. “You navigate.”

“Obviously.”

“Isolde for security. Brennan because I need his rigs if we hit a Concord courier post. Zaria because Ondra is on her roll and she’s the one who should speak to her.”

“Five people,” Isolde said. “Light packs. No wagon. We make the ruin by midday and Brannock before dark if we move before midnight.”

Zaria checked my pack fastening, then left her palm against my chest a beat longer than the buckle required. Amber warmed under her hand. Her dark eyes lifted to mine.

“I packed food,” she said. “You will eat it on your own initiative.”

“That sounds like management.”

Her mouth brushed my jaw. “Correct.”

“We move at midnight.”

Before we left, Zaria and I went to the north boundary stone. Noll stood on Brennan’s pressure board, or the brass indicator said he did; my eyes had to choose the rest of him into view.

“Coldwater is part of the search,” Zaria said. Her Namewarden crest lit amber at her throat. “The operation that made you may share its source architecture. I will keep looking while I travel. Your hold on Fenhollow persists while that work continues.”

Noll regarded the statement with the absence that passed for attention. “Accurate.”

“You remain at this stone. You do not follow. You touch nobody.”

“Accurate.”

Amaya would check the board at dawn and dusk from outside his reach. Brennan ran its pressure signal by buried cord to two bells: one in the workshop and one beside the muster board. The mechanism did not need to see or recognize him. If his weight left the stone, both bells rang. Isolde left Vessa Rook and four Stormwall veterans with instructions to watch the flag and the road around it, not the man their attention could not hold.



The northeast road was dark and empty and it ran through terrain the campaign considered inconsequential.

Isolde set the pace. Even with the lingering resonance-dullness from yesterday’s Frame exposure clinging to her crest like frost, she moved through night terrain faster than anyone I’d known. Her combat boots found footing on loose stone and wet grass with the instinct of a body trained since childhood, and her unaided sight tracked the landscape ahead with a predator’s efficiency. Her tight braid caught moonlight like a blade.

Thalia navigated. Her Shadow Auditor instincts, independent of the lesser Class Sight that the Frames had suppressed, made her invisible in the night even after active craft went dark. She knew the courier schedules from three years of network intelligence. She knew which crossroads were watched and which were not. She moved through the gaps the way water moved through cracks: finding every opening, flowing through without disturbing the edges. Twice she raised a fist and we froze mid-stride, and twice the danger passed without seeing us: a patrol lantern in the wrong place at the wrong time, dismissed by a woman who had been navigating around patrols since she was nineteen.

Brennan carried his rig toolkit. The heavy satchel bounced against his back as he jogged, and at three-minute intervals he checked the fastenings because Brennan trusted his tools with his life and verified their condition the way other men verified their weapons. His curls were tucked under a dark cap that Zaria had produced from nowhere, and his pale freckled face was smeared with ash from the forge to cut the shine. He looked ridiculous and he knew it and he had not complained once.

Zaria carried a copy of the Fenhollow roll, annotated with the Coldwater entries and Elyse’s shadow-roll data. She kept it tucked under one arm as she walked, the way she held everything: close, protected, as though the paper itself was a person she was keeping. Her dark eyes were wide in the moonlight and she moved with the surprising quiet learned across six years of being deliberately unremarkable in institutional corridors.

We hit the Coldwater road by dawn.

The Concord courier post was the first real danger. A stone waypoint with a lantern, two riders, and a change-station for the fast messengers that ran between the column and the capital. Thalia had known its location from her network, but not its current staffing level. We crouched behind a hedgerow at forty paces and watched the riders change horses in the pre-dawn light.

“Two,” Thalia breathed against my ear. “Standard courier pair. Armed. They’ll ride north in ten minutes. If we wait.”

We waited. The cold seeped up from the ground through my boots and my knees and my patience. Isolde was motionless beside me with a combat professional’s economy: not tense, simply still, her body conserving energy for the moment it would need to spend it. Brennan had produced a piece of dried meat from somewhere in his satchel and was eating it silently, because Brennan could eat in any situation and frequently did.

The couriers rode north. We moved south, fast, past the waypoint before the change-station attendant could notice footprints that should not be there.



Roofless foundations lined streets with no people. The well had no bucket, the square no market, and twenty-nine years of weather had worked moss into every lower stone. The architecture of a life removed, leaving only the geometry behind. A birch tree grew through a collapsed chimney. A feral cat witnessed us from a window frame without glass.

The ruin carried neither the grey crossing’s wrongness nor a dead zone’s hollow pressure. It was simply over, a place where something had ended and nothing replaced it. Moss softened stones around tools abandoned mid-task. Roofless rooms opened to the sky, yet the streets seemed to hold their breath for residents who would never return.

The forge-town layout was still readable under the decay. I recognized the bones of it because Fenhollow had raised me inside their twin: the main road running through the middle with the smithy at the crossroads, the market square off to the left, the channel-work running out from the upper mill to the farms that no longer existed. Its proportions followed Fenhollow’s forge-town logic closely enough to hurt. Roughly two hundred and twenty people had lived here. The cascade linked a hundred and forty of them, then turned those victims into a paragraph used to justify a modern campaign.

A child’s ball, leather, half-rotted, lay in a doorway that no longer had a door. The sight of it hit me harder than the ruined buildings, because buildings collapse on their own schedule, but a child’s ball stays where it falls because nobody comes to pick it up.

Brennan walked behind me, his hair dark under the ash-smeared cap, his eyes scanning the ruins with professional interest. Brennan saw mechanisms even in collapsed infrastructure. He pointed at a junction box on a wall: the channel-work relay that had connected the town’s class-stone maintenance network. Fenhollow had its twin. One design tradition shaped both.

“Elyse built this one too?” he asked.

“No.” I touched the relay. Cold metal, corroded at the edges. “But it comes from that generation, in their design language, from the builders of the First Forge.”

Isolde stood at the entrance with her blade drawn and her face like stone. She did not enter. She watched the empty road and sharpened her blade with three unnecessary passes of the stone. She’d lost five people two days ago. She did not need to walk through a town of a hundred and forty more.

Zaria stopped at the first boundary stone. Put her hand on it. Closed her eyes.

Her Namewarden crest blazed amber.

“A hundred and forty.” Precision compressed her words until they sounded very small. “The linked dead are still entered here because nobody with the authority to close the roll ever came. The record remembers them standing in this place, and nobody told it what happened.”

She walked into the ruin. Through the streets, her fingertips trailing along stone walls, her deep brown fingers touching surfaces that had not been touched with intention in nearly three decades. Her Namewarden crest cast amber light in the shadows between buildings. Reading the names off ground that had been empty for twenty-nine years. Speaking them one at a time, quietly, in a voice that carried no drama and carried all the weight.

Children’s names. Parents’ names. Surnames that appeared twice, three times, four times: families. The web of a small town where everyone was interconnected and nobody was a stranger and a cascade that hit one hit all of them because they were LINKED, and the linking was the crime.

She named them for twenty minutes. I counted. Sixty-three names before her voice gave out and she stopped at a junction, her palm flat on the wall, her breathing heavy from naming the people and lives ended by one engineered crime.

Brennan stood beside her, close but careful not to touch, his presence warm and wordless. He produced a flask of water from his satchel because Brennan always had water, the way he always had snacks and tools, and Zaria drank with her eyes still on the entries.

Then she continued. Seventy-seven more.

“Here,” Zaria said, stopping at a corner house. A Mender’s symbol above the door: the old guild mark, faded but legible. The door itself was long gone, the hinges rusted to orange powder on the frame. Inside, visible through the doorway: a kitchen table, overturned, its legs black with old fire damage. A shelf of clay vessels, some intact, some shattered where they’d fallen. A Mender’s workshop at the back, the tools still on their pegs because nobody had come to take them.

“This was her house. Before.”

“What can you read?”

“Three entries. Ondra Quist. Darren Quist. A daughter’s entry, struck after the cascade.” The next breath snagged. “The roll gives me names and the fact of removal, but neither culprit nor motive. We need records or Ondra for the rest.”

This ruined kitchen bore no resemblance to Elyse’s living house. Its silence had lasted twenty-nine years and held a child’s death in it.

Brennan, who had been examining a door mechanism with professional interest, went very still. His freckled face, normally quick and animated, set with unfamiliar, flattened anger. The spring he’d been testing stopped halfway compressed. His fingers, always building or dismantling, closed around it until the metal bowed.

“They killed a child,” he said. Flat. He built things for people and could not build a thing that prevented this; the failure flattened his voice.

“The old dispatch code says ‘residual casualty, cascade-related,’” Zaria said, drawing the documentary source from documentary memory, beyond what the roll supplied. “Ondra will have to tell us what those words concealed.” Her dark eyes were wet. She recited the dispatch code exactly and covered my hand with hers before continuing. “I recognize the work because I would have filed that document and believed its lie about why.”

Brennan received no answer. He released the bent spring and its metal clicked against the ruined floor.

I rested my palm on Zaria’s shoulder. She did not lean into it. She stood straight, her pen in hand, her roll open, professional. But she also did not move away from the touch, and after a moment her free hand came up and covered mine on her shoulder, briefly, warm deep brown fingers over forge-scarred ones, and then she was working again, writing entries, filing facts, because that was what she was for.



We reached Brannock at dusk of the first day: a forge-town smaller than Fenhollow, two hundred people clustered around a smithy, channel works, and a river too small to have a name. Shutters covered the old classification room except on wagon days, which came once a decade. The channel stones ran at half strength, and residents gave the road a practiced glance before speaking to strangers. A false name could survive here for twenty-nine years because nobody looked twice.

The smithy was cold. The channel works ran at half capacity. The maintained houses stood inside a town surviving well below its old capacity. I recognized the narrowed streets, weak channels, and careful economies because Fenhollow had looked exactly like this a month ago: class infrastructure neglected until nobody remembered it had ever been better.

Ondra Quist was in her workshop at the end of a narrow lane behind the smithy. A Mender’s shop: broken things on shelves waiting to be made whole, tools of the trade in precise order, careful organization built across twenty-nine years of maintaining everything except the truth. Clay pots on the left wall. Metal vessels on the right. A kiln in the back that burned low and steady. The smell of flux and clay and the particular metallic tang of Mender-work in progress.

She was smaller than I expected. Grey-haired, sixty-three, with strong capable hands and quick brown eyes that had been watching for danger since before I was born. She had trained herself into studied unremarkability: small movements, quiet voice, her gestures too ordinary to earn a stranger’s second glance. For a Concord survivor, it was the perfect disguise.

She saw us in her doorway and her fingers stopped moving on the clay pot she was repairing. The pot was beautiful, a fine piece of work whose cracks had been sealed invisibly, the Mender’s craft restoring it to something better than new. She rotated the pot until the sealed crack caught the window light, then traced its invisible seam with one thumb though the repair was already perfect. The motion stopped only when she recognized me.

“Who sent you?”

“Nobody.” I showed her my hands. The calluses, the burn scars, the forge-scarred palms that marked a smith. Matching marks scored the handles of her tools. “My name is Garrick Ward. My mother was Elyse.”

She set the pot down with careful support from both palms. “I know who Elyse was. I know what she did for me.” A pause. Her eyes, sharp and quick, evaluating my face the way she’d evaluated strangers for twenty-nine years. “Is she.”

“Ten years ago.”

“I knew before anyone told me.” Her right thumb returned to the pot’s repaired seam and traced it once. “I felt the change when it happened. The false entry she built for me. Shifted. Like a house settling when the foundation changes. I knew she was gone before anyone could have told me.”

“You’ve known for ten years.”

“I’ve known for ten years that Elyse was gone and that nobody alive knew what name I was hiding under. I’ve been waiting since then for either the Concord or someone like you, checking the road each morning for the wrong kind of stranger.” Her thumb traced the repaired seam while ingrained restraint kept the vessel steady. She had learned not to break things. “And here you are. With a Namewarden and a spy and a Tempest Blade and a boy who looks like his mother in the eyes.”

Zaria stepped forward. The Namewarden’s amber glow lit the workshop’s shadows. “I can see your real name,” she said, slowing into the warm register. “Under the false one. Ondra Quist. You’re on a roll I keep now.”

Ondra examined her. Looked at the crest. She lowered the clay pot carefully to the bench. Her gaze moved from the amber crest to the old warden mark carved above her worktable.

“A Namewarden,” she said. “Elyse taught me the old symbol. I never thought I’d see the living class.”

“There are still Class Smiths,” I said. “And there’s a marshal burning towns because he believes Coldwater was an accident. He was there. He pulled bodies. He has spent twenty-nine years in certainty, and that certainty is the reason nine forge-towns are scheduled to burn. You are the living survivor Morrow personally recorded and then believed dead. You can tell him what happened in a way he cannot dismiss as a forged file.”

She flattened both palms on the bench, wiped the clay from them on her apron, and sat deliberately on her workbench stool. She sat, placed both palms flat on her knees, and began the conversation she had rehearsed for years.

“The man who supplied the catalyst,” she said. “The man who built the chain. I saw him. He came to my house the week before, because my husband was one of the twelve. Reclassified Darren as part of a ‘routine assessment update.’ He wore a fixed-star sigil on a chain under his shirt, and he touched it when he thought nobody was looking.” She interlaced her fingers. “He left town the day before it started. I remember because he came to say goodbye to my husband, as though they were friends, and Darren thought they WERE friends, and then the next day.”

“We know his name,” Thalia said from the doorway. “Rusk. Dead now.”

“I hunted his name for years through dispatch after dispatch carried by passing couriers. He died twelve years ago.” Her mouth tightened. “But his work didn’t die with him. The man who armed your marshal. He supplied Coldwater’s engineering and has been managing its fallout ever since.”

“Artan Kells,” Thalia said. “High Commander. Berrik reports to him from inside Morrow’s staff.”

Ondra’s face tightened. “Kells. I know the name. And I know the role. The person who makes sure nobody talks. The person who ensures the documentation stays sealed. The person who, when a Mender in a forge-town starts making noise about what she saw, sends someone to make the noise stop.”

“You said you’ve been waiting.”

“Waiting and watching.” Her eyes were level. “The last person who tried to talk about Coldwater was a woman in a village called Heathley. She wrote letters. One of them reached a sympathetic clerk. The clerk was reassigned. The woman was found dead six months later. I am only alive because your mother made me invisible.”

“Will you come with us?”

She surveyed her workshop. Twenty-nine years of pots and tools and careful invisibility. The life she’d built under a dead woman’s name, in a town that had learned not to ask questions. Her Mender’s hands rested on her knees, still dusted with clay from the pot she had repaired.

“Morrow will recognize you?” I asked.

“He knew me on the first day,” Ondra said. “I carried water for his response unit until my hands burned. He bandaged one himself and wrote my name on his survivor sheet. On the third day, Rusk’s corrected list marked me dead. Morrow copied that correction into the final casualty count. He saw me alive, then spent twenty-nine years believing I died.”

“You’re not stopping the Concord alone,” Zaria said. She stepped forward, and her voice slowed into the short, warm cadence she used when caring for someone. “There’s a circle. Seven bonds. A town that held against the entire column and did not break. A man whose mother hid you for exactly this moment.” She knelt beside Ondra’s stool. “You survived because Elyse believed your voice mattered enough to keep alive. She was right. She was right twenty-nine years ago and she is right now. A document can be a forgery. A sealed testimony can be discredited. But a woman standing in front of the marshal who pulled bodies from her town, telling him what was done, cannot be dismissed.”

Ondra surveyed Zaria for a long moment. At the amber glow of the Namewarden crest. At Zaria’s dark eyes, carrying six years of having filed the very dispatches that kept Coldwater’s truth sealed.

“You filed them,” Ondra said with recognition and no accusation.

“I did.” Zaria did not flinch. “Every one. I was the hand that wrote them into the system. And now I am the hand that will write them OUT of it. But I need your voice. The name under the name. The living proof that it happened.”

Ondra stayed on the stool.

“No,” she said.

Zaria’s shoulders tightened, but she waited.

“That speech would have moved me twenty years ago,” Ondra continued. “Since then, two witnesses have died after trusting people who promised a platform and a guard. You came offering neither.”

She pointed to the door with a clay-stained finger. “Show me how I reach Morrow. Show me who stands between Kells’s man and my back. Show me the entry you make if I die on your road. Then ask again.”

Thalia opened the route map on Ondra’s bench. Isolde marked the courier post, three fallback positions, and the point where Stormwall would receive them. Brennan set one mechanical alarm in Ondra’s palm and made her fire it herself. Zaria opened the Fenhollow roll to a clean page.

“I enter you as Ondra Quist,” Zaria said. “Living survivor of Coldwater, travelling under your own name. If you die, the entry stays under that name. If I die, Thalia carries a copy and Amaya’s road carries another. Kells gets neither silence nor an unnamed body.”

Ondra tested the alarm twice, then demanded that Morrow meet her in open ground with no Concord officer at his shoulder. Isolde agreed only after adding herself within sword reach. They argued over the distance until Ondra won six paces and Isolde won four.

Only then did the old Mender take her travel coat from its peg.

“Ask again,” she said.

“Will you come with us?” Zaria asked.

“Yes. I’m tired of being quiet. This time the quiet has three copies and a spring alarm.”



We returned to Fenhollow late in the afternoon of the second day. The outward run had ended at Brannock after dusk; we left within the hour and spent the full night and following day on the return, preserving the real distance no urgency could erase.

The road back was tense and fast. We skirted the Concord courier post, which Thalia navigated around by memory.

Before dawn Ondra’s pace began to falter. She refused the horse until her left knee buckled on a stony descent. Isolde put her in the saddle and permitted no debate and walked beside the stirrup for six hours, one hand near the old Mender’s calf whenever the road narrowed. We ate while moving. Zaria recited the names already entered from Coldwater so Ondra could correct pronunciation and kinship, turning the dark miles into testimony that kept the miles alive.

Shortly after sunrise we lost an hour at a crossroads where three regulars from Morrow’s supply train rested their horses. Isolde solved the immediate problem by walking past them with absolute confidence, but we could not risk leading a curious patrol straight to Ondra. Thalia sent Brennan down a false southern track with one of his loudest spring housings. The mechanism fired in an abandoned quarry half a mile away. All three soldiers went to investigate.

Near midday rain made the east ford impassable. Brennan and I rigged a rope line while Thalia found the old cart crossing upstream. The detour cost two hours. It also hid our tracks under rising water before a courier patrol passed the lower road.

We reached Fenhollow with the two ridge Frames due before nightfall. Six in total. Full coverage. The Tempest Blade’s purposeful walk cleared the road. The scars on her arm were enough.

Ondra voiced no complaint throughout the journey. Sixty-three years old, sustained by a Mender’s stamina and twenty-nine years of pent-up testimony that carried her forward with a force physical fitness could not explain.

At the crossroads of Fenhollow, Zaria stopped beside her.

“I need to tell you something,” Zaria said, her dark eyes steady and her pen in hand. “Before we go in. Your daughter. I read her entry in the Coldwater roll.”

Ondra went still.

“Her entry was struck by a Concord clerk, but I can still see its shape.” Zaria’s voice was low and warm. “Her name remains on my roll. Held. Restoration still lies beyond my hand.”

The old Mender stood in the crossroads of a town she’d never seen and faced a woman half her age, a founders’ crest glowing amber beneath tears. Her weathered fingers closed around Zaria’s ink-stained one. “Her name was Liss. She liked the flowers in our garden.”

Zaria wrote it down.



The column’s dust settled on the ridge road while two additional Frames ground down the slope under engineer escort and joined the four already in position.

Ondra Quist sat in the bakery with Bett Callow’s bread cupped between steady hands. The ovens warmed one side of her lined face. She tore off a piece, chewed, and closed her eyes as if a quiet meal in a defended town required more courage than the road had.

“I’ve been nervous for twenty-nine years,” she told Brennan. “I’m tired now.”


Chapter 19: The Longest Night

The sixth Frame arrived at sunset.

We watched it from the hill above the channel head: the heavy wagon grinding down the ridge road with its escort of engineers, the founders’-metal members visible even at distance as dark shapes strapped to reinforced axles. It joined the five already positioned in the north field and the eastern approach, its engineers immediately beginning the pre-anchor survey of the southern ground.

The survey crew placed its first stake south of the crossroads. The sixth machine completed the geometry Morrow needed; by dawn, no retreat path remained outside a projected field.

“Tonight,” I said.

Rosalie closed warm fingers around my wrist; Isolde reached for the valley map, Maeve banked the sparks rising from her forearms, and Amaya lifted her brightening lantern toward home.

I found Brennan alone in the workshop twenty minutes later. He had ignored the call to plan because the broken Frame member had finally begun yielding results that contradicted one another.

A two-foot diagnostic section lay across his lap, cut from the longer piece he’d dragged out of the mill-race mud. Grease covered his forearms and chalk dust filled his red curls. Four days of diagrams surrounded him on the floor: grain arrows, mechanical stresses, failed readings, and one fresh sketch where he had drawn the inner layers moving in opposite directions.

“Tell me why the same piece carries two stroke patterns,” he said before greeting me.

I took the section because my own fingers needed work. The founders’ metal answered touch before Sight. Worked grain ran beneath my calluses, hammer blows preserved as pressure and direction. Concord engineers had hammered suppression into receptive founders’ metal, using a capacity shaped by smiths two centuries dead.

“A Frame is a made thing,” I said.

Brennan stopped reaching for his chalk. “Meaning made things remember the instruction.”

“Meaning they can receive another one.”

He crossed the room in three steps and struck the warning pipe with his wrench. Not the council bell. The workshop signal for a live mechanical discovery.

Maeve arrived first, barefoot and trailing the heat-shimmer of a woman pulled away from a full bank. Octavia came next with the third author’s archive already open, having heard made thing through the doorway. Thalia took the threshold instead of a chair. The others spread unevenly from their current posts: Rosalie still tying a dressing-station apron, Isolde with the valley map under one arm, Zaria carrying an unfinished muster page, and Amaya last because she stopped to transfer the boundary lantern before leaving claimed ground.

The metal assigned the first questions before anyone asked for a role.

I set the section on my mother’s anvil and traced the cold grain again. The outer sheath had been hammered lengthwise, repeated strokes driving purpose toward the hair-thin central channel. Beneath that lay a crossworked layer whose blows ran outward. Brennan had marked both in chalk without knowing why the directions mattered.

I knew.

A living crest carried the logic of growth even through damage. Metal carried chosen directions: driven under heat by hands, then fixed by cooling. A hammered instruction produced the Frame’s cold.

