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Chapter 1: The Dead Class

The road to Valebright Academy ended in stairs.

Three hundred and twelve of them, carved into the granite spine of a hill that had been old when the first class crests were awakened. I counted because counting kept my hands from shaking, and the tremor came from the forge journal in my pack, pressed against my spine like a palm urging me forward. Not fear. The dead carry their own pull.

My mother’s palm. Her handwriting. Her codes I still couldn’t crack.

The scholarship letter had arrived six weeks after her funeral. Valebright Academy, pleased to extend an invitation to Garrick Ward, Class Smith, based on exceptional bloodline potential and the academy’s commitment to preserving rare class traditions. The language was polished smooth as a magistrate’s lie. They didn’t want to preserve anything. They wanted the last Class Smith bloodline where they could watch it, study it, and if necessary, snuff it out.

I’d considered not coming. For three weeks after the letter arrived, it sat on the kitchen table of the empty house in Fenhollow, next to the cold forge and the tools my mother would never use again. Every morning I’d eat bread and stare at the academy seal pressed into the wax, the five towers arranged around a central star, and think about what it would mean to walk into the institution that had engineered her death.

But Fenhollow was dying without her. The farmers whose class stones she’d repaired were already feeling the effects: channels degrading, crop yields dropping, the slow erosion of capability that happened when maintenance stopped. The midwife whose healing class my mother had stabilized three times a year was struggling through births with a stuttering crest. These people had depended on my mother, and now they depended on no one.

I couldn’t help them yet, not with a half-trained class and a coded journal I couldn’t fully read. But the people who had killed my mother were at Valebright, and the knowledge I needed to become what she’d been was locked in their archives, buried under two centuries of institutional lies.

My mother had warned me about institutions. She’d repaired class stones for commoners out of a workshop behind our house, working by lamplight, charging what people could afford. A cracked class stone meant a farmer couldn’t channel growth energy into his fields. A corroded resonance path meant a midwife’s healing class stuttered during births. My mother fixed these things with patience, skill, and the understanding that the tool serves the hand, not the other way around.

They killed her for it. The official story said she botched a ritual while repairing a noble girl’s sabotaged class. Tragic accident. Insufficient training. The inquest lasted two days and concluded she’d overreached her abilities.

Her forge journal told a different story. Every procedure documented in her precise hand. Every catalyst measured. Every resonance frequency recorded. The work she’d done on that girl’s class was flawless. I’d read it a hundred times. The procedure was textbook, assuming anyone still had the textbook. Someone had sabotaged the girl’s class with a registrar’s precision tool, and when my mother started to repair it, they sabotaged the repair.

She died because she could see what they’d done. And now her son was walking into the academy that employed the people who’d done it.

I reached the top of the stairs and stopped.

Valebright Academy spread across the hilltop like a small city designed by someone who believed power should be visible from a distance. Five towers rose from a central campus, each housing a different class discipline. The Duel Tower, tallest and broadest, its white stone catching morning light like a drawn blade. The Arcane Tower beside it, darker, windows glowing faintly with contained energies. The Sanctum Tower in soft greens and whites, where healers trained. The Veil Tower, set slightly apart, its dark stone blending into the hillside as if it preferred not to be noticed.

And at the far edge of the campus, behind the dining hall and adjacent to what appeared to be a waste management facility, a squat stone building with a patched roof and a sign that read FORGE ANNEX.

That would be mine.

The grounds between the towers were immaculate. Manicured hedges lined paths of pale stone. A central courtyard held a fountain shaped like a crest in full awakening, water cascading from its branches. Students moved between buildings in clusters, their tower uniforms marking them as clearly as guild badges: white-and-steel for Duel Tower, dark academic robes for Arcane, green-and-white for Sanctum, muted black for Veil. The hierarchy was visible from three hundred feet.

I adjusted the straps of my pack and started walking. The difference between the students and me was visible from fifty feet. Their clothes were tailored. Mine were road-worn. Their boots were polished leather made for corridors. Mine were Fenhollow practical, resoled twice, made for workshop floors and muddy roads. They carried crystal-studded satchels and embossed leather cases. I carried a dead woman’s tools in a canvas pack.

A few students glanced at me as I passed. The glances lasted less than a second before moving on, quick, dismissive, sorting relevant from irrelevant, and I was filed in the second category before my boots cleared the path. I might as well have been delivering supplies.

The Grand Atrium was already full when I entered. Students milled in clusters organized by obvious social gravity: the wealthy near the front, their uniforms tailored and bright, class stones gleaming at throats and wrists. The scholarship students toward the back, wearing standard-issue grey that hadn’t been fitted to anyone in particular. I fell into the grey mass and found a column to lean against.

A scholarship student beside me, a girl with nervous eyes and ink-stained fingers, leaned over. “Do you know what tower they’ll assign you to?”

“Forge Annex.”

Her expression was the polite equivalent of a wince. “Oh. Well. At least the workbenches are… sturdy?”

“That’s what I’m counting on.”

She nodded uncertainly and moved away. Even among the scholarship students, the Annex was a step below conversation.

The Awakening Placement ceremony occupied the center of the atrium. A raised platform held a crystal apparatus the size of a man’s torso, faceted and humming with class resonance energy. Students would approach, place their hands on the crystal, and the crystal would amplify their class crest’s signature for the hall to see. A formality for most. Their classes had awakened months or years ago. This was registration, classification, tower assignment.

A man stood beside the apparatus who drew my eye and held it.

Tall, thin, silver hair swept back from a face that looked like it had been carved for the express purpose of evaluating other people’s worth and finding them insufficient. Dark robes, elaborate but not ostentatious, fabric that cost more than it looked, which meant it cost a great deal. A seal pendant at his throat. A ledger in his left hand, held close to his body like a weapon.

Lord Provost Caldran. Head of the Academy Registry. The man whose signature appeared on every class record filed at Valebright, including the falsified inquest report on my mother’s death.

I watched him the way you watch a forge fire that’s burning too hot. Not with fear. With attention.

He moved through the ceremony with orchestrated efficiency. A word to this registrar, a glance at that ledger entry, a nod that directed a student to the correct tower line. Nothing wasted. Nothing careless. Every gesture designed to communicate control.

“Odran Pell,” the announcer called.

A young man stepped onto the platform like the word “no” had never applied to him. Tall, blond, blue-eyed, wearing a gold-trimmed Duel Tower uniform that fit like it had been sewn onto him that morning. He placed his hands on the crystal with the casual assurance of handing his coat to a servant.

Golden light erupted. The crystal sang. A crest blazed over the apparatus: ornate, layered, shining.

“Gilded Champion,” the announcer declared.

The hall erupted in applause. Odran Pell bowed with practiced grace, soaking it in. His family occupied the front row: a father with the same golden hair and a mother whose jewelry cost more than my entire village produced in a year. They nodded as if this had been scheduled months ago. Which, based on what I suspected about registry manipulation, it probably had.

I studied the golden crest as it faded from the crystal. Something about the luminance bothered me. The outer layer was bright, almost aggressively so, like fresh gilt slapped over a surface that didn’t warrant it. But beneath it, where the base structure should have anchored the class, the lines were simpler than they should have been. Thinner. Like gilt paint over common iron.

I filed it away and said nothing. There was no profit in being the forge-town scholarship student who announced he could see through a noble’s crest on placement day.

Names continued. Students stepped up, crests flared, towers were assigned. The Duel Tower got warriors with sharp-edged crests that blazed like drawn steel. The Arcane Tower claimed mages whose crests pulsed with contained energy, each one drawing appreciative murmurs from the faculty seated along the wall. The Sanctum Tower welcomed healers whose crests glowed with soft warmth, and the gentle green light drew quiet nods rather than cheers. The Veil Tower selected its students with the least fanfare, their crests subtle and hard to read, which I suspected was the point; a spy whose class announced itself wasn’t much of a spy.

Between placements, I watched the room. The scholarship students went up in alphabetical order, scattered between the noble names. The contrast was stark. A noble student would approach the crystal with tailored clothes, polished boots, and a family contingent in the front row. A scholarship student would approach in standard-issue grey with nobody watching from the gallery. The crystal responded to both with equal indifference, caring nothing for the names attached to the hands that touched it. The audience did not extend the same courtesy. A noble placement drew applause. A scholarship placement drew polite silence, or, if the class was insufficiently prestigious, the faint rustle of attention moving elsewhere.

I took it in, piece by piece. The hierarchy was baked into the ceremony’s architecture: the seating arrangement, the applause patterns, how the announcers lingered on noble names and rushed through common ones. None of it required malice. It was infrastructure, two centuries of institutional momentum channeling every student toward the rank they’d been assigned before they ever touched the crystal.

The ceremony had been running for nearly two hours when they reached the end of the alphabet.

“Garrick Ward.”

I pushed off the column and walked to the platform. The grey uniform didn’t fit well, too wide in the shoulders, too short in the sleeves. My boots were Fenhollow leather, patched and scuffed, caked with road dust that no amount of scraping could fully remove. The students near the front gave me the look reserved for furniture placed in the wrong room.

I put my hands on the crystal.

Nothing happened.

A murmur rippled through the hall. The crystal hummed, searched, found my crest, and then produced a dim, flickering image that looked like a hammer resting on an anvil. No golden light. No singing resonance. Just a faded symbol from a dead tradition, hovering in the air like an apology.

“Class Smith,” the announcer said, and the word fell into the hall like a stone dropped in still water.

Silence. Then laughter. Not cruel, exactly. More reflexive amusement at something so irrelevant it could only be funny. A Class Smith. A polisher. A maintenance man. The magical equivalent of the custodial staff.

Someone in the Duel Tower section said, loud enough to carry, “Is that even a real class?”

More laughter. A few sympathetic looks from the scholarship section. Pity that was worse than contempt, because it came from people who understood exactly how bad my situation was.

A boy in Arcane robes whispered something about antique classifications, and the girl beside him covered her mouth too late to hide the laugh. Near the front, one of Odran Pell’s friends leaned back in his chair as if he wanted a better view of the joke the academy had just delivered for his benefit. Even the faculty handled it badly. A few looked down at their notes. One registrar cleared his throat and pretended to adjust the crystal’s settings, which was the sort of mercy institutions offered when they intended to do nothing useful.

The scholarship students were quieter. That was worse in its own way. They knew what a weak assignment meant. They knew the difference between entering a tower and being filed somewhere at the campus edge. A few of them looked at me like they were watching a man receive a sentence in public and were relieved it had not been theirs.

I let them laugh. A forge-town boy learns early that hot metal does not care whether the apprentice is embarrassed. You hold the work steady or you ruin it. My hands stayed on the crystal until the announcer looked ready to ask me to move along.

I kept my face still. I’d expected this.

What I hadn’t expected was Caldran.

His expression froze. Recognition, sharp and immediate. For one beat, those flat eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that had nothing to do with a dead support class and everything to do with a dead woman in Fenhollow. The mask dropped for half a second, and what I saw beneath it wasn’t curiosity or amusement or the clinical detachment he showed every other student.

He was identifying a threat.

Then the mask resettled. Smooth. Professional. The Lord Provost making a mental note about a scholarship student.

But I’d seen the beat. And he knew I’d seen it.

I pulled my hands from the crystal. As my fingers left the faceted surface, something cracked. A hairline fracture spread across one panel of the apparatus, and for half a second, a different crest flared inside the crystal. Not the dim hammer-and-anvil. Something larger. A shape I recognized from the last page of my mother’s journal: interlocking circles around a central forge-mark, lines radiating outward like spokes of a wheel that connected to structures I couldn’t name.

The true crest. The one they’d buried two hundred years ago.

It vanished before anyone else could see it. The crystal healed its own crack with a resonant hum. I stepped down from the platform with my heart hammering against my ribs and my face showing nothing.

“Forge Annex,” the announcer directed, already calling the next name.

I walked toward the exit. On my way, I glanced up at Caldran. He was speaking quietly to a registry aide, his eyes fixed on me. The aide nodded and wrote something in a ledger. The aide’s pen moved with the unhurried speed of routine, but Caldran’s gaze was anything but routine.

There was no curiosity in it. He was already deciding what to do about me.

The path from the Grand Atrium to the Forge Annex took me past the Duel Tower’s outdoor training yard. I heard the crack of class-enhanced strikes before I saw them. Students in white-and-steel uniforms sparring on marked stone. Quick, brutal, beautiful in the way violence is beautiful when it’s technically perfect.

I stopped at the railing to watch. In Fenhollow, the strongest class user was a retired border guard whose Force Shield could block a charging ox. Here, eighteen-year-olds were throwing lightning bolts and blade arcs at each other with childhood confidence and academy polish.

One duelist caught my attention.

Tall for a woman. Silver-blonde hair in a single tight braid that swung between her shoulder blades as she moved. Athletic build, lean-muscled, a fighter’s frame honed for speed and lethality. She fought with a lethality that made the other duelists look like they were swinging sticks. Her footwork was mathematical: every step placed, every shift calculated, every movement earned through years of repetition until instinct and technique became indistinguishable.

Then her lightning misfired.

The bolt arced from her blade and went wide, striking the training yard wall instead of her opponent. She recovered, compensating with a lateral pivot that used the missed bolt as a distraction, but her opponent read the adjustment and caught her with a clean counter-strike. The bout ended with her blade on the stone. When the scoring crystal recorded the loss, she slammed her fist against the training rail hard enough that the metal rang.

Nobody else on the floor reacted to the misfire. They’d seen it before. It was part of the narrative around her, whatever her name was: the duelist who peaked too early and was burning out. A cautionary tale in braid and combat boots.

Her left arm caught the light as she turned. Pale raised scars branching from shoulder to wrist, like frozen lightning. They didn’t glow. Whatever power had put them there was fighting to come through and failing.

I kept it. Kept walking.

The Forge Annex occupied the architectural afterthought at the campus edge. The door stuck when I pushed it, swollen wood against a stone frame that hadn’t been adjusted in years. Inside: a workshop that smelled of old metal, dust, and resigned expectations. Workbenches lined the walls, most cluttered with class stones in various states of disrepair. A forge in the corner that hadn’t been lit in what looked like years. Storage shelves packed with materials no one had organized since the previous decade.

The ceiling was low compared to the towers. No grand windows, no resonance lighting, no architectural ambition. The Forge Annex existed to house the students the academy was obligated to accept but preferred to forget.

A lean man in his forties stood near the door, grey at his temples, arms folded. Instructor Davan Holt. He studied my hands before my face, and whatever he found in the calluses made him look again.

“Ward. Class Smith. Welcome to the Annex.” He gestured at the workshop with coffin-seller enthusiasm. “You’ll be polishing class stones, maintaining workshop equipment, and assisting with basic resonance testing for the other towers. Your quarters are in the basement level. Any questions?”

“Where’s the forge?”

Holt blinked. “In the corner. It hasn’t been lit in years. We don’t have the fuel allocation.”

“I brought my own.”

He studied me. His eyes moved from my face to my hands: callused, scarred, shaped by forge tools since childhood.

“Your mother’s son, then.”

I didn’t answer. He hadn’t asked a question.

His gaze moved once around the workshop, quick and practiced, checking who else had heard him. Nobody had. The Annex students were too busy pretending not to listen, which meant they were listening badly. Holt’s mouth tightened anyway. A man could spend twenty years in a forgotten building and still know when a name had teeth.

“Fuel is stored in the rear locker,” he said, voice returning to its official register. “You sign for what you use. You don’t light anything after curfew without notifying me. If the forge smokes, the whole building smells like regret for three days.”

“Understood.”

“And Ward.” He looked at my hands again, then at the cold forge in the corner. “If you find anything in this place that looks older than the dust on top of it, you tell me before you pry at it.”

That was not an order to stop. It was an order to be careful.

“Understood,” I said again, and this time he nodded like I’d heard the part he hadn’t said.

A voice erupted from behind a pile of broken class stones. “Finally! Another victim!”

A young man emerged. Stocky, maybe five-seven, with a barrel chest and red curly hair that looked like it had lost a fight with gravity and several strong winds simultaneously. Freckles covered every visible surface, and a few surfaces that were covered by his Annex uniform, which was already stained with something that might have been oil, might have been gravy, and was probably both.

Brennan Gale. Failed Artificer. His grin was wide and warm and entirely inappropriate for someone assigned to the academic equivalent of a storage closet.

“Brennan. Failed Artificer. I’d shake your hand but I’m holding a sandwich and a broken resonance calibrator, and I’m not sure which is which anymore.” He held up both. One was definitely a sandwich. The other might have been, once. He looked between them with genuine uncertainty before biting into the one in his left hand. “Yep, that’s the sandwich. Probably.”

“Garrick. Class Smith.”

“I heard. The whole hall heard. For what it’s worth, my placement got a solid three seconds of silence before someone coughed. Yours got actual laughter. I’m honestly impressed.” He grinned wider. “You’ve been here twenty minutes and you’ve already achieved more audience engagement than I managed in a full year.”

Despite everything, I almost smiled.

“How many of us are there? In the Annex.”

Brennan counted on his fingers, leaving a grease mark on each one. “Seven, including you. Two Menders whose class works on objects but not people, nice enough, keep to themselves, mostly spend their time repairing furniture that the Duel Tower students break during arguments about who’s more heroic. One Resonance Tuner who can tune class stones but can’t do anything with the results, which is like being able to sharpen a sword but not hold one. Me, the Artificer whose artifacts don’t artifact. A Ledger Keeper whose class is literally filing paperwork, and she’s actually brilliant at it, which makes it worse somehow.” He paused. “And now you, the Class Smith. We’re basically the academy’s junk drawer. Except the academy keeps forgetting we’re here, which honestly has its perks.”

“Perks?”

“Nobody watches us. Nobody cares what we do. Nobody checks our schedules or monitors our training. The Duel Tower has mandatory sparring at dawn. The Arcane Tower has containment drills every third evening. The Sanctum Tower has clinical rotations that start at midnight for emergency cases. We have Holt saying ‘polish those stones’ and then going to his office to read. We’re invisible, Garrick. And invisibility, in a place like this, is the closest thing to freedom a support-class student is going to get.”

He said it cheerfully enough, but his brown eyes stayed sharp. Brennan Gale might have failed as an Artificer, but his mind was working just fine.

“How long have you been here?”

“One year, two months, and eleven days. Not that I’m counting.” He grinned. “I’m absolutely counting. Every day in the Annex is a day I’m not in the real world explaining to my parents why their son’s class doesn’t function. Here, at least, I’m useless in good company. And the food is better than home, which is honestly the deciding factor.”

He gave me the tour, such as it was. The Annex occupied a single floor plus the basement, which made it the smallest habitable structure on campus. The main floor held the workshop, Holt’s office, a common area that Brennan described as “aspirational” and which consisted of two chairs and a table that wobbled, and a supply closet that contained approximately fifteen years of institutional neglect organized by category.

“Tools on the left, broken tools on the right, tools of indeterminate functionality in the middle,” Brennan said, gesturing at shelves sagging beneath equipment nobody had assessed since the previous decade. “I’ve been sorting them. Slowly. The process is complicated by the fact that several of the ‘tools’ are actually sandwiches I forgot about.”

“How do you lose a sandwich on a tool shelf?”

“You’d be surprised. When you live in a building that nobody visits, the lines between workshop and pantry become philosophical.”

The basement was below. Two rooms, each barely large enough for a cot and a footlocker. The window in mine looked directly at the waste bins behind the dining hall. Through the wall, I could hear the kitchen staff scraping plates. The lamp bracket on the wall held a single candle, half-used.

“Home sweet home,” Brennan said, leaning against the door frame. “The Annex is where you go when the academy wants to pretend you don’t exist. My class awakened as Artificer, which sounded great until nothing I built actually worked. Apparently the class is ‘vestigial.’ Like a tailbone. Present but useless.”

“You don’t seem bothered.”

“Oh, I’m devastated. I just express it through sarcasm and excessive snacking.” He pulled a wrapped pastry from his pocket. “Want one? I have six. The kitchen staff feel sorry for us. Agda, the head cook, has been slipping me extras since my second week. She says anyone assigned to the Annex deserves at least one good meal a day, and the dining hall’s version of ‘good’ is debatable.”

I took the pastry. It was still warm. Flaky. Better than anything I’d eaten on the three-day walk from Fenhollow.

“This is actually good.”

“Agda’s pastries are the single best thing about Valebright Academy. I’d fight a Gilded Champion for the recipe.” He settled onto the second cot, which apparently served as his unofficial office based on the scattering of crumbs and tools. “So, Class Smith. What’s the plan? Polish stones until you graduate and go home? Find a provincial town and open a repair shop? Or are you here for something else?”