I reached for Class Sight. Gold sharpened the anvil’s edges, but the fragment did not become a crest. No luminous branches appeared. Instead the Sight slid across the surface while my fingertips caught what my eyes could not: compacted grain, old stress, and the minute reversal where the crossworked layer met the central channel.

“Here,” I said.

Brennan abandoned his diagram and crowded my shoulder. Maeve moved to the other side. Octavia stood so quickly her chair scraped the boards.

“What is here?” Brennan asked.

I put his forefinger into the shallow depression. “Two intents. The lengthwise layer pushes resonance toward the centre. The crossworked layer takes whatever reaches the centre and distributes it through the spokes.”

“Intake and projection,” Maeve said. Her gaze narrowed. “Like my old class before you bridged it, except this one is meant to take from the ground instead of its own bank.”

“And what does it project?” Octavia asked.

“Pressure.” I closed my eyes and read with my hands. “It takes ambient resonance, turns it inward, and holds every living class below the threshold where it can answer. The field feels empty because the responses have been crushed into silence.”

Brennan went still. “The Frame suppresses each crest rather than killing the ground,” Brennan said.

“Every living structure inside behaves as though the zone were dead,” I confirmed.

Maeve pressed one copper-freckled finger beside mine. Her own Forge-Banking ring glowed under her shirt, warm enough that I felt it through the anvil. “A bank can draw in or vent out. Same structure. Direction changes at the bridge.”

“Exactly.”

Octavia brought the third author’s archive to the anvil, opened it to the founders’ chapter on made resonance structures, and began turning pages. “Then the Frame is a directional engine carrying a suppressive instruction. If the directional structure survives an inversion of that instruction.”

“It projects the opposite pressure,” I finished. “Opening instead of sealing.”

Thalia stayed against the kitchen doorway while everyone else crowded the anvil. “Prove the fragment accepts a reversed instruction before anyone builds a battle around it.”

Her refusal to move turned our excitement into work.

I took a sliver of oath-metal from my mother’s supply, no longer than my smallest finger, and laid it across the fragment’s exposed central channel. The sliver was neutral work. No purpose beyond carrying resonance. I fed a thread of forge-charge into it.

The Frame section drank the thread.

Cold spread under my hands. The sliver dimmed, its harmless carrier structure pressed down until even its faint warmth disappeared.

“Baseline established,” Octavia said. Her voice had shifted into lecture precision, except no student in any academy had ever been taught this. “The fragment suppresses an introduced resonance source despite being disconnected from the full machine. Intent persists in the made component.”

“Now turn it,” Maeve said.

I found the minute place where the inward hammering crossed the outward layer. Put my mother’s calibration hammer against it. The handle fitted my palm as though the decade between her hand and mine were no distance at all.

One tap.

Too shallow. The old instruction swallowed the pressure and remained cold.

I changed the hammer’s angle to follow the inward intent toward the centre, then turn it at the junction instead of striking against it.

Second tap.

The fragment gave a pulse so faint Brennan’s gauge needle moved less than the width of its painted line.

The gauge’s twitch drew the whole room closer.

Maeve made a breathless sound. Octavia reached for the gauge and stopped herself before touching it. Thalia pushed away from the doorway at last.

I struck a third time, adding a thread of resonance through the hammer at the instant metal met metal.

The neutral sliver warmed.

The response was slight. It neither flared nor awakened. But the fragment that had pressed it dark now pushed its carried resonance outward, encouraging the little strip to express everything already inside it. A line of dull gold appeared along its edge.

Brennan stared at his gauge. “The pulse from you is over,” Brennan said, reading the gauge.

“The sliver is expressing its own resonance now,” Maeve said. Her grin arrived slowly, fierce and disbelieving. “The Frame invited it to open.”

“An inert copy has no choice to make,” Rosalie said. Her healer’s focus had gone sharp. “A living crest can. The reversed field must remove only the foreign pressure and offer room. It cannot alter the structure unless the person’s own willing resonance answers.”

I pressed my thumb to the warmed sliver and read the direction again. Opening pressure moved outward, away from the constrained pathway. It did not drag the pathway after it.

“Then that is the intent I set,” I said. “Remove the imposed weight. Invite what belongs underneath. The crest chooses whether it rises.”

Thalia took the hammer out of my hand, examined the face, then returned it. “Three taps on a broken component with no active field. The complete machine has sixteen spokes, a live anchor, and two centuries of reinforcement.”

“Yes,” I said.

“You would have to rewrite every worked layer while it was running.”

“Yes.”

“Inside its own field, where your Sight does not work.”

“Yes.”

“This is a terrible plan.”

Brennan looked delighted. “She says that when the plan is real.”

“I say it when the plan is terrible. Its reality compounds the problem.”

Octavia turned the archive toward me. A founders’ diagram showed a field lattice built as paired directional forms: closure and release, compression and expression, each drawn as the other’s mirror. The caption was damaged, but the surviving notation confirmed what my hands had found. Made intent could be rearticulated if the structure remained whole and the new purpose stayed within the original architecture’s range.

We worked the theory in that room for three hours. Octavia translated the resonance mathematics into hammer cadence. Brennan laid the full Frame diagram beside the fragment and identified the anchor junction I would need to reach. Maeve compared the engine’s intake-and-release structure to her own bank, then designed a feed that kept the forge-charge inside her facet until I spent each pulse. Amaya tested whether claimed ground could preserve a conduit laid before the field rose. Rosalie mapped what an opening surge might do to living crests. Thalia attacked every assumption and found two failures that would kill the plan.

The first was access. Brennan solved it with a route built around the seven rigs that survived the first assault and the single replacement he’d completed since, guided by the anchor map he’d drawn from the salvaged member.

The second was time.

“Everyone is here,” Zaria said, confirming the roll, not asking. Her pen ticked nine marks: seven women, one Artificer, one Smith. All present. All accounted for.

I laid it out.

“Two Frames remain anchored and active after the first assault. Four new Frames will anchor at dawn while the existing pair cover their crews. I need one hour of held contact on an active machine; the four new anchors are the same clock.”

“Inside dead ground,” Isolde said. “Your Sight will be gone.”

“By hand and memory. Maeve keeps the bank in her own facet at the field boundary. Brennan lays a pre-forged oath-metal conduit from her ring to bracers on my wrists. It carries only stored forge-charge, burns at triple rate, and dies when her bank empties. I cannot hold any of it in my crest.”

Maeve nodded. “I stay on the live side and meter the pulses. If the conduit breaks, the work stops.”

Thalia uncrossed her arms. “The remaining failure is time. If the re-forge takes longer than the hour, the new anchors lock and the expanded dead ground swallows the defenders before you invert the active machine.”

“That’s why I need everything we have. Maeve’s full bank. Brennan’s rigs to deal with the crew. Isolde’s militia to hold the line. And one hour that nobody can spare.”

“I can’t do this alone,” I said. “I need an hour. Tell me what each of you can hold.”

Isolde dragged the north-field map over Brennan’s diagrams. “You don’t get an hour unless I keep the line off the anchor. Dead-zone doctrine on the approach. If your re-forge opens the field, I release Tempest for the counter-charge. If it fails, the retreat still needs a commander.”

Rosalie reached across her and moved the dressing station marker closer to the field boundary.

“Too close,” Isolde said.

“Farther back and I cannot reach newly opened crests before panic turns into feedback. Coldwater began through linked instability. I need Woundbloom range on the column the moment the pressure lifts.”

Octavia pulled the marker halfway between their choices. “My students hold the secondary barrier, which frees my Teaching facet to carry stabilization forms into Rosalie’s triage line. She can stand here and reach both.”

“Only if your articulation crosses the inverted field,” Thalia said.

Octavia took a piece of chalk to the fragment’s warmed sliver and spoke a probe syllable. The gold line answered. “It will once the field opens. Until then, the students use the mundane drill.”

“Accepted,” Isolde said, and marked the position.

Maeve tapped the sixty-minute bank slate against my wrist bracer. “You get one measured feed. If the conduit breaks, I cross the boundary and reconnect it by hand.”

“You stay on the live side,” I said.

“Then design me a second conduit in the next six hours. Otherwise my body is the spare.” Her mouth flattened when I began to object. “The bank is the plan. My own Emberheart charge is the contingency. Burning is expensive, not automatically fatal. Rosalie can collect me after she keeps two hundred opened conscripts from cascading.”

“I dislike every part of that sentence,” Rosalie said.

“Good. Keep me alive out of spite.”

Thalia set three sealed raven messages beside the bank slate. “If the field changes, these leave for Valebright, Stormwall, and the capital. Zaria and I run tactical from the muster station and call Maeve’s remaining burn every five minutes.”

Zaria crossed out five and wrote three. “At triple consumption, five-minute reports conceal too much loss. Also, you assigned us both to the muster station while Noll’s absence remains at the north boundary. I need line of relation to his entry.”

Amaya moved the muster marker onto the claimed road running behind the bakery. “Stand here. The road touches boundary and field. I can carry the change in his pressure board to your station while taxing the column’s advance.”

“Can you reclaim ground when the Frame inverts?” I asked.

Amaya lifted her lantern over the map. “Suppressed claimed ground remembers being mine. Whether it returns angry is the interesting question.”

“Angry is not a technical measurement,” Octavia said.

“It was in my training. Standards have declined.”

Brennan coughed over a laugh and marked the reclaimed corridor for extra clearance.

Zaria turned her muster draft around. While we argued, she had entered each position beside a fallback route and named the person who took over if its holder fell. Then she pointed to an empty square beside my Frame route.

“This plan still loses the Smith if Brennan gets you inside and cannot withdraw. Who brings him back?”

“I do,” Isolde said.

“You command the line.”

“Then Brennan brings him back.”

Brennan raised his wrench. “I was going to do that anyway.”

Zaria wrote his name into the square. The resulting plan assigned a successor for every fallen post. My hands at the Frame remained the one irreplaceable risk.

Brennan cleared his throat. “I’ll get you to the Frame. And then I’ll hold the perimeter with a wrench until you’re done or the world ends. Whichever comes first.”

“Brennan.”

“It’s a very good wrench.” He grinned. The freckled, fierce grin said he had always known what his craft was for.

“Dawn,” I said.



The preparations ran from midnight to four.

Brennan’s rig layout: the seven surviving mechanical devices plus one replacement he had completed during the four days since the assault, positioned along the route from the fords to the nearest Frame’s anchor point. He had rebuilt the eighth from an intact spent casing, a spare spring body, and a recovered trigger housing. Each device bought one brief disruption and then became spent brass. He mapped the route by torchlight with Pip sleeping in the corner of the workshop wrapped in a canvas tarp, because the boy had refused to leave and nobody had the heart to carry him out. Brennan measured paces along a hand-drawn diagram of the north field, calculating blast radii with a counting-wire and a stub of chalk, marking his own forearms with the firing sequence when he ran out of paper.

“Two rigs at the ford. Two at the fifty-pace mark. Two more at a hundred. And the last two at the anchor perimeter.” He drew the sequence on the workshop floor, chalk already striped across both forearms as he paced the firing route faster than the rest of us could read it. “Fifteen seconds of confusion per pair. Four at the ford and fifty-pace marks, two more at a hundred, then the perimeter pair. Eight shots total. Miss one and the route closes.”

“And inside the field?”

“Inside the field, my rigs still fire. Mechanical. Invisible to anything resonance-based. They don’t care about dead zones because they don’t use resonance to function.” He grinned, and the freckled face was fierce and proud and carrying two years of being told his class was a dead-end. “I’ve been building the answer to resonance-suppression since the Descent and I didn’t even know it. The whole time the Concord was building engines that suppress resonance, I was building things that ignore resonance entirely. My class is the gap in their defenses.”

I rested my palm on his shoulder. Squeezed. He was twenty-one years old and had been called a failure since his awakening and was now the only person in the kingdom whose craft was invisible to the Concord’s most sophisticated weapon.

“Worth all those mornings in the Annex,” I said.

“Every single one.” His grin widened, then sobered. “But Garrick. Seven survived the first assault. I finished one replacement from the best spent casing and the last spare spring body. That gives us eight rigs, and there is no time or hardware to make another. If any of them fail to fire, if any of the mechanisms jam, if any of the positions are wrong, you won’t reach the Frame.”

“They won’t fail.”

“They won’t fail because I built them.” He said it with a craftsman’s earned certainty. A statement of fact from a man who trusted his own hands the way I trusted mine. “But the ones at the anchor perimeter are prototypes. I’ve never field-tested them at this range.”

“Then we field-test them tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.” He nodded. Went back to his chalk diagram. His fingers never stopped moving.

Maeve’s slate showed two post-assault allocations, each purchased by deferring a direct repair. The earlier reserve was gone. Copper-gold shone through her shirt while the slate beside her listed exactly what remained. She sat on the workshop floor with her eyes closed and her legs crossed and her small, compact body radiating heat: the quartermaster who had learned to ration every spark, holding enough power to fuel an hour of forge-work that would determine the outcome of a war.

The process of loading her was intimate in its own way. I sat across from her with my palms on her wrists, channelling forge-charge into her bank through the contact point, and she held it: each deposit a small victory, each storage a confirmation that the facet discovered in a waystation bed five weeks ago was real and reliable and load-bearing. She looked up briefly when the bank reached ninety percent.

“That’s pressing on every channel I have,” she said, reporting stored energy the way a packhorse might report a badly balanced load.

“Can you hold more?”

“I can hold more.” She closed her eyes again. Her small jaw set. “Give me everything you’ve got.”

“Sixty minutes,” she said when we were done, voice strained but controlled. The gauge touched its final mark. “After that, the conduit goes cold and it’s just your hands.”

“We finish within sixty.”

“It better be. Because if it’s not, I can’t get you more without leaving the field and coming back, and that’s twenty minutes round-trip minimum.”

“It won’t come to that.”

“Famous last words from a man about to spend an hour in a dead zone working on a machine no surviving record describes anyone re-forging.” She looked up, worried and fierce. The copper freckles across her nose darkened with the flush of the stored charge beneath her skin. “Come back out of there.”

“I intend to.”

“Intent isn’t a promise.”

“It’s the same thing I’ve been giving you since Sundermoor.”

She punched my shoulder. Not gently. Then leaned her forehead against the same shoulder, briefly, her small body trembling under the pressure banked in her crest. A moment later she was at the bakery window checking the conduit slate for a third time.

Amaya set her wards at maximum draw. Each step on claimed ground would cost the column’s men more than yesterday, slowing and tiring them until an hour felt like two.

She stood at the boundary stone with her lantern lit and her attention fixed on the north field, and her Waywarden crest hummed with the steady golden light of a keeper maintaining her claim. The grey strand at her temple caught the lantern’s light. That morning, her right hand had been stiff when she lifted the lantern from its hook, and she had spent breakfast flexing it with private delight.



At two in the morning, I found her at her window.

The lantern burning in its place, as it always burned. The new lantern that Brennan had built her, brass and spring-fed, beside the old one that carried the First Forge’s shell-coloured light. The room she’d claimed in the boarding house: sparse, clean, the only personal touches a pressed flower between the pages of a book and the grey strand at her temple, worn like a trophy.

“You should sleep,” I said.

“I slept for most of my long watch.” Calm, dry vowels settled around us in her archaic cadence. “I find I am less interested in it now that time is passing.”

“The grey.”

“Yes.” She touched it. One strand, silver against ink-black, at her left temple. “It came in the third day. Here. On claimed ground that is not the road. Where time resumes.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Only when I first close it.” She offered me the stiff hand as casually as she might offer a cup. I worked my thumb into the base of each finger, feeling joints that had spent sixty-one years exempt from mornings discover one now. Her eyes closed. The pleasure on her face was small, private, and startlingly young beneath all that patience.

“I thought you said it didn’t hurt.”

“I decided the ache belonged to me before deciding whether to complain about it.” Her fingers loosened around mine. “It is a modest pain. I find I am immodestly fond of it.”

She turned fully toward me. Her gaze remained still, deep, and faintly amused. “It is the most wonderful thing that has happened since my swearing, and I include being freed and being bonded and being bedded by a very competent smith.”

“Wonderful.”

“Time is passing,” she said. “For me. HERE. In a place I chose, where my body and every consequence belong to me.” She put her hand on my chest. “Wonderful.”

I took her hand. Kissed the palm. The skin was warm, decades of banked life under porcelain now free to enter the world.

“The keeper line,” she said, “was supposed to continue.”

I went still.

“There was never anyone worth it.” She met my eyes with the calm certainty of a decision ripened over decades. “A lifetime of travelers passed my window. None made me want this.”

She began undressing me. The keeper’s ritual: the traveler tended. My coat first, hung on the hook by the door. My shirt, unbuttoned by fingers that had lit more lanterns than any living keeper could count. Each button slipped free with her old patience sharpened by a new determination to spend the hour fully. My belt, my trousers, folded and set aside with the care she’d given other people’s mending and laundry since she was nineteen.

Her palms rested on my chest, warm and sure. Warmer than the porcelain surface of her suggested, the banked heat of six decades released through her palms. She traced the double ring of my crest with her fingertips, and the seven resonance points flared briefly gold under her touch.

“Prettier whenever I study it,” she said. The dry amusement. “Quite the jigger.”

Then she rested my palm on the oath-metal pin in her hair.

“Unpin me,” she said.

I pulled the pins in a slow procession. The ink-black mass of her hair falling in stages: past her shoulders, past her breasts, to her waist, a black river catching lamplight and pooling against my hands. I ran my fingers through it. Its heavy length dragged warmly across my wrists. She closed her eyes and leaned into the touch with startling gratitude. Her hair had been pinned for practical reasons through her whole watch, and she received my hands in it as a present pleasure, newly chosen.

She opened her robes. Layer by layer, the traveler’s garments coming apart in the order she chose: outer robe, middle layer, the underlayer of thin fabric that clung to her warmth. Porcelain above: fine-boned shoulders, willowy collarbones, average firm breasts with pale nipples hardening in the cool night air. And below: the soft, heavy curve that was her signature, her anchor, the part of her that decades of denial had made into a dam. Full hips, a generous heavy ass, thick soft thighs, all of it warm to the touch in a way that contradicted the cool porcelain surface.

She pulled my hand to the grey strand. Made me look at it.

“This is mine,” she said. “Time freed from the road and the keeping, mine to spend. And tonight, before the morning, I want to spend some of it.”

I kissed her. She tasted of old tea and lantern-oil and the dry patience that came with having heard every joke the world had sixty years ago and found its repetition gently funny, except now the patience had heat in it, and the heat had exhausted its patience.

I turned her. Walked her backward to the window frame where the lantern burned. Pressed her against it. The glass cold on one side of her, my hands warm on the other. Her back against the frame, the lantern casting her in soft amber, her black hair spilling over both shoulders.

“Here?” The composure fraying already. “At the window?”

“Everyone is asleep. And you kept this lantern lit for sixty-one years for travelers. Tonight, it’s for you.”

I went to my knees and took my time with the full curves of her hips, lifting them in my hands and feeling their soft give. My mouth on the inside of her thighs, the deep warmth of her skin against my lips. The taste of her, salt and heat and the faint resonance-warmth that marked a keeper’s body even off the road.

Her hand in my hair, not guiding, just holding, the way a keeper holds a lantern for a traveler finding their way. Her other hand braced on the window frame. Her head tilting back, the long elegant throat exposed, the porcelain skin flushing warm down her chest.

She was responsive in the way she’d been since the oath-rework: shockingly, decades-deniedly hot. The composure fraying at the edges, the archaic diction dissolving into plain hungry speech. My tongue found her clit and she gasped, her hips pushing forward, the soft breadth of her lower body pressing against my face.

“There.” Breathless already. “There. Yes. Garrick. Don’t. Don’t stop that.”

I didn’t stop. Worked her with my mouth and my hands, fingers sliding into her while my tongue circled, feeling the clench of her, the heat intensifying, her thighs beginning to shake. The first orgasm came fast and quiet: a full-body shudder, her hand fisting in my hair, her voice going to a single syllable that might have been a word sixty years ago and was now just sound.

I stood. Lifted her. She was lighter than the softness of her suggested, or I was stronger than a night before a battle should have left me. Her legs locked around my waist immediately, ankles crossing at the small of my back. The position put her against the window frame with the lantern beside us, and I entered her standing, pressing her into the wood with the first deep stroke.

Her cry shook against the window frame as her body clenched around me. Her long wait had brought her to a home, a man, and a fire she was finally allowed to feed.

“The keeping,” she said. Her legs tightened around me. Her eyes open, dark and deep, fixed on my face. The archaic cadence roughening with each thrust. “The keeping was supposed to continue.”

I moved in her. Deep, steady, braced against the frame. Her hair falling around both of us like a curtain. The window at her back. The lantern’s light on her face, on the grey strand she wore like a trophy, on the composure dissolving by degrees: the serene expression breaking, the still-water eyes going to heat, the calm voice roughening into something that sounded like hunger.

“Fenhollow,” she said. “I claimed it. It’s mine.”

“Yes.”

I carried her to the bed. Laid her down. Her black hair spreading across the sheets like a dark river, and her body open beneath me: the willowy porcelain above, the soft generous warmth below, all of it flushed now, all of it alive. I pulled her hips to the edge. Stood between her thighs. Entered her again from this angle, deeper, and her back arched off the bed.

“A keeper keeps what’s hers.” Her old cadence came apart. Her hips rising to meet me stroke for stroke, her soft lower curves moving in rhythm against me, the full ass and generous thighs pulling me deeper. “I intend to keep this. And everything. Everything that comes of it.”

“Say what you want.”

I climbed over her and pinned both wrists into the ink-black spill of her hair. The last piece of keeper’s control vanished under my weight. Her legs locked at my back, hips tilting up while I drove into her hard, and her measured cadence broke into plain hunger.

“Fill me.” Her nails flexed uselessly in my grip. “Keep me. Breed me, smith.”

I gave her the pace she had asked me to choose: deep, claiming strokes that made the bed strike the wall beneath the lantern. Her soft heat clenched around me with a rhythmic demand for everything at once: to be filled, kept, and bred.

“Give me this.” Her back arched. Her voice rose, the archaic diction completely gone, only raw want left. “Give me this one thing that time touches. Give me something that grows.”

I tightened my grip on her hips.

“At the end,” she said, eyes blazing, composure incinerated, “tell me what you claimed with me. Tell me where this belongs.”

I stopped moving with my cock buried deep.

Alarm broke through her composure. “Why have you stopped?”

“You slipped back into giving orders.”

The old amusement flickered through the heat. “Occupational habit.”

I spread her wrists wider against the pillow and lowered my mouth beside her ear. The grey strand at her temple flashed silver near the lantern, time made visible against black hair.

“Who decides when I fill you?”

A shudder passed through her. “You do, Garrick.”

“Then ask.”

The dry keeper vanished. “Breed me. Please. Fill me and leave it in me. Give me something tomorrow can touch.”

I resumed with her held beneath me, accelerating and deepening the strokes. The lantern stayed in her sight beyond my shoulder: the light she had kept for travelers now illuminating the room she chose, the body she owned, and the man she had asked to command it.

“This is yours,” I said. “This room. This time. This body.”

“Mine,” she gasped.

“And you give it to me.”

“Yes.”

Her voice shattered into pieces as I drove her toward the peak: “Yes, there, give it to me, Garrick, breed me, keep me, fill me.”

Her orgasm hit first. A full-body clench pulled me over the edge with her, walls tightening in waves and legs locked at the small of my back. I drove deep on the final thrust and filled her while giving her the claim she had demanded: “Fenhollow. Ours.”

The Waywarden crest blazed gold and synchronized with mine. Through the bond, the claimed wards answered in one warm pulse from the channel head to the mill race.

She lay beneath me with her hair spread and her composure gone and a lazy, ancient, delighted smile on her face.

“Eighty years old,” she said. “And out of breath.” A pause. “Humdinger.”

I laughed against her warm neck.

Then, serious, her hand on my face, her gaze finding mine: “What frightens me is being the only one left standing at the end again. That was the default through my whole watch. This is a home I chose, where outliving everyone feels like a loss I cannot dismiss.”

“You’re not outliving anything alone.”

“No.” She kissed me. Brief, warm. “I am not. That is also wonderful. Now sleep. You have an hour of work tomorrow that requires hands that do not shake.”

I slept beneath the lantern she had kept alight for Fenhollow.

Before dawn, Maeve met me at the workshop threshold and buckled Brennan’s pre-forged bracers around my wrists. A braided oath-metal conduit ran from them to the bank housing she wore over her own crest. She tested one measured pulse. Copper-gold pressure reached my hands while the full forge-bank remained in her facet, under her control. It would burn once, for sixty minutes, and then be gone.

She pulled the final strap tight.


Chapter 20: Anchor Hour

Four new Frames began anchoring at dawn while the two machines left active after the first assault covered their crews.

I felt them all. Four anchoring grinds shook Fenhollow’s ground while the two active engines sustained a steady cold hum, together making the valley sound like the heartbeat of something vast and dying. The new oath-metal members settled into stable earth at the eastern approach and ridge-road flanks. Their fields would stay inert until the hour completed. The two older domes already covered the north field and fords.

Morrow committed all eight hundred regulars around the anchoring crews, stationed engineers at each Frame, and pulled the supply wagons back to the ridge. Behind the advance, his people struck camp so cleanly that every fire was banked and every tent pole gone before the attack began.

“Four anchoring. Two already active.” Isolde’s voice from the hilltop, carrying to the positions below. “He read us correctly. The active pair protects the four vulnerable crews.”

“He’s smart.”

“He’s Morrow.” She drew her blade. Lightning scars dark along her arm, dormant. In an hour they would be dead again, along with everything else. “Positions. Now.”

The grinding of six Frames served as the horn. At the muster board, Zaria called each post and waited for its runner to answer before striking the assignment live. Thalia interrupted twice to redirect missing reserves, once sending a replacement to the mill lane before its original holder’s injury reached the board.

Maeve answered from the bakery window, where her forge-bank fed an oath-metal conduit toward my wrist bracers. Pulses spent inside dead ground would burn her finite reserve at triple rate. Rosalie’s dressing station occupied the floor below with Corra and Devrie ready.

“Eight rigs,” Brennan called from the workshop door. Chalk marks on his forearms tracked ford, fifty, hundred, and perimeter.

Octavia reported her students formed at the schoolhouse. Amaya raised her lantern at the boundary stone and set the wards to maximum. Only after all posts answered did Isolde order the crossroads militia into dead-zone formation.

The four new Frames stayed inert as their anchor clocks advanced. The existing two domes imposed hard-edged dead ground across the north approach and fords. Beyond those boundaries, classes still functioned. Inside them, nothing did unless Maeve had banked the effect in advance.

At the boundary, Maeve tightened the conduit bracer and pressed her mouth to the pulse point it covered. Heat shimmered across her freckles.

“The bank stays in me,” she said. “You come back before it empties.”

I closed my hand around hers once. “Meter it clean.”

“Always.”

At minute zero Isolde started one shared clock for the four new anchors and the run to the active Frame.

I crossed into the older dome with Brennan at my shoulder. Sight, bond, and every resonance-trained bearing vanished at the boundary. Maeve’s conduit warmed both wrist bracers and gave me one surviving line back to the living ground. Brennan checked the eight mechanical triggers clipped across his harness, struck the first release housing with two knuckles, and pointed toward the ford.

“We have three minutes before his forward element reaches the water.”

“Then spend none of them here.”

We ran north while the dead field swallowed our footfalls into ordinary sound.



Morrow’s regulars advanced at minute three.

The engineers moved first.

The anchoring crews stayed under the active domes with their palms on the new Frames. A separate field company rolled twelve low mantlets toward the ford on iron-shod wheels. Each shield was ordinary oak faced with wet hide and scrap metal, built after the first assault to defeat fire-script, bolts, and the gravel cones from Brennan’s rigs. An ordinary, inelegant answer from a patient commander who had observed the town’s tricks once.

Isolde saw what they were before the first mantlet reached the water.

“They aren’t cover for soldiers,” she said. “They’re cover for bridge crews. He means to deck the ford.”

Behind the mantlets came men carrying prefabricated timber panels, each eight feet long, with iron hooks at both ends. Enough sections to lay a road over the loose riverbed, neutralizing Perrin’s sluices and the shifting stones that had ruined the first assault.

Morrow committed more men after removing the terrain advantage that had cost him three waves.

“Osa,” Isolde called. “First panel that touches water belongs to you. Perrin, hold the sluice until she calls. Crossbows, shoot hands. The shields are furniture. Furniture does not bleed.”

Osa crouched behind the ford wall with a boat hook, two lengths of mill chain, and four people from Wat’s repair line. Neither an active Mender class nor any resonance answered me. Just a woman who understood weight and joints better than the engineers approaching her.

The first mantlet entered the shallows. Bolts struck it and buried harmlessly in wet hide. The men behind it lowered a bridge panel toward the water.

Osa’s hook caught the nearest iron loop.

“NOW!”

Perrin threw the mechanical sluice. Water struck the panel broadside before its far hooks seated. Osa’s team hauled the chain in the same instant. The eight-foot timber twisted, became a lever against the mantlet, and tipped three engineers into the ford.

The second crew learned. They seated both hooks before Perrin could reset the gate, then chained the panel to the next. A stable path began extending across the water one section at a time.

Isolde watched thirty seconds of it and changed the whole defence.

“Give them the centre,” she ordered. “Pull the shield wall six paces south. Let the bridge narrow them for us.”

The militia withdrew from the bank by design. Morrow’s engineers finished three panels and created a dry path only four men wide, proud of solving the ford. Isolde turned their solution into a tighter bottleneck than the river had offered on its own.

“Hold until the fourth rank commits,” she said.

Four ranks entered the timber lane. Sixteen men with no room to turn.

Osa released the mill chain looped under the first panel. The leading section rolled. Eight men went into the water. The rear eight collided with them. Isolde’s polearm line stepped forward once and struck downward.

Morrow had planned better than the town. Isolde used the better plan anyway.



Inside the older field, Brennan and I received the battle through ordinary vision, the conduit warming my wrists, and whatever reports caught us before we ran beyond shouting distance.

The first runner met us ten paces inside. Blood streaked one sleeve, but his measured breath carried the message.

“Ford bridge at four panels. Isolde yielded the bank and turned their decking into a four-man lane. Osa has the first release chain.”

A crash from the river confirmed part of it. Men shouted as timber rolled under their boots.

“Tell her we are moving,” I said.

He ran south. We ran north.

Brennan fired rigs one and two at the ford. Mechanical pulses punched mud and water across the engineer guards, buying a narrow crossing while the regulars reorganized behind their new mantlets. I splashed through with no view of the wider fight. The world beyond twenty paces became sound: shields struck timber, Isolde’s unamplified voice cut through the river noise, and a horn marked one planned withdrawal.

At fifty paces, Thalia’s next runner came low through the grass.

“East flank has sixteen Stormwall standing. One carried. Ravelin reached the ridge and hit the screening force. School barrier still active on the live side, fixed strips holding inside.”

“Mill lane?” Brennan asked.

“Three men in Dunn’s position. Perrin on the manual sluice. Still theirs.”

The report gave me people, not a tour of posts I could no longer see. Halsen still commanded the eastern flank. Kethan’s ugly boots had reached the ridge. Octavia’s students were carrying their barrier exactly as trained, and three ordinary shields occupied the place where Ivar’s Force Shield had died.

The runner swayed once after delivering it. Blood had soaked the fabric under his arm, and the dead field had silenced whatever class normally helped him ignore the loss.

“Name?” I asked.

“Kell Durn. School runner.”

Brennan tore a strip from his already damaged sleeve and bound the arm while I kept the conduit level. Kell clenched his jaw through the knot.

“You go back by the low wall,” I told him. “Give Rosalie your name before another report.”

“The next report is mine.”

“The next one belongs to a runner who can reach the board alive. That’s an order from the post you’re serving.”

He accepted the distinction, repeated the low-wall route, and turned south at a controlled jog.

“Muster?” I asked.

“Every retreat accounted. Zaria and Thalia call names every two minutes.”

He peeled south before the next regulars reached us.

Brennan threw rigs three and four at the fifty-pace mark. Compressed air and gravel caught two soldiers turning toward us, knocking them into the men behind. We passed before the formation closed.

The second horn sounded. From somewhere behind me, Isolde called six paces and a mass of boots answered together. Morrow’s army still pushed three fronts, but I received it as fragments stripped of spectacle: a shouted name, the rhythm of a sluice gate, one Stormwall whistle, the schoolhouse bell announcing a barrier reset.

A third runner found us near the hundred-pace mark. This one was a girl from Octavia’s first class, barefoot because a spear had torn away one shoe.

“North line has lost half the fixed barriers. Bakery reserve moved to the retreat stair. Rosalie has eleven wounded and still has active ground. Maeve’s forge-bank is untouched except for your conduit. Amaya has pulled the claim back two stones.”

“Octavia?” I asked.

“Teaching from the schoolhouse threshold. She sent me because I know all report vowels and run faster than Pellis.”

Pellis would have disputed the second claim. The fact that I knew that steadied me more than a heroic speech could have.

“Tell them the machine is ahead.”

“They know.” She turned, then looked back. “Wat Tull has eight regulars in his smithy and appears to be making them wait for a horseshoe.”

Brennan barked one incredulous laugh.

Later I learned the full shape of it: the ordinary blacksmith had spent weeks being mistaken for me, then weaponized the error when Morrow’s forward squad entered his yard. He pointed them north, corrected their handling of his tools, and made three soldiers stand quietly in a corner while he finished quenching bar stock. Eleven minutes passed before their sergeant accepted that a man at a forge might be exactly what he claimed: a blacksmith.

At the time, all I had was the runner’s sentence and the familiar ring of Wat’s hammer somewhere behind us.

“Go,” I told her.

She went.

A shield hook caught the oath-metal conduit trailing from my right bracer. The line jerked tight and spun me half around. A regular had dropped his shield when the fifty-pace rig hit; its iron rim now pinned the conduit against a stone under two hundred pounds of unconscious man.

Brennan reached him first. He could have cut the line and ended the re-forge before it began. Instead he jammed his wrench under the rim, set one boot against the shield boss, and used the unconscious soldier’s weight as the fixed point of a lever. The rim rose one finger’s width.

I dropped beside him, kept both wrists level so the braided metal would not kink, and pulled the conduit free. A shallow gouge crossed its outer sheath. The inner braid remained continuous.

Three quick pulses touched my wrists from Maeve’s bank: her mechanical signal for damage detected, continuity uncertain. I answered by closing the test contact on my bracer twice. The conduit warmed cleanly. Somewhere beyond the dead boundary, Maeve now knew her fire could still reach my hands.

The delay cost forty seconds and left Brennan breathing hard before we reached the machine.

“Still want water?” I asked.

“Now I want a second wrench. Keep moving.”

Rigs five and six cleared a cluster of engineers carrying calibration cases between Frames. Their detonation swallowed the next reports, leaving Brennan and me inside dust with the anchor ring ahead. The wider battlefield ceased to exist except through the choices already assigned there. Isolde commanded people I could not see. Rosalie kept bodies alive beyond the field edge. Thalia and Zaria turned runners into positions and positions back into names. Maeve held the finite bank at my wrists. Amaya surrendered ground in measured stones. Octavia taught while the examination tried to kill her students.

My post waited at the Frame. I ran toward it with Brennan, a conduit, a hammer, and hands that would have to replace Sight.

My throat tightened and my balance pitched forward when every resonance-trained nerve reached for its usual bearings and found nothing. I fixed on Brennan’s boots, the conduit warming my wrists, and the Frame ahead, then kept running.

I ran past regulars knocked flat by Brennan’s rigs, sergeants shouting for guards to reform, and a supply wagon whose driver stared at the back of his own hand as though he’d never seen it before.

Brennan kept pace beside me, satchel bouncing, short legs pumping, red curls dark with sweat under the ash-smeared cap. Dead ground silenced his Artificer crest. His springs, calculations, and practiced movements still answered him.

“Perimeter,” Brennan panted. We reached the nearest Frame’s anchor ring with the oath-metal almost under our palms, its grinding vibration climbing through our boots while sixteen dark founders’-metal spokes and their engineering plates drove deeper into the earth.

Four engineers at the anchor perimeter maintained the mechanism and monitored gauges I did not recognize. Professional, focused, unaware of our approach until rig seven threw them back from the Frame’s base. Bodies tumbled across the grass, tools clattered, and a monitoring panel shattered against a wagon wheel. Rig eight stayed clipped to Brennan’s belt as the reserve.

The access was clear. The Frame’s anchor point exposed: a junction of founders’ metal where the wheel’s sixteen spokes met at the centre, the mechanism’s heart, the place where intent was hammered deepest. Two severed gauge tubes spat black oil across the grass. Brennan kicked one aside, jammed the other under a broken panel, and bought me a clean stance against the central plate.

“GO,” Brennan said. He drew his only weapon: a two-foot wrench made for turning bolts, two feet of solid and effective steel. Freckles and fury faced the field while he set his feet between me and the guards.

“Hold as long as you can,” I said.

“I’ll hold as long as you need.” He gripped the wrench with both fists, then planted his feet. “Work fast.”

I put my palms on the Frame.



The oath-metal was cold. Not cold like winter. Cold like absence: the temperature of a thing that had been made to unmake, carrying the intent of its creation in every worked layer. The cold sank through my palms and into my forearms, a deep chill produced by worked purpose, untouched by the morning air. The Frame was made to suppress, and holding it felt like holding a negation: as though my hands were touching a piece of silence shaped into metal.

The active field denied me Sight. Instinct reached for gold and found ordinary darkness behind my eyes. The repeated absence carried its own shock.

I read with touch.

My mother’s hands had taught me to feel metal before I ever had Sight. At ten, she put two cooling bars on the bench and made me identify which one she’d struck too cold. I chose by the drag of the grain against my thumb. She nodded, turned both bars over, and made me find the stress line again from the other side.

I used that old lesson now. My fingertips followed the Frame’s grain, its compressed stresses, and the history of tools, temperatures, and pressure. Nine years of scrubbing forge floors and handling class stones had trained the distinction between careful work and careless work into my skin long before a crest ever turned gold in my vision.

The Frame’s intent lay in the metal as damage lay in a crest’s structure. Founders’ metal carried the forensic language I knew from living class architecture, readable by touch.

I read it.

The Frame had been manufactured for this campaign, but its metal was far older. Concord engineers had requisitioned founders’-metal from three warehouses, cut and reworked it into a new machine, then imposed a suppressive purpose over the material’s original carrying grain.

My fingertips could distinguish both histories. Two centuries ago, smiths had made the metal capable of receiving and projecting intent. Weeks ago, current engineers had hammered that inherited capacity into the Concord pattern: take ambient class energy and press all crests below their answering thresholds. The old blows made the material possible. The new blows made this engine cruel.

I respected the founders’ craft and kept it separate from the cruelty later hands had forced into the material.

Sealing and unsealing depended on one lock-and-key mechanism. The direction of its turn determined whether the structure pressed a crest shut or gave it room to open.

I began turning it.

Maeve’s bank feeding through the conduit into my hands at triple rate, the stored forge-charge pouring into the metal and rewriting the intent layer after worked layer. I re-forged it while preserving the machine, applying the craft I used on crests to a made thing: find the purpose, understand it, reverse it.

The Frame resisted. Its receptive grain was old and deep, built by Smiths who had meant it to carry purpose. Founders’ work held with the memory of every skilled blow that shaped it. The newer suppressive command fought like a sealed branch, and maintaining the work without Sight put physical strain into my forearms, jaw, and the small muscles of my hands.

Five minutes.

Brennan’s wrench struck a sword with a shock that travelled through the ground. He did not fight like Isolde. He fought like a mechanic protecting a jammed gear: short movements, ugly angles, every blow aimed at fingers, knees, or the weapon itself. A guard cursed. Metal scraped. Brennan grunted and kept his body between me and the sound.

“Still working?” he called.

“Yes.”

“Excellent. So am I.”

The pre-forged gauge clamped beside my hand dropped one mark. Maeve metered copper-gold warmth through the conduit from the bank in her own facet, feeding the contact where ordinary ambient resonance could not exist. I kept the stream narrow. Excess pulses cost triple, so each correction had to matter.

The first gauge mark disappeared.

A horn sounded from the ford. One long note, two short: first line yielding by plan. Boots hammered across the road behind us as Morrow’s reserves pushed toward the water. Brennan triggered a rig without leaving his position. The mechanical blast threw dirt against my back and filled the air with coughing.

Someone reached me through the dust. A hand caught my shoulder.

I kept both palms locked to the Frame.

Brennan’s wrench hit bone. The hand vanished. A falling body jarred my knees.

“You all right?”

“Working.”

“Still excellent.”

The next layer refused every easy entry.

The founders’ intent had no seam. That was what made it different from sabotage. A throttle wanted to remain foreign to the crest it constrained. An overlay retained the tiny incompatibilities of one hand forcing its design onto living architecture. The Frame had been made whole. The machine carried suppression as identity rather than damage.

I could not pull the purpose free. I had to persuade the whole structure that reversing direction still belonged to its original craft.

Close and open. Pressure inward and pressure outward. A hand around a throat and a hand releasing it.

I found the first layer whose grain ran both ways.

The metal warmed by less than a breath.

I held that thread of warmth and mapped it by touch.

Sixteen spokes entered the anchor heart. Twelve carried only load. Four carried the projected intent. The Concord engineers had disguised those four inside identical housings, relying on resonance inspection to tell them apart. Inside the dead field, their own technicians used brass index notches cut into the underside of each plate.

My fingers found the notches.

One shallow. Two deep. One shallow. A sequence repeating every quarter wheel. Mechanical evidence of the intent path, hidden where nobody without a hand under the machine would notice it.

“Brennan,” I said.

His wrench struck something behind me. “Occupied.”

“Index notches. Underside of the spoke housings. One-two-one pattern.”

A pause filled by boots, breath, and the wrench connecting with armour.

“Found them,” he said from my right. He had dropped flat under the outer ring while I kept both palms on the anchor heart. His soot-blackened fingers appeared under the nearest plate, traced the cuts, then vanished. “Those aren’t assembly marks. They indicate rotation order. The field isn’t one command. It’s four linked commands cycling around the wheel.”

That explained why the purpose would not yield as a whole. I had been pushing against suppression as though it were a single wall. It was a sequence, each quarter renewing the next before my change could settle.

A self-feeding seal followed this pattern too. Break the feeding order, not the surface.

“Can you interrupt one quarter mechanically?”

“For perhaps six seconds. It will notice.”

“Machines don’t notice.”

“Engineers do. Also machines absolutely notice. They express it by killing the person with the wrench.”

He crawled to the second housing. Metal clicked beneath his fingers. A retaining pin came free.

The Frame’s vibration stumbled.

For six seconds the first intent path stopped feeding the second. I drove opening pressure into the gap, not enough to reverse it, enough to establish a counter-grain before the sequence resumed. The Frame shuddered against my palms. Somewhere inside, a gear struck the pin Brennan had displaced and sheared it in half.

The cycle restored, but the opening grain survived.

One established foothold. Three quarters left.

Brennan rolled out from under the ring as an engineer reached him. The wrench rose from the grass and caught the man’s knee. Brennan gained his feet, lost one sleeve to a sword cut, and put himself between me and the next attack.

“Six seconds,” he panted.

“Enough.”

“It had better be. I only brought one sacrificial pin.”

The gauge beside my wrist dropped another mark. Maeve’s bank paid for the foothold. I narrowed the stream immediately and felt the new grain settle where the metal had been forced to remember another direction.

Fifteen minutes.

The ford horn sounded again. Retreat to the second bank. Isolde’s voice followed, ordinary and hoarse, ordering shields into the narrow lane. No resonance carried it. Training did. The surviving militia had learned which motion followed which word, and their boots answered together.

A runner shouted from beyond the perimeter. “East barrier holding! West lane contested!”

Brennan repeated it for me. He understood that I could hear the words and still fail to absorb them through the work.

“East holds. West is ugly.”

“How ugly?”

“Not our problem for another forty-five minutes.”

A blade rang against his wrench. He swore with inventive precision.

The gauge reached two-thirds faster than planned.

I changed my grip. My left thumb had gone numb; I moved the load to the heel of that palm and used the right fingertips to trace the worked layer I had found. The Frame’s vibration travelled up both arms and settled in my teeth. Blood warmed my upper lip.

Blood, the town behind me, morality, and fear meant nothing to the machine. It carried only the suppressive purpose living Concord engineers had hammered into founders-built grain.

So I spoke in the language the original smith had used: pressure, heat, patience, repetition.