The question was casual. His eyes weren’t.

“I’m here to learn.”

Brennan studied me. Then he nodded, slowly, and took another bite of pastry.

“Fair enough. If you need anything, I’m three feet that way.” He pointed at the wall between our rooms. “The wall’s thin enough that I can hear you breathing, which is either comforting or terrible depending on your perspective.”

We ate in comfortable silence for a minute. Through the thin wall, the kitchen staff finished the dinner service. Dishes clattered. Someone laughed. The mundane sounds of an institution grinding forward.

That evening, after Brennan had gone to his room, I unpacked.

Mother’s forge journal. Leather-bound, the cover worn smooth from years of handling, half the entries in a code I was still working through. The code wasn’t random. It was a substitution cipher based on forge-metal resonance frequencies, and I could read about sixty percent of it. The other forty percent used a secondary layer that I suspected required a key I didn’t have.

A class stone she’d been studying before she died, its resonance pattern unlike anything in standard texts. Smooth, warm, the internal structure visible to my fingers even without Class Sight: irregular, complex, alive in a way that manufactured stones weren’t.

Oath-metal files, three of them, worn smooth from years of use. The metal was warmer than it should have been, as if it remembered the last hands that had held it.

A pouch of catalyst dust she’d collected over decades. Tiny crystals that caught the candlelight and threw it back in colors that didn’t correspond to the spectrum I’d been taught in Fenhollow’s schoolhouse.

I arranged everything on the footlocker beside my cot. The tools of a dead trade, inherited by the last person alive who knew what they were for.

I opened the journal to the last page she’d written before the assignment that killed her. The entry was dated two weeks before her death.

Her handwriting, precise and careful:

The true crest. They buried it with the guild two centuries ago, but the resonance pattern persists in every Class Smith bloodline. It is not a hammer on an anvil. That is what they reduced us to. The true crest is a circle of connections, each spoke representing a bond forged with another living class. The Smith does not work alone. The Smith works through a circle.

They buried it. Don’t let them bury you.

I closed the journal. Set it beside my cot. Lay down in the dark, listening to the kitchen staff finish their shift through the thin wall. Someone dropped a pot. Someone else swore.

Somewhere above me, in the registry offices, Caldran was writing my name in a ledger.


Chapter 2: Forge Annex

The first class stone I polished at Valebright tried to tell me something.

Holt had assigned me a crate of damaged stones collected from the other towers. Routine maintenance. Students cracked them during practicals, wore them down during training exercises, occasionally dropped them on stone floors because eighteen-year-olds with magical combat powers still had the hand-eye coordination of eighteen-year-olds. My job was to clean, polish, and file each stone’s condition in a maintenance ledger.

Grunt work. Designed to keep a support-class student busy and invisible.

I picked up the first stone. Small, oval, clouded with use. A duelist’s practice stone based on the residual energy signature. I turned it in my fingers the way my mother used to, letting the weight and texture register before doing anything else. She’d always said you learned more about a class stone in the first five seconds of holding it than in an hour of testing.

Something flickered.

Not in the stone. In my vision. For a moment, the clouded surface became translucent, and I could see inside: faded lines of energy where skill-paths had once run, now degraded through overuse. A primary path for basic blade enhancement, branching into two secondary paths that should have supported advanced techniques. One secondary was intact. The other had a hairline fracture running through it, old and healed over but still present.

The stone warmed in my palm, a faint sympathetic heat, as if it were responding to being seen.

Class Sight.

The old forge notes described it, but reading about it and experiencing it were different. Like reading about fire versus putting your hand in one. I’d had flickers before, in Fenhollow, brief moments of clarity when handling stones she’d been working on. Nothing this clear. Nothing that held for more than a heartbeat.

This held. Three full seconds. The internal architecture of the stone visible like a house with its walls removed, every beam and joint and crack exposed.

Then it faded, and I was holding a cloudy oval stone in a dim workshop.

I set the stone down carefully. My hands were steady, but my pulse wasn’t.

I polished the stone. Filed its condition. Noted the fracture in the maintenance ledger using the language Holt would expect: “Hairline stress fracture in secondary path. Recommend replacement.” What I didn’t write: the fracture pattern was consistent with forced overloading, not natural wear. Someone had pushed too much energy through this stone too fast, and the secondary path had cracked under the strain.

Two languages. The one I used in official documentation and the one I used in my head. My mother had taught me both: the careful, bland terminology of institutional compliance, and the forensic precision she’d built from years of reading class stones the way physicians read wounds.

I picked up the second stone, larger, darker, from the Arcane Tower based on the containment residue on its surface. This one Class Sight didn’t respond to. I polished it blind, working by feel, muscle memory from years of handling stones without power. The third stone, a healer’s practice stone, gave me half a second of clarity before the vision faded: internal pathways worn smooth by decades of use, like a garden path walked by generations of feet. Beautiful, in its way. A record of every healer who had channeled through this stone, their energy leaving traces like fingerprints in wax.

I worked through six more stones. Class Sight flickered on three of them, brief glimpses of internal structure that faded before I could read them fully. Like a muscle I hadn’t trained, it fired intermittently and without control. Each activation left a mild ache behind my eyes, a pressure that wasn’t quite a headache.

The fourth stone gave me a full second of clarity. A healer’s practice stone with a resonance pattern I recognized from the forge notes: the organic, branching structure of a growth-based healing class. No damage. Just wear. The paths were smooth from years of use, polished by the passage of countless healing sessions until they gleamed like river stones.

The fifth stone made me stop.

An Arcane Tower training stone, its surface dark with discharge residue. When Class Sight flickered on, the internal structure was a mess. The corruption ran deeper than a fracture. The primary skill path had been deliberately rerouted, bent away from its natural trajectory and forced into a configuration that served a different purpose than the class was designed for. This was the work of patient hands. Someone had sat with this stone and modified it on purpose.

I noted “Severe structural irregularity. Unusual path deviation. Recommend full assessment by qualified registrar.” Then I turned the stone in my fingers for a long time, thinking about the difference between damage and design.

By the time Holt called the end of the work period, I’d processed twelve stones and learned more about class architecture in two hours than I’d learned in a year of reading coded journal entries. Every stone was a fragment of a living system. Every fracture told a story. Every corrupted path was a sentence someone had written in a language the academy claimed didn’t exist.

Lunch was an education in social cartography.

The dining hall confirmed everything I’d suspected about Valebright’s social architecture. The room was a cathedral of stratified eating, sorted by invisible rules that everyone obeyed and nobody admitted existed. Every detail communicated hierarchy: the quality of the chairs, the distance from the windows, the size of the table, the brightness of the resonance lamps overhead. The institution had turned the act of eating into a performance of class status.

Three hundred students occupied a space designed for solemn dinners and ceremonial banquets. The ceiling was high, vaulted, hung with class-crest banners from each tower. Resonance lamps cast golden light that somehow managed to be brighter at the central tables and dimmer at the edges, as if even the illumination respected the hierarchy.

Duel Tower occupied the central tables, their white-and-steel uniforms catching the candlelight. Laughter, debate, the clink of silverware that was actually silver. Arcane Tower flanked them, darker uniforms, quieter conversations, the occasional flicker of contained energy when a student gestured too emphatically during a point about resonance theory. Sanctum Tower in their greens and whites, clustered near the windows, their conversations punctuated by the soft glow of healing practice. Veil Tower was harder to spot, their students blending into the edges of whatever group they sat near, occupying the spaces between like shadows with appetites.

The Forge Annex bench was near the kitchens. Close enough to smell what was being cooked, to hear the clatter of pots and the cook’s instructions to her staff. Far enough from the center that you could forget it existed without effort. The bench itself was older than the tables at center, worn smooth, the wood scarred with decades of anonymous use.

Brennan was already seated with a plate piled high enough to suggest he was storing for winter. “The food’s actually decent,” he said through a mouthful of something involving potatoes and what might have been gravy but might also have been some kind of academic experiment. “Best perk of sitting back here. Nobody monitors how many times you go back for seconds. I’ve done four today. Agda winked at me on the third one.”

“Four servings?”

“The Annex doesn’t have a lot of victories, Garrick. I celebrate the ones available.” He pushed a bread basket toward me. “Eat. The rolls are still warm.”

I sat across from him and scanned the hall.

Three hundred students, sorted into clusters as rigid as any class-stone taxonomy. Every empty chair was a statement. Every cluster of uniforms was a declaration of affiliation that the students inside the cluster might not even be aware they were making. The people who didn’t belong were positioned at the edges where nobody had to look at them.

Isolde Fen sat at the Duel Tower edge. Alone. The chairs on either side of her were empty, not because the table was full but because the other duelists had chosen to leave a gap. She ate with military efficiency, cutting each bite small, chewing fast, never looking up long enough to invite conversation. Her braid hung over one shoulder, silver-blonde against the white-and-steel of her uniform.

Her left hand trembled against the table surface. She pressed it flat, stilling it through force of will. The tremor was subtle enough that anyone who wasn’t watching for it would have missed it entirely. The other duelists at her table were absorbed in conversation, in rivalry, in the social maneuvering that elite academy students performed as naturally as breathing.

Nobody else noticed.

I noticed.

“The tall one with the braid?” Brennan followed my gaze. “Isolde Fen. Used to be top five in the Duel Tower. That was last year. Then she lost a match six months ago, lost her ranking entirely, and hasn’t placed since. Unranked now. Everyone says burnout.”

“Everyone says.”

“You don’t think it’s burnout?”

I watched her fork hand. The grip was correct, exact, a fighter’s dexterity applied to cutlery. Her right hand was perfectly steady. Only the left trembled, and only intermittently, as if something was misfiring along the neural pathway that should have been carrying class energy.

“I think if it were burnout, both hands would shake.”

Brennan stared at me. “That’s… a very specific observation from a guy who’s been here one day.”

I ate my food. The rolls were good. Brennan hadn’t lied about that.

Across the hall, Odran Pell held court at the central Duel Tower table. His gold-trimmed uniform caught every available light source, and his voice carried easily over the room. He was telling a story about a training bout, complete with gestures that nearly took out the student sitting beside him.

“Gilded Champion,” Brennan said, following my second gaze. “The golden boy of the Duel Tower. Rich family, prestigious class, perfect hair. Everything you’d want in a person you’d love to trip down a flight of stairs.”

“You don’t like him?”

“Nobody likes Odran. People admire him, fear him, compete with him, and line up to be seen with him. But liking? Liking requires the other person to be human first, and Odran Pell is a uniform with ambition and a family crest where his personality should be.” Brennan bit into a roll. “Also, he called the Annex ‘the place where the academy stores its spare parts.’ To my face. During orientation.”

“Charming.”

“Mmm. I considered sabotaging his evening meal, but the Annex doesn’t have the resources for effective revenge. We can barely afford candles.”

We ate. The dining hall hummed with three hundred conversations, none of which involved the Forge Annex or its residents. It was oddly comfortable, being beneath notice. In Fenhollow, I’d been my mother’s son, and every conversation started with her shadow already in the room. Here, I was nothing. Nothing asked anything of me.

The afternoon practical was the first time Holt surprised me.

He lectured to the Annex students, all seven of us, on class stone theory. Basic material. The internal resonance structure of a standard stone, how energy pathways formed during awakening, how degradation occurred through normal use. Standard academy curriculum, delivered with the bored competence of two hundred previous iterations.

The other Annex students occupied their usual positions: two Menders at the back bench, sharing whispered observations about material stress patterns. The Resonance Tuner sat alone, tapping his fingers on the desk in rhythmic patterns that might have been unconscious practice or might have been boredom. Brennan had positioned himself behind a stack of references large enough to conceal his ongoing battle with a malfunctioning calibrator. The Ledger Keeper took notes in handwriting so clean it belonged on a legal document.

Then Holt said: “Class structures are fixed. Once awakened, a crest cannot be fundamentally altered. This is the academy’s official position.”

He paused on the word “official” just long enough for it to register. The pause was barely a heartbeat, but it turned a statement into a question he wasn’t asking.

“Mr. Ward. I notice you’ve been filing maintenance reports that include structural analysis beyond standard protocol. Hairline fractures, path degradation patterns, energy flow asymmetries. That’s sophisticated observation for a first-day polisher.”

The other Annex students, most of whom had been dozing or calibrating, looked at me with mild interest.

“My mother taught me to look at what I was working on.”

“Your mother.” Holt’s expression didn’t change, but a flicker of recognition crossed his face. “I remember your mother’s name on the registrar’s correspondence. A provincial class-stone technician.”

“She repaired class stones for people who couldn’t afford academy prices.”

“The official position is that class stones cannot be meaningfully repaired. Only replaced.”

That word again. Official. He used it the way my mother used to place her thumb on a crack in a stone: precisely, deliberately, to show where the weakness was.

“Is that your position?” I asked.

Holt set down the stone he’d been turning, and the small click of it against the bench was the only sound in the room. Even Brennan’s calibrator hummed clearly behind his reference stack.

“The official position is what I teach. What happens in a student’s independent study is between them and their workbench.” He turned back to the lecture without waiting for a response.

The other Annex students shifted in their seats. The Menders returned to their whispered conversation, but quieter now, their eyes drifting to me because Holt had just said something that didn’t fit the script they’d been hearing for years. The Ledger Keeper made a note in her impeccable handwriting, and I suspected it wasn’t about the lecture. Even the Resonance Tuner stopped his rhythmic finger-tapping long enough to study Holt’s expression, head tilted as if the room itself had gone off-pitch.

One of the Menders raised a tentative hand. “Instructor, if degradation isn’t reversible, why do replacement schedules specify early-stage stress intervention?”

Holt looked at her for a long second. “Because replacement schedules are written by people who understand budgets better than doctrine.”

That earned a nervous laugh from Brennan and no one else. The Mender lowered her hand like she’d touched a hot plate.

“Stone degradation,” Holt continued, “can be delayed. Mitigated. Redirected. Officially, it cannot be reversed. That distinction is very important to the Registry and very expensive to everyone else.”

The Ledger Keeper’s pen scratched faster.

“And crests?” I asked.

The room went still in a different way. Not dramatic. Annex students did not have enough social standing for drama. But everyone understood that a question about class stones was one thing, and a question about living class crests was another. The Menders looked at the floor. Brennan’s pastry stopped halfway to his mouth. Even the Resonance Tuner’s tapping ceased.

Holt’s warning glance came sharp enough to cut paper.

“Crests,” he said, “are not discussed in basic stone practicals.”

“Because they’re fixed.”

“Because anyone who says otherwise near a Registry clerk will discover that clerks have excellent hearing.” He picked up a cracked practice stone and held it between two fingers. “What you may safely learn from stone work is this: structures bear memory. Stress leaves marks. Repair, replacement, and concealment do not look the same to someone who knows what they are seeing.”

He set the stone down.

“That is the end of the lesson.”

I heard the message. Two of them, actually. First: do your real work where the Registry can’t see it. Second: I know what your mother was, and I’m not going to be the one who reports her son.

After the practical, I stayed behind. The other students filed out. Brennan lingered at the door, tilting his head in question, but I waved him on.

Afternoon light filtered through windows that hadn’t been cleaned in months, catching dust motes that drifted through the air like slow-moving stars. I walked through the low hum of Brennan’s calibrator to the corner where the forge sat cold and dark.

Not the forge. The space around it.

The forge journal described the Resonance Forge as a ritual apparatus, not a physical object. The anvil and hearth were components, but the true forge was an energy framework built into the structure of the room itself. Oath-metal inlays in the floor and walls, resonance channels carved into stone, alignment marks for catalyst placement. In an active forge site, the entire room would hum with latent class energy.

I knelt beside the dead forge and brushed dust from the floor.

Oath-metal. Dull grey lines running through the stone, nearly invisible under decades of grime. I followed one line with my finger. It branched, connected to another line, formed a pattern. Not random. Geometric. A circle with interior spokes radiating toward the corners of the room.

The metal was cold under my fingertip. No, not cold. Cool, the way a sleeping animal is cool. Dormant, not dead. I pressed harder, and somewhere beneath the grime, beneath the stone, a pulse of heat answered. Faint as a heartbeat heard through a wall.

Under the grime, this was a Resonance Forge site, built by Class Smiths, sealed when the guild was disbanded, buried under years of institutional neglect. The academy had assigned their dead-class rejects to work on top of an ancient ritual space without knowing what was beneath their feet.

Or maybe they’d known exactly what was beneath. And that was why the Annex was where it was. Shoved to the campus edge, positioned next to the waste facility, staffed by students nobody expected to amount to anything. The perfect way to keep an active forge site dormant: build it into the basement of the place where ambition went to die.

I cleaned the first section of oath-metal until it gleamed. Worked the grime out of the channels with the smallest of my mother’s files, the one designed for detail work. The metal warmed under my touch. Faintly. Like a greeting from something that had been waiting a very long time.

An hour passed. I cleaned three more sections, tracing the geometric pattern as it emerged from beneath the dirt. The circle was larger than I’d expected, extending under workbenches and storage shelves. Someone had placed furniture on top of the forge marks, either out of ignorance or design.

The center of the circle, once I’d traced enough sections to estimate its geometry, fell directly beneath the forge anvil. Not beside it, the way a careless placement would have left it. Beneath it, dead center. The anvil had been set on the central node of the resonance pattern, the point where all the radial lines converged. Nobody put it there by accident. That was architecture.

The journal described the central node as the smith’s position: the place where a Class Smith stood to channel resonance through the circle. The anvil served as the focal point, the physical anchor for the energy framework. Touch the anvil, activate the circle, and the entire room became a forge.

I placed my palm flat on the anvil’s surface. The metal was heated, hotter than the ambient temperature of the room warranted. And for one second, a pulse of resonance energy flowed through the contact, up my arm, into the crest that sat dormant beneath my sternum.

Class Sight flickered across something larger than any stone or person: the room itself. For one heartbeat, I could see the entire forge framework illuminated: the circle in the floor, the radial lines extending to the walls, the junction nodes at the corners, the channels running through the ceiling. A three-dimensional grid of dormant energy, built into the bones of the building, waiting for someone who could read the blueprint and light the forge.

The vision faded. My hand was shaking. A dull ache settled behind my eyes, the familiar precursor to a nosebleed.

I pulled my hand from the anvil and sat on the floor, breathing until the ache subsided. Then I went back to cleaning. One section at a time. One inch of grime at a time. Two hundred years of neglect, and a workshop full of students who had been sitting on top of a functional forge site without knowing it.

That evening, I found my workspace had been moved.

The bench I’d been assigned that morning, positioned near the window with reasonable light and access to the tool cabinet, was occupied by crates of broken equipment. A notation on the bench’s surface read: “Workspace reassigned. Administrative correction. Registry authorization.”

My new workspace was a storage closet at the back of the Annex. No window. One lamp bracket. Barely enough room for the bench they’d shoved inside.

Holt found me staring at the notation. His mouth thinned. “I didn’t authorize this. The order came from the Registry. I’ve filed a protest.”

“Will the protest change anything?”

“No.”

I nodded. “The closet works.”

He looked at me, his mouth thinning around whatever explanation he wanted to offer and knew would change nothing. Instead, he said, “I’ll make sure the lamp bracket is functional.”

“Thank you.”

It took Brennan and me twenty minutes to move my tools and materials into the storage closet. Brennan cursed the entire time, his freckled face red with indignation, tools clattering with every trip.

“This is sabotage. Actual, literal, petty sabotage. You’ve been here two days and someone’s already trying to make your life miserable.”

“Someone with Registry access.”

“Caldran? The Lord Provost personally reassigned your workbench? That’s like a general ordering someone’s boots stolen.”

“Generals who steal boots are sending a message. The boots aren’t the point.”

Brennan paused, a toolbox balanced on his hip. “What’s the message?”

“That he knows where I am, and he can reach into my space whenever he wants.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“It’s informative. Now I know he’s watching me specifically, not just the Annex in general. That narrows the scope.”

Brennan looked down the corridor toward Holt’s office, where the instructor’s door stood half-open and his voice carried in clipped fragments. He was dictating the protest to Halverton, each word precise enough to survive being ignored.

“Administrative correction received without Annex consultation. Reassignment creates reduced light, reduced ventilation, and restricted tool access.” A pause. “No, don’t write ‘obviously punitive,’ Miss Halverton. Write ‘functionally adverse to assigned educational outcomes.’ It means the same thing and gives them less pleasure.”