Open travelled through my hands as pressure and direction, repeated with every measured pulse.

The layer shifted.

A horn marked another retreat as Brennan lost the wrench.

I heard it strike the ground several paces away. A guard laughed once, breathless with relief. Brennan answered by pulling the release cord on his final perimeter rig.

The blast was smaller than the others. A prototype, not designed for repeated use. Its casing burst with the charge and peppered the Frame’s outer plate with brass fragments. Men shouted. One engineer stumbled into the anchor chain and brought two others down.

Brennan crawled past my right shoulder, recovered the wrench, and came up breathing hard.

“That was the last one,” he said.

“Then the wrench is all we have left.”

“Good news. I still have the wrench.”

“How are you?”

“Busy.”

He set his feet again.

The battle moved closer. That was how I measured the line’s retreat: through sound alone. Crossbows snapped from the ford, then from the north lane, then from the edge of the crossroads. Wat Tull’s hammer stopped. A moment later his voice rose in furious protest as regulars entered his yard again. The old blacksmith had purchased eleven minutes once and apparently intended to charge the same price twice.

A roof tile shattered. Smoke reached me, mundane woodsmoke, free of class-fire. The western houses.

I kept my palms flat.

Thirty minutes.

Half the bank remained.

The exact math was cruel. Half the fuel, half the hour, and I had turned only the first deep layer. The remaining layers shared its grain, but shared grain still resisted. I pressed harder and felt something tear along the inside of my left forearm.

The tear sharpened every vibration through my forearm, improving contact while my grip lost strength.

“Garrick,” Brennan said.

“No.”

“I was going to ask whether you wanted water.”

“No.”

“Good, because I don’t have any.”

His voice shook beneath the joke.

The four new Frames continued grinding beyond the field. Their anchor rhythm had deepened: teeth finding bedrock, spokes settling, each machine approaching the point at which its inert dome would become active. I could distinguish them through the soles of my boots. Eastern pair slightly ahead. Ridge pair six or seven strokes behind.

The active Frame under my hands began answering that rhythm.

That was dangerous. The old purpose sought reinforcement from the network around it. Six matching machines, five insisting on suppression while I tried to turn one.

The counter-grain I had set at the first quarter began to flatten. I felt it through my left palm as a loss of warmth no thicker than a wire. Another three anchor strokes and the opening path would disappear completely.

I changed from steady pressure to timed strikes through the heel of my hand. Each time the eastern Frames drove a tooth into bedrock, I answered against the metal at the exact instant of impact. My palm became the hammer. Maeve’s bank became the heat. The new machines became the men swinging for me.

The first strike preserved the grain.

The second widened it into the next quarter.

The third sent pain through my wrist until ordinary vision blurred, but the opening path held.

Brennan understood the rhythm without being told. He stopped trying to fight continuously and moved on the reset beats: wrench up while the Frames grounded, body behind the ring while they lifted. The machine’s own cadence gave him cover. It gave me blows.

Founders’ metal remembered every hammer that had ever shaped it. I added mine through the pressure of both palms.

I stopped opposing the rhythm.

Instead I used it. Each grounding stroke became a hammer blow I did not have to deliver. When the new anchors drove down, I pushed open. When they reset, I held. The Concord’s four machines supplied the cadence for their neighbour’s re-forging.

The second layer moved.

Then the third.

The gauge trembled just above one-third.

The north lane broke and re-formed. I heard shields strike stone, Isolde calling a new line, Zaria repeating names as runners crossed her board. No supernatural connection reached me. Only voices, each proving someone remained alive to shout.

Brennan stopped joking.

Three men had reached the perimeter. I heard the wrench connect once, then a body driving him against the Frame. His breath left in a hard burst. Boots scraped beside my left knee.

I kept my gaze on the Frame and kicked backward. My heel found a shin. The man stumbled. Brennan hit him low.

“Hands,” he gasped.

I checked them. Both still on the oath-metal.

“Still there.”

“Keep them there.”

The worked layers began to communicate. A change pressed into one no longer stopped at its boundary; it travelled outward through the shared hammer-memory. The machine stayed cold, but warmth began collecting inside it like dawn under a door. The change had not yet reached inversion.

The east barrier failed. Octavia’s students withdrew by pairs, carrying their fixed charge-strips with them before the field could consume the last of each store. Stormwall covered their retreat with ordinary steel. The sounds merged into one advancing wall: boots, shouted numbers, wood breaking, the high cry of somebody hurt.

Brennan said, “They’re at the crossroads.”

The cracking timber had already told me.

“Twenty-two minutes.”

“Keep calling the time.”

The gauge passed one-quarter. My numb thumb slipped. For one terrible instant the stream of banked charge widened and the Frame drank three minutes of fuel in a single uncontrolled pulse.

I caught it. Narrowed it. Put my forehead against the cold metal and rebuilt the contact through nine fingers and one useless thumb.

The gauge crossed its next line.

At forty-one minutes, a runner’s voice cut through the fighting behind me: “North quarter lost! Crossroads falling back!”

The words changed the sound of the battle. Retreat horns shifted closer, one blast from the north alley and another from the mill lane. The next crash came from timber I had known since childhood, close enough that dust lifted from the Frame’s outer ring. Someone shouted Wat Tull’s name. Zaria answered from farther away, carrying the name back through a chain of runners until I heard her assign him to the bakery wall.

Brennan took a blow that drove one knee into the mud. He rose with his wrench still gripped in both fists. “North quarter bought forty-one,” he said through his teeth. “Finish in nineteen.”

My numb thumb slipped against the Frame as he shouted the remaining time into my ear. “Nineteen minutes!”


Chapter 21: What a Frame Is For

Nineteen minutes.

The line bought them in pieces. Isolde gave up the north quarter and folded the militia around the crossroads.

She withdrew the line in stages. A collapse becomes a rout when the back line sees the front line running, and civilians do not possess the drilled indifference required to watch that calmly. She withdrew by occupations because occupations already trusted one another.

Mill workers first, carrying the two wounded shield-bearers who knew the ford gates. Farm crews second, still grouped by the fields they had worked before anyone handed them weapons. Octavia’s students third, carrying the live barrier strips between them like a long glowing burden. Stormwall last, facing north while everyone else moved south.

“Six paces,” Isolde called.

The line moved six.

“Set.”

Shields went down. Polearms rested over them. Crossbows reloaded behind.

The regulars hit before the formation finished settling. Three men came over the broken north barricade together, boots landing on Fenhollow’s side of it. Marta Fell, the woman whose unopened Force branch had left her with nothing but a mill chain and a scored forearm, caught the leading man’s ankle with the chain. Perrin hauled from the other end. The soldier went down across the breach and became an obstacle for the two behind him.

Osa met the second with Ivar’s old shield. It had no force left in it, only wood, iron, and the dent from the blow that killed him. She drove the rim into the man’s throat, then locked the shield beside Marta’s.

Geometry stopped the third regular where mercy would not. His own fallen line blocked every place his feet could land.

“Four paces,” Isolde called.

They gave four.

Zaria’s voice came from the muster board above the bakery awning. “North line, forty-two moving. Two carried. Marta and Osa still forward.”

“Marta. Osa. Back now,” Thalia relayed.

Both women heard their names through the noise and obeyed.

A roof burned in the west quarter. Ordinary pitch, thrown by hand from beyond the old field boundary, ran down slate and caught the dry beam beneath. Bett’s bucket crews moved by muscle and practiced handoffs. Nine people on a chain from the well, leather buckets passing hand to hand. They could not save the building and knew it within a minute. They soaked the bakery-facing wall instead, choosing what the fire would not take.

Amaya reached the crossroads boundary and un-claimed the burning house stone by stone. Her live ward withdrew before the flames consumed it, preserving the held network for ground they could still defend. A grey strand at her temple escaped its pin. She smiled once at the pain of the contraction, then turned the lantern toward the next marker.

“This far,” she said. “No farther.”

Her claimed road narrowed around the workshop, bakery, schoolhouse, and graveyard path. The town became four blocks, then three, held by a keeper who had spent sixty-one years learning how to make a smaller road harder to take.

At the schoolhouse, Octavia’s students planted their carried strips across the alley. Six lengths became a barrier only waist-high. They reinforced it with desks, benches, and the register cabinet. A difficult student named Pellis, who had once frozen whenever a frightened patient looked at him, stood on the exposed side until the last bench locked.

“Pellis,” Octavia said.

“I’m coming back.”

He climbed the barrier as the regulars entered the alley. A spear point caught his boot and tore the sole away. He landed barefoot on the safe side, rolled, and came up with chalk still tucked behind one ear.

Octavia touched two fingers to his shoulder. One beat. Teacher checking student. Then she turned him toward the next task.

Zaria called each withdrawing fighter by name while Thalia gave the next position. Stormwall held the eastern lane long enough for two wounded farmers to clear it. Ravelin’s volunteers dragged a broken barricade into the gap and used its splintered timbers as shields. Zaria called names from the muster board without pause, crossing each person into a new position as the town contracted around the workshop.

At the ford, Perrin released the last mechanical sluice and gave up the lever only when the water reached his chest. Osa cut the block-and-tackle ropes, dropping her final stone basket into the lane. The obstacle bought thirty seconds. Halsen spent twenty of them pulling two militia volunteers out from under a collapsed shield wall.

The remaining ten seconds at the final breach went to Marta Fell, whose Force branch had not yet been opened and who therefore had nothing supernatural to offer. She crawled under crossbow fire, hooked both volunteers’ abandoned shields together with a mill chain, and dragged the improvised barrier into the breach. A bolt struck the upper shield and punched through far enough to score her forearm. She kept pulling until three Ravelin fighters could brace behind it.

At the east lane, Stormwall lost ground by paces. Halsen called each withdrawal before contact turned into encirclement. Six paces. Reset. Four paces. Reset. One veteran fell with a spear through the thigh, and two others carried him without breaking the shield rhythm. Each retreat led somewhere specific, so the line moved without becoming a rout.

Zaria’s voice tracked them from the muster board. “East lane, sixteen standing, one carried. North quarter, thirty-one. Ravelin stair, twelve.”

Thalia translated names into orders. “Move the bakery reserve to the stair. Leave the east lane its runners. If the stair fails, the workshop route closes.”

The bakery reserve was seven people, three of them wounded from the first assault. They went anyway.

Wat Tull abandoned his anvil when regulars entered the smithy from both doors. He took the horseshoe he had been working, plunged it into the quench bucket, and threw the resulting cloud of steam into their faces before leaving through the coal hatch. The squad secured an empty building and lost another minute discovering that the Class Smith was still somewhere north of them.

Octavia dismissed the barrier in sections before its remaining charge could die in place. Her students carried the live strips backward, planted them across the next alley, and rebuilt a smaller resistance line with mundane posts between each glowing length. What had covered forty paces covered twelve. Twelve became six. Six still forced Morrow’s front rank to climb instead of charge.

I knew none of that through the bond. The field had cut all connections. I knew it through sound: Isolde’s ordinary voice, Zaria’s roll call, Brennan’s wrench striking steel behind me, Maeve’s transferred bank measured by the pre-forged gauge Brennan had clamped beside my left hand.

Fifteen minutes. The needle dropped below half.

I stopped trying to turn every grain separately. The founders had built the machine in worked layers, each carrying one directional purpose. I found the deepest hammer-memory beneath my palms and drove one instruction into it: open.

Ten minutes. Brennan grunted as steel met wrench. Someone fell close enough that I felt the ground take the weight.

Five. Blood ran from my nose onto the oath-metal. A muscle in my left forearm tore and kept working because hands did not need permission from pain.

Three. The machine’s cold shifted. The grain warmed beneath my palms.

Two. Maeve’s gauge touched empty.

I pushed with everything she had banked, everything my hands remembered, and everything the line had purchased one second at a time.

At fifty-nine minutes and forty seconds, the Frame’s purpose turned.

The dome inverted without dropping. Its frequency changed in one instantaneous, absolute turn. One moment the Frame projected null-resonance, forcing all classes within reach below their answering thresholds. The next, cold pressure lifted from hundreds of sternums as the dome spread two hundred paces of room to breathe. A Channel-Keeper’s dormant branch answered first, gold racing through a path that had been dark since awakening. The field had become an invitation. It lifted external pressure from living architecture and offered the crests room to answer. Each person’s own willing resonance had to answer before anything opened.

I felt it before I understood it. The forge-resonance in my hands, which had been working blind against cold metal for fifty-nine minutes and forty seconds, suddenly had something to push against. The Frame’s intent, which I’d spent an hour rewriting layer by worked layer, clicked into its new configuration like a key turning in a lock. The cold in the metal warmed. The grinding vibration that had been suppressing everything in its reach shifted frequency, and what had been pushing down was now pulling up.

Twenty seconds later, the anchor hour completed.

The second already-active Frame overlapped the target and caught the inversion immediately. Two of the newly anchored north-field Frames raised into that opened overlap next, each change taking about four seconds as the new frequency travelled through the joined domes. The two ridge units stood beyond the overlap and remained sealing.

Target Frame, then the second active Frame, then two new neighbours: four open domes. Two intact sealing domes on the ridge. Six machines accounted for.

The entire north field became an unsealing zone.



My Sight returned in ragged golden pulses, depleted by the hour of blind work, and showed the opening wave before the circle bond recovered. The bond belonged only to the seven women who had chosen it. Everyone else opened as visible crest-architecture inside the Frame’s field.

Fenhollow’s remaining unrepaired. Fifteen Smith-only cases had been deferred when the column arrived, including delayed referrals whose health or unstable branches had made earlier work unsafe: the half-throttled, misregistered, and never-classified whom ten arming days had not quite reached. The opening wave reached each of them and stripped the Registry’s pressure away without touching the living structure beneath. They felt the offer inside their own sternums: room where a ceiling had been, a door with no hand forcing it. Most answered with willing resonance and surged toward the capacity they had never been allowed to feel. Two frightened people held themselves closed. The field passed over them and left their classes unchanged.

A Channel-Keeper on the south lane whose secondary branch I’d never gotten to: she felt the opening and chose it. A Draft-hand woman at the mill whose throttle Thalia had flagged but the schedule hadn’t reached: she answered, and the branch rose. Of three half-awakened people in the cellar shelter who had been told their awakenings had failed, two accepted the offered room. The third shook his head, pressed both palms to his sternum, and remained exactly as he had been. The field imposed neither penalty nor forced change.

Octavia’s active students: thirty-five people whose forge-articulation training had been tested against dead ground, suddenly flush with ambient resonance. Thirty-five crests went from suppressed to full in an instant, their hard-won training now operating at its true potential.

Stormwall’s deployed veterans: old throttles and combat-wear restrictions opening under the unsealing pulse. A swordsman’s scarred balance branch straightened. A shield-bearer’s suppressed secondary cracked free. The three priority clients named in Brask’s bargain were not part of Halsen’s deployed company and still waited for their promised readings after the battle.

And then, spreading to the edges of the north field and beyond, into the formation of Morrow’s column:

Eight hundred regulars. Levied from forge-towns and villages across three provinces. Conscripted, marched three weeks, deployed to burn a town that looked like their own. Ordinary men, most of them, with ordinary classes. Or so they had been told.

Roughly a third of them, according to Thalia’s intelligence and Zaria’s roll-reading, carried standing-instruction throttles matching those the Registry had applied to Fenhollow: quiet, generational, invisible negligence. One infantryman’s Draft branch had spent thirty years stopping just short of useful strength. He had blamed narrow lungs, bad training, and then age; no diagnostic had contradicted him because nobody had bothered to look. Hundreds had lived inside equally small denials without knowing a larger self existed.

The opening invitation reached those throttles.

Roughly two hundred and sixty men answered it. Others recoiled from the unfamiliar choice and remained closed, their throttles intact beneath the lifted pressure when the field passed.

The ones who chose it opened together.

The engine deployed to kill me opened their own crests, and the regulars recoiled from the bodily evidence.

My ragged Sight caught the first unstable crest thirty paces from the Frame. A young regular had dropped his spear and clutched his sternum. His suppressed secondary had opened too quickly after years of growing around the throttle. The freed branch swung wide, overcorrected, and began pulling resonance faster than his primary channel could distribute it.

One architecture was trying to remember a shape it had never been allowed to occupy. Left unstable, its failure could spread.

“UNSTABLE CREST!” My voice tore my throat. I pointed because Rosalie could not feel my Sight through the dead bond yet. “Thirty paces south. Red-haired regular on his knees.”

Rosalie came out of the bakery at a run.

Her Woundbloom, already active at the bakery beyond the old domes, blazed brighter as she ran into the newly opened field. Gold-green light rolled around her palms while she crossed ground full of men who had been trying to enter her town less than a minute earlier. One regular raised his shield from reflex. She shoved it aside without slowing.

“Healer,” she snapped. “Move.”

The man moved.

She reached the kneeling soldier and put one palm over his interlaced fingers, directly above the crest. Her other hand struck the ground for balance. Woundbloom spread through the opened structure, drew off the wild excess, and reversed its pressure into the earth while leaving the new branch open.

The young man screamed once. The branch settled. His shoulders sagged.

Octavia understood before anyone called the second case.

“Students to triage pairs!” Her voice crossed the field with Class Saint authority restored. “One reader, one stabilizer. Do not alter. Do not close. Slow the intake and hold the primary path.”

Her school changed shape in motion. Thirty-five people who had spent ten days learning maintenance under war conditions broke into pairs and moved among the released soldiers. Some had only the smallest articulation skills. The stabilizing strip held. A calming syllable at the correct frequency. A palm near the sternum, not touching. A strip of prepared oath-metal laid over an opened channel to prevent it swinging beyond its new range.

Corra came behind Rosalie with three House Arden healers. Seren followed carrying a satchel of bloodmoss paste and mundane sedatives, because some crest crises needed no magic and she had never trusted a plan that depended on only one kind of tool.

“Three uneven surges east!” Thalia called from the muster board. Her Reading facet had returned and swept the field in broad silver bands. “One severe near the broken wagon. Two minor at the ford.”

Zaria wrote each location before the sentence ended. Then she began calling names from the captured company rolls she’d copied during the siege preparations.

“Jorin Kett, broken wagon. Nessa Vale and Bram Tiller, east ford. Their section leaders are Captain Tremin’s third line.”

Names turned chaos into people. Rosalie reached Jorin. Corra took Nessa. Two of Octavia’s students steadied Bram while the man wept and apologized for trying to burn their school. The apology went unanswered. They were busy keeping his newly opened class from injuring him.

A veteran from Stormwall staggered as an old combat calcification split apart along his left shoulder. Halsen caught him under the arm. For one second the hard recruiter looked like any frightened friend trying to hold another man upright.

“Look at me,” Halsen barked.

The veteran looked. Storm-light ran down an arm that had been half-dead to his class for years. The first uncontrolled spark scorched his sleeve. The second jumped to the discarded sword in the grass. The third followed the deliberate channel Rosalie called from twenty paces away and grounded into the wet field.

His laugh started rough and turned into something too close to a sob.

Fenhollow’s own opened people needed help too. Marta Fell’s dormant Force Shield woke at full reach and trapped her inside a transparent sphere she did not know how to dismiss. Octavia put three students around it and talked her through relaxing one articulation at a time. The shield shrank from twelve feet to six, then dissolved. Marta emerged furious, exhilarated, and demanding to know how soon she could learn to raise it on purpose.

“Tomorrow,” Octavia told her.

“Why not now?”

“Because today you are going to sit down before your legs make the decision for you.”

Marta sat. Academic authority survived battlefields better than most fortifications.

Another surge followed, then another. The hands we’d multiplied across the town contained each one. Preparation and observation separated this field from Coldwater, with enough trained people to catch one bad opening before it became two.

Within four minutes, Thalia had marked eighteen uneven activations. Within seven, Rosalie’s teams had stabilized all eighteen. The crests formed no links, and feedback never passed from person to person. The openings remained individual, as classes and choices should have been.

A grey-clad Mistral observer who had spent the siege recording from Octavia’s rear bench walked into the field, checked the eighteen stabilization marks against Thalia’s count, and quietly tore up the casualty projection she had prepared for a cascade. Rina Vell from Sarveth’s twelve took the discarded page, turned it over, and began writing control instructions for newly opened Cinder branches. Evidence became teaching material before the paper touched the mud.



Weapons lowered unevenly across the formation until shared purpose disappeared from the field.

I could not see the whole change. I was on my knees beside the re-forged Frame with blood running from my nose, my fingers trembling so badly they could not grip the metal anymore, and Maeve’s bank was completely spent. Empty. Both explicitly banked post-assault allocations and every measured reserve were burned through in the hour. I was hollowed beyond ordinary fatigue, with nothing left to draw on. The Sight flickering in and out. The bond audible but the visual channel dark. My forearms ached from holding a sustained grip for sixty minutes without rest. My jaw was locked. My shirt was soaked with sweat that had gone cold.

But I could hear it.

The battle stopped.

Roughly a third of the column felt throttles lift inside their chests. The formation lost its shared purpose before any officer ordered a ceasefire or horn signalled retreat.

Questions moved through the silence in broken voices: “Did you feel that?” “What was that?” “Is this mine?”

A crossbowman stopped halfway through reloading. He laid his weapon on the grass and sat beside it. Force gathered over his open palms in a shape he had never produced. He turned both palms slowly as if the answer might be written on the other side.

Near the command wagon, a force-sergeant lifted a stone that had always required two hands. It rose to his shoulder with one. He lowered it carefully, crossed to Captain Tremin, and asked what the Concord had done to him.

Tremin had no answer. Around them, an entire shield section lowered its equipment in one synchronized movement; training made even refusal look like drill.

Across the opened field, heat, lifted weight, sharpened balance, and visible force gave every man bodily evidence of the vanished ceiling. Engineers backed away from the Frames while officers watched their commands lose relevance.

Captain Tremin tried once.

I knew him from Caelira’s intelligence: Morrow’s regulars captain, a field officer with no Concord allegiance. He climbed onto a supply wagon with his sword sheathed and shouted for sections to reform by company. The order carried. Men heard it. The men remained seated.

A sergeant below him raised his palms. Force gathered around them in a broad translucent shape that had not existed ten seconds earlier.

“Captain,” the sergeant said, lost, neither insubordinate nor angry. “What is this?”

Tremin studied the force, then looked at his own hands. His class stayed closed. Proper registration, ordinary class, no hidden branch. That absence put him on the other side of the question from a third of his command.