Halverton’s pen moved with legal-document speed.

Brennan’s anger dimmed into something more focused. “He’s doing it anyway. Even knowing it won’t work.”

“Records matter.”

“Do they?”

“Not today. Maybe later.”

He absorbed that. Then his face settled into a grim little smile that looked wrong on him and useful all the same. “Then we keep our own records too. If they want to bury you under forms, we should know where the shovel marks are.”

“You’re volunteering for paperwork?”

“I am an Annex student. We all become paperwork eventually. I’d rather be the kind that bites.”

I set up the bench in the closet. Hung the lamp. Arranged my tools the way I’d always arranged them: files on the left, polishing cloths in the center, resonance testing instruments on the right. The space was cramped and dark, but it was mine.

Brennan appeared in the doorway that evening with two clay bottles and a look of determined cheer. “Smuggled from the senior common room. Technically theft, but the seniors are all Arcane Tower pricks who wouldn’t spit on us if we were on fire, so I consider it redistribution.”

He settled onto an overturned crate. We drank. The ale was surprisingly good, dark and malty with a hint of something that might have been resonance-enhanced grain, a brewing quality that noble students probably never noticed and Annex students would remember for weeks.

“You know what the worst part is?” Brennan said, staring at his bottle. “The Annex isn’t even bad at what we do. Half the class stones in this academy pass through our hands for maintenance. The basic enchantments, the calibration work, the resonance testing. We keep the infrastructure running. If every Annex student walked out tomorrow, the Duel Tower’s training stones would degrade within a month. The Arcane Tower’s containment crystals would destabilize within a week. We’re the plumbing of this institution, and everyone treats us like decorative mold.”

“The people at the bottom of the hierarchy always keep the infrastructure running.”

“That’s either very wise or very depressing.”

“Both.”

Brennan drank. Wiped his mouth. “I had a whole speech about being philosophical about irrelevance, but honestly, I’d rather just be angry about it while drinking stolen ale.”

“Anger and stolen ale. Hard to argue with that.”

He raised his bottle. “To the plumbing.”

I tapped mine against his. “To being decorative mold that sees everything the building is made of.”

He stared at his bottle. “The Annex is where you go to be forgotten.”

“You’re not planning on being forgotten, are you?”

He looked at me. I drank instead of elaborating.

After Brennan left, I sat in the storage closet and opened my mother’s journal.

Her entries on Class Sight were detailed but coded. She’d developed a shorthand for different types of class damage that I was slowly learning to read. A circle with a slash meant sabotage. A circle with crosshatching meant sealed potential. A circle with a question mark meant unknown origin.

Each symbol had sub-notations. The sabotage symbol could be modified with lines indicating tool type: a straight line for registrar instruments, a jagged line for crude tools, a curved line for self-inflicted damage. The sealed-potential symbol had modifiers for seal origin: a family crest meant parental authority, an institutional seal meant Registry involvement, a blank modifier meant the seal’s source was unknown.

She’d documented dozens of cases in this notation. Each one a person whose class had been damaged, sealed, or manipulated. Each notation a crime written in shorthand.

But it was her entries on the Resonance Forge that pulled me forward that night.

The Forge requires four elements: oath-metal (the conductor), a class stone (the lens), a catalyst (the energy source), and willing resonance from the subject. The subject must participate. The Forge cannot work by force. This was always our tradition’s greatest strength and the reason the noble houses feared us. We could not be compelled to forge for them, and they could not forge without us.

The ancient sites were built into academy foundations. The institutions that destroyed us were built on top of our workshops. The irony is a wound I carry daily.

I set the journal down and looked at the cramped closet that served as my workspace. Behind me, through the wall, the oath-metal inlays I’d uncovered that afternoon hummed with latent energy that had been waiting for someone to clean them for two hundred years.

Through the thin wall, Brennan was talking in his sleep. Something about supply requisitions and pastry ratios. Even unconscious, the man’s priorities were unwavering.

I went back to cleaning oath-metal until my hands ached.


Chapter 3: The Cracked Duelist

The Duel Tower smelled like hot metal, singed dust, and ambition.

Holt had assigned me delivery duty on my third day, and by day five it had become a routine I’d stopped resenting and started using. Class stones that needed maintenance work moved between towers regularly, and someone had to carry the crates. That someone, naturally, was the Class Smith. The lowest class in the academy running errands for the highest, carrying weapons-grade stones in wooden crates while duelists and mages walked past without seeing me.

I’d hauled three loads already that morning. Calves burning from the Duel Tower’s stairs. Shoulders aching from crates that could have been transported by enchanted cart if anyone had considered the Annex student worth the fuel allocation. Each delivery took me through a different part of the Duel Tower’s interior: the weapon storage on the second floor, the class-stone maintenance wing on the third, the administration office on the fourth where a bored clerk signed receiving forms without looking at who brought them.

The invisibility was useful. Nobody watched the delivery man. Nobody questioned why the Annex polisher paused at balcony railings or lingered near workshop doors. I was furniture. Furniture that could see through walls.

The Duel Tower workshop was on the third floor. I carried the crate up the stairs, nodded to the attendant who barely looked at me, and set it on the receiving bench. Through the open balcony doors, the training yard spread out below.

I leaned against the railing and watched. Not casually. With patience, letting the details accumulate instead of chasing them.

The morning sparring sessions were structured tournaments, ranked matches between students vying for placement on the public boards. Most of the bouts were competent. Quick exchanges of class-enhanced blade work, energy shields flaring under impact, the occasional crack of a lightning-infused strike that left afterimages in the air.

Isolde Fen fought like no one else on the floor.

Her blade work was a different language. Where the other duelists relied on class energy to supplement their technique, she used technique to direct class energy with surgical economy. Every strike was placed, every footwork transition calculated. She fought her opponent, a broader student with a tower shield, by exploiting angles he couldn’t cover fast enough. Three feints, a lateral pivot, and a diagonal slash that passed his guard so cleanly he didn’t realize he’d lost until the training ward on his chest flashed red.

The students watching her did not cheer. That told me more than the score crystal did. A clean win from a ranked duelist should have drawn applause, rivalry, shouted corrections, the healthy noise of a tower that worshipped violence done well. Isolde earned none of it. The duelists along the rail gave her silence, folded arms, turned shoulders. They treated technical excellence as an embarrassment because acknowledging it would disturb the story they’d agreed to tell about her.

Her opponent took his loss badly. Not openly. Duel Tower etiquette prevented that. But he removed the ward harness with too much force and muttered something to the student beside him. Burnout. I didn’t hear the word. I read it on his mouth, and on the smirk that followed.

Isolde heard it too. Her head turned a fraction, braid sliding over one shoulder. She did not answer. She did not need to. The air around her went tight enough that the boy found urgent business with his boot straps.

Then her lightning misfired.

She’d been channeling for a follow-up strike. I could see the energy building along her left arm, the scarred arm, lightning scars branching from shoulder to wrist like frozen rivers. The charge built, peaked, and then scattered. The bolt arced wide, hitting the training yard wall three meters from its target. Stone chips flew. The crowd flinched.

Isolde recovered without missing a beat. She finished the bout on pure blade work, winning despite the misfire, but I could read the cost in her face. The composure locked down hard. The way her left hand clenched at her side, trembling, as if she wanted to shake the misfiring energy out of her arm by force.

She stepped off the sparring floor. The pale rope of her braid lay heavy between her shoulder blades, a few strands worked loose at the nape. Her posture was military-straight, a dare to anyone watching. Her combat boots struck the stone in measured intervals, each step placed with duelist precision.

She passed within ten feet of where I stood.

The world shifted into resonance architecture.

I didn’t will it. Didn’t try. One moment I was watching a duelist walk past, and the next I was looking through her.

Her crest blazed over her sternum, visible through her uniform like light through thin cloth. The structure was intricate and powerful: a blade form at the core, clean and sharp, skill paths radiating outward in clean geometric lines. This was not a weak class. This was not burnout. This was a class that should have been among the most powerful at the academy.

Except for the crack.

Three points. The Storm Channel, the primary conduit for lightning-based class abilities, had been severed at three junction points. Not a natural fracture. The lines were too straight, too deliberate, the kind of damage that came from a tool rather than a flaw. But at this distance, with the reading flickering at the edge of my control, that was as far as I could push it. The timing, the full tool signature, whatever else lay buried past them: all of it stayed locked behind the speed and the range. I could see that someone had done this on purpose. I couldn’t yet read the hand that had done it.

My vision blurred. I blinked, and Class Sight faded. Isolde was past me, heading for the corridor. My nose tingled with the precursor to a bleed. I pressed the back of my hand against it and breathed through the sensation.

She was almost at the corridor when I spoke.

“That crack wasn’t an accident.”

Isolde stopped.

The training yard sounds continued around us. Steel on steel. Class energy flaring. Students calling scores. But in the space between us, the air went very still.

She turned. Ice-blue eyes locked onto mine with the focus of a targeting system. She took three steps back toward me. Fast. Controlled. A fighter closing distance.

“What did you say?”

“Your Storm Channel. Three cuts at the branch junctions, too straight to be a flaw.” I kept my voice low, steady, delivering diagnostic results the way they deserved to be delivered: factual, precise, without emotional inflation. The truth was bad enough without decoration. “Whatever made them was deliberate, and it was aimed. That’s what I can read from here. The rest, when it was done, what’s underneath, I’d need you closer to tell you.”

Her hand was on my collar before I finished speaking. She pushed me against the railing, one arm across my chest, her face inches from mine. Up close, I could see the scars on her arm in detail: pale raised lines branching and splitting, the physical record of every lightning channel she’d ever activated. They didn’t glow. The power behind them was caged.

“Who told you?” Her voice was clipped. Low. Six months of hiding cracked open by a stranger stating facts like he was reading a maintenance report.

“Nobody told me. I can see it.”

“That’s not possible.”

“It’s my whole class.” I didn’t move. Her forearm was still across my chest, pinning me hard enough that the railing dug into my back, and the proximity sharpened the fading Sight until the edges of her crest flared again. “And from this close, I can tell you more. The cuts start at the Storm Channel junction. They were made with a calibrated tool, not a blade. Too fine for a weapon, too clean for a training accident.”

Her breathing stopped.

Her fingers flexed in my collar. The knuckles went white, then loosened, then tightened again. It was the first uncontrolled thing I’d seen her do. A duelist’s body knows how to conceal fear, pain, anger. It does not always know how to conceal confirmation.

“Say that again,” she said.

“Calibrated tool. Registrar-grade precision.”

The word registrar struck harder than any accusation could have. Her eyes changed. Not surprise. Recognition turning ugly, the kind that arrives when a memory rearranges itself around a missing fact.

“The angle is wrong for a duel,” I continued. “Whoever did it was standing behind you, close enough to reach the channel root. That means a trusted calibration, a registrar’s check, something where you let someone near your crest because the academy told you it was safe.”

Her grip on my collar tightened. Her blue eyes were wide now, the composure cracking. She’d carried this for six months with no confirmation, and hearing it spoken aloud was shaking the ground under her. Every muscle in her face had gone tight, tension running through her frame like a current through a wire.

Up close, she was built like a blade: sharp, purposeful, beautiful because nothing about her was wasted. The silver-blonde braid hung over one shoulder. The lightning scars on her left arm, visible where her sleeve had ridden up during the bout, caught the light and didn’t glow. Dead potential, mapped on skin.

“If you’re lying, I will break more than your class.”

“I’m not lying. And I’m not guessing. I can see the damage, and it isn’t the damage they told you it was.”

Something in her face stopped. Her grip loosened by a fraction, not releasing, but shifting from threat to anchor.

“Your base class is Duelist. Clean, sharp, powerful, none of it burned out. The lightning didn’t fail you. Something blocked it.” I held her eyes. “Whatever’s behind that block, I can’t read completely in a corridor with your forearm in my chest. Get me close enough, with the right tools, and I’ll tell you everything that crest is hiding. Including what they took.”

Isolde released my collar. Stepped back. Her face had gone white beneath the cool tone of her skin. The pale rope of her braid caught the lamplight.

“How can you see that?”

“My class.”

“Class Smith. The dead class.”

“Not as dead as people think.”

She stared at me until the training yard noise seemed to recede around us. Her left hand curled against her thigh, fingers pressing hard enough to still the tremor.

“I’ll find you,” she said. “Tonight. We talk.”

She turned and walked away. Posture straight. Boots striking stone. Every line of her body communicating that she had not been affected, that nothing had changed, that the conversation we’d just had was unremarkable.

Her left hand was still shaking.

I wiped my nose. No blood. Close, though.

That afternoon, I found Brennan in the Annex common area, which was a generous name for a room with two chairs and a table that wobbled on a floor that was technically level but philosophically uncertain. He was eating something wrapped in pastry and reading a maintenance manual upside down.

“That’s upside down,” I said.

“I know. It makes more sense this way. The diagrams are terrible right-side up.” He flipped it over, squinted, and flipped it back. “Nope. Upside down is better. The author should be ashamed.”

“I need information on Isolde Fen.”

Brennan set down the pastry. His eyebrows climbed. “The disgraced duelist? Lightning goes haywire, used to be top five, now her ranking’s gone, dropped off the board entirely? Five-nine of fury in a braid and combat boots? That Isolde Fen?”

“That’s the one.”

Brennan leaned forward, lowering his voice despite the empty room. “Why? And I should tell you: most people who get curious about Isolde Fen regret it. She has a reputation for making curious people less curious through direct application of violence. Or silence, which from her is arguably worse.”

“I’m not curious about her personally. I’m curious about what happened to her class.”

“You can tell something happened to her class? From across a training yard?”

“From watching her lightning misfire while her blade work stays elite. Burnout doesn’t pick favorites. This did.”

Brennan was quiet for a beat, the pastry forgotten in his hand. “You know, if you keep making observations like that, people are going to start asking questions about how a first-week Annex polisher understands class pathway architecture at a level that would make a senior registrar nervous.”

“Then I’ll stop making observations out loud.”

“Probably wise.” He took a considered bite. “But I appreciate the company. It’s nice to have someone in the Annex who thinks about things instead of just accepting them.”

He straightened up and launched into the briefing so fast the words nearly tripped over each other. Brennan had been waiting months for someone to care about academy gossip as much as he did.

“She was being scouted by war guilds before it happened. Three different noble houses had made preliminary offers. The Stormwall Guild, which is the most prestigious combat guild in the northern provinces, sent a recruiter to watch her matches. She’d been a ranked duelist for years, fighting like a veteran before she was out of her teens. Then she fought Odran Pell in a sanctioned duel about six months ago, and her lightning failed mid-bout. Not just weakened. Failed. Completely. She lost the match, lost her ranking, and hasn’t recovered.” He ticked off the narrative on his fingers. “Everyone says burnout. Some people say she pushed too hard, damaged her own class through overtraining. The sympathetic ones say stress. The nasty ones say she was never that good to begin with and the early success was a fluke.”

“Nobody says sabotage?”

Brennan stopped chewing. “Should they?”

I considered what to share. Brennan was the closest thing I had to a friend at Valebright, and his loyalty was genuine. But information about Isolde’s crest was her secret, not mine. My mother’s journal had a margin note about information management: Share what helps. Protect what harms. Trust is earned in specifics, not generalities.

“Let’s say I have reason to think burnout isn’t the full story.”

“Based on what?”

“Based on knowing what burnout looks like versus what a registrar’s tool looks like.”

Brennan’s eyes narrowed. He wasn’t stupid. Far from it. The man had failed as an Artificer, not as a thinker. “You can see that? With your dead class?”

“My class sees things other classes don’t.”

He leaned back, turning the pastry over in his hands while his appetite visibly negotiated with his survival instincts. “Well. That’s going to make some people very uncomfortable.” He looked at me. “People who can make us uncomfortable back.”

“I’m aware.”

“Good. Just making sure we’re calibrating our anxiety at the right level.” He took another bite of pastry. “For the record, my anxiety is at ‘moderately concerned but willing to continue eating.’ If it reaches ‘too anxious to eat,’ we’ve gone too far.”

That evening, I sat in my storage closet workspace and read my mother’s journal entries on class damage assessment. The lamp flickered against the close walls, casting my shadow large against the door. Through the wall, I could hear Brennan moving around his room, the sound of tools being organized and a quiet, tuneless humming that was his version of contemplation.

The notation system was becoming clearer with practice. Each entry was a case study, a person whose class she’d examined and, in many cases, repaired. She never used full names. Just initials, locations, and the damage codes she’d developed.

Natural fractures spread from center outward, following the grain of the class structure. They’re messy, irregular, organic. Like a cracked stone. You can see the randomness in the fracture lines. Nature is never precise.

Surgical cuts are different. They follow the junction lines precisely. They start and stop at structural nodes. They use the class’s own architecture against it, severing connections at the points of maximum disruption. A single cut at the right junction can disable an entire branch without damaging the core. The branch dies. The person lives. They never know what they lost.

Every cut is a confession signed by the cutter. The precision names the tool. The angle names the position, and the position names the moment, because a man does not reach the spinal root of a Storm Channel except from behind, during a calibration the subject trusted. They think they’re invisible because no one else can read the evidence. They’re wrong. A Class Smith reads a crest the way a magistrate reads a body. The victim carries the story the perpetrator tried to bury, written in the one language the perpetrator never thought anyone could speak.

I closed the journal and stared at the wall. My mother had written these words while sitting in a workshop very much like this one: small, dark, hidden from the people who would kill her for what she knew. She’d spent years reading crime scenes written in class structure, documenting evidence of institutional violence that nobody else could see.

And then she’d been sent on an assignment designed to kill her, and she’d died there. Because the criminals she’d been documenting had learned she could read their signatures.

Odran Pell had fought Isolde in a sanctioned duel six months ago, and her lightning had failed, and everyone said burnout. But Odran hadn’t done it during the fight. Someone with Registry access had reached into her class before he ever drew steel. The timing made the Pell family the obvious beneficiary, maybe more than that, but suspicion was not evidence.

The efficiency was what disturbed me. The methodical, clinical destruction of a career that had become too visible, too powerful, too threatening to a family that wanted their son to hold the ranking she would have surpassed. Clean work. Professional work. Work that a craftsman takes pride in, if the craftsman has no soul.

The golden crest I’d glimpsed over Odran’s base structure during the placement ceremony nagged at me. Something about it had looked wrong, even in that brief flash of involuntary Class Sight. Not the same kind of wrong as Isolde’s damage. A different kind. I didn’t have enough data yet to connect the two, but the timing was suspicious. Odran’s family. Isolde’s sabotage. A sanctioned duel that conveniently destroyed the career of the woman who would have exposed his limitations.

There was no personal cruelty in the structure, just institutional business. Someone in the Registry had performed the work with the thoroughness of a trained professional, and someone powerful enough to request it had benefited. Isolde’s career hadn’t been destroyed by a misfire. It had been destroyed by paperwork.

I sat with that knowledge for a long time. The lamp flickered in my closet workspace. Through the wall, Brennan was sleeping, his snoring a low, rhythmic presence that had become a kind of comfort over the past few nights.

I pulled out my oath-metal files and worked on the forge inlays in the main workshop until my fingers were raw. The closet was too small for this kind of work; I needed the main floor, the exposed sections of the resonance circle, the broader geometry of the ancient forge site.

The metal hummed under my hands. Each section I cleaned revealed more of the pattern beneath: interlocking circles, radial spokes, junction nodes that connected the floor grid to channels running through the walls and ceiling. The more I uncovered, the more I understood the scale of what the academy had built its support-class dumping ground on top of. The room had never been a workshop with a few forge elements. It was a forge, deliberately disguised as a workshop.

I worked methodically, moving from section to section, cleaning with my mother’s finest file, testing each cleaned section with a touch of Class Sight to verify the resonance pathways were intact. Most were. Two centuries of neglect and the metal was still functional. Oath-metal didn’t degrade. The guild that had built this site had engineered it to outlast every institution that would try to bury it.

Including this one.

The workshop filled with the faint hum of resonance energy that had been sleeping for two centuries. It followed my hands as I worked, the metal responding to my touch like a forge recognizing the smith’s bloodline.

The knock came at midnight.

Three sharp raps hit the door with the force and intent of a drawn blade.

I opened the door. Isolde stood in the corridor in a dark cloak, braid tucked inside, arms crossed. Her ice-blue eyes caught the lamplight and held it. She’d changed from her training uniform into dark clothing, nondescript, anonymous, chosen specifically for a woman who didn’t want to be identified walking through campus at night.