Tremin’s hand closed on the wagon rail while arrest, enemy manipulation, and violent discipline passed visibly across his face. He looked at the force over the sergeant’s palms, climbed down from the wagon, and faced the question at ground level.

“I don’t know,” Tremin said.

The admission travelled farther through the formation than any command he had given all morning.

One engineer pulled the fixed-star plate from the side of his monitoring case and turned it face-down in the grass. Another engineer stared at him, then placed his own badge facedown beside it.

Captain Berrik’s riders attempted to move along the formation’s rear, calling the opening sabotage and ordering officers to secure their men. Thalia saw them from the muster board and sent no fighters. She sent Zaria’s copied company rolls through the nearest runners.

Names and home towns passed down the sitting ranks. Forge-town. Mill village. Channel settlement. The men discovered the pattern through comparison, long before any speech or public accusation could shape it. Men compared what had opened in their bodies with where they had been classified and who had classified them.

Berrik’s first rider reached a company from a quarry town and found thirty men sitting in a circle, each describing what his restored class could do now. The rider tried to read an arrest order. He remained untouched, and his order drew no response. After two sentences, he folded the order and rode away.

Across the opened field, weapons lowered and soldiers began comparing unfamiliar abilities with the people they had been ordered to attack.



Brennan pulled me up.

“Move. MOVE.” His voice in my ear, his arms braced under mine. The freckled face close to mine, urgent. “It’s working. The north field is done. But the two ridge Frames didn’t catch the cascade. Different ground. Outside the overlap zone. Their crews are trying emergency disconnect.”

I couldn’t stand properly. The room tilted. My vision swam between Sight and normal perception, flickering between golden luminescence and ordinary daylight. Brennan got my arm over his shoulders, his stocky body taking my weight with a lifetime’s practice carrying heavy things, and dragged me back toward the town line.

We passed sitting men and dropped weapons. A sergeant lowered his shield as we approached, then sat beside it and stared at the force gathering around his fingers.

A sergeant, still standing, regarded us as we passed. At me. At the blood on my face. At the golden flicker in my eyes.

“You did this,” he said, confirming the fact without accusation.

“Yes.”

“My class.” He held up his hand. A faint shimmer around his fingers that had not been there an hour ago. “My class was.”

“Throttled. Thirty years. Standing instruction.”

He looked at his hand. At the shimmer. At a town he’d been sent to burn.

“I’m sitting down now,” he said. And did.



The two ridge Frames remained active and intact. Their sealing domes held over the southern approaches, outside the inversion chain. Live classes stayed outside both domes. Isolde laid a Tempest line across the access road beyond each dome’s sharp boundary, where her scars still burned bright. Inside the dead ground, pre-forged fire-script trenches, ordinary steel, terrain, and Brennan’s lever-tripped barriers contained the control approaches. Maeve triggered the old script with lever-lines laid before the fields rose without feeding it fresh Emberheart charge. The engineers had clear paths away from the levers.

The crews backed off as Morrow’s column dissolved in the north field. The prospect of defending a machine lost all force while classes opened under the neighbouring dome. From live ground beyond the edges, Isolde blocked reinforcements. The pre-forged script and lever-tripped barriers kept engineers away from both control banks inside, leaving the isolated Frames humming beyond the opened field.



Dousing Frame (Concord Pattern, Sealing) → OPENING FRAME Effect: Inverts a sealing field into an unsealing field across the anchored reach Cost: One hour of held contact inside dead ground; one full forge-bank Note: It is a made thing. Made things can be made again.



Corra stabilized me on the workshop bench while Rosalie ran into the opened field. Two hundred suddenly released crests needed triage for feedback, and Coldwater had taught us what happened when nobody tracked the first minutes. Rosalie moved from cluster to cluster with Woundbloom spread wide, checking heat, rhythm, and branch stability while Octavia’s students separated anyone whose crest surged unevenly.

Only after Corra declared my torn vessels stable and Rosalie had cleared the first wave did she return to the workshop. Her warm fingers closed around my forearms, gold-green light sealing the muscle tears while her green eyes held equal parts clinical focus and personal fury.

“You’re lucky,” she said, repeating an old and increasingly strained observation. “The fine vessels in your hands are damaged at a level I can repair. A few more minutes and the damage would have been structural. Permanent.”

“I understood the risk.”

“You understood it on paper.” She squeezed my forearm with professional firmness. “You don’t know because you were inside a dead zone and you couldn’t feel it happening. You worked blind for sixty minutes on metal that was trying to unmake you, and your body paid a price that your mind couldn’t register. If Brennan had not pulled you out when he did.”

The unfinished sentence gave the consequence more clearly than its ending could.

“How are my hands?”

“Functional. Shaking. The fine motor control will return in two days. Until then, no forge work, no sustained class readings, and no resonance contact without healer clearance.” She released my forearms and sat back. The Woundbloom crest between her breasts cast a steady green-gold warmth of a healer who had spent an hour repairing a man and was satisfied with the result but not with the man’s decision-making. “Two days.”

“Two days.”

“Garrick.”

“I heard you. Two days.”

I caught her wrist before she could turn away and pulled her down into a kiss. Woundbloom warmth moved between our mouths, edged by the possessive relief she had kept under control while treating me.

“Two days,” I said against her lips.

“Good.” Healer-gold light sharpened around Rosalie’s possessive grip. “I intend to use the third.”

I walked outside.

The north field was grass and sitting men and one re-forged Frame and three sympathetically inverted Frames humming their warm new frequency. The cold sub-audible grind of suppression had risen into a bright resonance that sang of opening after hours of closure. The Frames stood where they’d anchored, their oath-metal members catching sunlight with a different quality than before: warmer, somehow. Less bone and more brass.

Two ridge-road Frames still stood intact beyond the inversion chain, their sealing fields active. Isolde’s Tempest line blocked the access roads outside the domes, while pre-forged fire-script, steel obstacles, and Brennan’s mechanical rigs held the control crews back inside. Brennan was already circling at a safe distance with his toolkit, marking transport components he intended to claim once Morrow ordered the machines shut down. His red curly hair stood on end and his freckled face held the consuming focus Brennan reserved for mechanisms he saw and wanted, and the fact that he was doing this while the rest of the town recovered from a battle was so completely Brennan that nobody commented on it.

The column’s formation dissolved into individual men. Some walked south in ones and twos; others stood in clusters and compared unfamiliar abilities. Several sat in the grass and examined the sky. I saw a man eating an apple, alone in the grass, peace written across his face. He had decided the war was over and was now having breakfast.

In the bakery, the wounded from the morning’s fighting: the casualties from the nineteen minutes between the line breaking and the Frame’s inversion, when the battle had still been a battle. Rosalie’s dressing station, which had been running since the first assault, was still active. Corra Arden stitching. Seren running supplies. Mother Devrie directing from her chair.

On the hill waited the dead from both assaults. The inversion stopped most of the killing, but the broken line’s nineteen minutes cost two more lives: Tobin Firth from the north-quarter militia and Senn Dorr, a Ravelin volunteer who held the retreat stair. Five from the first assault, two from the main attack. Seven names in all.

At the crossroads, Isolde’s militia standing down, their weapons lowering, the dead-zone doctrine no longer needed because the dead zone was gone. They stood in loose groups, some still in formation from habit, some already breaking into clusters of friends and neighbours and the precise, exhausted camaraderie of people who had survived something together. A woman named Osa, the Mender who had pulled stones from the ford-bed to trip regulars, was sitting on the ground with her boots off and her feet in the morning sun, and she was laughing. I did not know why she was laughing and it did not matter.

The first Sweeper appeared at the north boundary while I was still in the field.

I noticed because the men sitting nearest the road stopped looking toward one patch of ground. Their attention did not shift toward danger. It slid away from a place where attention no longer worked.

Noll stood on the roadward side of the north boundary stone, beyond Amaya’s claimed town line. I had to choose him into view and keep choosing.

The Sweepers came from opposite sides of the road beyond the boundary, exactly as Caelira had described: unnamed, interchangeable, boots and dark coats, each carrying a three-jointed binding tool tuned to the Excisor rite. No insignia. No speech. They moved with the confidence of people performing maintenance on equipment that had failed.

Zaria stood at the muster board twenty paces behind Noll, the Fenhollow roll open beneath her hand. Her face went still. Amber lit her throat, but the page held only the descriptive note from her failed attempt. The roll offered no entry or syllable she could keep yet.

“Those are the Sweepers,” Thalia said beside me. Her notebook was already out. “The term Caelira gave us. Procedure with boots.”

Noll stepped one pace farther beyond the stone before the first Sweeper raised his tool. Its jointed arms opened around Noll’s absence and left a finger’s width of air between tool and body, three calibrated points seeking the shape of the rite that had made him.

“Failed Excisor,” the man said. “Stand for processing.”

Noll looked at him.

The Sweeper stepped into contact range with Noll’s old, unquestioning lack of hesitation.

Noll’s fingers closed around the man’s wrist.

One heartbeat.

The binding arms tightened, trying to force Noll’s absence back into the shape the Concord had manufactured for him. Metal joints clicked around empty air. The tool knew the rite even when the field could not perceive the man.

Two.

The binding tool went dull. The Sweepers’ architecture did not disappear from my recovering Sight all at once. It emptied in order: primary class, secondary supports, identity lattice.

Three.

The man remained standing for half a breath after everything that made him a man was gone. Then he sat down in the grass, warm and alive and absent.

The second Sweeper advanced while the first body folded, tool already aimed at the crack in Noll’s rite.

Isolde moved. Tempest flashed across the field, too far away to intervene before the three-heartbeat contact. Maeve threw a line of fire-script that struck the ground between Zaria and the approaching operative, protecting the Namewarden, not trying to burn something Noll had already chosen.

The second Sweeper reached Noll.

His binding tool struck the crack in Noll’s absence and, for one heartbeat, made him visible to every eye in the field. A plain man. Tired face. Empty hands except for the wrist he caught. The released soldiers flinched together as attention finally collected on him.

Then the moment closed.

Three heartbeats later, the Sweeper sat beside the first.

Noll stood over them for twelve seconds.

I counted because Thalia counted, and because nothing else in the field moved. The two blank bodies breathed. The man who had made them that way looked down as if old instructions waited for him to classify the result and no instruction arrived.

Then he turned toward Zaria.

The released soldiers did not see him cross the field. An unnamed instinct shifted them out of his path. I followed with ordinary eyes because Sight kept dropping, choosing that empty patch again whenever my attention slid.

Isolde reached Zaria first. Blade drawn. Lightning alive along her scars.

“Stop there,” she said.

Noll stopped at asking distance. Three paces, matching the distance he had kept during Zaria’s failed reading.

“The source remains absent.” Fear accelerated Zaria’s words, but her pen stayed steady over the empty line. “I cannot create an entry from the shape alone. I told you that.”

“Yes.”

“Then why are you here?”

Noll’s mouth shaped a sound that failed to emerge. The crack my Revelation had opened flickered through the absence. For a heartbeat I saw the outline True Sight had shown me at the First Forge: the wound where a name belonged.

He forced out one rough, unused syllable, dragged from somewhere the rite had failed to erase completely.

“Ren.”

Zaria’s pen struck paper.

Amber caught.

The roll accepted the ink this time. The sound had come from him, chosen and given: a source fragment rather than a whole name.

Zaria wrote the syllable beside the sculpted outline she had recorded during her failed reading at the crossroads. The amber line joined shape to sound, thin as a hair. It was only the beginning of an entry.

Around Zaria, loose pages in the muster ledger lifted and settled. The Namewarden crest beneath her borrowed shirt pulsed once, throwing amber across her fingers. Her gaze stayed on him.

Noll watched the ink hold.

Then he said the garden sentence once, complete.

“There was a garden behind my house. The flowers were yellow.”

He turned north.

“Where are you going?” Zaria asked.

“Toward the source.”

He walked past the two people he had blanked by choice, past the boundary stone Amaya had claimed, and out along the north road. Isolde followed him with her blade until the road bent. She did not strike. He did not look back.

Zaria lowered her pen.

Beside the single held syllable, she drew one small yellow flower.


Chapter 22: The Scarred Hand

Morrow came to the crossroads at dawn.

He chose the crossroads inside town instead of the north field’s formal parley ground and walked in unescorted, leaning more heavily on his stick than he had the day before.

From the workshop door, I watched him pass through the militia’s forward picket. His empty belt, solitary coat, and measured forge-town walk gave Isolde’s people no reason to challenge him.

He passed a shield section sitting in the grass with its equipment stacked neatly beside it. One man held both palms over a newly opened crest while his captain shouted for reform from ten paces away. Neither surveyed Morrow. He continued toward the workshop through the bodily evidence that had ended his command.

Morrow did not hurry past what remained. At the schoolhouse alley, his gaze paused on a discarded fixed-star badge pressed into the mud; he left it there and continued toward the people who had survived his orders.

Isolde’s militia parted for the unarmed man. The iron tip of his stick marked each step, and his grip tightened around the old knot in the wood until his knuckles whitened.

He found me at the workshop. Rosalie was still healing the fine damage in my hands: blood vessels strained, small muscle tears, the accumulated cost of an hour of blind forge-work. My Sight was back but reduced, the golden luminescence flickering like a candle in wind, returning in painful waves, unable to hold steady.

Morrow opened the door and walked straight in. Looked around the workshop: Brennan’s rig components scattered across the bench, Maeve’s spent charge-stones in a pile by the door, the tools of a war that had just ended hung on walls where my mother had put them a decade ago.

He sat down on the bench opposite the workbench. Set his stick across his knees. He met my eyes across the clutter, and their steadiness now required conscious effort, the old natural conviction gone.

“I’d like to speak to the woman from Coldwater,” he said.

“Ondra Quist.”

“The name I was told was dead.” He absorbed the fact before adding, “She survived.”

“My mother saved her. Repaired her. Hid her under a false name for twenty-nine years.”

“Your mother.” His attention travelled around the workshop, across the tools on the walls and the forge hidden under the floor. “The woman they killed for doing what you do.”

“Yes.”

“The woman who was already hiding people from the people I serve, a decade before I burned my first town.”

“Yes.”

He nodded once. Slowly. The nod of a man adding a fact to a ledger that was growing longer than he could afford. “I’d like to speak to her.”



Ondra Quist came from the bakery with flour on her apron and Bett Callow’s morning bread in her hand, because she was a woman who worked with her hands and could not sit idle while a town recovered from a battle, regardless of what else was happening that day.

She set the bread on the workbench. Wiped her palms on the apron. Faced Sevrin Morrow as she might have faced long-forecast weather: with neither anger nor fear, only the flat acceptance that it had finally arrived.

She sat down on the bench beside me. Sixty-three years old. Strong Mender’s hands folded in her lap. Grey hair pulled back, lined face composed. The same face I’d seen in Brannock the day before yesterday when she’d opened her door and recognized my purpose before I spoke.

“You were at Coldwater,” she said.

“I was nineteen.” His forge-town register matched the parley: unhurried and flat, yet containing something too large to display. “I pulled bodies from houses for a week. Eight from one house on the east end. A family. Three of the eight were children.”

“I know that house.” Ondra’s voice matched his: flat, measured, carrying twenty-nine years of waiting. “The Gellers. Their oldest boy was twelve. He was one of the twelve who were reclassified.”

Morrow tightened both palms on his stick.

“You’re saying you knew the people,” he said.

“I knew all of them. Roughly two hundred and twenty people in a forge-town smaller than this one. A hundred and forty were linked into the cascade. I knew them all by name. My husband was one of the twelve.” Her voice did not change. “Darren Quist. Reclassified three months before the cascade by a man who called it a routine assessment update and wore a fixed-star sigil under his shirt.”

“You saw the sigil.”

“He touched it when he thought nobody was looking. A habit. I thought nothing of it at the time. I thought: a man who works for the Registry, doing his job. Afterwards, when the town was dead and I was alive because your mother found me.” Her attention shifted to me. “Afterwards I understood.”

Morrow’s grip tightened until his knuckles whitened.

“Tell me,” he said.

Ondra told him.

She gave him what only a living witness could. Rusk had touched the hidden fixed-star sigil whenever he lied. Darren had trusted him enough to share supper. On the first night, Ondra carried water beside a nineteen-year-old auxiliary with fresh burns across both hands. On the third morning, that same boy wrote her living name on his survivor sheet.

“You saw me,” she said. “Rusk’s corrected count later marked me dead, and you copied it because the dead had already taught you to trust an accurate page more than your own exhausted memory.”

Morrow’s scars whitened around his stick. He supplied the water bucket, her face, and the sheet in his own hand, pulling the engineered chain and supplied catalyst out of sealed reports and into the room.

“Your left hand was burned,” he said.

Ondra opened that hand above her apron. A pale, hooked scar crossed the base of her thumb.

“You wrapped it,” she said. “Badly. You used a strip torn from your undershirt because the response wagon had run out of clean cloth. The knot sat against the burn. I moved it after you went back into the Geller house.”

Morrow studied the old scar. “I wrote you down beside the well. Ondra Quist, Mender. Living. Left-hand burn. Husband missing.”

“Darren was already dead. I had not found him yet.”

“I remember asking whether you had somewhere to go.”

“I said my workshop. You told me the east street was unsafe and sent me to the response tents. Rusk found me there on the third night. He said the corrected survivor sheet had my name among the dead and that remaining dead would be safer for everyone. Elyse was listening from the next cot.”

The stick shifted beneath Morrow’s grip. Its iron tip scraped one short line across the floorboards.

“She took you out.”

“Through the laundry trench while Rusk witnessed the north gate. She gave me Hessa Pole’s papers, repaired the damage the cascade left in my Mender class, and made me repeat my new town until fever could not shake it loose.”

“Brannock.”

Ondra’s eyes sharpened. “You saw the relocation notation.”

“A blank line beneath the casualty correction. I asked Rusk why it was there. He told me ink bled through from the page below.” Morrow stared at his open palm as though the old survivor sheet still rested there. “I accepted that.”

“You were nineteen, burned, and had slept four hours in three days. Accepting one blank line did not burn nine towns. Everything afterward did.”

When she finished, Ondra continued holding the bread. Zaria’s pen had stopped above the roll, and the forge remained cold.



Morrow’s bread cooled untouched beside him. His thumb shifted once over an old knot in the stick, stopped, and remained there while the circle gave Ondra and him the room. Zaria’s pen remained poised above his name.

When he spoke, his forge-town accent retained its unhurried cadence from the parley, the march, and twenty-two years of campaign reports that matched projections within eight percent.

“If Coldwater was a lie,” he said, “then all the towns I have burned since were murder.”

Ondra turned the bread once in her hands. Zaria still did not lower the pen.

“I have burned nine towns. Over twenty-two years of service. I have supervised seventeen sealings. I have stood in fields, with this stick, and watched people’s classes go dark. Because I believed, with my whole self, that the alternative was Coldwater. That uncontrolled class evolution was a fire that needed a man standing between it and the world. That the doctrine existed because someone had seen what happened without it.” He paused. His knuckles had gone white around the stick. “And all of that was built on a hundred and forty people who were murdered by the people I serve.”

For one last attempt, he reached for the logic that had carried him here. “Your field opened two hundred and sixty classes in seconds. Eighteen destabilized. If your school had missed one, if the openings had linked, we might have made another Coldwater ourselves.”

“Yes,” I said. “That risk was real. So we prepared readers, stabilizers, separate channels, and each crest’s right to remain closed. We caught all eighteen. Your doctrine erased the craft required to make the work safe, then used the danger created by that erasure as proof that nobody should learn it.”

Morrow looked toward the north field where Octavia’s students still checked the newly opened. “A controlled event this time.”

“A taught craft,” Ondra said. “Coldwater was engineered to fail.”

His mouth opened with another version of the old answer. No words survived the sight of Ondra’s burned thumb resting against Bett’s bread.

He set the stick against the bench and flattened his scarred palms on his knees. The burn scars across the backs of his hands, gotten at nineteen when he pulled a burning woman from a house in Coldwater, were very visible.

“I cannot afford for this to be true,” he said. “If this is true, then I am. Something that I cannot be and continue to. Function as a.” He stopped. The composure, which had held for twenty-two years and through two wars and nine burnings and a parley in a field and a battle that turned his own weapons against him, was holding now by the narrowest of margins. “I will have to find a way to afford it.”

Ondra said nothing. She sat with her strong hands in her lap and her flour-dusted apron and her twenty-nine years of silence finally broken, and she offered neither comfort nor forgiveness.

“The officer who supplied the practitioner,” Morrow said. “Rusk.”

“Dead. Twelve years.”

“His successor. The man who manages the aftermath. Who signs for the sealed testimony. Who makes sure nobody talks.”

“High Commander Artan Kells,” Ondra said. “The man who armed Coldwater and still designs the burn machines. Berrik is his embedded man inside your staff.”

Morrow closed his eyes. Just for a moment. The lids dropping and rising, a single blink that lasted too long.

“Kells has controlled campaign engineering for eleven years,” he said. “Berrik carried his instructions inside my staff and had access to every operational plan I filed. Together they kept the Coldwater account consistent across every version. And they were responsible for. The Heathley woman.”

“You know about Heathley?” Ondra’s voice sharpened.

“I was told she was a disgruntled agitator. I was told her death was unrelated to the doctrine.” His fingers closed around the stick. “I signed the operational clearance that put a team in her town. I did not know what they were clearing.”

Rosalie gripped my forearm, Woundbloom warmth tightening beneath her fingers.



He stood.

The motion was slower than it should have been for a man of forty-eight. He picked up his stick. Set it against the ground. Found his balance deliberately, testing ground he was no longer certain would hold.

“I came to ask you something,” he said to me. “Before I go.”

He held out his hand. Palm up. The old burn scars from Coldwater visible across the back of it.

“Read me.”

Rosalie’s two-day ban still held. She caught my wrist before I reached and checked the tremor in my fingers.

“One brief reading,” she said. “Forge contact and sustained channel work remain forbidden. Thalia confirms and records. The instant your Sight stutters, you stop.”

Morrow kept his hand out.

I raised mine near his sternum without touching. True Sight came in a thin gold line, painful behind the eyes but clear enough.

The surface class was a mid-tier logistics line, properly named and used with extraordinary discipline. Beneath it sat a throttle placed at awakening thirty-one years ago. Standing-instruction pattern. The same calibration family that had limited Fenhollow’s valley: preserve coordination and route-management, block strategic expansion, command growth, and every branch that might carry a forge-town boy beyond the ceiling chosen for him.