She looked past me into the closet workspace. Took in the cramped dimensions, the single lamp, the workbench covered in stones and tools. If she was surprised that the man who claimed to see through class crests worked out of a converted storage closet, she didn’t show it.

“Can you fix it?”

“If it can be fixed, I need catalysts from a Trial, time, and your willing participation.”

“What kind of catalysts?”

“Storm resonance material. Your class was built for lightning. The repair needs a catalyst that carries the same frequency, or the patches won’t bond to the original structure. I don’t have that in my kit. But the Undercroft Trials pull catalysts from the deep levels. If I can get into one, I might find what I need.”

“And the willing participation?”

“The forge doesn’t work by force. My class can see your damage and rebuild the structure, but your own class energy has to cooperate while I do it. If you resist, or you don’t trust the process, the repair collapses. That part isn’t optional.”

She was silent for a long time. Her left hand trembled at her side. She pressed it into a fist.

“Nobody else can see it.”

“No.”

“I spent six months hiding what happened to me. Training through the pain. Watching my ranking drop. Listening to people say I peaked too early, burned out, couldn’t handle the pressure. And the whole time, I knew. I could feel the cuts. I could feel where my lightning should have been and wasn’t. But I couldn’t prove it. I couldn’t show anyone. Because the people who did this are the same people who assess class damage, and they’re not going to diagnose the crime they committed.”

“You went to the Registry?”

“I went to the Registry. I filed for a deep-structure assessment.” Her voice was flat and controlled. She’d rehearsed this story a hundred times in private, and every word had a flatness that came from telling it too many times in the dark, alone, until the edges wore down. “The registrar who examined me was polite, thorough, and told me my Storm Channel had degraded from natural overuse. He recommended rest and counseling. Stress management. As if the problem was in my head instead of carved into my class.”

“And you knew it was wrong.”

“I knew it was wrong because I’d feel the misfires in my sleep. Like a phantom limb. You wake up and you reach for it and there’s nothing there, but your body remembers what it felt like to channel. Your arm remembers how the current pulled. Your scars remember glowing.”

She held up her left arm. In the lamplight, the raised pale lines of her lightning scars were visible from shoulder to wrist. They didn’t glow. The power that had put them there was imprisoned behind the cuts, beating against walls it couldn’t break.

“The second assessment request required a faculty sponsor,” she said. “No one would sign it. My combat instructor told me accepting limitation was part of maturity. The Duel Tower physician told me grief for a lost ranking can mimic physical symptoms. A registrar’s aide suggested I take a leave term and return when my expectations matched my classification.”

Her mouth tightened around the last word. Classification. The paper cage.

“They built a room with no door,” she said. “If I challenged the diagnosis, I was unstable. If I accepted it, I was finished. If I kept training, I was reckless. If I stopped, I proved them right.”

“That’s why the diagnosis mattered more than the damage.”

Her gaze snapped to mine.

“Damage can be repaired,” I said. “A false diagnosis controls who is allowed to call it damage.”

For one moment, the anger in her face looked almost relieved to have a target that was larger than herself.

“Was it the same registrar who made the cuts?”

She looked at me with an expression I couldn’t fully read, fury laced through with something rawer underneath it. Six months of screaming into silence, and she’d just heard an echo.

“I don’t know. I couldn’t see the cuts. I could only feel them. All I knew was that the diagnosis was wrong and nobody would listen. I filed two additional requests for deep-structure assessment. Both were denied. ‘Redundant evaluation,’ they said. ‘Initial assessment confirmed natural degradation.’ The system investigated itself and found nothing wrong.”

“I can see them. I can read the tool signature. And when the repair is done, any competent class observer will be able to see that the original damage was surgical, not organic.”

“And you can prove it.”

“When the repair is done, yes. The evidence will be in the structure itself.”

She studied me like she was checking the statement for cracks the way she’d check an opponent’s guard. Then she gave a short nod, satisfied with what she found.

“There’s one more thing. Odran Pell’s crest. At placement, I caught a flash of something wrong with it. I couldn’t read it fully, but the structure didn’t match what they announced. If his class isn’t what the Registry says it is, then the duel that destroyed your ranking was rigged from both sides.”

That hit her like a lightning bolt. She went rigid. “His class is fake?”

“I don’t have enough to prove it yet. I need a closer reading. But the timing, the duel, your sabotage, his conveniently perfect class. It’s a pattern.”

Her hands curled into fists at her sides. For a moment, I thought she might put one of them through my wall. Then she exhaled, sharp and controlled, the way a fighter exhales before a bout.

“Fix me. Whatever it costs, whatever it takes. Fix me and let me prove what they did.”

“It’ll take multiple sessions. I need the catalysts first.”

“Then get into a Trial.” She moved toward the door. Stopped. Turned back. “If you tell anyone about this, about any of it, I will end you before the Registry does.”

“I know.”

“Good.”

She left. The corridor was empty. Her footsteps faded down the hallway, each one measured and deliberate, until the silence swallowed them.

She hadn’t trusted me yet. But she’d come back. That told me more than any promise would have.

I closed the door and went back to the forge journal. I had a lot to learn and twelve days to learn it.


Chapter 4: The Healer Who Came Looking

Holt announced the Undercroft Trial on a Tuesday morning, which meant I had twelve days to prepare for something I barely understood.

“First-semester Trial,” he said, leaning against the workshop bench like the bad news had bored him before it had the courtesy to arrive. “Team-based descent into the Undercroft. Scored on depth reached and catalysts collected. Teams of four to six. The Annex is expected to participate.”

“Expected to lose, you mean,” Brennan said from his corner, where he was attempting to reassemble a resonance calibrator that had more pieces than it should have.

“Expected to participate,” Holt repeated, without disagreeing. “Ward, Gale, you’ll need two more team members. Other towers sometimes have students without established teams. Find them.”

Twelve days. I needed a storm catalyst for Isolde’s repair, and the Undercroft was where catalysts came from. For someone without a noble family’s supply chain, the Trial was the only pipeline that led there.

After Holt dismissed the group, I stayed behind to ask about the logistics. He provided them with his usual blend of pessimism and precision: teams registered by the end of the week, the descent happened on a Saturday, scoring was adjudicated by faculty proctors stationed at level checkpoints, and medical support was the responsibility of each individual team.

“Teams without healers?” I asked.

“Accept the risk. Or don’t descend past the second level. The constructs below level two can cause crest strain on impact, and crest strain without healing support is a one-way ticket to the Sanctum Tower infirmary.” He paused. “Or worse.”

“Anyone from the Annex performed well in previous Trials?”

Holt’s expression was the verbal equivalent of a dry cough. “The Annex’s best Trial performance in the last decade was a team of three Menders who reached the second level, collected a handful of degraded catalyst fragments, and placed thirty-eighth out of forty-one teams, the year before you arrived. They considered it a victory. I considered it a survival exercise.”

“Encouraging.”

“I don’t do encouragement, Ward. I do realistic assessments and adequate tool maintenance.” He straightened from the bench. “But if you’re asking whether the Annex has ever produced a team that competed rather than simply endured, the answer is no. Not in my tenure.”

He left me with that and went to his office. I sat in the empty workshop and turned the information over in my mind. The Trial was a resource contest dressed as a combat evaluation. The teams with the best combat classes would score the highest because they could descend faster and collect more catalysts. The Annex, staffed with support classes that couldn’t fight their way through a disagreement, was expected to place last and feel grateful for the participation.

But I wasn’t entering the Trial to compete. I was entering to excavate. My mother’s journal described the Undercroft as an old Class Smith site, and the catalysts I needed might not be on the scored levels at all. Beating the Duel Tower squads didn’t matter. Getting past them, down to the places they didn’t know existed, was the whole game.

That afternoon, I came back to a workshop someone had already visited.

I was on my knees sorting it before I’d fully registered the damage. The crate of practice stones I’d spent the week running Class Sight diagnostics on lay scattered across the floor, three of them cracked. Not from impact. The internal structures were intact under the surface fractures, which meant someone had stressed them deliberately and then thrown them down to look like a tantrum. The maintenance ledger sat untouched on the bench. They hadn’t wanted information. They’d wanted me to know they could reach the work itself. My oath-metal file lay in the drawer bent at a thirty-degree angle, as if someone had taken the time to fold it over a knee.

Brennan found me with the recovery crate half-full. He’d brought a copy of the report form from Holt’s office. He looked at the scattered stones, looked at the bent file, and instead of reaching for the form, he produced a stub of charcoal and started copying the bench notation into a small notebook of his own.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Building a record.” He wrote without looking up, the cheerful edge gone out of his voice and something flatter underneath it. “Holt filed the official form while you were sorting. Class stones damaged, Annex lock bypassed, oath-metal tool bent. He took it to the Registry himself.”

“And?”

“Student prank.” Brennan’s mouth tightened. “That’s the answer he got back. No investigation, no witness names. Just a clerk with a seal telling him that Duel Tower students sometimes get bored and the Annex should secure its materials better.”

Holt returned ten minutes later with the original report folded in half and a look that made the workshop quieter by existing in it. He handed the paper to Brennan without comment. The dismissal seal sat in red wax at the bottom, already hardened, already final.

Halverton followed him from the office, ledger tucked under one arm, her posture as severe as her handwriting. “For the unofficial record,” she said, and placed three blank incident sheets on the workbench. “I will need the time you discovered the damage, the estimated time since breach, and any item removed, damaged, or disturbed.”

Brennan stared at her. “You’re helping?”

“I am documenting,” she said. “Helping is a word that attracts attention.”

Holt’s mouth twitched once. That was as close as the Annex got to a rallying cry.

We worked methodically after that. Holt checked the lock and found the scrape pattern along the inner latch, too fine for a clumsy student prank. Halverton copied the Registry’s dismissal wording into her ledger with the care of a woman preserving evidence for a future court that did not yet exist. Brennan sketched the floor and marked where each damaged stone had fallen, muttering that whoever had staged the mess did not understand workshop traffic patterns because nobody with sense would throw a stone that far under the third bench.

It took the anger out of my chest and gave it shape. A damaged room could be cleaned. A pattern could be recorded. A pattern, properly kept, became a weapon.

He tapped the notebook with the charcoal stub.

“First the workspace reassignment, now this. Filing the official form does nothing, the Registry calls it a prank and the message gets delivered exactly the way they wanted. But a paper trail kept by someone nobody watches? That keeps. Dates, condition, which lock was bypassed. Holt’s report number. The exact wording of the dismissal.” He bent over the page again. “I’ve spent a year learning how their forms work. Time I used it against them.”

“Then it’s working as designed, and so are you.” I ran each cracked stone through a brief Class Sight check. Two of the three were salvageable. The third was dead, its resonance pathways shattered past recovery, and I set it aside for disposal.

The oath-metal file took more work. I clamped it in the bench vise and bent it back into alignment, degree by careful degree, testing the flex after each adjustment. It wasn’t perfect when I finished, but it worked. The correction had introduced a slight curve near the handle that would actually improve its contact angle for detail work.

My mother had always said the best tools were the ones that had been broken and repaired. They knew what pressure felt like. They’d been tested, and the testing had made them honest. A tool that had never been stressed was a tool you couldn’t trust, because you didn’t know where it would fail.

I was starting to think the same applied to people.

Brennan kept writing, working through it the way he worked through everything, out loud. “Someone with Registry access and a motive to make the Annex look like a waste of resources. And I saw Odran’s cronies near the Annex corridor last night. Two of them. Vane and that tall one with the gilded belt buckle. They weren’t lost. Nobody accidentally wanders past the Annex at midnight.”

“Caldran sends the orders. Odran’s people carry them out.” An administrative order here, a noble proxy there. Whoever was orchestrating this understood deniability, and a name I couldn’t pin to a crime was just a name. For now, the notebook was the right answer. Quiet accumulation. The same patience they were using on us, turned around.

“So I keep the ledger and we prepare for the Trial,” Brennan said, closing the notebook hard enough to make the pages snap. His anger had found a job. “And we don’t give whoever’s doing this the pleasure of watching us panic.”

“You don’t panic?”

“I stress-eat.” Another wrapped pastry appeared from his pocket like a coping mechanism with flaky edges. “Completely different physiological response. Healthier, arguably.”

It was the closest thing to a laugh I’d had since Fenhollow.

The next morning, I was alone in the workshop, sorting the damaged stones from the break-in, when the door opened and someone walked in who shouldn’t have been there.

She wasn’t an Annex student. The robes gave that away immediately. White and green, the colors of the Sanctum Tower, cut modestly but fitted in a way that the academy tailors probably hadn’t intended. A cord belt cinched at her waist, and the fabric above it strained with every breath.

Soft shoes. Nearly silent on the workshop floor. Generous hips swaying under the robes as she walked, not consciously, just the natural motion of a body built for warmth and abundance. The cord belt emphasized a waist-to-hip ratio that pulled the eye despite the modest cut.

My gaze traveled upward. Full bust straining the healer robes, the fabric tight enough across her chest that the buttons worked harder than anything else in the room. Freckled collarbone visible at the robe’s neckline, sun-kissed skin with a golden undertone. Honey-brown hair falling in loose waves past her shoulders, catching the workshop’s dim light like amber.

Green eyes. Warm, bright, observant. They took in the workshop, the scattered stones, the bent file, and me, in a single sweep that missed nothing.

She tucked a strand of hair behind one ear. The gesture was unconscious, a comfort reflex.

“You’re Garrick Ward.”

“That depends on who’s asking.”

“Rosalie Arden. Sanctum Tower.” She stepped closer, unhurried, green eyes moving over the forge, the benches, the oath-metal lines in the floor. “I’m a healer. Rose Healer, specifically. Second year.”

“Healers don’t usually visit the Forge Annex.”

“No. They don’t.” She stopped at my workbench. Her hand reached for one of the class stones I’d been studying, fingers hovering just above its surface. “I’ve been feeling something wrong with my class for months. A dull ache behind my sternum. A ceiling I hit whenever I try to channel deeper healing. Like there’s a wall inside my crest that I can’t get past.”

She pulled her hand back from the stone and looked at me directly. Those green eyes carried concentrated attention, sharp and practiced. Years of reading discomfort in other people’s bodies before they mentioned it.

“The Sanctum healers told me it was normal limitation. Every class has a natural boundary. I’ve been told to accept it. To focus on the skills within my range and stop reaching for things that aren’t there.”

“But you don’t believe them.”

“I don’t believe them because every time I reach for that boundary, I can feel something on the other side. Not nothing. Something. A branch, a pathway, a part of my class that exists but won’t respond. It’s like having a hand you can’t move. You know it’s there. You can feel it. But when you try to use it, there’s just… silence.”

She said this with measured calm, as though she were reporting to a colleague rather than confiding in a stranger. No drama. No self-pity. Just a woman who had diagnosed herself and was looking for someone who could confirm what she already suspected.

“I heard there’s a student in the Annex with an unusual class. Someone who can see things about other people’s crests that standard assessment can’t detect.” Her chin lifted slightly. “I came to find out if that’s true.”

My gut tightened. Word was spreading faster than I’d hoped. The class-stone polishing incident had been quiet, contained to Holt’s awareness. But I’d also spoken to Isolde in the Duel Tower training yard, within earshot of anyone who’d been paying attention.

“Who told you?”

“Nobody, specifically. I work in the infirmary. Injured students talk. Someone mentioned the Annex polisher who filed maintenance reports with structural analysis that would make a senior registrar nervous. I paid attention.”

Careful. Smart. She hadn’t heard a rumor and come running. She’d gathered fragments and assembled them herself.

“Can your class read other people’s crests?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

She didn’t argue or explain. She just extended her hand, palm up. “Try.”

“You came here alone,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Without telling your tower.”

“Especially without telling my tower.” Her mouth curved, but the humor did not soften the steel under it. “The Sanctum Tower is very good at treating wounds everyone agrees are wounds. It is less useful when the patient insists the diagnosis is wrong and the diagnosis protects the institution.”

She looked down at her offered hand, then back at me.

“I kept a diary of the symptoms for three months. Channeling ceilings, sternum ache, resonance backlash after deeper healing, instinctive aversion whenever a tutor told me to ‘stay within my natural range.’ I compared it against case studies in the restricted stacks. Natural limitation doesn’t ache in a single location. It doesn’t flare when old offensive-healing texts are opened nearby. It doesn’t respond to class stones from the Forge Annex.”

Her fingers stayed open. No tremor. No retreat.

“So yes,” she said. “I came alone. Because if I’m wrong, I embarrass myself in a forgotten workshop. If I’m right, the people who told me to stop asking questions are the last people I should tell first.”

I looked at her hand. Smooth skin, uncalloused, the faintest green glow around her fingertips where healing energy hummed at a low frequency. Healer’s hands: made for feverish foreheads, injured limbs, and reading discomfort through contact.

I took it.

The contact point where our skin met tingled with something that wasn’t Class Sight but might have been adjacent. Her healing energy brushed against mine, and for a moment, I could feel the fundamental difference between us: her class was built to mend flesh, mine was built to mend structure. Two versions of the same instinct, aimed at different targets. The sensation was like placing two tuning forks next to each other and feeling them reach toward the same note.

She felt it too. Her fingers tightened on mine. Her green eyes widened slightly, the pupils dilating with something that was part surprise and part recognition.

My Sight caught, brief and involuntary.

Through her palm, through the contact, I could see the edge of her crest. The Rose Healer structure was visible, warm green lines radiating from her sternum in a pattern that spoke of growth, nurture, restoration. Clean. Healthy. Functional.

Behind it, a shadow. Dense. Layered. Something woven around a branch of her class like vines around a tree, choking it into dormancy. The branch had not cracked or been cut. It had been strangled by an intentional seal, complex and old, made with a tool I didn’t recognize from the forge notes.

Through her palm, all I could make out was the shape of it. Like looking at a building through fog.

“There’s something behind your Rose Healer crest,” I said. “A sealed branch. Someone wove a binding around it, complex and purposeful. I can see the outline but not the specifics. I’d need closer proximity and more trust to read it clearly.”

Her hand tightened on mine. Her eyes went wide, then dark with an intensity I recognized for what it was: not anger but recognition. Months of private doubt had just been answered by a stranger in the Forge Annex.

“You can see it.”

“The edge of it.”

“No one else has ever seen it. The Sanctum assessors missed it. The healers who trained me missed it. My own mother missed it, and she ran the most respected healing house in three provinces.” Her jaw tightened. “I asked her once, when I was younger, why I could feel something the assessments couldn’t find. She told me a healer’s gift comes with a natural ceiling, and reaching past it was greedy. Unladylike. The Sanctum tutors said the same thing in politer words. Everyone who could have looked closer had a reason not to.”

“Your class is not ordinary.”

She released my hand slowly. Tucked the strand of hair behind her ear again. Her chest rose with a deep breath, the robes shifting over her sternum where the sealed branch sat hidden and waiting.

“Can you unseal it?”

“Eventually. Not blind, though, and not in one sitting. First I read it properly, up close, and then I spend weeks learning the seal before I touch it. Whoever made this knew what they were doing. I won’t rush a sealed crest and turn help into damage.”

“I’m a healer. I understand diagnostic procedures that require intimacy.”

The word changed the space between us. Maybe she’d meant to make it sound clinical. Maybe she’d meant exactly what it did to my pulse. Her gaze held mine without flinching.

“I’ll come back,” she said. “When you’re ready for a full reading.”

The door opened behind us.

Isolde stepped into the workshop and stopped. Her gaze moved from Rosalie to me to our hands, which we’d released but which still hung in the space between us like the memory of contact.

“Am I interrupting?” Isolde’s voice was clipped. Battle-ready. She was in her duelist uniform, blade harness across her back, braid tight, posture a dare.

“Rosalie Arden,” I said. “Sanctum Tower healer. She came looking for me on her own.”

“Looking for what, specifically?”

Rosalie turned to face Isolde with an ease that came from years of reading pain in all its disguises, hostility included.

“Something wrong with my class,” Rosalie said. “Something the Sanctum assessors can’t see. Something he can.”

Isolde’s ice-blue eyes narrowed. She studied Rosalie with the tactical assessment she applied to everything. I could see the calculation running: healer, Sanctum Tower, no combat capability, not a physical threat. But her chin was lifted, wary.

“Join the club,” Isolde said flatly.

Nobody spoke. Three people in a workshop, each carrying a damaged class, each circling the same smith. The math of it wasn’t lost on anyone.

Rosalie broke the silence. “You’re Isolde Fen. Storm Duelist. I followed your matches before your ranking dropped.”