I read the entry angle, the age, the institutional calibration, and the adaptive scar tissue grown around it. Sight supplied neither motive nor biography. The record outside the crest supplied what followed: a useful man held at a useful rank for twenty-two years.

Thalia’s Reading facet swept the structure after mine and confirmed each category in her notebook.

“They throttled you at seventeen,” I said. “Before you met the people you serve. The class kept logistics because they needed that skill. It lost the branches that could have made your strategy independent of their command.”

Morrow studied his own palm.

“The people I serve did this,” he said.

“Before you met them.”

His scarred fingers folded slowly into a fist.

Ondra set Bett’s bread on the bench at last. “They chose the size of man they wanted you to become, then gave that man Coldwater and called the result conviction.”

Morrow faced her. “You think opening the throttle changes what I chose afterward?”

“No. I think it removes one excuse you were never allowed to know you had.” She dusted flour from her palms onto the apron. “The nine towns stay burned. The seventeen sealings stay done. My husband stays dead. Your next decision would belong to the whole man instead of the useful fraction they kept.”

He absorbed that and reached for neither comfort nor argument. His gaze moved to the cold forge, then to my damaged hands in Rosalie’s care. A man who had organized twenty-two years around preventing uncontrolled change now faced one inside his own sternum, offered by the son of the woman his side murdered.

Ondra reclaimed the bread, tore it cleanly in half, and put one piece beside him on the bench. He considered it for several breaths before taking it.

“When Rosalie clears my hands, I can open it,” I said. “The damage is old, but clean.”

“Not yet, and not from you while I still have to decide what I am.” His voice stayed precise.

He withdrew his hand.

“I am going to disband this column under my own authority.” Each sentence delivered separately, with deliberate space between them. “I am going to release every conscripted man. I am going to leave the ridge Frames where they stand. And I am going to ride to the capital to surrender myself and file a report that names Berrik and cites this woman’s testimony. And the people who receive that report will find it extremely inconvenient.”

“They’ll kill you.”

“Perhaps.” He accepted the possibility without evasion. “Perhaps not. A dead marshal with a filed report is more dangerous than a live one, because a dead man’s report gets investigated. They may find it more convenient to discredit me. In which case I will be alive and discredited and in possession of information they would prefer I did not have.”

He picked up his stick. Settled its weight. Met my eyes one final time.

“I remain the man who burned nine towns on a lie,” he said. “Ally and convert would be convenient new labels, and I have no right to either. Keep your forgiveness and your thanks. What I need from Fenhollow is the road out.”

He walked out of the workshop while the circle stood aside. The cadence of his stick crossed the glowing yard, paused once beside the muster board where Zaria held her pen above his name, and continued beyond the gate without an offered hand or goodbye.



The column disbanded through the morning.

Morrow walked back into the north field and dismantled his command with the precision he’d used to build it.

I watched from the crossroads with Rosalie beside me, her fingers around my wrist to remind both of us that Sight remained forbidden. Ordinary vision was enough.

Four captains met Morrow between the cold cook pits. Solmar, the Frame captain, still wore an engineer’s measuring chain looped across his chest. Tremin had commanded the regulars and carried a helmet under one arm. Gren, the supply captain, held a slate listing wagons, stores, and animals. Berrik was absent.

Morrow noticed that before any of them spoke.

“Where is Captain Berrik?” he asked.

Tremin looked toward the ridge. “Left before dawn with two riders. Said he was carrying advance notice to High Commander Kells.”

Berrik’s empty place in formation showed what flight looked like when an intelligence man had advance warning.

Morrow absorbed the answer. “Then Captain Berrik has relieved himself of this command. If he returns, he holds no authority here. Captain Tremin, form the regulars without weapons.”

Tremin’s fingers dented the rim of the helmet under his arm. “Marshal, a third of them won’t answer formation.”

“Then form the remainder where they choose to stand. The purpose is hearing, not display.”

“What do I tell them?”

“The truth. Their release is immediate. No penalty for desertion, because there is no longer an operation to desert. Any officer who threatens a conscript after this order answers to me by name.”

Tremin stared at him. The two men had served together long enough that disobedience carried personal weight. I saw it in the captain’s face: anger, fear, and beneath both, the terrible relief of having an order clear enough to follow.

“Yes, Marshal.”

Morrow ordered Gren to empty the supply train into three days’ food for every released man, with wounded soldiers taking first claim on wagons and animals. Gren checked the arithmetic once and obeyed.

Solmar waited until the others stepped away. His eyes went repeatedly to the six machines that had defined his career and now stood as four warm Opening Frames and two silent ridge units.

“My engineers?” he asked.

“Released if conscripted. Free to leave if regular. No one is required to remain with a machine.”

“And the Frames?”

“Shut down the ridge units and secure the controls for the Artificer.”

“Those engines belong to the Concord,” Solmar said. “Kells will have me processed if I leave them.”

Morrow pointed with his stick toward Solmar’s crews. Two engineers knelt beside a warm anchor plate; a third turned his removed fixed-star badge between his fingers.

“Decide with the arithmetic you have, Captain.”

Solmar observed his people, then nodded. “I’ll shut them down.”

He left and withheld the salute.

Tremin assembled fewer than half the regulars. The rest remained sitting in grass or gathering their own road groups, but sound carried in the emptied field and they heard Morrow anyway.

He spoke for less than a minute.

“This operation is ended. You are released from levy and contract under my authority. Take provisions from Captain Gren, take your wounded, and go where you choose. The towns on your route are not targets. No order carried by Captain Berrik supersedes mine. If anyone tells you otherwise, ask him to stand in the field where your classes opened and explain why his did not.”

The formation broke before he finished stepping down from the wagon tongue he’d used as a platform.

Morrow’s authority covered the release of all conscripted soldiers. They walked. In ones and twos and small groups, shedding the formation that had held them for three weeks, finding individual paths south and east and west. Some went home: men with families, with farms, with lives that had been interrupted by a levy notice and were now resuming. Some went east, toward the next town on a road they now knew about, carrying in their chests the physical evidence that something had been wrong and could be made right. Some stood in the field for a long time, alone, working through the mathematics of what had happened to them.

Some came through Fenhollow.

They came in small groups, tentative, men in uniforms that no longer meant what they had meant yesterday. They stood in a short queue at the crossroads with the expression of men who had felt something open in their chests during the battle and wanted someone to tell them what it meant. Wat Tull, at his anvil, did not redirect them today. He pointed them to the workshop without comment, which was his version of a kind gesture.

Thalia read fifteen of them with her Reading facet while I obeyed Rosalie’s restriction on further readings. She split the queue immediately.

Nine had stood inside one of the four Opening domes. Their old throttles were gone. They needed confirmation, branch-stability checks, and instruction in controlling capacity they had never used.

Six had served outside the opening overlap near the ridge Frames. Their throttles remained intact and would need later intervention.

One original finding linked both groups: Registry standing instruction, forge-town demographic, applied at awakening and never reassessed.

All the cases carried an impersonal, untargeted pattern that required no particular malice. The protocol’s blunt assumption ran through all the cases: forge-town boys stop at logistics. No command branch. No strategic growth. Clerks applied it at scale to children who never knew a ceiling had been chosen for them.

One procedure had repeated the crime across three provinces and more than three decades, then levied the damaged men to burn towns full of others harmed by it.

I could not repair them while my hands still shook from the blind work. I could tell them the restriction was imposed, never earned, then direct each man toward the hands that could help.

Two sat beside the road afterward. One kept opening and closing a hand newly surrounded by Force shimmer; the other asked for his father’s name to be added to the next reading queue.

One of the opened men, a young labourer named Edrin Hale, turned his palms over and said: “I always knew something was wrong.”

“Something was wrong. It isn’t there now. The Opening field removed the throttle.”

“My father said I was lazy. That my class should have been stronger by now. That I wasn’t trying hard enough.” He flexed his fingers. The faint shimmer of a class newly running at capacity was visible to ordinary eyes. “I was trying all along. They throttled the class that should have helped me.”

“They did,” I said.

“Do I need repair?”

“Confirmation and training, not another opening. Your old throttle is gone. Let Octavia’s people check the branch twice before you travel, then come back if it destabilizes.”

He nodded. Picked up his kit. Shouldered it easily. He had done physical labour his whole life with a class deliberately prevented from helping him.

“Edrin Hale,” he said. “Where do I come back?”

“The Elyse Ward School of Class Studies,” I said. “In Fenhollow. Tell them Garrick sent you.”

He nodded again and walked south. Zaria entered Edrin Hale in the roll: forge-town, throttled, returning. Because Zaria entered everything, and because a man who had been wronged and told where to find help was a thread that should not be lost.

More returning soldiers followed in small groups. Some needed stabilization after opening; others had stood beyond the four domes and still carried old restrictions. Rosalie separated healthy strain from active damage while Thalia routed each man to confirmation, training, or a later repair.

By late morning the north field was emptying. One re-forged Frame and three inverted Frames hummed with the new frequency, warm in the sun. Two intact ridge-road units stood silent where Morrow had ordered them shut down, Brennan’s chalk marks already claiming their transport assemblies for salvage.

Morrow rode out after the last conscript received food. Before mounting, he walked once through the cold cook pits and stopped where his command tent had stood. Tremin offered him the campaign ledger. Morrow removed the pages bearing conscripts’ home addresses and gave them to Zaria, then left the remaining reports for any officer willing to carry copies away from Kells.

He rode alone, carrying no visible campaign seal. Thalia’s Reading caught the snapped halves hidden inside his coat beside Ondra’s corrected account. He used a plain bay from the officers’ remount line, his stick strapped behind the saddle. He turned toward the capital and kept his gaze on the road ahead. Nobody from Fenhollow waved, followed, or wished him luck.

Isolde came to my side after the horse vanished over the ridge. Her hand closed at the nape of my neck, thumb resting where my pulse beat, and the bond carried a brief, sharp flare of relief edged with hunger.

“Your hands recover in two days,” she said.

“Rosalie already claimed the third.”

“Then I claim part of the fourth.” Her mouth brushed mine once, hard enough to make the promise physical, before she went to stand down the militia.

By noon the camp ground was bare, cleared to nothing, as though eight hundred men had never been there at all. Only flattened grass, latrine trenches, and cold fire pits remained, fading back into a valley that had existed for centuries before any army arrived.



Before noon, riders began reaching Fenhollow from separate roads.

From the north came a courier with a message for Valebright, who had been riding all night because an academy’s classified communications needed updating. Corin would receive the news by evening.

The east road brought a merchant’s runner who had heard from a levied carpenter that “the whole column sat down,” and wanted to know if Fenhollow’s fords were open for trade again.

From the south came a woman on a fast horse with no insignia, who spoke to Thalia in a cipher that I did not recognize and left within the hour.

“What was that?” I asked.

“One of Octavia’s old contacts. From before.” Thalia tucked the decoded message into her notebook. “The capital already knows. Morrow sent the disbandment through a raven-and-crystal relay after he issued it. The nearest Registry node received it before noon and forwarded it to the capital. The news is spreading faster than any single rider.”

“Because eight hundred men walked home.”

“Because roughly a third of eight hundred men walked home knowing what was done to them and telling people they met along the road. By tomorrow, three provinces will know. By next week, the kingdom.”

At sunset, Edrin Hale checked his name on Zaria’s return list, shouldered his kit, and took the south road.


Chapter 23: The Anvil in the Yard

Two weeks passed in particulars.

The dead numbered seven: five local graves on the hill, Darr Vol taken north by Halsen for guild burial, and Senn Dorr carried home by the Ravelin volunteers. Ivar Dunn’s empty shield harness hung in the militia room beside a memorial class stone. Elm, his only family in the valley, placed it there. The west quarter burned: four houses, a section of the mill race, and the fencing that Perrin’s grandfather had built. Zaria’s roll now held a page she had written herself, with seven strikethroughs she would carry.



Rosalie and Corra Arden opened a proper infirmary in the ground floor of the old mill house: three rooms, a surgery, and a dispensary that Corra stocked with herbs she’d taken from House Arden’s stores on her own authority. The letter explaining where the herbs had gone was already on its way to House Arden’s steward, and Corra had not signed it with her family name. She’d signed it with her new title: Healer-Assistant, Fenhollow Infirmary. The first professional title she had chosen since stepping outside House Arden.

Mother Devrie sat in a chair by the window running operations by voice, because forty years of mundane experience let her direct a room even when her seventy-three-year-old knees did not allow standing for twelve hours, and because the infirmary’s chair was positioned to overlook both the door and the garden, and she had opinions about everything that passed through either. Her restored branch strengthened her work, but nobody promised an exact range or lifespan. She intended to use whatever years it gave her from that chair.

“Your mother ran winter clinics in this mill house when fever filled the valley,” she told Rosalie on the first day. Not as a compliment. As a fact, delivered with Devrie’s refusal to confuse sentiment with information.

The worn chair Elyse had actually used remained beside Devrie’s kitchen stove. This one was new to the infirmary.

“Then this room remembers good habits,” Rosalie said, and kept working. Her waves tied back, her sleeves rolled past her elbows, her Woundbloom crest glowing steady gold-green as she checked the dispensary ledger, corrected Corra’s shelf order, and moved the next patient through without slowing. The freckles across her collarbone caught the morning light through the infirmary window. Satisfaction loosened her stride each time she crossed the room, while healer-light followed her between beds.

Isolde drilled a militia that now wanted to be one. With time after the siege, Isolde replaced the compressed nine-day drills with proper instruction for recruits who chose to return. The dawn queue at the crossroads was twenty deep, and half of them were regulars who had stayed and chosen not to walk home. Men from forge-towns who had felt their classes open in the north field and wanted to learn what they could do now.

She trained them with discipline and the absolute absence of mercy, but patience now lived inside every correction. When a former levy named Edrin misplaced his rear foot for the fourth time, she used his name, reset his heel herself, and made him repeat the stance without contempt. Isolde had once dismissed weak form in one cutting sentence. Then she buried people she trained; now she stayed until the weakness stopped being lethal.

She wrote to Kethan Vael in terms that were almost warm: an acknowledgment that his Ravelin volunteers had held a flank, which was as close to a compliment as the Tempest Blade gave. Kethan’s reply arrived four days later: three lines, equally sparse, and a postscript that said “Next time send me further warning and more beer.” Isolde read it at the breakfast table and did not quite smile, but the ice-blue eyes softened at the corners.

Maeve and Brennan worked the Frame salvage. One captured ridge-road Frame had been partly disassembled and its anchor mechanism now lay in pieces on Brennan’s expanded workshop floor: the floor that had been Garrick’s mother’s floor, swept a thousand times, now covered in oath-metal components and chalk diagrams and the organized chaos of two people who worked by arguing.

The argument about whose project it was had been running for two weeks with no signs of resolution. Maeve held that her Forge-Banking facet made her the natural authority on stored energy systems, since the Frame’s intent-retention mechanism was architecturally identical to her own banking structure. Brennan held that his Artificer tools made him the natural authority on mechanical devices, since the Frame was, underneath all the resonance engineering, a MACHINE, and machines were his domain.

The compromise they reached involved shouting, three broken wrenches, one scorch mark on the ceiling where Maeve’s Emberheart flared during a particularly heated point of disagreement, and a bet about who could reassemble the anchor mechanism first.

Brennan won. But only because Maeve set the workbench on fire during her attempt and had to start over, which she blamed entirely on the workbench’s fire-resistance rating.

Pip watched the whole competition from his usual perch on the tall stool in the corner, his small tool roll open on his lap, and when asked who won he said “Both” in the diplomatic voice of a nine-year-old who had learned that choosing sides in this workshop led to being given extra tasks by the losing party.

Octavia’s register stood at ninety-four names and she’d commandeered a second room from Bett Callow for the overflow. The Elyse Ward School of Class Studies had a curriculum, a schedule, two teachers (herself and a Sundermoor defector named Tani who’d arrived with the burn-list refugees), and a waiting list that would take the rest of the year to clear. Her students called her Professor. She let them. She signed the examination register Professor Crest in a firm hand, then began assigning the three failed students additional sessions.

The school’s first formal examination happened on the twelfth day: a practical assessment of basic forge-articulation. Fourteen students passed. Three failed. Octavia marked the failed steps, assigned each student another session, and sent all three out carrying a specific skill to practice instead of shame.

Amaya walked the town’s bounds every dawn. A keeper’s circuit: boundary stone to boundary stone, lantern in hand, checking the wards she held by choice. She walked from the simple decision to keep a place she had chosen, free of oath or imposed duty, with the same devotion she’d given her long watch over the road.

The grey at her temple had not spread, but her hand grew stiffer in the mornings. She stretched it with visible satisfaction, then touched the silver strands and smiled at the mortal time she had chosen for herself.

“Two grey hairs now,” she told me on the ninth morning, touching her temple with a warm smile. “Humdinger.”

“Three,” I said. “There’s one at the back you can’t see.”

“Three!” Her dark almond eyes lit with genuine delight. “Well. That’s keeping, that is.”

The remaining threads met in the workshop on the afternoon I chose to light the forge. Perrin still spoke to the metal more easily than to me, the school had outgrown its first room, and Thalia and Zaria’s ledger remained unfinished.

Thalia and Zaria occupied the kitchen table under a shared ledger that had become the most dangerous document in the kingdom. Thalia’s three private caches now intersected with the shadow roll and her raven network; Zaria’s columns attached every stolen fact to names, households, and places. Their partnership still contained friction. Thalia struck descriptions that endangered sources. Zaria restored details needed to keep the people behind those sources from becoming abstractions. Neither conceded the principle, and both enjoyed the argument more than either admitted.

“If you remove the household link, we lose the warning route.” Zaria kept her attention on the shared ledger.

“If you retain it, Kells can follow the warning route backward.”

“Then we keep the relationship in Roll-Sight and remove it from the portable copy.”

Thalia paused over the page. “Acceptable. Irritatingly.”

Perrin came through the yard carrying a cleaned section of channel collar. His restored Draft-hand had cleared the south channel and repaired the west, but he and I had managed only practical sentences since the graves.

“Mill race is taking full flow again,” he said. He set the collar beside Elyse’s old calibration tools and kept the exchange between us indirect. “Thought the forge should have water before it has fire.”

“Thank you.”

His gaze stayed on the cold forge. “Don’t make a ceremony out of that.”

He left the channel collar beside her tools and stayed long enough to watch me inspect it.

Wat Tull delivered bar stock and found three visitors waiting in his smithy yard to ask for the Class Smith. He sent all three up the hill with contradictory descriptions of me, then arrived laughing hard enough to ruin any claim of innocence.

“Any man who confuses a blacksmith with a Class Smith deserves educational difficulty,” he said, stacking the bars beside the wall. “I am contributing to the school.”

Pip followed him with the real tool roll Brennan had fitted to nine-year-old hands. He had slept with it beneath his pillow for a week and now wore the hammer-and-spring crest outward. Brennan made him inspect every tool before the lighting, then assigned him one actual job: carry the striker to the anvil and keep both hands below the hot line.

Pip repeated the safety instruction word for word, squared his narrow shoulders, and carried the striker against his chest, safely below the hot line.

Around them, the town’s work remained unfinished in useful ways. Zaria and Thalia still disagreed over a source. Perrin still spoke to the forge more easily than to me. Wat had weaponized mistaken identity into a civic service. Pip had real tools and many years in which to use them badly before he used them well.

Mother Devrie asked to be carried into the yard before any of us could pretend the moment belonged only to a Smith.



I lit my mother’s forge.

The Smith-built working forge in the workshop, with its oath-metal inlays, anvil, and resonance channels. The forge that had stayed cold since I was twelve.

It had been cold for a decade. Since I was twelve and she died and nobody knew how to light it except her, and then me, who had watched her do it a thousand times but had never been able to replicate the resonance frequency required to wake oath-metal from dormancy.

I could now.

I asked Mother Devrie if she wanted to be there. She said yes. Perrin carried her chair to the workshop doorway and she sat in it with a blanket across her knees and the autumn sun on her face and her restored healer’s class humming quietly.

The town found reasons to pass the open workshop door that afternoon. Wat Tull with a delivery of bar stock. Bett Callow with bread for no particular reason. Pip with his tool roll, as though workshops required nine-year-old supervision. Ondra Quist, standing at the gate, watching the forge come alive, her expression showing exactly what that meant to her.

I set my mother’s hammer on the anvil, drew the first live resonance through the floor, and touched it to the cold heart of her forge. The oath-metal warmed under my Sight. The frequency aligned. Air moved through channels that had held their breath for a decade, and the first flame rose low, gold, and steady. The forge breathed for the first time since I was twelve.

Mother Devrie said: “She’d have wanted you to know she was proud.” And nothing else.

Amaya, at the boundary stone, watching the smoke rise: “A kept forge in a kept town. That’s a sentence I’ve been wanting to hear.”

Rosalie pressed my palm against the warm anvil face. “It knows your hands now. Let the town learn them too.”

Zaria, at the muster board, not looking up, her pen moving: “All this town’s names, kept in my roll, with smoke from a forge.”

Mother Devrie tracked the first flame and nodded once.



On a warm night at the end of the second week, we gathered in the yard.

The yard behind the house. The forge banked and glowing, its warmth spreading across the packed earth and the blankets and furs that Zaria had laid out with a domesticity so thorough that Isolde commented on it.

“You’ve made a bed in a forge-yard,” Isolde said. “That’s commitment to an aesthetic.”

“It’s commitment to warmth,” Zaria said. “And I will not have eight people on cold ground when warm ground is available.”

“Seven people and one man,” Amaya corrected mildly.

Brennan was on watch. Distant, distant watch. The hammering from the workshop, which started up at precisely the moment we gathered in the yard, was deliberate: a signal that he was occupied and would remain so. “WE HEARD NOTHING” at its most pointed.

The women had spent the hour before dark turning the yard into a place that belonged to all seven of them.

Zaria brought the blankets from the house, then tried to assign corners according to height, warmth, and the likelihood of accidental fire. Maeve objected to being classified as an accidental fire. Isolde pointed at the scorched transport bed visible through the workshop door.

“That was an engineering disagreement,” Maeve said.

“It reached the ceiling.”

“The ceiling involved itself.”