“Before my class was sabotaged, you mean.”

Rosalie didn’t flinch. “If that’s what happened, then we have something in common. Something in me was sealed, and the people who were supposed to help me told me to accept it.”

Isolde’s posture shifted. Not much. A fraction of an inch in her shoulders, the combat readiness easing into something more cautious but less hostile. She recognized the shape of Rosalie’s story because it matched her own.

“He can really see it?” Isolde asked, her gaze flicking to me. “The damage?”

“He saw mine through my palm. First person who ever could.”

Isolde was quiet for a moment. Then she looked at me with an expression that was almost, barely, the faintest shadow of respect.

“You understand what that means?” Isolde asked Rosalie. “If he’s lying, he’s dangerous. If he’s telling the truth, he’s worse.”

Rosalie’s hand tightened around the strap of her medical bag. “Worse for whom?”

Isolde’s eyes cut toward the workshop door, toward the campus beyond it, toward the Registry offices none of us could see from here and all of us could feel. “For the people who made sure nobody like him could be believed.”

That answer landed between them and changed the temperature of the room. Rosalie had arrived warm, open, determined. Isolde had arrived sharp-edged and suspicious. For a second, the suspicion had somewhere better to point.

“I won’t be used as proof without consent,” Rosalie said. The words were soft, but the line inside them was not. “Not by my family, not by the Sanctum, not by him, and not by you.”

Isolde’s expression shifted again. Respect, colder and cleaner than warmth. “Good.”

“And I won’t stand by while another woman’s class is broken because it is politically convenient.”

“Also good.”

They held each other’s gaze. Friendship and trust were still ahead of them, but an agreement had been forged in the space between their wounds: neither of them intended to be smaller than what had been done to them.

“Two weeks until the Trial. If you’re going to fix both of us, you’d better be serious about those catalysts.”

“I’m serious.”

“Then we need to talk about your team.” Isolde crossed her arms. “The Trial is scored on depth and collection. You and your Annex friend aren’t going to survive the deep levels on your own. You need a combat specialist.”

“Are you volunteering?”

“I’m volunteering my blade. You read a path through the Undercroft, I clear it. The rest we settle when there’s something worth settling.”

Rosalie spoke up. “You’ll need a healer too. The deep levels cause resonance strain. Without healing support, a Class Smith’s diagnostic abilities will burn out before you reach anything useful.”

I looked at them both. The tall, lean fighter with ice-blue eyes and lightning scars. The warm, generous healer with green eyes and a sealed branch. Both standing in my cramped workshop, both offering themselves as team members for a Trial that the entire academy expected the Annex to fail.

“You understand what this means,” I said. “Working together. Entering the Undercroft as a team. People will notice a Storm Duelist and a Sanctum healer partnering with the Annex’s Class Smith.”

“Let them notice,” Isolde said.

“I didn’t come to the Annex to hide,” Rosalie added. “I came because I’m tired of people telling me my class is something less than what I know it is.”

I nodded. “Then we prepare. Brennan and I have been studying the Undercroft layouts. I’ll share what we know. Training starts tomorrow, dawn, before the other teams are on the grounds.”

Isolde’s expression sharpened with something that might have been satisfaction. “Dawn works.”

Rosalie smiled. It reached her eyes, crinkling the corners, and carried a warmth that made the dusty workshop feel briefly like somewhere you’d want to stay.

“I’ll bring medical supplies.”

They left separately. Isolde first, the sharp click of her heels echoing down the corridor. She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to. The plan was set, and Isolde Fen didn’t revisit settled decisions.

Rosalie followed five minutes later, moving at her own unhurried pace. At the doorway she paused, one hand on the frame, and turned. Her eyes found mine across the workshop, unhurried and frank, then she smiled and disappeared around the corner.

I sat at my workbench and set my tools in order. The same arrangement I’d used in Fenhollow. Some patterns you don’t break, even when the workshop is a storage closet at the edge of a campus that wants you forgotten.

The workshop was quiet again, but it felt different now. Populated. The forge energy in the floor pulsed with a new rhythm, deeper than before, as if the ancient metal had registered three damaged crests in proximity and was taking stock of the work ahead.

I spent the rest of the afternoon preparing for the Trial. The forge journal had a section on Undercroft architecture that I’d been reading in fragments. The layout descriptions were coded, but the diagrams were clear enough: multiple levels connected by stairways and corridors, with guardian constructs keyed to resonance sigils in the walls. The upper levels were training areas, designed and maintained by the academy. The deeper levels were older, pre-dating the academy itself, built by the Class Smith guild as a forge infrastructure network.

The journal’s margin notes suggested that the deep levels contained forge altars, catalyst stores, and amplification equipment that the academy either didn’t know about or had deliberately forgotten. The notes suggested their existence but stopped short of confirmation. She’d been assigned to field work before she could investigate.

I mapped what I could from her notes onto the official Undercroft layouts that Brennan had procured from the maintenance archives. The official maps showed three scored levels. The older diagrams suggested at least two additional levels beneath them, accessible only through doors that required Class Smith resonance to open.

If those doors still existed, and if my class was strong enough to open them, the Trial was more than a resource gathering exercise. It was an archaeological expedition into my own heritage.

Brennan appeared in the doorway with a pastry in each hand and an expression of elaborate shock. “Did I just see Isolde Fen and a Sanctum Tower healer leaving the Annex?”

“You did.”

“Together?”

“Sequentially.”

“And they’re both coming back?”

“They are.”

“Are they joining our Trial team?”

“They are.”

Brennan looked at both pastries. Ate the one in his left hand in two bites. Stared at the remaining pastry as if consulting it for wisdom.

“A Storm Duelist. A Sanctum Tower healer. And us.” He took a bite of the second pastry. “Garrick, we’ve been at this academy less than two weeks. The most impressive thing the Annex has produced in a year is my resonance calibrator, which doesn’t work. And now two women from two different towers came looking for us. I didn’t recruit them?”

“They came looking. Both of them.”

He finished the second pastry. Brushed crumbs from his Annex uniform, which accomplished nothing because the uniform was already sixty percent crumb. “I’m going to need more snacks for this. Significantly more snacks. This is a level of interesting that requires advanced caloric support.”

I went back to my bench and let him plan his provisioning.

That evening, the four of us met in the workshop. Brennan had cleared the central workbench and spread out his maintenance maps of the Undercroft, hand-copied from the academy’s administrative archives with the detail-oriented precision that made him useless as an Artificer but invaluable as an analyst.

“Three scored levels,” he said, tapping the map in sequence. “Level one: guardian constructs, basic combat. Level two: puzzle locks and paired phantoms. Level three: the catalyst chambers, where the valuable materials are. Most teams don’t get past level two. Nobody from the Annex has ever cleared level three.”

“We’re not stopping at level three,” I said.

The table went quiet. Brennan’s finger paused on the map. Isolde’s eyes cut to me, sharp and assessing. Rosalie’s fingers curled around the strap of her medical bag.

“The forge journal describes older infrastructure beneath the training ruins,” I said. “The doors down are keyed to Smith resonance. If they still open, the catalysts we actually need are below the level Brennan’s maps stop at.”

“And if there are constructs down there?” Isolde asked, her gaze already moving over the map like she was planning approach angles.

“Then we deal with them the way we’ll deal with the ones above. I read the resonance patterns, you hit the weak points.”

Her expression sharpened. Part calculation, part anticipation. “Dawn, then. I want to see how you three move before we go into anything together.”

“I don’t move,” Brennan said. “I stand in a corner and throw tools at things. That’s my combat style.”

“We’ll work on it.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”


Chapter 5: The Living Crest

The workshop after hours belonged to a different world.

During the day, the Forge Annex was a place where forgotten students did forgotten work under fluorescent resonance lamps that buzzed like dying insects. Seven students and an instructor who’d made peace with irrelevance, polishing stones and filing reports that nobody read. The workshop smelled of dust and old metal and the faint, persistent disappointment of a building that had been built for something greater than storage.

After midnight, with the lamps dimmed and the campus quiet, the room changed. The oath-metal inlays I’d been cleaning for the past week caught ambient class energy from the academy’s foundations and glowed with a faint luminescence that turned the stone floor into a map of luminous lines. The geometric patterns, circles and radiating spokes, pulsed with a steady rhythm that matched my heartbeat if I stood still long enough. The ancient forge anvil in the corner hummed at a frequency below hearing but above feeling, a vibration I felt in my teeth and the small bones of my wrists more than I heard it, the sound a struck bell makes in the second after the strike fades.

In daylight, this was a workshop. At midnight, it was a forge site. And tonight, it was going to be a diagnostic chamber.

I’d spent the evening preparing. Cleared the center of the workshop floor, pushing workbenches aside to expose the largest section of oath-metal circle. Placed my mother’s class stone at the north point of the pattern, where the inlays converged at a junction node. Set a lamp on low at each corner to provide enough ambient light without washing out the resonance glow.

Brennan had helped me move the heavy benches before heading to bed. “If anyone asks why the workshop looks like a ritual chamber,” he’d said, grunting as he shoved a bench against the wall, “I’m going to say we were doing maintenance. Very dramatic maintenance.”

“Nobody will ask. Nobody comes here after dark.”

“That’s both reassuring and deeply sad.” He’d paused at the door, his freckled face thoughtful. “Good luck with whatever you’re about to do. I’m going to eat a pastry and pretend I don’t know about any of it.”

“Appreciated.”

“That’s what friends are for. Plausible deniability and snacks.”

Isolde arrived first. She wore a dark cloak over her duelist uniform, braid tucked under the hood, and slipped through the door without a whisper of cloth or boot. She scanned the workshop with a duelist’s instinct, checked the corridor behind her, and closed the door.

“Is this going to hurt?”

“Yes.”

A muscle in her cheek jumped. She didn’t ask how much.

Rosalie came ten minutes later. She’d changed from her formal healer robes into a softer shift and a light cloak, her loose waves falling around her shoulders. She carried a canvas bag that clinked with medical supplies.

“I need to be here,” she said before anyone could question her presence. “If I’m going to trust him with my crest, I need to see him work. And if something goes wrong during the diagnostic, you’ll want a healer in the room.”

Isolde studied her. “You don’t trust him yet?”

“I’m a healer. I trust evidence.” Rosalie’s green eyes found mine. “Show me evidence.”

The forge altar in the corner had been cleaned and prepared. The oath-metal surface gleamed under lamplight, warm grey with veins of darker metal that pulsed with latent resonance. I’d arranged the space according to the forge journal: catalyst placement points marked with chalk, resonance channels in the floor cleared of grime, the alignment between subject and smith unobstructed.

Repair came later. Tonight was a full diagnostic, a deep reading that would tell me exactly what had been done to Isolde’s class, what kind of hand had done it, and what I needed to reverse it.

“Stand here.” I pointed to the center of the oath-metal circle I’d cleared in the floor. “Open your collar. I need line of sight to your sternum crest.”

Isolde unclasped her cloak and tossed it over a bench. She stood where I’d indicated, feet shoulder-width apart, balanced for a duel. Her fingers went to the high collar of her duelist uniform and undid the clasps with steady movements. The collar opened, revealing pale skin and the hollow of her throat.

Below it, centered on her sternum, her class crest pulsed with dim light. The Duelist base structure was visible as a geometric framework, sharp lines and angular connections. Beautiful and lethal.

And damaged.

“I’m going to place my hands near your crest. Not on it. Close, within an inch. My Class Sight needs proximity to read the deep structure. You’ll feel something. The old notes described it as pressure, like someone pressing a thumb against the surface of your mind.”

“Do it.”

I stepped close. She was an inch shorter than me in her combat boots, which put her crest at my chest level. The proximity was necessary for deep reading, but the reality of it was more intimate than any diagnostic I’d practiced on class stones. This was a person. A woman. Standing still and trusting me with the most vulnerable part of herself.

I could smell storm heat on her skin, sharp as metal left too close to the forge. Beneath it, the subtler scents of discipline: weapon oil from her blade maintenance, the linen starch of a clean uniform, and something that was just her. Skin and cold air and controlled breath.

I raised my hands and positioned them on either side of her sternum, palms inward, fingertips nearly touching her skin. The air between my palms and her crest tingled with potential, her class energy and mine reaching for each other through the gap like magnets turning to align.

My Sight opened.

The world shifted. Color drained from the workshop, replaced by the luminous architecture of Isolde’s crest blazing between us like a star chart drawn in lightning and steel.

She gasped. A sharp, involuntary intake of breath. Her hand grabbed my wrist. Not to push me away. To steady herself.

“I can feel it.” Her voice dropped, rough at the edges. “Your sight. It’s touching my class.”

“Does it hurt?”

“No. It feels like…” She searched for words. “Like someone looking at a wound you’ve been hiding. And their eyes are kind.”

The crest unfurled before my Sight. Layer by layer, I read the structure of what Isolde Fen had been and what she’d been made into.

The Blade Form was the foundation. Clean, sharp, cleanly formed. A core class structure that spoke of natural talent and rigorous training. The skill paths radiating from it were well-traveled, worn smooth with use. This was a woman who had trained every day of her life.

The Storm Channel branched from the upper quadrant of the Blade Form. This was where the damage lived.

Three incision points. I’d seen them before, from a distance, in the training yard. Up close, with full Class Sight penetration, they were worse than I’d thought.

The cuts were not only clean. They were arrogant. Whoever had made them trusted the institution around him to make the evidence meaningless. He had not tried to disguise the incision pattern as natural degradation because he had never expected anyone capable of reading it to stand this close to the victim. Every line told me something. The entry angle. The pressure at the edge of the cut. The way the severed channel had tried to bridge and failed against a tool-made smoothness no natural fracture would produce.

I found the first tiny hesitation mark at the start of the oldest incision, a near-invisible nick where the tool had touched the outer channel before committing to the cut. A test contact. The cutter had measured resistance while Isolde stood still for him.

My stomach tightened. A person can consent to an assessment and still be betrayed by the hand holding the instrument.

The first cut was the oldest. Made approximately nine months ago, based on the scar tissue that had formed around its edges. The class structure had tried to heal itself, building bridges of resonance tissue across the gap, but the cut was too clean. The healing couldn’t take hold. Like trying to knit together two pieces of glass with thread.

The tool signature was distinct. A crystalline probe with resonance calibration set to the precise frequency of Isolde’s Storm Channel. Not a generic instrument. This had been tuned specifically for her class structure. Whoever had done this had assessed her class first, calibrated their tool to her unique resonance frequency, and then made the cut with surgical precision.

“The first cut was made nine months ago,” I said, speaking aloud so Rosalie could hear. “Calibrated crystalline probe, tuned to her specific resonance frequency. The cutter assessed her class before making the incision. That’s planning, not opportunity. Someone studied her, then decided.”

The second cut was seven months old. Same tool. Same calibration. Same angle: from behind, at the spinal root of the Storm Channel, through the back of the sternum ridge. The cutter had returned to finish what the first cut had started. The first incision had weakened her Storm Channel without disabling it, so they had come back and cut deeper.

The third cut was the freshest. Just over six months old, made shortly before the bout against Odran. Made with more force than the first two, the incision wider, the disruption more severe. This was the cut that had broken her, that had turned misfiring lightning into failed lightning when she stepped into that sanctioned duel.

“Then they came back twice more,” I went on. “Seven months ago, and again just before the duel. Same tool, same hand, each cut deeper than the last. The third one was the killing blow. Everything after that is the combat failure, the lost ranking, the diagnosis of burnout.”

Isolde’s grip on my wrist had tightened until her knuckles were white. Her breathing was controlled, the disciplined rhythm of a fighter managing pain. But her eyes were bright.

“Can you tell who?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

I pushed deeper. The tool signature was consistent across all three cuts, and it carried identifying markers: the calibration frequency, the crystal composition of the probe, the resonance residue left by the cutter’s own class energy. Every registrar left a fingerprint in their work, as individual as handwriting.

Beyond the cuts, the undamaged Storm Channel continued. And beyond the Storm Channel, the pathway expanded.

“The tool signature matches across all three cuts. Same person, three visits. Registrar-grade instrument, calibrated specifically for your class. The residue indicates someone with a Scribe or Assessor class, someone whose own class energy is designed for precision reading and modification. Not a fighter, not a healer, but an administrative class trained to take a crest apart on paper.”

“A registrar.”

“A specific registrar. With access to your assessment records, your resonance frequency data, and enough clearance to schedule calibration sessions without oversight.”

I shifted my Sight past the damage, into the territory beyond. What I saw stopped me cold.

“What?” Isolde’s eyes searched my face. “What do you see?”

Beyond the blocked Storm Channel, stretching past the Storm Duelist classification and into uncharted territory, a pathway blazed. Full, complex, magnificent. Storm Duelist was a category. This was a class destiny. The pathway described a fusion of blade mastery and lightning control so complete that the distinction between weapon and weather would cease to exist.

“Your classification is Storm Duelist. That’s what you should have been after normal development. But the pathway your class was building toward goes further. Much further.”

“How much further?”

“The old texts call it Tempest Blade. A true fusion class. Lightning doesn’t supplement your blade. Your blade becomes lightning. The person who sabotaged you didn’t just cripple a duelist. They sealed a future legend.”

Isolde’s composure broke without any of the signs you’d expect. The proud, military-straight posture didn’t change. The jaw didn’t tremble. But her eyes went bright, and a sound caught in her throat, something raw and involuntary that she would have killed anyone else for hearing.

A Tempest Blade. The path reached past Storm Duelist, past lightning on a sword, into the kind of class that made legends and gave war guilds a reason to build campaigns around a single warrior. And someone had looked at that future and decided it was too dangerous to let exist.

“They knew,” she said. “Whoever did this, they could see what I would become. And they cut it out of me.”

“They tried.”

“Is it gone?”

“No. The pathway is intact. Dormant, blocked, sealed behind the cuts. But structurally complete. The foundation is still there. Whoever built it, whoever you were becoming, that person isn’t dead. She’s locked in a room. And I can find the key.”

Her hand was still on my wrist. She didn’t let go.

“Repair plan,” she said. Voice steady now. Controlled. The fighter, not the wounded woman.

“Storm catalyst from the Trial. Oath-metal for conductance. Resonance alignment between your class and my forge. Multiple sessions, minimum three. Each session seals one incision. The first will be the oldest cut, easiest because the scar tissue has partially bridged. The second will be harder. The third, the deepest cut, will require a catalyst I don’t have yet.”

“Risks?”

“Two that matter. Rush it, and the patches won’t bond. Your class takes fresh damage on top of the old, and that one’s on me, not the registrar. So I won’t rush it, even if you push me to.”

“My mother said something similar about combat training,” Isolde said. “The blade follows the hand. Force the cut and it fails.”

“Then you already understand it. Same principle, deeper down.”

“And the second?”

“If anyone finds out what I’m doing, the Registry calls it illegal class manipulation. The Fixed Class Doctrine makes any deliberate alteration of a crest a criminal act. That I’m repairing damage instead of causing it won’t matter to the people who wrote the doctrine.”

Her expression hardened. “The people who wrote the doctrine are the people who damaged my class.”

“Yes. Which means exposing the sabotage requires demonstrating the repair, and demonstrating the repair is itself a crime under the laws the saboteurs wrote to protect themselves.”

“A perfect system. The criminals defined the crime to exclude themselves.”

“Welcome to institutional power.”

“What’s in this for you?”

With my Sight still active and her crest blazing between us, the question did not feel casual. I let the glow between us hold for a breath before I answered.

“Each successful forge adds a mark to my Class Smith crest. My class grows through the people I repair. The more bonds I form, the more techniques I unlock. You make me stronger.”

“So you need me too.”

“Yes.”

“Good.” The ghost of a smile. “Then we’re even.”

I let Class Sight fade. The luminous architecture dissolved. The workshop returned to stone and lamplight. My hands were shaking. A trickle of heat ran from my nostril, and I pressed the back of my hand to it. Blood.

“That’s the cost,” I said. “Extended readings take something out of me.”

Rosalie was at my side before I’d finished speaking. She moved without hesitation, the professional instincts overriding whatever else she was feeling about what she’d just witnessed. Her palm pressed against my forehead, green healing energy flowing into the ache behind my eyes. The nosebleed stopped. The shaking eased. Her other hand caught my shoulder, steadying me, the grip firm enough to keep me upright without pulling.

“Breathe,” she said. Not a request. An instruction, delivered with quiet authority. Healers gave orders and patients obeyed. “Slow breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth. You’re depleted.”