Rosalie rescued the best blanket from the argument and spread it near the forge wall, where banked heat warmed the packed earth. Amaya tested the ground with one bare foot, approved it under Lantern-Law, and added a cushion older than three reigning dynasties. Thalia inspected the garden gate, window sightlines, and Brennan’s declared watch position before unlocking the last latch. Octavia carried two bottles from Bett’s cellar and seven cups, then counted, looked at me, and returned for an eighth with a muttered comment about symbolic arithmetic becoming logistically tiresome.

None of them dressed for a spectacle. Rosalie wore the healer’s robe she’d finished evening rounds in. Isolde came from drill with her collar loosened and braid tight. Thalia kept stockings under a dark house robe. Octavia had chalk on one sleeve. Maeve’s oversized shirt bore a grease print from the Frame. Amaya carried the new lantern. Zaria wore her apron because she had been portioning bread until Rosalie physically turned her away from the kitchen.

These were the women who had held posts while the town burned. Their work entered the yard with them, then came off piece by piece.

Zaria checked the workshop window for Brennan’s silhouette. “He is striking the same bar repeatedly.”

“He has been doing that for six minutes,” Thalia said.

“The bar is beyond repair.”

From inside came Brennan’s voice: “THE BAR IS FINE AND I REMAIN PROFESSIONALLY DEAF.”

Amaya poured the first cup. “Poor fellow. A severe case of selective metallurgy.”

Laughter loosened the last of the day’s public posture. Isolde sat on the blanket instead of standing guard over it. Octavia removed her glasses to drink and did not immediately put them back on. Maeve stole my cup, tasted it, declared the contents medicinally inadequate, and handed it to Rosalie for confirmation.

Rosalie drank from the same rim. “It contains no medicine.”

“Then what is it for?”

“Sitting down with people you love after surviving a war.”

The word love drew no startled silence. Zaria looked around the circle as if checking a roll, found the word attached to every face, and took off the apron.



Rosalie loosened her cord belt while Zaria folded the apron beside it. The two gestures happened together, medical duty and domestic duty set aside beside the blankets.

Lamplight slid across Rosalie’s freckles as her healer’s robe opened. Zaria’s borrowed shirt followed, then the skirt that had carried flour and ink through half the town. Honey-brown waves met a cloud of black curls when they kissed. Rosalie’s full breasts pressed into Zaria’s softer body; Zaria’s heavy hips settled between Rosalie’s thighs. Green-gold and amber touched at their sternums.

The facets stirred before I reached them.

Unbinding eased the last knots Rosalie carried from the infirmary. Zaria had no facet, but Keeping held everyone in the yard distinctly inside the shared awareness. Rosalie gave a startled laugh against Zaria’s mouth.

“I can feel where everyone is.”

“Seven entries,” Zaria whispered. “One Smith. No one missing.”

I stood at the edge of the blankets. Their gazes lifted together.

“Kneel. Both of you.”

Rosalie descended with easy confidence. Zaria followed more slowly, curls falling around a face already flushed. I threaded my fingers into each woman’s hair and guided them together.

“Share me. Find the rhythm together.”

Their mouths closed around me from opposite sides. Rosalie brought generous heat and an unhurried tongue. Zaria followed her rhythm until I tightened my grip in her curls and set a different one, forcing both women to adjust around each other. The overlap made them laugh, then moan. They kissed with my cock between their mouths, healer-light and amber rolling over wet lips.

Across the blankets, that shared pulse reached the others. Maeve’s heat-shimmer rose. Isolde’s scars flickered. Thalia clicked open Octavia’s robe at the throat while the professor continued a sentence that lost its grammar when the spy’s fingers reached the pendant between her breasts. Amaya unpinned her own hair and then, with old keeper’s ceremony, removed the last pin from Isolde’s braid.

Touch answered touch until the yard became one continuous act of cause and answer.

“Come closer,” I said. “Take what you want. If you need direction, look at me.”

Rosalie drew Zaria down onto the middle blankets while Amaya settled behind them, pale hands moving over deep brown softness and healer curves until road, roll, and body shared one embrace. Isolde pulled Maeve onto the furs beside them, silver hair loosening over copper while storm held fire close enough to make both women shake. Thalia opened Octavia’s robe and used the professor’s next carefully chosen word as an invitation for her fingers.

I caught Zaria by the curls and felt her amber pulse press into Rosalie’s breasts. Amaya responded by wrapping both women closer. Maeve ground harder against Isolde’s thigh at the answering warmth, and Octavia lost the end of a sentence beneath Thalia’s fingers.

The professor recovered enough diction to shape one low carrying vowel. Seven willing mouths took it at different pitches. The sound gave the yard one rhythm while preserving seven distinct responses.

I went first to the centre blankets.

Zaria’s fast register gathered behind her lips when I caught her chin, then vanished under my thumb. Rosalie held the soft woman from behind, full breasts pressed to Zaria’s back, while Amaya opened both their thighs with keeper’s patience.

“Hands empty,” I told Zaria.

She released the fistful of blanket she’d grabbed and put one palm on Rosalie’s hip, the other on Amaya’s thigh. The two caretakers had spent weeks making sure everyone else could rest. Tonight they held each other still enough to receive.

I knelt between Zaria’s heavy thighs and took my time with her. My mouth moved over the soft belly that had carried ledgers through a war, down the deep curve of one hip, and along the inner thigh Rosalie kept spread. Amaya unpinned the last curl trapped beneath Zaria’s shoulder and spoke her name in the founders’ cadence.

Zaria shook. “Again.”

Rosalie repeated the name against her ear while I put my mouth on her pussy. Warmth surrounded the act from every direction: deep brown thighs against my cheeks, Rosalie’s healer-light across Zaria’s chest, Amaya’s shell-gold palm over both women’s joined hands.

I brought her close, then stopped.

Her eyes flew open. “The record indicates unfinished work.”

“The record can wait.”

I rose and pulled her onto her knees between the other two. Rosalie kissed the frustrated sound off her mouth. Amaya’s old composure cracked into a laugh when Zaria reached beneath her robes in retaliation.

Rosalie pulled Zaria upright against her breasts while Amaya reached around both of them for me. Rosalie drew me between her heavy breasts while Zaria and Amaya kissed over her shoulder. My cock slid through healer-warm softness, and each pass made the green-gold light spread across the two wardens touching her.

Maeve’s breath caught from the left blankets.

“Loose charge,” she said. “A little.”

“Catch only what spills,” I ordered. “You are part of this, not a storage jar.”

Copper brightened at her sternum. Isolde kept two fingers beside the ring and watched her with ice-blue attention sharp enough to make the petite woman squirm.

I left Rosalie, Zaria, and Amaya moving together and crossed to them.

Storm and fire had arranged themselves as a contest until I arrived. Isolde sat behind Maeve with the redhead’s wrists held overhead, silver hair loose across copper curls. Maeve’s compact body strained against the taller warrior, nipples hard, freckles lost beneath a full-body flush. Isolde’s scars lit each place their skin touched.

“No contest,” I said. “You answer each other.”

I put Maeve astride Isolde’s strong thigh and placed the warrior’s hand low on the smaller woman’s belly. My palm covered Isolde’s over the bank.

“Hold what comes from her. Spend what she asks for.”

Maeve swallowed. “That is an alarmingly intimate engineering specification.”

“Do it.”

She obeyed. Isolde flexed the thigh beneath her while one scarred hand worked between Maeve’s legs. Copper charge gathered in response to blue-white heat, but it circulated between them and bypassed the familiar dam. Maeve’s hips jerked. Isolde’s clipped breathing roughened against her neck.

I entered Maeve from behind while she remained seated over Isolde’s thigh. The first thrust drove a gush of wet heat across pale muscle. Isolde’s free hand caught Maeve’s chin and kept her eyes forward.

“Take him,” Isolde said.

“Softer,” I told her.

The commander’s jaw tightened. Then she kissed Maeve’s temple and changed the order into something meant for one trusted woman. “Take him. I’ve got you.”

Maeve melted back against her. I set a deep rhythm while Isolde controlled the angle beneath us. Each stroke pressed the redhead harder against storm-lit skin. Each turn of Isolde’s fingers made Maeve clench around me. Their joined response fed the same pulse outward into the women still tangled at the centre.

Rosalie moaned into Zaria’s mouth. Amaya’s lantern boundary warmed around all three blankets. Their answering cries crossed the blankets before Maeve’s climax had finished rolling through Isolde.

Maeve tried to Bank when the peak approached.

“Let this one move through you,” I said.

Her amber eyes went wide. “Wasteful.”

“Trust the circle.”

Isolde tightened both arms around her. “Trust me.”

Maeve opened. Her climax hit as a rolling vent rather than an explosion, wetness spilling over Isolde’s thigh while copper-gold travelled into blue-white scars and out through the circle. Isolde shuddered beneath her, sharing the release without losing control of the woman in her arms.

I withdrew before my own finish and left them locked together, Maeve laughing breathlessly while Isolde pretended her own shaking came from the charge.

Thalia reached me halfway across the blankets with Octavia’s chalk-marked hand locked in hers.

Octavia’s robe hung open over heavy breasts. Thalia’s dark stockings framed full hips below a narrow waist, and ink from the shared ledger stained her thumb. The spy pulled the professor close by that hand and stole the next syllable from her mouth.

“Show me,” I said.

Octavia answered into the kiss. Her low vowel travelled through Thalia, and silver awareness flashed along it. The sound brushed every woman in the yard, revealing the sharp places before pleasure could scrape against them.

“Pressure between Rosalie and Zaria,” Thalia reported, breathless but exact. “Maeve is feeding too much back into Isolde.”

I turned Octavia toward Rosalie and sent Thalia to Isolde. The spy’s mouth tightened at losing the professor, then appetite won.

Octavia folded her heavy curves around Rosalie from behind and repeated the vowel into the healer’s mouth. Thalia slid between Isolde and Maeve, stockings brushing both women as her precise fingers found the places storm and fire had left over-sensitive.

Zaria climbed into Octavia’s lap. The professor spoke her name against deep brown skin while Rosalie drew Maeve against her full breasts and warmed the ache left by the vent. Amaya came up behind Isolde, waist-long black hair spilling across the spy’s sharp bob as patient hands eased the warrior’s thighs apart.

I took Zaria first, slow enough that she felt Octavia supporting her and Rosalie’s palm against her belly. Then I pulled Isolde back onto me while Thalia’s fingers stayed between her legs and Amaya steadied her hips. Rosalie bent over Maeve at my command, full breasts pressing into the petite woman’s back, and her unguarded cry went straight through copper fire.

Zaria carried Octavia’s broken vowel to Amaya with a kiss. Isolde’s shudder travelled through Thalia’s palm into Maeve, whose back bowed against Rosalie. The healer warmed the soreness I had left in Maeve until the redhead moaned and reached blindly for Isolde again.

“Cruel,” Thalia said when I pulled free of her after only three deep strokes.

“Accurate,” I answered.

Octavia laughed, then lost the sound when Rosalie’s mouth closed over one nipple. Isolde’s scars flashed against Maeve’s copper shimmer. Amaya spoke Zaria’s name, Thalia repeated it against her throat, and Rosalie gave it back into her mouth until the woman in their arms stopped trembling at the sound.

Octavia lowered her vowel. Its deeper note drew them close without instruction. Thalia followed the silver edge with her fingertips, catching Isolde’s wrist and Zaria’s hip before either current ran wild. Amaya opened her shell-gold warmth around the blankets, and Rosalie pulled Zaria and Maeve into it.

“Closer,” I said.

Seven women obeyed in seven different ways. Isolde shifted on her knees and hauled Maeve with her. Rosalie opened both arms. Zaria stopped trying to count available space and trusted that bodies would make it. Thalia crawled over Octavia rather than around her. Amaya planted one hand, moved with unhurried grace, and made room where none had seemed to exist.

Limbs crossed and hair mingled across the blankets, but the bond kept all points of contact clear.

Rosalie lay at the heart of the blankets with Zaria along one side and Maeve on the other. Isolde knelt behind Maeve, one scarred arm bracing the small woman. Thalia and Octavia folded around Rosalie’s shoulders, precision and voice no longer separable. Amaya opened her robes near my knees and placed one palm flat on the claimed earth.

I settled between her thighs and reached toward Rosalie. She caught my hand; Zaria covered hers. Maeve linked herself to Zaria, Isolde closed over Maeve, and Thalia drew Octavia into the chain with two fingers at her throat.

“Rosalie. One pulse.”

Green-gold travelled from her palm into Zaria, crossed the Namewarden’s warm body, and reached Amaya as a healer’s invitation. Amaya returned it through claimed ground, choosing earth as her conduit. The yard warmed beneath Maeve’s knees. Copper rose in answer, entered Isolde’s scars, and sharpened into blue-white without becoming a strike.

Thalia watched the whole exchange with silver Sight. “Octavia’s vowel is carrying too much through the left side. Maeve receives the excess before Zaria can distinguish it.”

“Correction?” I asked.

Zaria answered first. “Use names. The roll separates people more cleanly when I hear them.”

Octavia repeated the same note with a name embedded at each shift. Rosalie. Zaria. Amaya. Maeve. Isolde. Thalia. Octavia. The carrying resonance changed character at each named woman, preserving the person inside the shared current.

Zaria’s eyes filled. “Again.”

Octavia gave the names again, slower. Each woman answered her own with touch. Rosalie squeezed Zaria’s hip. Amaya pressed her palm over the Namewarden crest from the other side. Maeve kissed the scarred arm around her waist. Isolde bowed her head into copper curls. Thalia put two ink-stained fingers against Octavia’s moving throat. The professor finished her own name against the spy’s mouth.

I moved inside Amaya once, deep and slow. The motion entered the web through her locked thighs and the palm she held against earth. Rosalie’s body answered with an unguarded moan. Maeve’s hips jerked against Isolde. Zaria tightened both hands around the women holding her, surprised by a sensation that began three bodies away and still arrived bearing its owner’s shape.

“That,” Zaria said. “I can keep that separate. I know who felt it.”

“Then keep them separate and together,” I told her. “No one disappears inside the circle.”

Amber formed seven distinct outlines inside Amaya’s boundary. They overlapped, each boundary remaining distinct. I could feel Rosalie’s generous warmth, Isolde’s banked intensity, Thalia’s precise hunger, Octavia’s resonant control, Maeve’s restless heat, Amaya’s patient depth, and Zaria’s enveloping presence all at once, with each woman unmistakably herself.

Rosalie kissed Zaria and pushed healer warmth through the contact toward the soft belly under my outstretched hand. Zaria anchored Rosalie’s name while Amaya’s fingers worked between the healer’s thighs. Maeve sent a copper pulse through Isolde’s scarred palm into Thalia; the spy caught its edge, drew Octavia down by the shoulder, and guided the professor’s mouth to Isolde before the charge could scatter. Pleasure stopped at no single body. Each woman caught what reached her and sent it somewhere chosen.

I set a harder pace inside Amaya. Her old diction frayed against Zaria’s shoulder, plain hungry sounds replacing the keeper’s measured cadence. The shell-gold boundary tightened around all of us. When the pleasure climbed too quickly, she tried to regulate the group by habit.

“Hold,” she said.

I stopped.

Her dark eyes opened, startled by the sudden obedience.

“That was my word to give,” I said.

The serene keeper flushed from throat to breasts. Around her, six women went quiet enough to make the correction intimate rather than theatrical.

“Yes, smith.” Her legs opened wider under me. “Then give it when you please.”

I resumed. The first thrust pulled a broken sound from her and a copper spill from Maeve. Isolde caught the redhead’s jaw, made her watch, and waited for my nod before moving her hand again. Thalia reported the rising edge in two clipped words. Octavia turned those words into a vowel. Rosalie spread the warmth. Zaria held the complete roll.

My pace travelled through the women touching Amaya, and their answers came back in heat, tightened fingers, and broken voices.

“Hold us here,” I told Amaya.

Shell-gold curved around the blankets. Octavia’s low vowel entered it from one side while Thalia followed the dangerous edge from the other. The sound passed through Rosalie and loosened the last involuntary knots before Maeve caught its excess heat. Isolde’s scars brightened beside her, pressure gathering behind a strike she would give only on command.

Zaria studied me from the middle of them, empty hands resting on Rosalie and Amaya. “And me?”

“Keep all their names inside it.”

Amber settled around all eight of us.

I resumed a slow rhythm inside Amaya. Her composure dissolved beneath me while hips, mouths, hands, and breath found Octavia’s cadence. Rosalie’s warmth loosened guarded muscles. Excess heat flowed into Maeve and returned as a copper tremor through Isolde’s scars. Thalia tracked the rising edge inside Amaya’s claimed ground.

The shared peak approached as one structure. Maeve trembled in Isolde’s arms. Rosalie’s cry gathered behind Zaria’s mouth. Thalia’s grip on Octavia’s hip wrinkled the blanket. Amaya locked her legs around my waist.

“Now,” I said.

Isolde broke the restraint. The released surge struck the joined hands, flashed copper through Octavia’s low vowel, and spread beneath every moving body. Silver light followed its edge. Green-gold warmth opened the last guarded channels, and the claimed earth braced seven distinct selves blazing inside one structure.

The Circle Forge closed across seven.

Amaya came under me, legs locked at my back, and I finished inside her at her insistence. The shared peak struck everyone at once. Rosalie cried out against Zaria’s mouth. Maeve gushed across Isolde’s thigh. Thalia’s silver gaze went blind with pleasure. Octavia lost all words except my name. Zaria shook in Rosalie’s arms while hearing her own name from six willing mouths.

Gold blazed from my crest through both rings. Seven distinct crafts answered with their own colours and pressures. The oath-metal under the workshop warmed through the wall.

Twenty feet away, Elyse’s anvil rang once under its own answering resonance.

The clear note stilled every body in the yard.

Then the aftershock crossed the yard in the opposite direction.

The anvil’s note entered the oath-metal under us, climbed Amaya’s boundary, and returned through seven answering rings. It carried no command. It recognized the complete structure and gave all facets room to answer in its own language.

Rosalie’s green-gold current moved through Isolde’s rigid shoulders just as Breaking split the last knot of strain in Maeve’s overfilled ring. The released copper surge tried to rebound; Thalia caught its dangerous edge in silver Sight and Octavia gave the warning a low descending vowel everyone could follow.

“Release it,” Thalia said.

Maeve obeyed before I repeated the order. Amaya curved the excess into her shell-gold boundary, where it ran around the yard as a thin copper line before sinking harmlessly into the ground. Rosalie kept one palm over Maeve’s sternum while Octavia lengthened the shared exhale, letting healer and teacher slow the channel together until Maeve’s breathing steadied.

The boundary came down in widening sections. Zaria moved within it, touching Isolde’s shoulder while Thalia read the fading scar-light, pressing two fingers to Octavia’s wrist as Rosalie checked Maeve, then gathering Amaya’s free hand into the chain. She counted each woman once and left her palms empty after the seventh.

I remained inside Amaya while the final contractions eased, one palm on her hip and the other reaching across Rosalie to hold Zaria’s thigh. Isolde lay against Maeve’s back with silver hair tangled into copper. Thalia rested her cheek on Octavia’s heavy breast, stockings still hooked around one of the professor’s legs. No one lay isolated; bodies remained joined across the blankets, and the bond carried each contact as a living web.

“Stay with us,” I said when Zaria’s gaze found the fallen pen.

Her dark eyes returned to me. She rested both empty palms on Rosalie and Amaya instead.

The anvil’s note faded only after the choice settled.

Zaria drew one slow breath and spoke Rosalie’s name. The healer answered by touching her sternum, then turned and spoke Isolde’s. Isolde passed Thalia’s name across Maeve’s shoulder. The chain continued without order or assigned roles, a woman receiving herself from another woman and returning someone else in turn.

When Amaya heard her name from Octavia, shell-gold warmth loosened around the yard instead of closing tighter. She gave Octavia’s name to Thalia. Thalia’s usual precision failed on the second syllable, and the professor kissed the correction into her mouth rather than making her repeat it.

Zaria laughed, low and astonished. Her empty palms moved from Rosalie to Maeve, from Maeve to Isolde, learning the living difference between keeping a record and being held inside one. No one waited for me to direct that exchange. I held the center steady while they carried one another through the aftershocks, crossing old friendships and newer trust until the lattice stopped feeling like seven spokes attached to me and became a structure they could sustain between themselves.

Maeve found her voice first. “Did your dead mother’s anvil just approve?”

“Shut up,” Isolde said, smiling against her copper hair.

Amaya settled into Zaria and Rosalie with her old dry composure returning by inches. “I have heard stranger things, but not recently.”

Zaria reached for the pen that had fallen with her apron. Thalia caught her wrist before her fingers closed around it.

“Tomorrow,” Thalia said.

“The roll requires an entry.”

“The roll can survive until breakfast.”

Zaria looked around the yard, counted all eight of us by sight, and finally left the pen where it lay.
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Brennan counted heartbeats out loud, badly, from the workshop, where he was loudly pretending to work and badly pretending not to listen.

“I can HEAR you counting!” Maeve shouted.

“I AM HEARING NOTHING,” Brennan shouted back. “I AM VERY BUSY WITH SPRINGS.”

“He is not busy with springs,” Isolde said.

“Proper corker, the lot of you,” Amaya replied.

Zaria began listing tomorrow’s three tasks against my chest. Thalia confiscated the pen before the second item, and the argument over where to file an unprompted anvil note carried into the warm dark.


Chapter 24: Smiths

On the sixteenth morning, Brennan and Maeve argued over the second Frame’s reassembled anchor mechanism. Chalk covered both their arms, a forgotten pastry balanced on a spoke, and both talked over one another.

“The intent structure is REPLICABLE.” Brennan’s curls stood on end, and his freckled face was flushed from a sleepless night. “I can see the resonance-pattern now that Garrick’s re-forge has been sitting in the one next door for two weeks. It’s a TEMPLATE. The founders built these things to be reproducible. If you give me founders’ metal and a Smith to set the intent, I can BUILD an Opening Frame. A captured machine was optional. He could build one from scratch.”

“The banking structure carries it,” Maeve said, jabbing her finger at the mechanism’s core with copper-freckled intensity after sustained study had finally exposed her own architecture inside it. “That’s MY piece. The stored charge format that holds the intent between activations, that’s Forge-Banking architecture. The founders used the same principles I discovered by accident in a waystation bed. The intake, storage, and measured release follow the structure inside my facet.”

“Which means?”

“Which means the Concord’s own engine, in our hands, at scale.” Maeve’s heat-bright gaze fixed on the mechanism. Her heat-shimmer crackled along her bare arms, the excitement translating directly into Emberheart charge. “The full burn list becomes reachable. We don’t need to capture their Frames. We build our own. We arrive with an Opening Frame, we anchor it, we unseal an entire town’s throttled population in one pulse.”

I looked at the mechanism. At the founders’ metal. At two people whose classes had been called dead and failed, building the weapon that changed the shape of a war.

“Put this on a road,” I said, tracing the portable housing, “and Greymere gets an opening field before Kells’s crews reach it.”

“Yes.” Brennan grinned, freckled and fierce. Two years of springs, dead-ground rigs, and paired-workshop experiments converged on the road machine under his hands. “Then we build the road version.”

Pip was sitting on the bench behind them, his small tool roll open, his nine-year-old hands attempting to disassemble a secondary component with more enthusiasm than skill. Neither Brennan nor Maeve had told him to stop.

“Can I build one too?” Pip asked.

“When you’re taller than the anvil,” Brennan said. “Until then, hand me the two-inch spring.”

They proved the claim with something smaller than a battlefield.

Brennan built a four-foot test arch from salvaged founders’-metal and ordinary steel braces. Maeve copied the Frame’s bank architecture into a fist-sized housing at its base. I set one precise intent at my mother’s anvil: invite a constrained structure to express what already belonged to it.

The test pattern came from Perrin’s irrigation stone in the south channel. Its maintenance pathway had been throttled by the same old valley instruction and repaired during the arming. Octavia reproduced a harmless practice throttle on a detached class-stone copy, a training object carrying no living crest and no risk to a person.

“If the arch opens this, we have demonstrated intent retention,” she said. “Range, stability, transport durability, and safe use on living subjects remain untested.”

“Professors,” Maeve muttered. “They can make success sound like a preliminary objection.”

“That is why our successes remain alive.”

Brennan engaged the spring drive. Maeve fed one measured charge into the housing. The little arch hummed.

The arch remained quiet.

Pip regarded Brennan. Brennan looked at Maeve. Maeve examined me.

I gripped the left support and found the flaw by touch. The steel brace had been attached after I set the intent; its ordinary grain interrupted the founders’-metal circuit at the return point. A captured Frame used continuous metal. A new one would need all structural joints to carry the purpose even if the load-bearing pieces were not all ancient.

“The rivets,” I said.

Brennan groaned. “I told you the rivets mattered,” Pip said.

“You say every part matters. Statistically, you were eventually going to be correct.”

We stripped the brace, reset each rivet at the anvil, and ran the test again.

The practice throttle opened.

The copied class stone changed pitch as its cramped maintenance pathway widened, settled, and remained open after Maeve cut the charge. Octavia checked it three times. Thalia read the before and after structures. Rosalie confirmed no damage had propagated through the inert copy.

Brennan sat on the floor, grease marking both cheeks when he laughed into his palms.

One successful tone earned us another six hours of trying to make it fail. Perrin brought the original irrigation stone from the south channel and stood over the test bench while Octavia applied three practice throttles of increasing depth. The first released cleanly. The second opened after the arch developed a vibration Brennan traced to an ordinary steel foot. The third held because Maeve’s bank had lost too much charge through a junction set at the wrong angle.

Pip marked each failure on the slate with solemn strokes. By the fourth, he had developed categories: RIVET, BANK, SMITH, and BRENNAN.

“Why do I have my own category?” Brennan asked.

“Because sometimes the thing wrong is you.”

Perrin laughed before he could stop himself. The sound changed the workshop for a moment, carrying us back to two boys at a cold forge where every mistake had once seemed permanent. Then he set the irrigation stone beneath the arch himself.

“Again,” he said.

We reset the junction and ran it until Maeve’s measured reserve reached empty. The throttle released on the final charge. Perrin tested every maintenance call his restored Draft-hand could make through the copy, then handed the stone to Rosalie for a damage check. Its channels had widened without scorching, distortion, or the lingering numbness a Dousing field left behind.

Thalia compared six before-and-after readings. “The intent persists through repeated activation. Variation comes from the machine, not from the instruction Garrick set.”

“Which means ordinary crews can operate it after a Smith builds it,” Zaria said. Her pen was already moving. “One rare hand can produce reach while trained field crews carry it elsewhere.”

A Smith still had to set every intent-bearing joint, and Maeve still had to provide the first bank architecture, but the engine could leave our hands afterward. The people carrying it would need training, not bonds.

Octavia refused to let that claim remain theoretical. She sent Pellis for six students from the school and told Brennan to teach them the arch as though all three of us had already ridden east.

He began badly.

“This is the intake regulator,” Brennan said, tapping a brass housing. “It controls how much stored intent reaches the ring per spring cycle. If the needle crosses the red mark, you disengage the pawl, vent the bank, and check the return linkage.”

A former mill hand named Sera lifted one grease-blackened finger. “Which piece is the pawl?”

Brennan stared at the mechanism he could have rebuilt blind. Then he took it apart and arranged every component on the floor in operating order.

Sera learned the shutdown first. Pellis learned to hear the pitch change before the gauge moved. A Channel-Keeper named Jorin mapped the field edge with ordinary stakes so the crew would never depend on a class that might fail during a fault. Maeve taught them the bank housing by making each student carry a warmed stone and report the difference between stored pressure and active flow.

The first crew drill failed in twelve seconds. Sera disengaged the correct pawl but Jorin pulled the wrong stake, and Pellis kept reciting the pitch instead of shouting the warning. Octavia stopped the arch, assigned the mistake to the procedure rather than the students, and made them rewrite the call order.

The second drill lasted a minute. The third survived a simulated broken axle, a false gauge reading Brennan introduced with a bent wire, and Maeve shouting contradictory instructions from under the bench.

“Why are you lying about the bank?” Sera demanded.

“Because the person attacking you will be less courteous than I am.”

“You set my sleeve on fire.”

“A very small fire.”

On the fourth run, the students isolated the bank, marked the live field edge, removed the bent wire, and restarted the arch while Brennan kept both hands visibly clear of the tools. The copied stone’s practice throttle opened cleanly.

Octavia entered all six names beneath a new lesson heading: Field Engine Operation Under Hostile Conditions. Ordinary hands recovering from a fault made the machine scalable beyond its makers.

Maeve grabbed my face before the last resonance faded, kissed me hard enough to click my teeth, then released me and started listing the materials needed for a full field engine.

“Five tons if we strip every suppressor plate and use a narrower dome,” she said. “Founders’-metal only in the intent-bearing ring. Ordinary steel for wheels and bracing, but every junction set by a Smith. My bank architecture in the core. Brennan’s mechanical drive for anchoring.”

“Range?” Isolde asked from the doorway.

“Unknown until we build it.”

“Then build for one hundred paces and promise fifty.”

“That is offensively conservative.”

“That is how soldiers arrive alive.”

Octavia added a testing sequence to the school slate: inert stones, repaired volunteers, progressively larger fields, no mass opening until Rosalie and Thalia cleared every stage.

By afternoon the yard held a full chalk plan, its separate sections covered in eight hands: bank, mechanism, intent-setting, safety, living stability, verification, road, and the names ahead. Maeve insisted the bank remain accessible from ground level so a short operator could charge it under fire. Brennan added breakaway braces that could be replaced by any village smith. Rosalie required folding treatment boards on both sides of the transport bed, and Thalia moved the crew ladder where an observer could not count operators from a distance. Those demands made the machine less elegant and more likely to reach a living town.

Pip drew a small hammer beneath the left wheel.

“What function does that serve?” Octavia asked.

“It tells them who built it.”

The mark remained.

While the first successful tone still hung over the bench, three riders brought the capital’s physical answer.

Kells’s burn teams had begun branding fixed-star marks into forge-town gates and seizing oath-metal from working forges. Two replacement Dousing Frames rolled east under armed escort, their iron-rimmed wheels covering twelve miles a day. Greymere stood first on the route, with two shadow-roll communities beyond it.

Zaria opened the eastern map. “They are cutting ahead of us.”

“Twenty days to Greymere if the road stays dry,” Thalia said.

Brennan and Maeve looked at the test arch. Their argument became calculation: five tons after stripping every suppressor plate, eighteen days to build the road machine and provision it.

Amaya set her lantern on the eastern route. Isolde sent a scout before the tea cooled.

By dusk, Octavia had moved ninety-four students into an outdoor lesson where passing riders could see the forbidden craft practiced instead of merely reading its name. Morrow’s report remained alive in four separate memories and one guard’s coat. Noll’s held syllable sat beside a yellow flower. Caelira remained absent from every roll, though an unsigned slip appeared on my mother’s table: Kells has new Frames.

The machine we were building still needed a road.

On the eighteenth day, Octavia and Zaria found Orrindal together across a kitchen table buried in maps, archive pages, and half-empty teacups. Octavia brought a decade of scholarship to the third author’s marginalia; Zaria saw network traces in its founders’-metal binding that no non-warden could perceive.

The search took two days because Orrindal had been erased from ordinary maps yet still present in the founders’ network.

Octavia found references to a coastal practice hall in the third author’s marginal notation, always described by function and never location. Zaria found a broken warden route that ran east through the names of three burn-list towns and ended at an entry the modern roll called tidal ruins. Amaya recognized the route-mark as an old salt-road branch, built for keepers who travelled by shore beacon in place of inland lantern.

They tested the intersection against Elyse’s shadow roll. Nine hidden people formed a chain along the coast, each repaired by my mother or her grandmother, each living within a day’s travel of the next. Their households preserved a path through human lives after the physical road disappeared.

The final confirmation came from the archive binding. Zaria warmed the founders’-metal stitch with her palm. A buried mark surfaced: a speaking mouth above an anvil, crossed by two tide lines. Octavia translated the old caption.

“The Voice is practiced where all words must carry against the sea.”

Under Zaria’s Roll-Sight, the mark extended beyond the binding. Amber lines ran from the old stitch into the names on Elyse’s shadow roll, faint but ordered, connecting keeper households the archive had treated as unrelated references. Zaria wrote each connection on a separate slip so Thalia could destroy one route without exposing the rest. By the ninth slip, the line ended at a name with no person attached: ORRINDAL PRACTICE, entered as though a building itself had once belonged to a roll.

Amaya touched that entry with one porcelain finger. Her lantern brightened against the midday sun.

“A road can belong,” she said. “A town can belong. The founders thought a school could belong as well, so long as somebody remembered its true name.”

Octavia read the caption again, slower. She turned three archive leaves and found the speaking-mouth mark hiding in the punctuation of a diagram she had studied for years. The discovery offended her professionally and delighted her beyond concealment; she pushed her glasses onto her head, forgot them there, and began translating aloud faster than Zaria could take dictation.

Orrindal had taught restoration through resonance carried in the human voice. Its practice halls were built against surf loud enough to punish weak articulation. Students first learned to call the intact pattern in inert class stone, then in damaged branches, and only at the highest level in an excised absence. The surviving text offered no technique. It recorded the order of lessons and assumed the reader already possessed a forge that could answer speech.

The last marginal note belonged to Elyse. Octavia recognized the pressure of her pen before I recognized the hand: Found sealed. Could not open alone. Left the coast line living.

My mother had reached Orrindal, or close enough to confirm it, and then preserved a road made of people for someone who might come after her.

They came to me at midday so urgently that both had abandoned their tea. Octavia still held her uncapped ink bottle, and Zaria had forgotten to put either pen back in her curls.

“Stage Two,” Octavia said. Her attention fixed on a diagram in the archive that depicted a forge configuration I had never seen: larger, more complex, with components that did not exist in any workshop I’d worked with. An anvil the size of a room. Resonance channels that mapped an entire building rather than a single circle. Lines of intent so complex that the diagram alone took up four pages of the archive’s dense, founders’-era notation. “The Voice. The second stage of the True Smith’s evolution.”

“What does it do?”

She removed her glasses, polished them on her robe, and tapped the empty center of the diagram. “Consider Tomas. Your present craft can identify the class missing from his name-shaped absence, but every repair you know requires architecture that still exists: a seal to cut, a throttle to lift, a branch to realign. Orrindal’s Voice is the next practical step. It speaks the original class back into that absence without substituting a new one.”

I remembered Millbrook’s boy turning a repaired plate over in his small hands, then searching for the place inside himself from which sadness ought to come.

“Where?” I asked.

“Orrindal.” Zaria pointed at the map with her pen. Two provinces east, on the coast, marked in the archive’s notation with the founders’ glyph for advanced practice. “The network shows a founders’-class installation. Purpose: advanced forge-work. The records call it ‘the Revelation Practice.’ A second stronghold, built after the First Forge, designed for the next stage of a True Smith’s development. The forge that makes the Voice possible.”

She traced the line east across the shadow roll until it reached the coast.

“Two provinces. Three threatened towns between us and the stronghold,” Octavia said. “Each one can support the next leg once an Opening Frame reaches it.” She straightened. Pushed her glasses onto her head. “The road to Stage Two runs through the very towns the Concord wants to burn. Reaching Orrindal requires an eastern campaign through those towns, opening each one as we follow the shadow roll’s network.”

I followed the marked towns to the coast. Opening them would build the road to the craft that could restore the excised.

“The eastern campaign,” I said.

“Orrindal,” Octavia confirmed. Her expression behind the lowered glasses carried the ambition of the scholar she had been before Caelira sealed her.

Before dawn, Isolde rode the first river crossing and returned with mud to her horse’s knees. She refused to strip Fenhollow’s new militia for an expedition, so her scout order requested Stormwall escort and left the home defense intact. By breakfast, three riders were already carrying copies east.

Rosalie converted the infirmary yard into a packing line. Each shadow-roll town received bloodmoss before the Opening Frame, along with two trained stabilizers and strict instructions against activating the engine until local hands could catch uneven branches. Coldwater’s fear would not travel under our colours.

Thalia burned two proposed stops after scouts confirmed Kells had watchers there. Zaria redirected the route through people instead of villages: a Mender with three spare rooms, a Channel-Keeper whose daughter ran a ferry, and a baker who owed Elyse twenty years of silence. She opened a fresh volume labelled EASTERN ROLL and entered each household before the road that connected them.

In the workshop, Maeve calculated one full bank per field opening and one recovery day between. Brennan built axle mock-ups until the number of springs offended common sense. Octavia selected twelve advanced students for a travelling school whose examination would be maintaining each town after we left. Amaya walked the vanished salt-road branch at low tide and returned amused by a route that erased its own tracks twice a day.

By sunset we had scouts moving, healers packing, a prototype on blocks, and names arranged toward Orrindal. Time remained the missing material.

“Eighteen days,” I said in the workshop yard.

Isolde arrived from the eastern ford, glanced at Brennan and Maeve arguing over a rivet, and took the chalk from his hand. She crossed out the departure date.

“Seventeen.”

“THE RIVETS ARE HIS FAULT,” Maeve shouted from beneath the transport bed.

Isolde left the amended schedule where both engineers could see it. The campaign already existed around their argument.

The eastern preparations consumed the following mornings. Scouts left before breakfast, healers packed bloodmoss by noon, and Brennan’s axle calculations migrated from the workshop wall onto an actual transport bed.

At the end of the third week, help rode into the crossroads.

Dagna Kolm dismounted, and the horse looked relieved to surrender her weight. Stormwall’s champion stood six feet one, heavily muscled and sun-bronzed, dark chestnut hair in a thick battle braid. Scarred forearms showed below a sleeveless travelling vest; broad shoulders and heavy thighs gave her the planted confidence of a great-axe fighter.

Her dark eyes measured the fords, warm Frames, school register, and smoke from my mother’s forge before settling on me. I noticed the woman inside the evaluation. She noticed me noticing and looked frankly amused.

Then she studied the purple lines still fading along my wrists. “Those hands set the machine?”

“They did.”

Isolde’s stance narrowed the distance by half a pace, the shift nearly imperceptible.

“Protective,” Dagna said. “Good. A guild wastes rare hands when it treats them as replaceable equipment.”

“He isn’t guild property,” Isolde replied.

“I’m here to trade transport, steel, and professionals. Property can remain a nobleman’s hobby.”

Dagna tossed Isolde an iron gate-token. Stormwall offered one company, two heavy haul teams, and engineers experienced with siege wagons on bad roads. In exchange, the guild wanted twelve additional veteran readings after Brask’s first three, with repair outcomes left unpromised under the existing consent terms.

Zaria caught the practical omission before Isolde answered. “Names. Medical history. Existing consent for diagnostic work. I will not accept twelve anonymous claims attached to a guild token.”

Dagna’s amusement widened. “Brask said the clerk would ask that. The packet is in my left saddlebag, sealed separately so no gate guard sees a veteran’s damage beside a contract. Each person signed for the reading and may withdraw on arrival.”

Thalia appeared at the horse’s other side and checked the untouched seal first and treated permission as a later concern. “Three different hands witnessed the signatures. Sensible.”

“Stormwall learns after one difficult negotiation,” Dagna said. “Sometimes two, if we’re feeling traditional.”

Zaria entered the trade under twelve protected initials until the veterans could choose how their names travelled. Only then did Isolde turn the iron token in her palm.

Before Isolde answered, Dagna hooked both hands beneath the prototype’s transport beam and lifted it clear of the blocks. Muscle stood across her shoulders.

“Too much weight forward. The first soft coast shoulder buries your left wheel.”

She lowered it gently, took Brennan’s chalk, and marked a second axle plus a wider rear bed. Maeve shifted the bank housing lower so she could charge it from the roadside. Within ten minutes Stormwall’s champion, our Artificer, and our bank had rebuilt the transport plan around mud, wounded riders, and replaceable village-made braces.

“Twelve readings,” Isolde said. “Repairs remain unpromised. Brennan commands the field workshop.”

Dagna glanced at the stocky man with chalk across his face and three springs in one pocket. “Can he keep an axle alive under fire?”

“He kept a Class Smith alive inside a Dousing field with a wrench.”

“Then my engineers report to him at dawn.”

She surveyed me once more, frank amusement intact, then went inside in search of food. The war-guild offer had arrived as a haul team and a woman who could lift our prototype.

Before her engineers could report, Thalia brought proof that our seventeen days had vanished.

She found us at my mother’s anvil after dusk with a captured image crystal wrapped in black cloth.

“One of my quarry contacts stole nine minutes from Kells’s outbound relay,” she said. “You need to see the machine, not hear my summary.”

The circle gathered in the workshop. Zaria closed the eastern roll but kept her pen ready. Brennan and Maeve stood nearest the anvil, shoulder to shoulder despite an argument about axle load that had lasted since breakfast.

Thalia set the crystal on the workbench and touched its activation mark.

A quarry yard formed in pale light above the stone. The image had been taken from behind stacked wheel rims, low enough that the foreground cut across the scene. East of the capital, three burn teams changed horses in a relay quick enough to preserve their pace. Two replacement Dousing Frames waited on reinforced wagons with their anchor teeth chained for travel.

The machines were new. Even through the imperfect image, Brennan identified current work in the fresh iron rims and newly cut founders’-metal. The wagons carried spare anchor teeth, burial tools, and padded racks of pitch jars. The labels on those racks named streets, not military positions.

“They’re provisioned to leave towns burning after the field finishes,” Zaria said. Her pen moved once. “Three teams. Two replacement Frames.”

The crystal’s recorded view shifted as the hidden observer adjusted position.

Artan Kells, the man who had engineered Coldwater into a doctrine, stood beside the lead machine, broad in a plain field coat. One gloved hand rested on the founders’-metal. The other held Morrow’s broken campaign seal. Captain Berrik waited by the horses with six armed riders and a route map pinned beneath a knife.

A narrow engineer with fresh burns across both sleeves stepped into the image. Soot darkened the seams of her gloves. Behind her, quarry crews loaded founders’-metal under armed supervision. The workers wore blank cloth over their crests, not enough to conceal a class from Sight but enough to keep one another from seeing who had awakened differently after Fenhollow.

One young hauler stumbled beneath an anchor tooth. A second man caught the weight with a strength that startled them both. His sleeve split at the shoulder as a newly opened reinforcement branch answered. The overseer struck the metal beside his hand with a rod and ordered him back into line. What had happened passed unnamed. Three other workers witnessed without turning their heads.

Kells’s upgraded machine was being built by people its older pattern had already failed to keep closed.

“The Fenhollow inversion propagated through overlapping fields,” the engineer said. “If Ward reaches one of these machines during anchor, the revised isolation plates may not stop him. We have bench results, not a field proof. Greymere gives us stable ground and an expendable population.”

“Populations have value,” Kells said.

Berrik glanced up. The engineer waited.

Kells opened Morrow’s campaign seal in his palm. The metal had been snapped through the fixed star, not dropped or surrendered whole.

“Populations are scheduled,” he continued. “Orrindal was scheduled after Greymere. Changing the order teaches all frightened engineers between here and the coast that Ward dictates our pace. He does not.”

The recording followed him along the lead Frame.

Fresh suppressor plates covered the intent-bearing ring I had turned at Fenhollow. Double locks shielded the anchor junction. A cage of ordinary steel protected the central members while leaving narrow gaps for field cooling. Each wheel carried a detachable field shoe wide enough to anchor on sand, and spring braces locked the spokes during travel. The engineers had answered one impossible act by making the same machine heavier, harder for human hands to reach, and capable of anchoring on Orrindal’s coast.

Brennan traced the cooling gaps in the projected image with one dirty nail. Three changed direction halfway through the cage, forcing any rigid probe to bend twice. He sketched a jointed spring tool before Kells finished walking the machine’s length. The enemy had hardened its method; our Artificer was already finding where it moved. He marked every answer in chalk.

“And the isolation plates break overlap propagation,” Maeve said. Her gaze tracked the bank housing. “They’ve learned enough to make the next one harder.”

Inside the recording, Kells placed Morrow’s broken seal within the cage and shut the access plate. Engineers drove three iron pins home by hand while the horses stamped in cold quarry dust.

“Marshal Morrow believed the craft required a good man standing between fire and a town,” Kells said. “He discovered that good men can be opened. Machines cannot doubt.”

The lead engineer looked at the fresh plates, then at the burns on her sleeves. She tugged one scorched cuff over her wrist before following Kells along the machine.

Berrik pulled the knife from the route map. Orrindal lay under its point, east beyond three forge-towns whose people still believed they had twenty days. The blade pierced the inked coast and pinned the map to the wagon plank. Around it, grease marks traced the shorter military road Kells intended to use.

Kells looked toward a coast outside the image. Quarry smoke moved behind him.

“Skip the tests and the delays. We go to Orrindal first.”
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