I breathed. The healing energy worked through the fatigue like hot water through cold muscles. She was good at this. Not just competent. Skilled in a way that her Rose Healer classification didn’t fully account for. Her class reached deeper than the Sanctum Tower had taught her to expect.

“Resonance fatigue,” she said. “Your class energy is burning faster than your body can replenish it. The extended Sight reading consumed approximately twice what a standard class stone assessment would use. How long was that reading?”

“Fifteen minutes.”

“It felt like three,” Isolde said.

“It felt like thirty,” I said.

Rosalie’s palm pressed against my forehead. Her healing energy was different from anything I’d experienced. Not the generic pulse of a standard class stone. This was living, adaptive, intelligent. It found the places where my energy had burned and soothed them specifically.

“You’ll need recovery time between sessions,” Rosalie said. “A healer’s support would reduce the drain.”

“Is that an offer?”

“It’s a medical recommendation. With attached services.” She smiled. The corners of her eyes crinkled, and the steadiness of her presence cut through the post-Sight exhaustion better than any tonic could have.

Isolde watched the exchange with an expression I couldn’t fully read. Assessment. Recognition. The tactical awareness of a fighter evaluating new variables.

“Healers usually hover this close to patients?” Isolde asked.

Rosalie’s smile did not move. “Only the ones bleeding on my floor.”

“It’s my floor,” I said.

“Then bleed less on it,” Rosalie replied.

For half a second, Isolde looked genuinely startled. Then a sound escaped her, quiet and sharp. Almost a laugh, though she would have denied it under oath. The tension in the room lowered by one notch. Not gone. With Isolde, tension never left completely. But it became something breathable.

“If you’re going to be in the room during repairs,” Isolde said, “you follow his instructions.”

“If he’s going to continue burning through his own body to repair yours,” Rosalie said, “he follows mine.”

They looked at each other over my head like rival field commanders negotiating shared use of the same bridge.

“Acceptable,” Isolde said at last.

“Good,” Rosalie said. “I dislike arguing with patients who need me.”

“I’m not your patient.”

“Tonight, everyone in this workshop is my patient.”

Isolde glanced at me, and the ghost of respect in her expression deepened. Rosalie had just held her ground without raising her voice. That mattered to Isolde more than softness ever would.

“I’m leaving,” she said. “Dawn training. Ward, start working on those catalysts.” She moved to the door, collected her cloak, paused. “Thank you. For what you saw.”

“I showed you what was always there.”

“Nobody else ever bothered to look.”

She left. I listened to her footsteps recede down the corridor, faster than her usual pace. She had somewhere to be and a reason to get there. She had just learned she was meant to be a legend, and the knowledge had already changed how she moved through the world.

Rosalie hadn’t moved. Her hand was still near my face, healing energy still flowing, though the energy had shifted from medical to something else. Something closer to simply wanting to touch.

She didn’t ask the way Isolde had been asked. She didn’t square up or bare anything. She just kept her hand where it was, the green light still threading between her fingers and my skin, and tipped her chin toward our joined contact.

“While you’re already inside my channels,” she said quietly, “read the rest of me.”

I looked at her. She stood in the lamplight, warm waves framing a face that was calm, determined, and braver than she had any reason to be.

“You’re sure?”

“You just sat with Isolde and named exactly what was wrong with her, to her face, no softening, no managing me into a smaller version of the answer. I spent two years in the Sanctum being told the wall in my chest was simply mine to live with. I’m not asking to be reassured anymore. I want what you just gave her.”

She lowered her hand from my face and reached for the clasp at her throat.

“Like before,” she said. “But closer. You told me the palm reading only showed you the edge. I don’t want the edge anymore.”

Her fingers worked the robe collar open. The fabric parted enough to expose the upper swell of her chest and the sternum beneath, where her Rose Healer crest glowed through the thin shift in soft green-gold pulses. The movement was clinical in its precision, but nothing about the moment felt distant. Rosalie was a healer. She understood access. She understood trust. She was handing me the door instead of making me force it.

I raised my hands and positioned them near her sternum the way I had with Isolde, close enough to feel the warmth of her skin through the shift, not touching. I could smell the herbs in her hair, something floral layered with the earthy scent of the infirmary garden. Her chest rose and fell with steady breaths, and with each rise, the opened robe shifted around the generous curve of her bust.

The reading path was different from Isolde’s. Through the exposed crest, through the healing energy Rosalie willingly pushed outward to meet me, my Class Sight traveled inward along her own resonance channels, following the pathways she used every day. She was guiding me without knowing it, her healer’s instinct opening doors that a standard diagnostic approach would have had to force.

The golden perception locked on.

Rosalie’s crest bloomed open before my Sight like a flower in accelerated time. The Rose Healer structure was beautiful: organic, flowing, alive in a way that Isolde’s geometric sharpness wasn’t. Where Isolde’s crest was a weapon, Rosalie’s was a garden. Green paths branched and intertwined, carrying healing energy through channels that pulsed with green-gold light.

But behind the garden, something else grew.

The sealed branch was massive. Bigger than I’d guessed from the palm reading, denser, more complex. It spread behind the Rose Healer crest like a root system beneath a visible tree, extending in directions that the standard healing class didn’t go. Deeper. Darker. Where the healing channels gave off a gentle radiance, this signature ran hot, a cauterizing heat that hurt to read.

And wrapped around this branch, choking it into dormancy, was a seal.

Not a registrar’s tool. This was different. The binding energy carried a class signature I’d studied in the forge notes: a family crest. Specifically, a healer’s family crest. The Arden seal, woven through with parental authority and intimate knowledge of the branch they were suppressing.

“Your family did this.”

The words hit the quiet room, and Rosalie went still. Not Isolde’s combat stillness, the kind that preceded violence. Rosalie’s stillness came from hearing what she’d always known and never been allowed to say aloud.

“The seal is woven with an Arden family crest. Healer-class energy, parental authority signature. It was placed on you deliberately, probably during a childhood assessment when your class was still forming. Whoever did it knew exactly what they were sealing.”

“What were they sealing?”

“A combat branch. Your Rose Healer can mend flesh, restore health, nurture growth. The sealed branch does the opposite. Pain reversal. Wound transfer. The ability to take the damage you’d normally heal and redirect it. Instead of closing a wound, you could open one. Instead of soothing pain, you could amplify it.”

“Woundbloom,” she whispered.

“You know the name?”

“I found it in an old Sanctum text. A healer sub-class that was condemned as dangerous centuries ago. Offensive healing. The ability to hurt with the same energy that heals.” Her voice was steady, but her hands had curled into fists at her sides. “My parents shut down every display of aggressive healing I showed as a child. They called it unladylike. Dangerous. Shameful. I never understood why they were so afraid of it.”

I kept reading the seal. Family authority, healer-house signature, a branch wrapped shut because someone had decided it was more dangerous open than closed. “They sealed your Woundbloom branch because offensive healing threatened something. Reputation, control, the economics of noble healer houses. I can see the seal. I can infer the motive.”

Rosalie’s mouth tightened. “You don’t have to infer much. House Arden sells safety. We sell gentle hands, clean wards, sanctioned care. A healer who can reverse pain into a weapon makes the whole arrangement look less holy and a great deal more negotiable.”

Rosalie looked down at her own chest, where the crest glowed between my hovering palms. Her green eyes glistened.

“My parents chose their reputation over my whole self.”

“Yes.”

Rosalie’s throat worked around one silent breath, then another. The workshop hummed around us. My Class Sight held, though the strain was building behind my eyes.

“Can you unseal it?”

“Not tonight. I’m already depleted from Isolde’s reading. And the unsealing process is different from a repair. Isolde’s cuts need to be bridged. Your seal needs to be burned away. Each thread of family-crest energy has to be severed individually while you push healing energy from inside to fill the space. It’s painful and it’s personal.”

“But you can do it.”

“I can do it.”

She looked up at me. The lamplight caught her eyes, and for a moment, the professional composure, the healer’s calm, the careful boundary between patient and physician, dropped. Behind it was a woman who had spent her whole life being told that part of her was dangerous and wrong and must be kept locked away.

“Don’t tell anyone yet,” she said. “About the family seal. I need time to process what my parents did to me.”

“It’s your secret. I won’t share it.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her eyes glistened in the lamplight, but the tears didn’t fall. Her expression locked down the way I’d seen it lock down in the infirmary when a patient screamed: absorbing the hurt, setting it aside, staying functional. Even now, standing in front of the man who’d just shown her the cage her parents had built, the healer’s composure held.

Then she breathed out once, and the composure cracked just enough for the girl underneath it to show.

“There was a procedure when I was young,” she said. Quiet. Almost to herself. “A ‘preventive alignment,’ they called it. Normal maintenance. I was eight. I never questioned it.” Her hand found her sternum, where the crest glowed beneath her shift. “All these years I thought the wall I kept hitting was mine. That I’d never be more than a basic healer.”

“What happened before it?”

Her eyes stayed on the floor. “A boy in a schoolyard fell and scraped his arm. I tried to heal it. Instead, the skin reddened under my palm and he cried harder. The scrape reversed into a bruise on his own flesh, then bloomed back on mine for half a second. My mother saw. By evening I was in the family physician’s room, being told good healers do not make pain travel.”

Her fingers pressed harder over her crest.

“I remember being proud before I was ashamed. That’s the part I hate most. For one afternoon, I thought I’d discovered something wonderful.”

“You’re not basic.”

“No.” She smiled. Small and fierce. She’d just learned that the cage she’d been living in had a key, and the knowledge had rearranged her entire face. “I’m not.”

She reached up and closed her collar. Her fingers brushed mine as she did, and the contact carried a residual charge of healing energy that tingled through my knuckles and up my arm. The tingle lingered after her hand was gone.

“Everyone who’s ever looked at this crest told me to make myself smaller,” she said. Her hand rested flat over the closed collar, over the cage she’d just learned the shape of. “You’re the first one who looked at the bigger thing underneath and wasn’t afraid of it.” A breath. “That’s new.”

“Rosalie.”

She paused at the door.

“We’ll unseal it. When the time is right.”

Her smile widened, fierce and certain, and for a moment she looked like a woman who had already decided what she was going to become.

“I know you will.”

She left. The workshop was empty. I sat on the edge of the forge altar and pressed my palms to my eyes until the Class Sight afterimages faded.


Chapter 6: The Accident

The public practical was supposed to be routine.

Holt had scheduled a joint session for the morning: all Annex students plus a visiting group from the Arcane Tower, eight mages who needed to practice class-stone handling as part of their field certification. The exercise was simple: stabilize an unstable class stone using standard resonance containment techniques. Basic skill. First-year material. An exercise that existed to fill a requirement in the training manual rather than to teach anything meaningful.

The Arcane students arrived with polite disinterest, mages fulfilling a curriculum requirement they considered beneath them alongside support-class students. They were third-years, confident in their shielding, conversant in containment theory, and visibly unimpressed by the Forge Annex’s facilities. One of them looked at the workshop’s grimy windows and turned to her classmate with sympathetic relief, grateful she had been placed in a better tower and aware enough to know it.

Brennan positioned himself at the back of the room with his usual arrangement: calibrator in one hand, notebook in the other, and a determination to draw no attention that bordered on professional.

“If I don’t touch anything, nothing can break,” he whispered to me. “That’s my contribution to the practical.”

“Just stabilize the stone they give you.”

“I’ll stabilize the stone. The stone may not appreciate the effort.”

The class stones supplied for the practical were wrong.

I noticed it the moment Holt unpacked the first crate. The stones carried the Registry’s condemned markings, the kind reserved for specimens flagged for disposal and never meant to reach a student’s hands. But these weren’t routine rejects. They were volatile. The internal structures were fractured in ways that created cascading feedback loops: energy in, energy amplified, energy out. In a controlled environment with proper shielding, they were manageable. In a workshop full of students with varying skill levels, they were grenades with loose pins.

I picked up the first stone to examine it. My Sight caught, and I saw something that made my stomach drop.

Registry disposal stamps. Official markings embedded in the stone’s internal structure, documenting its condemned status. This stone had been classified as hazardous by the Registry’s own quality control division. It should have been destroyed. Instead, it was sitting in a crate labeled “Training Material: Forge Annex Practical.”

Someone had redirected condemned materials to our workshop. Not carelessly. Deliberately. The stone told me it was condemned; the crate label told me where it had ended up: Training Material, Forge Annex Practical. Whatever paperwork moved it here had passed through the Registry allocation office. Caldran’s office.

He hadn’t sent us dangerous stones because he wanted someone hurt. He’d sent them because he wanted the Annex to look incompetent. When unstable stones caused problems during a public practical with Arcane Tower witnesses, the incident report would read: “Annex staff failed to properly screen training materials.” Another mark against Holt. Another justification for cutting Annex resources.

Caldran was engineering failure, and doing it the patient way. The workspace reassignment, the vandalism, now this. Each one small enough to wave off on its own, but stacked together they were a man slowly closing a hand around the Annex’s throat, careful never to squeeze hard enough to leave a mark anyone would investigate.

I set the stone down and caught Holt’s eye. He was examining another stone from the crate, and his expression told me he’d noticed the instability but not the Registry stamps. He looked at me. I shook my head slightly.

“These stones are hotter than standard training material,” Holt said to the room. “Exercise caution. Keep containment barriers between your body and the stone at all times.”

The Arcane Tower students nodded with the bored confidence of mages who believed their shielding could handle anything. The Annex students, Brennan included, handled the stones with more respect. Brennan held his at arm’s length, like it might bite.

I worked through three stones, stabilizing each with minimal resonance input. My Class Sight tracked the internal structures, mapping fracture patterns, identifying the pressure points where cascading feedback was most likely to initiate. The technique was instinctive. My hands knew this work the way a blacksmith’s hands knew hammer and tongs. The stones warmed in my grip and settled.

The accident happened twenty minutes into the practical.

An Arcane Tower student, a young woman with dark curly hair and an eager expression, was handling a stone near the center of the workshop. Her containment technique was textbook: energy barrier between palm and stone, resonance damping at the contact points, textbook control. But the stone was a condemned specimen running at three times the normal energy density, and her textbook technique wasn’t built for that load.

The stone overloaded.

The energy surge was visible. A pulse of raw class energy blasted outward from the cracked stone, white-hot and undirected. The student next to her caught the full force. She was a scholarship mage, thin, dark-skinned, her own class stone clutched against her chest.

The surge hit her class crest.

I’d seen the aftermath of a fractured crest in my mother’s workshop, the slow ruin of a stone gone wrong over months. I had never watched it happen to a living person in the space of a breath.

The light over her sternum flickered, brightened, and then began to crack. Not break. Crack. Like a crystal under stress, spider-web lines spreading outward from the point of impact. The crest’s internal structure was splitting apart under resonance feedback, each crack generating more feedback, each feedback cycle widening more cracks.

She screamed. The sound was raw and terrified. Not pain, exactly. Something worse. The feeling of something fundamental inside you coming apart.

Every student in the room froze. The Arcane Tower mages stared. Brennan dropped his stone. Holt started forward, then stopped, his hands raised, his expression helpless. He knew what was happening and didn’t have the tools to stop it.

A fracturing crest, left unchecked, would cascade. The cracks would reach the core structure. The core would shatter. And when a class crest shattered, the class died. Permanently. Irreversibly. The student would wake up classless, an empty frame where potential used to live.

Nobody in the room knew how to stop it.

I did.

I crossed the workshop in four strides. The overloaded stone was still pulsing on the workbench. I grabbed it with my left hand, wrapping my fingers around the fractured surface. The energy bit into my palm like freezing fire. Class Sight flared to maximum, and my eyes blazed gold.

Everyone in the room saw it. The Annex students, the visiting mages, and Holt, all watching as the Annex’s Class Smith polisher lit up like a forge.

I placed my right palm near the student’s crest. She was shaking, tears running down her face, the crest light flickering wildly. I read the fracture pattern in real-time: spreading fast, outward from the impact site, following the natural grain of her class structure. But the core was intact. The cracks hadn’t reached it yet. If I could anchor the spreading pattern, create a resonance framework that would absorb the feedback energy before it hit the core, the fracture would stabilize.

I didn’t have a proper forge setup. No oath-metal, no catalysts, no alignment marks. What I had was a hand full of overloaded class stone and an instinct honed by years of watching my mother work.

I channeled.

The technique was crude. I used the class stone as a makeshift resonance anchor, feeding its excess energy into a containment pattern shaped by my Class Sight. The pattern wrapped around the student’s fracturing crest like a splint around a broken bone. It wasn’t a repair or a heal, just a stabilization, holding the cracks in place while the class structure’s natural resilience caught up.

The feedback energy met my containment pattern and fought. My hand shook. The stone in my left palm burned. The student’s crest flickered, cracked further, and then held.

Held.

The fracture pattern stopped spreading. The cracks stabilized, frozen in place by the resonance framework I was channeling through the stone. The student’s screaming subsided into sobbing. Her crest light steadied from wild flickering to a dim but stable glow.

I held the pattern for ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. Each second burned energy I didn’t have. When I felt the crest’s natural resilience begin to take over, bridging the cracks with its own healing processes, I withdrew.

The room was silent.

My hands were shaking. Both of them. The left palm was burned where the overloaded stone had discharged against my skin. Blood ran from my nose, a thin stream down my upper lip that I could taste, copper and salt. My legs felt like someone had filled them with sand.

The student looked up at me with wide, tear-streaked eyes. “What did you do?”

“Kept your class from collapsing. You’ll need a proper assessment from the Sanctum, but the core structure is intact. The cracks will heal.”

She grabbed my hand. “Thank you.” Her voice broke on the second word.

I nodded. Couldn’t speak. The room was still staring.

One of the Arcane students dropped into a chair as if her knees had stopped negotiating. Another made the sign mages used when a containment field failed in their face, two fingers pressed to the sternum, then the throat. The girl who had mishandled the stone stood frozen beside the workbench, both hands over her mouth, eyes fixed on the stabilized crest as though looking away might let it start breaking again.

The scholarship mage touched the light over her sternum with shaking fingers. The glow fluttered under her palm, cracked but alive. She began to cry harder at that, not from pain now but from the recognition of what almost had not been there to touch.

Holt moved through the stunned students with quiet authority. “Stones down. Hands away. Nobody channels another spark until I clear the room.”

For once, even the Arcane Tower students obeyed an Annex instructor immediately.

I looked down at the overloaded stone in my left hand. It had discharged most of its excess energy during the stabilization, but a residual charge remained. Storm-frequency resonance. Lightning-family energy, the same frequency range that Isolde’s class required for repair.

A storm catalyst. Earned through emergency, not through a scored Trial.

I pocketed the stone. Nobody noticed. They were too busy staring at my golden eyes fading back to grey-green.

Holt reached me first. His face was unreadable, but his hands were steady. “Ward. My office. Now.”

The Arcane Tower students parted to let me through. Some of them looked at me with expressions I wasn’t used to receiving. Recognition.

In his office, Holt shut the door and didn’t sit down. The office was small, organized with military precision: files in labeled drawers, tools hung on wall pegs, a single chair behind a desk that held nothing unnecessary. A man’s workspace that reflected a man who had spent twenty years in a place designed to waste his time and had refused to let it make him sloppy.

He paced to the window and back. His hands were clasped behind him, thoughts organizing behind his eyes before he spoke.

“What you just did. That’s not polishing. That’s not maintenance. That’s not a dead class.”

“No.”

“That’s Class Smith work. Real Class Smith work. The kind that hasn’t been done in this academy since before I was born. The kind that the Registry has spent two centuries telling us is impossible, mythological, a relic of a less enlightened era.”

“Yes.”

He was quiet for a long time. His mouth thinned. He paced to the window again and looked out at the campus, where the five towers caught the afternoon light and cast long shadows across the grounds.

“I know what your mother was, Ward. Not the official version. The real one. I’ve been in this Annex for twenty years, and in that time, I’ve watched the Registry send three Class Smith bloodlines through this workshop. Two of them were identified, reclassified, and removed within a month. Administrative transfers. I never heard from them again.”

“And the third?”

“The third learned to keep his head down. He polished stones for two years, graduated quietly, went home to a provincial town, and opened a repair workshop. Then he died on a field assignment.” Holt’s jaw tightened. “I tell you that because I want you to understand the pattern. Three bloodlines through this room, and not one of them is still breathing. Your mother never sat at one of these benches. She was already gone by the time the Registry put your name in a crate of training material. But the road she walked ended the same place his did.”

The office went still. I looked at the labeled drawers, the clean desk, the single chair, and understood why Holt kept the room so orderly: there was nothing else here he could control.

“When the Registry moved you to the storage closet, I didn’t fight harder because the closet doesn’t have windows,” Holt said. “And windows mean someone can see what you’re doing.”

I processed that. The workspace reassignment had come from the Registry. But Holt had stopped after the formal protest because the closet was safer.

“You were protecting me.”

“I was doing what I could. It isn’t much. The Registry watches this Annex specifically because Class Smith bloodlines tend to end up here. Caldran has been waiting for one to surface since before you were born.”

“He recognized me at placement.”

Holt didn’t confirm it out loud. He didn’t have to. The flat hold of his gaze said he’d seen Caldran’s reaction to my placement, the one beat where the mask slipped before it settled again. His expression softened fractionally. “She would be proud of what you did today.”

“She would have done it better.”

“Maybe. But she would have done it. That’s what matters.” He was quiet for a moment. The bored resignation I’d seen every day since arrival had shifted into respect, or at least the unsettled awareness of twenty years of low expectations recalibrating in real time.

“Those stones,” I said. “The condemned ones. They were redirected from the disposal queue. The Registry’s disposal stamps were embedded in their internal structure. The crate label proves they were routed here as training material.”

Holt’s expression darkened. “You can see that? In the stones?”

“I can see Registry classification marks in their resonance structure. Official stamps. Condemnation codes. These stones were marked for destruction. They were never supposed to be in a training crate.”

He was very still for a long time. Then: “I’ll look into the supply chain. Quietly.”

“Quietly is good.”

“Not through the main requisition office,” Holt said.

“No.”

His eyes had gone flat in a way I had not seen from him before. Not defeated. Calculating. “The main office will tell me the crate was mislabeled by a clerk who cannot be found, signed by a deputy who was covering for another deputy, and delivered by a porter who remembers nothing. That is how routed blame works.”

He picked up one of the remaining condemned stones with tongs and turned it under the desk lamp. “But every condemned specimen has a disposal path. Crate numbers. Furnace schedules. Transfer stamps. Someone moved these out of the death pile and into my students’ hands.”

My students. He said it without ceremony, and that made it land harder.

“Very quietly,” I said.

“Very,” Holt replied.

He opened his office door. “Go. Clean up. And, Ward, the next time you do something that impressive in front of thirty witnesses, try to look less like you’re about to collapse.”

The dining hall that evening was electric with gossip. The class-stone incident had spread through the academy in hours, embellished with each retelling. By dinner, the story ranged from “the Annex polisher caught a cracked stone” to “a Class Smith rebuilt someone’s entire crest with his bare hands” to, in one creative version I overheard from the Arcane table, “the dead-class student used forbidden magic to possess a girl’s body.”

“That one’s my favorite,” Brennan said, having overheard the same rumor. “Very dramatic. I want to know what forbidden magic they think the Annex has access to. We can barely access hot water.”

I sat at the Annex bench and ate quietly. The food was good. Agda had sent an extra portion with a note that read, “Heard you had a day. Eat.” The handwriting was blunt and direct, like Agda herself. The extra portion included a cut of roast that the Annex bench definitely wasn’t allocated for, and a wedge of cheese that I recognized from the faculty table’s supply. Agda had opinions about who deserved feeding, and those opinions did not align with the academy’s seating chart.

The dining hall was louder than usual. The incident had disrupted the normal social currents, and the disruption created eddies of conversation that lapped against every table. At the Duel Tower’s central table, students were debating whether a Class Smith could actually stabilize a fracturing crest or whether I’d just gotten lucky with the stone. At the Arcane Tower table, the mages who’d been in the practical were describing what they’d seen with the animated urgency of scholars who’d just watched theory break against reality. At the Sanctum Tower table, healers were discussing the medical implications with professional interest.

Nobody was discussing it at the Annex bench, because nobody came to the Annex bench. But the attention we were receiving from across the hall had a different texture tonight, neither the usual contempt nor the usual pity. Curiosity, plain and uneasy.

Brennan was beside me, still vibrating with residual amazement. He’d eaten three servings already and showed no signs of slowing down, which in Brennan’s case indicated either celebration or anxiety, and tonight was both.

“Your eyes glowed. Actually glowed. Gold. Like forge light. I was standing six feet away and I could see the color change. I thought I was hallucinating, and then I thought the stone had discharged into your face, and then I thought this is the most terrifying and impressive thing I’ve ever seen an Annex student do. And I’ve seen Halverton the Ledger Keeper organize an entire filing cabinet in under three minutes, which is genuinely awe-inspiring, so the bar isn’t nothing.”

“You weren’t hallucinating.”

“Is that going to happen every time you use your Class Sight on a person?”

“Probably.”

“Brilliant. We’ll never need a lantern again. Just point Garrick at whatever needs reading and the room lights itself.” He paused. “You know people are going to ask about it.”

“Let them ask.”

“And you’ll say?”

“As little as possible.”

He nodded. “The Annex way. Noted.”

Across the hall, Odran Pell caught my eye. He was seated at the central Duel Tower table, surrounded by admirers, golden uniform gleaming. His expression when he looked at me was contempt layered over something less comfortable.

“Playing hero with a polishing rag,” he said, loud enough for the tables around him to hear. “One stabilization doesn’t make you a smith. It makes you lucky.”

I didn’t respond. Instead, I looked at him. Really looked.

I opened my Sight, brief and controlled, just long enough to take the reading before the strain forced me to release.

In that narrow window, I read Odran Pell’s crest.

The false gold was thicker than it had been at placement. Someone had laid down a new layer since the start of term, a fresh application that was already stressing at the edges, the way fresh paint cracks when it dries over rot. Whatever I’d glimpsed during the ceremony, it was being reinforced.

The technique on the new layer made my skin prickle. Practiced, administrative, nothing a duelist or a healer could have managed. Whoever maintained Odran’s gold knew exactly what they were doing. I couldn’t read more from across a crowded dining hall in a single strained glance, but I’d remember the feel of it.

I looked away before the reading could catch anyone’s attention.

Across the hall, three Arcane Tower students who’d been in the practical met my eyes and nodded. Small gestures, no fanfare. They had witnessed something real and recognized it.

Rosalie found me after dinner.

She was waiting near the Annex entrance, leaning against the wall with her arms full of leather-bound volumes. The evening light caught her loose waves and the golden tone of her skin. She’d changed out of her formal healer robes into a softer shift and cloak, her off-duty clothes, and the shift clung to her body with less structure than the robes provided. The books pressed against her chest, pushing the soft fabric against her breasts until it yielded around both.

She straightened when she saw me, adjusting the books, and the motion caused everything to shift in ways that I tracked without intending to.

“I watched what you did,” she said. “From the corridor. I was there for the whole thing.”

“You were there?”

“I was coming to ask you about the unsealing schedule. I arrived just before the stone overloaded.” She stepped closer, her green eyes bright with something that mixed admiration and concern and something else that I was learning to recognize: a healer’s hunger to understand something that had just rewritten her understanding of what class energy could do. “You saved her class, Garrick. With a broken stone and instinct. Nobody in that room could have done that. Not the Arcane mages, not Holt, not anyone.”

“I nearly collapsed doing it.”

“I know. I could see it from the corridor. Your hands were shaking. Your nose was bleeding. You were burning through class energy at a rate that would put a senior mage in the infirmary.” She set the books down and reached for my left hand, turning it palm-up. The burn from the overloaded stone was a red welt across my fingers, already blistering. She clucked her tongue and channeled a thread of healing energy into the damaged skin. The relief was immediate: cool green relief spreading through the burn, dulling the sting, encouraging the tissue to repair.

“You grabbed a condemned class stone with your bare hand,” she said. Not accusing. Assessing. “The discharge alone should have caused third-degree resonance burns. Your hand should be useless right now.”

“Forge-town hands. The calluses provide some natural resistance to resonance discharge.”

“Some.” She turned my hand, examining the burn from another angle. Her fingers were gentle, professional, sure. “Not enough. The calluses absorbed maybe forty percent of the discharge. The other sixty percent burned straight through.” She looked up. “You need a healer, Garrick. Not occasionally. Regularly. If you’re going to keep doing what you did today, you need someone who can repair the damage before it accumulates.”

The implication needed no spelling out: she was that someone.

“Which is why I brought these.” She let the implication breathe a moment, her green eyes softening with private amusement, then turned and set the texts on the Annex workbench. “Sanctum Tower archives. Old research on class resonance healing and stabilization techniques. Some of these predate the Class Smith disbandment. The theorists who studied how class crests respond to external resonance input were writing about what you just did, two hundred years before you were born.”

I opened the first text. The language was archaic, but the diagrams were clear: resonance patterns, crest architecture maps, notes on stabilization techniques that used class stones as conductors. The forge journal contained fragments of this knowledge. These texts held the foundation.

“Where did you find these?”

“Sanctum library restricted section. I have access because of my healing research. Nobody’s checked these out in decades.” She smiled. “The advantage of being a healer is that nobody questions when you request medical texts. Even when the texts are about class architecture.”

We sat together in the workshop and read. The lamp cast amber light across the workbench where three centuries of class theory lay open between us.

Rosalie’s healing knowledge complemented my forge instincts in ways that surprised us both. Where I saw structural architecture, she saw energy flow patterns. Where I read damage as a forensic signature, she read the body’s physiological response to that damage. I could identify a tool mark. She could identify how long the body had been compensating for it.

“This passage,” she said, pointing to a stabilization diagram in one of the Sanctum texts. “The author describes a resonance anchor technique that uses the practitioner’s own class energy as a template. You did the same thing with the scholarship student. You used the overloaded stone as a template to stabilize the crest’s natural frequency.”

“I didn’t know the technique had a name.”

“Sympathetic resonance stabilization. The old healers used a version of it for class-related injuries. The principle is the same: provide an external energy pattern that the damaged crest can align with. Like a tuning fork for a detuned instrument.”

“The old forge notes used the analogy of setting a bone. Providing the correct alignment so the break can heal along the right lines.”

“Same concept, different metaphor.” She smiled. “Healers and smiths, thinking the same thoughts in different languages.”

She leaned close to compare a diagram with a passage in the forge journal. Her shoulder pressed against mine. Her hair brushed my cheek, soft and herb-scented, carrying the smell of the infirmary garden where she spent her evenings: lavender, something green and growing, and beneath it all, the clean scent of skin.

She reached for the journal and her breast pressed warm against my arm where she leaned in. I was briefly, intensely aware of the heat of her body next to mine. Her breathing shifted the contact with each rise and fall.

She noticed me noticing. Her eyes met mine, and a smile curved her lips, warm and direct, without a trace of embarrassment. She understood bodies and wasn’t afraid of being in one.

“Focus,” she said, but the smile stayed. And she didn’t lean away.

We worked until midnight. By the time she left, we’d cross-referenced three stabilization techniques from the old texts with forge journal entries and identified two resonance patterns that could reduce the energy cost of crest readings by up to a third. She’d also corrected my understanding of resonance fatigue physiology, which, according to the Sanctum texts, was caused by metabolic depletion rather than pure energy expenditure, meaning that recovery strategies should focus on nutrition and rest rather than energy replenishment.

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” she said at the door. “And the day after. This research isn’t done.”

“Neither is the reading on your crest.”

“I know.” She gathered the texts against her chest, then lingered at the threshold instead of leaving, the books pressed to her like something she wasn’t ready to set down. The lamplight caught her eyes and the freckles across her collarbone and the warm fall of her hair, and for a moment, the clinical research partner receded and the woman beneath was visible. She had walked into the academy’s most forgotten building and asked its most forgotten student to look at the part of her that everyone else had told her to ignore. Not many people would have done that.

“Good night, Garrick.”

“Good night, Rosalie.”

She left. The door closed softly behind her. The corridor was quiet. Through the workshop walls, I could hear the last sounds of the academy settling into its nighttime rhythm: distant footsteps, the hum of resonance wards activating, the muffled conversations of students walking between towers.

After she left, I sat alone in the workshop and pulled the storm catalyst from my pocket. The overloaded stone sat in my palm, its residual energy humming at the lightning frequency. Enough to begin Isolde’s first repair.

I set it on the anvil. The oath-metal inlays in the floor flared, a pulse of energy that traveled through the geometric pattern and converged beneath the anvil. The ancient forge recognized the presence of resonance material on its surface and responded.

The hum deepened. The anvil vibrated at a frequency I could feel in my teeth and in the bones of my hands.

I had what I needed for the first repair.


Chapter 7: The Undercroft

The entrance to the Undercroft was a wound in the earth.

A staircase cut into bedrock beneath the academy’s central courtyard, spiraling downward into darkness that swallowed sound and lamplight with equal appetite. Stone walls carved with symbols older than the academy itself, most faded beyond recognition, a few still carrying faint resonance energy that made them glow when you passed too close. The air rising from below was cool and dry, carrying the mineral scent of deep stone and something else, something that tickled the edge of Class Sight like a word spoken in a language I almost knew.

Forty-three teams assembled in the staging area that morning. Two hundred and twelve students in combat formations, most gleaming with class energy and competitive hunger. The Duel Tower teams were armored, bladed, bristling with offensive capability. The Arcane Tower sent coordinated mage squads with shield barriers and ranged firepower. Even the Sanctum Tower had teams built around combat healers and defensive configurations.

My team stood at the back.

Brennan had dressed for the occasion by adding a second layer of pockets to his Annex uniform. Both layers bulged with tools, spare components, and what he described as “contingency supplies.” He looked like a stocky, freckled supply depot with legs.

“I packed fourteen sandwiches,” he said, patting his vest. “And a resonance calibrator. And a wrench. And three different kinds of trap-bypass tools I built from broken Annex equipment.” He paused. “Technically, I also packed a small pie, but that’s more of a morale supply.”

“A small pie.”

“Morale is critical in dungeon exploration, Garrick. I read a book about it.”

Isolde stood beside me in her duelist uniform, braid tight, blade harnessed across her back. Her face was locked down, posture combat-ready. She hadn’t spoken since we’d arrived. Her left hand was steady. The lightning hadn’t returned yet, not fully, but the potential was there, coiled behind the surgical cuts like a storm waiting behind a dam.

She was watching the other teams with the tactical assessment of a duelist sizing up a field of opponents. Her pale eyes tracked formations, read combat classes, weighed skill configurations. The old habits of a top-ranked fighter, gathering what she could no longer fully act on.

Rosalie wore her healer robes, cord belt cinched, medical supplies in a shoulder bag that clinked softly when she moved. She carried herself with the steady focus of a combat medic on deployment, already scanning the staging area with infirmary-ward thoroughness. Her green eyes tracked the other teams, anticipating injuries before they happened.

“Thirty-two students in that first wave are running active class energy at levels that suggest they haven’t learned efficient channeling,” she observed. “At least four of them will need healing support before the second level. None of their teams include a dedicated healer.”

“You’re already counting casualties?”

“I’m a healer. I always count casualties before they happen.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s either professional instinct or clinical anxiety. I choose not to distinguish.”

“So,” Brennan said, surveying the competition. “Two hundred students with combat classes, one ancient ruin full of monsters, and us. I feel great about this.”

“Your confidence is inspiring,” Isolde said flatly.

“I’m an Annex student. Misplaced confidence is basically our class ability.”

Isolde almost smiled. Almost. The corner of her mouth moved a fraction before her composure caught it.

The Trial rules were simple. Teams descended level by level. Each level had guardian constructs, traps, and puzzle locks. Scoring was based on depth reached and catalysts collected. Combat was discouraged between teams but not prohibited. The deeper you went, the better the catalysts, the higher the score.

A faculty proctor read the rules from a scroll while the students fidgeted. The proctor was an Arcane Tower instructor, and his delivery had all the fire of a shopping list. “Teams will be timed. Injuries are the responsibility of each team’s designated healer. Teams without healers proceed at their own risk. The academy assumes no liability for class damage sustained during Trial activities.”

“Comforting,” Brennan muttered.

“Any questions?”

Silence. Two hundred students ready to fight their way into ancient ruins for points and prestige.

“Then begin.”

The first wave of teams surged down the stairs. Steel rang, class energy flared, and the competitive roar of elite academy students filled the stairwell like thunder.

My team waited.

“We’re not competing for rank,” I told them as the crowd thinned. “We’re going deep. Past the scored levels, into restricted territory. I need to reach the forge infrastructure the forge journal describes.”

“What kind of infrastructure?” Rosalie asked.

“Forge altars. Inscribed oath-metal. Catalyst material that the upper levels don’t contain. The Undercroft was built on a Class Smith site. Before the five towers existed, before the class system was codified and monetized, the hill that Valebright sits on was a forge site. One of the oldest on the continent. The academy built their training ruins on top of a Class Smith workshop. Everything I need is underneath what they’re testing us on.”

Brennan adjusted his pockets. “And the constructs between us and the ancient forge workshop?”

“That’s what Isolde is for.”

Isolde cracked her knuckles. The sound echoed off the stairwell walls. “Finally.”

We descended.

The first level opened into a broad corridor of carved stone, lit by resonance sigils that pulsed with a dim, rhythmic glow. The walls were scored with blast marks from previous Trials, the stone chipped and scarred by years of students fighting through guardian constructs. The air smelled of scorched dust and old blood.

Phantom guardians materialized from resonance sigils embedded in the walls: humanoid shapes made of compressed class energy, armed with bladed limbs and basic targeting protocols. They attacked anything that moved, their forms flickering between solid and translucent as they drew energy from the sigils that sustained them.

Most teams charged through on raw combat power. The echoes of steel on construct energy rang from ahead, punctuated by the occasional blast of arcane discharge and the crack of class-enhanced strikes. Duel Tower squads cut phantoms apart with blade work. Arcane teams blasted them with ranged energy. Efficient but costly, burning class energy on every encounter like people who light fires by throwing coins at them.

I watched the first phantom that appeared in our corridor. It materialized from a wall sigil ten meters ahead, a humanoid form with blade-arms and a targeting pattern that swept the corridor in a predictable arc.

I watched for thirty seconds before giving my team any instruction.

“It’s on a cycle,” I said. “Sweep left, pause, sweep right, pause, advance. The targeting protocol refreshes every three seconds. During the pause, it can’t adjust.”

Brennan stared at the construct, then at me, then back at the construct, like he was checking whether the wall had a manual taped to it that the rest of us had missed. “The protocol’s not exactly written on it, Garrick.”

“The sigil that generates it encodes the behavior pattern. Same basic architecture as a class stone’s skill paths. Read the source, predict the output.”

“So you can read construct AI by looking at the wall behind it.”

“I can read the resonance pattern that drives it. Same principle.”

Isolde was already moving. “Ice-type on the left,” I called. “Fire sweep center, lightning rush from the right. Isolde, take the lightning. Brennan, trip-trap the fire sweep. Rosalie, stay behind my shoulder.”

The lightning phantom came first, a crackling blue-white construct that surged down the right side of the corridor with speed that would have caught most teams off-guard. Isolde read the rush pattern before I finished the call. She intercepted with a lateral pivot, blade catching the construct’s leading edge, redirecting its charge into the wall. The stone exploded where the redirected energy hit. Two clean strikes and the phantom dissolved into fading motes of light.

The fire sweep came next, a broad construct that advanced down the center with sweeping arm-blades trailing flames. Brennan was ready. He’d pried a loose floor tile from the corridor and wedged it at an angle in the construct’s path, pure improvised engineering, exactly what a failed Artificer excelled at. The construct tripped, stumbled, lost its targeting lock, and dissolved when Isolde’s backswing caught it mid-fall.

The ice-type was the slowest. It held ground at the left wall, building a defensive barrier, waiting for someone to approach. Patient. Dangerous in a sustained fight.

I walked toward it.

“Garrick,” Rosalie said behind me, tension in her voice.

“It’s a class-stone fragment animated by a resonance sigil. Same basic structure as the stones I polish every day.” I placed one palm near the construct’s core, where a fist-sized crystal fragment served as its power source. Class Sight flickered on. The fragment’s stress point was visible: a hairline crack in its containment shell, the same kind of structural weakness I’d been cataloguing in maintenance reports all week.

I pushed a sliver of resonance into the crack.

The construct shattered. Crystal fragments tinkled against the stone floor. The resonance sigil on the wall went dark.

Brennan stared at the dissolving remains. “You can break constructs by reading them?”

“Just angrier versions of what I polish every day.”

“That’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever heard someone say casually.”

We moved through the first level in a third of the time most teams took. Not because we were stronger. Because I could read the constructs before they attacked, and my team could execute on the intel.

The pattern held through corridors three through six. Each guardian configuration was different: paired phantoms that coordinated attacks, a construct with adaptive targeting that changed its pattern when it took damage, a cluster of small, fast constructs that swarmed. I read each one, called the analysis, and my team dismantled them with surgical efficiency.

Isolde was in her element. Without her full Storm Channel, she couldn’t throw lightning, but her blade work was devastating even unpowered. She moved through constructs with childhood-trained precision, each strike placed at the exact structural weakness I identified.

“High junction, left arm,” I called on a particularly resilient guardian.

Isolde’s blade hit the junction before the construct could react. It collapsed like a puppet with cut strings.

“You’re a good spotter,” she said, and from Isolde Fen, that was practically a love confession.

Rosalie’s healing energy kept us fresh between engagements. She pressed her palms against bruised shoulders and strained wrists, green-gold energy flowing through the contact. Her efficiency was remarkable: brief, targeted applications that restored function without wasting energy on comfort. A combat healer’s instinct, even though the Sanctum had trained her as a growth-and-recovery specialist.

Brennan proved his worth three times over. The man was useless in a direct fight, but his trap-sense was uncanny. He spotted resonance triggers that I missed, identified unstable floor sections by sound, and twice disarmed locking mechanisms using tools he’d built from Annex scrap.

“Failed Artificer doesn’t mean I can’t build things,” he said, popping a pressure lock with a device that looked like a fork welded to a tuning rod. “It means the things I build don’t hold their shape. For a trap bypass, you only need the tool to work once. That’s my sweet spot.”

We reached the second level’s puzzle locks.

The corridor ended in a sealed door, its surface inscribed with resonance channels that formed an interlocking pattern. Standard puzzle design: provide the right combination of class energies to open the lock. Most teams had enough variety in their class types to brute-force the combinations.

This door was different.

The lock mechanism required three simultaneous frequencies: a combat resonance, a healing resonance, and a third frequency that the door’s inscription described in old script I had to squint to read.

“What does it say?” Rosalie leaned close to the inscription.

“‘Foundational resonance. The voice that shapes.’” I placed my palm on the lock mechanism. “That’s a Smith frequency. This door was designed for a team that included a Class Smith.”

“Which means nobody’s opened it since the Smith guild was disbanded,” Rosalie said.

“Two hundred years,” Brennan said. “I wonder if it’s dusty.”

“Everything down here is dusty.”

I placed my hand on the lock. Isolde placed hers beside mine, her callused fingers close to my scarred ones. Rosalie added hers on the other side, soft and steady, her healer’s glow pulsing against the stone. Smith, Duelist, Healer. Three resonances flowing into the mechanism simultaneously.

The door groaned. Ancient stone shifted against ancient stone, a sound that hadn’t been heard in two centuries. The lock mechanism pulsed with light: gold, blue-white, and green, three colors intertwined, reflecting off the corridor walls in a pattern that was almost beautiful.

The door opened onto a stairway that descended past the scored Trial levels and into darkness.

“Everyone else is competing up there,” Brennan said, looking back at the main Trial corridor, where distant sounds of combat echoed. “We’re going down here, where it’s dark and probably full of things that want to kill us.”

“Correct.”

“And nobody else has been down here in two hundred years.”

“Also correct.”

“Wonderful. I brought extra sandwiches.” He pulled one from his vest pocket and took a bite. “For the record, this is the sandwich I’m eating because I’m nervous, not the sandwich I’m eating because I’m hungry. Different sandwich. Different emotional context.”

The restricted deeper level was different from the training ruins above.

The walls were older, the stone smoother, worn by hands that had walked these corridors for generations before the academy existed. No combat scoring, no blast marks, no signs of student activity. The air was warmer here, carrying a resonance hum that vibrated at a frequency I could feel in the bones of my hands.

The resonance sigils carved into these walls weren’t combat constructs. They were forge marks. Smith marks. The geometric patterns I’d been cleaning from the workshop floor, replicated here on a monumental scale. Interlocking circles radiating outward from central points, connected by lines that followed the natural grain of the stone.

“These are ancient,” Rosalie said, running her fingers along a wall inscription. Her healer’s glow responded to the contact, flickering green where the old resonance energy met hers. “The energy is still active. Faint, but alive.”

“The forge-metal preserves it,” I said. “Oath-metal doesn’t degrade. The resonance patterns embedded in these walls have been maintaining themselves for two centuries, drawing ambient class energy from the academy above.”

“Drawing energy from the students,” Rosalie said. “The entire academy feeds this place without knowing it.”

“Every class they certify upstairs is paying rent to the thing they buried,” I said. “My mother would have appreciated that. She always said the truth about a place was in its foundations, not its towers.”

Oath-metal inlays ran through the floor in lines that converged toward a central point. The metal was brighter here than in the workshop above, less tarnished, better preserved by the sealed environment. I followed the lines with my eyes and felt the forge instinct pulling me forward the way water follows gravity. Inevitable. Structural. Right.

We followed the inlays.

The corridor opened into a chamber that made me stop breathing.

A forge altar occupied the center of the room. Not the small anvil in my workshop. This was a ritual platform: a circular dais of polished oath-metal two meters across, inscribed with interlocking circles and geometric patterns that the forge journal had only hinted at. The metal surface glowed with a deep, steady light that needed no lamp to sustain it, golden and deep, like sunlight stored in steel.

Around the dais, four pedestals held crystal receptacles designed for catalyst placement. Each receptacle was shaped differently, cut to hold specific types of resonance material. Combat catalysts, healing catalysts, support catalysts, and a fourth shape I didn’t recognize, something older and more complex than standard classification.

The walls bore inscriptions in a script I couldn’t fully read, but the diagrams were clear: this was a resonance amplification framework. A place where a Class Smith could project their Sight across distances, read crests at range, and forge with precision that a surface workshop couldn’t match.

“This is it,” I said. My voice sounded strange in the ancient room, too modern for the space. “A Class Smith forge altar. Built into the foundation of the academy.”

Nobody spoke. The chamber hummed around us, a deep, structural vibration that I felt in my sternum where my crest sat. Rosalie’s healer’s glow had intensified without her conscious effort, green light flickering across her palms and sternum. Isolde’s hand rested on her blade hilt, but her grip was loose. Even she could feel that this wasn’t a place for combat.

My crest pulsed. The burn below my collarbone flared, and I placed my palm on the altar’s surface.

The response was immediate. Warmth flooded through the metal, up my arm, into my chest. The altar recognized me, or rather it recognized my class, the resonance frequency that marked a Class Smith, the signature that had been absent from this place for two centuries.

The sensation was overwhelming. Like touching a nerve that connected to something much larger than myself. The altar was a node in a network, a single point in a framework that had once spanned the entire academy, linking forge sites, reading chambers, and amplification stations into a single system. Most of the network was dead, severed when the guild was disbanded. But this node was alive, and it responded to my touch with a surge of readiness, a sleeping forge waking to bellows, pushing against the boundaries of dormancy.

The inscriptions on the walls brightened. The crystal receptacles hummed. The oath-metal inlays in the floor blazed with light that traced the geometric patterns into the air above the dais, a three-dimensional map of the forge framework that this altar anchored. Lines of gold hung in the air like luminous spider silk, connecting points I couldn’t see to structures I couldn’t name.

“It’s waking up,” Rosalie whispered. She was standing at the edge of the dais, her healer’s glow flickering across her palms in response to the ambient energy. “I can feel it. The energy here is… it’s like standing inside a living thing.”

Brennan stood near the entrance, a resonance gauge forgotten in his hand. “This is either the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen or the most dangerous. Can’t decide which.”

Isolde had moved to a strategic position near the exit. Her hand was still on her blade, but her eyes kept moving between the glowing altar and me, tactical assessment giving way to something closer to awe.

“Is that good or bad?” she asked.

“Good. This is exactly what I need.” I traced the inscriptions with my fingers. The patterns matched the true crest I’d seen flash in the placement crystal: interlocking circles, connecting spokes, the geometric framework of a Class Smith operating at full capacity. “My mother’s journal described this. A resonance altar connected to the academy’s foundations. She never found it. She wasn’t sure it still existed.”

On the pedestals, I found what I’d come for. Inscribed forge-metal: small bars of oath-metal etched with amplification patterns that would strengthen any resonance work performed in their presence. The bars were hot to the touch, heavier than their size suggested, the engravings dragging at my palm like they had been cut deeper than metal should allow. Each one was marked with smith-script that I could partially read: amplification, conductance, alignment.

And in one of the crystal receptacles, a catalyst that made the storm stone in my pocket feel like a candle next to a bonfire. High-grade resonance material, preserved by the altar’s ambient energy for two hundred years, humming with potential that pressed against my Class Sight like a shout. The crystal was dark blue, shot through with internal lightning patterns, and when I lifted it from the receptacle, my entire arm tingled with static charge.

“Storm catalyst,” I said. “High-grade. Enough for the second repair, and maybe enough to fracture the deepest cut open if I spent it carefully. Not enough to finish whatever waited beyond it.”

Isolde’s head turned. “The kind you need for my repair.”

“Better than what I was hoping to find for the next stage.”

I collected everything. Forge-metal, catalyst material, two additional oath-metal bars that would serve as conductors for the repair work I needed to do on Isolde’s crest. I wrapped each piece in cloth from my pack, cushioning the materials with the care my mother had taught me. These weren’t just tools. They were heritage.

Rosalie helped me wrap the materials. Her hands brushed mine repeatedly as we worked, and each contact carried a sympathetic resonance that I was starting to recognize as her class responding to mine. Healer to Smith. The connection was becoming easier, more natural, as if our crests were learning each other’s language through proximity.

“The energy in this room.” Fascination quieted her voice. “It’s affecting my crest. The sealed branch, the Woundbloom, it’s stirring. Not pushing, not straining. Just… acknowledging. Like it recognizes where it is.”

“Your healing class and my smith class were designed to work in the same space. This altar was built for teams that included healers.”

She looked at me over the wrapped forge-metal. Her green eyes were bright in the altar’s golden light, her face gilded by the reflected glow. “We were meant to be in the same room.”

Neither of us answered immediately. I finished wrapping the materials and secured the pack.

“We should surface,” Isolde said. She’d been watching the corridor while we collected materials, dividing her attention between the chamber’s wonders and the tactical reality that other teams might find the three-resonance door if they tried the right combination. “Other teams might reach this level if they find the right doors.”

“Unlikely,” Brennan said. “The door requires a Smith frequency. There are no other Class Smiths at Valebright.”

“There are no other known Class Smiths at Valebright,” Isolde corrected. “We’re not the only people in this academy who might be hiding something.”

She had a point.

“Agreed. Let’s move.”

I placed my palm on the altar one final time before leaving. The resonance surged through me, and my Class Sight flared to a strength I’d never experienced. For one heartbeat, I could feel the entire Undercroft: every construct, every corridor, every resonance sigil in the walls. The altar amplified, yes, but it did more than that. It was a command node. A Class Smith standing here, with sufficient bond resonance, could read every crest in the building above.

The implication settled into my chest like forge-heat. A Class Smith with enough bond power could stand at this altar and expose every false class, every sealed branch, every piece of Registry manipulation at Valebright in a single reading.

If I could reach this altar with enough bond power to sustain the reading. If I could record what I saw. If I could survive the political consequences of revealing what the Registry had done.

A lot of ifs. But the altar was real, the amplification was real, and the forge marks on the walls confirmed that someone had done this before.

We climbed back through the restricted level and rejoined the main Trial corridor on the second scored level. Other teams were still working through the standard challenges above us. We picked up additional catalyst material from the scored areas as we passed through, enough to improve our collection score without wasting time on unnecessary combat.

The return trip was faster. The constructs we’d disabled on the way down hadn’t respawned, and the corridors were quieter now, the bulk of the competition concentrated on the upper scored levels where the combat points were richest.

The surface assembly hall was chaotic with returning teams. Students emerged in various states of exhaustion, triumph, and, in one case, smoking, an Arcane Tower mage whose shielding had failed against a fire-type construct.

Odran Pell’s team had placed first in combat score. His five-member squad had blitzed through the first three levels on raw gilded firepower, and Odran stood at the scoring table with his golden crest blazing, accepting congratulations from students who admired power regardless of its source.

I watched him for a moment. The golden uniform, the easy smile, the congratulatory handshakes from faculty who probably knew his family by name. He was good. His team was good. The three duelists and warder who fought alongside him were talented, and Odran himself, despite the false gold, had genuine Fighter-class skill underneath the artificial inflation. Ability had never been his problem. Somebody had simply decided his real ability wasn’t grand enough to sell.

That made it worse, somehow. A fraud with no skill was a clown. A fraud with genuine ability was a tragedy, a person whose real potential had been buried under someone else’s ambition.

Our team placed ninth out of forty-three. Mid-pack. Nothing remarkable by competitive standards. The scoring proctor read our result with flat disinterest. To him, it was a data point, not a story.

What I’d gained was worth more than first place: forge-metal, catalysts, and proof that Class Smith infrastructure was woven into the academy’s foundations. The restricted level existed. The altar existed. The tools my class had once used to reshape people’s destinies were still down there, sleeping and waiting.

And my crest had responded to the altar. The burn below my collarbone was warmer now, more defined, as if the contact with the ancient forge site had awakened something that had been dormant. No mark yet, only a readiness, like metal heated to the point where it would accept the hammer.

Brennan collapsed against a wall and produced a flask from a pocket that shouldn’t have been able to contain one. “I hate ruins. I hate constructs. I hate puzzle locks. But I’ll admit, that forge altar was worth the trip.”

“The forge altar was the trip.”

“I know. That’s what worries me. Everyone else came for rankings. You came for heritage.” He chewed thoughtfully, crumbs falling into his lap. “It’s like going to a sword tournament and spending the whole time digging up the blacksmith’s workshop under the arena.”

“That’s exactly what it’s like.”

“How long until we go back?”

“As soon as I’ve done the first repair.”

Isolde was cleaning her blade a few feet away, the ritual movements of a fighter processing an outing. The cloth moved along the steel with practiced rhythm, each stroke a meditation. Her left hand was steady. The Storm Channel hadn’t been restored, but the exposure to high-grade resonance material in the restricted level had done something. The trembling that had plagued her for months was gone. The potential was closer to the surface, pressing against the surgical cuts like water against a dam that was beginning to crack.

“Tonight?” she asked without looking up.

“Tonight.”

Rosalie stood nearby. Her robes had loosened during the descent, the cord belt riding lower on her waist, freckles visible at her collarbone. She watched Isolde and me with professional assessment warmed by something more personal.

“I’ll be there,” she said. “In case either of you needs a healer.”

Brennan nudged my shoulder with his elbow. “You’re doing that thing again.”

“What thing?”

“The thing where you go completely still and your eyes get that look. The forge look. Like you’re reading something nobody else can see.”

The catalyst stone in my pocket hummed against my thigh.

“I am.”


Chapter 8: Healer’s Touch

The first repair of Isolde’s class happened at midnight in a workshop that smelled like old metal and possibility.

I’d spent the evening preparing the forge space with the careful, methodical focus the forge tradition demanded. Every detail mattered. Every alignment affected the resonance quality. A forge site that was three degrees off-center produced repair bonds that were three degrees less stable, and three degrees was the difference between a class that held and a class that shattered.

Oath-metal bars from the Undercroft altar positioned at the cardinal points of the resonance circle, their inscribed faces angled inward to create a convergence pattern. The storm catalyst from the class-stone emergency, the one I’d recovered when the overloaded stone discharged during the public practical, placed on the forge anvil, humming at the lightning frequency that matched Isolde’s damaged Storm Channel. I was saving the high-grade Undercroft catalyst for the deeper repairs. This first session needed precision, not raw power. I’d tested the frequency match three times using a Class Sight reading of the catalyst’s internal structure, adjusting the position by millimeters until the hum settled into a steady, unwavering tone.

Chalk marks on the stone floor tracing the alignment patterns from the forge journal, updated with the amplification geometry I’d found inscribed on the Undercroft altar. The workshop’s oath-metal inlays provided the framework. The forge-metal bars provided the amplification. The catalyst provided the energy. My hands would provide the direction.

The theory was sound. The practice was untested. I’d never done a class repair on a living person.

Rosalie had arrived first, which didn’t surprise me. She’d set up her medical supplies on a clean bench with the meticulous attention of a combat healer preparing for casualties: gauze, healing salves, a glass of water, three different resonance-dampening cloths, a vial of something she called “crest stabilizer” that she’d prepared in the Sanctum Tower that afternoon. Her hands moved calmly from item to item, placing every tool where she could reach it before anything went wrong.

“If the repair causes resonance backlash, I can dampen the feedback through skin contact,” she said, arranging her supplies in a specific order that I recognized from medical procedural texts. “If the subject’s crest destabilizes, I’ll need direct sternum access to apply the stabilizer. If you collapse from Class Sight exhaustion, I’ll channel healing energy through your resonance pathways to prevent burnout.”

“You’ve thought this through.”

“I think through everything. It’s a healer’s habit.” She looked at me over her supply bench, eyes steady. “Also, I’ve never seen a Class Smith forge before. I want to understand what happens.”

Isolde came in twenty minutes later, hooded cloak discarded at the door. She surveyed the prepared space with the assessment of a fighter entering a new arena.

“Where do you want me?”

“Center of the circle. Open your collar. Sternum access.”

She stepped onto the marked stones and undid her uniform clasps. The high collar of the duelist tunic fell open, revealing pale skin and the pulsing light of her crest. She stood the way she always stood: feet apart, shoulders squared, spine straight. Ready for combat even in surrender.

“This will hurt,” I said.

“I’ve been hurt worse.”

“Not like this. The forge process works at the class level. When I channel resonance into the damaged area, your crest will resist. It’s been trying to heal the cuts on its own for months. When external energy enters the wound, it will conflict with the natural healing response. The pain won’t be physical. It’ll feel like someone’s touching something inside you that shouldn’t be touched.”

“So like letting someone see your damage up close.”

“Exactly like that.”

I placed the storm catalyst against the forge anvil and channeled Class Sight through it. The stone amplified my resonance, projecting it through the oath-metal circuit in the floor. The geometric patterns flared. The workshop filled with golden light that rose from the metal inlays and hung in the air like luminous fog.

I positioned my hands near Isolde’s crest. She inhaled sharply when my Sight touched her class, the same gasp from the diagnostic session, but deeper this time, more intimate.

“I see the first cut. The oldest one. This is where I start.”

My resonance flowed through the catalyst, into the oath-metal, and into the space between my palms and Isolde’s crest. The forge energy found the incision and pressed against it.

Isolde’s teeth pressed together. Her hands balled into fists. A sound escaped her throat, tight and controlled. A fighter taking a blow she refused to acknowledge.

“Stay with me,” I said. “Almost through.”

The incision resisted. The registrar who had made the cut had sealed the edges, preventing natural healing. My forge energy had to burn through the seal before it could bridge the gap. I pushed harder. Isolde’s crest blazed.

The seal broke. The incision edges softened, and my resonance flowed into the wound like hot metal filling a mold. The gap closed. The first cut sealed.

Lightning flickered along Isolde’s left arm.

The current wasn’t a misfire or a scattered bolt. It ran controlled from her shoulder to her wrist, following the path of her scars, lighting them up in pale blue-white. Unstable, stuttering, but present.

Isolde looked down at her arm with an expression I’d never seen on her face. Hope. Raw, unguarded, hope that was painful precisely because she’d spent six months burying it.

“It’s there,” she whispered.

“One of three cuts sealed. Two remain. The second will be harder, and the third may need more than even the Undercroft altar catalyst if we’re trying to do more than crack it open. But yes. It’s there.”

She stood in the golden light of the forge, watching electricity dance along her scars as if she didn’t trust it to stay. Then she looked at me. Those pale eyes were bright and fierce.

“Thank you.” Two words. No elaboration. No softening. Just a warrior naming a debt without dressing it up.

She stared at her arm for a long time. The lightning flickered and faded, flickered and faded, a pulse of potential that wasn’t yet strong enough to sustain itself but was unmistakably present.

“The second and third cuts are still blocking full access,” I said. “What you’re seeing is leakage through the restored section. Enough to prove the pathway works, not enough to channel reliably.”

“How long until the second repair?”

“Days. I need to recover from this session, and I need to study the amplification geometry from the Undercroft forge-metal. The second cut is deeper. It’ll take more energy and more finesse.”

She nodded. The warrior accepting a tactical assessment. But her eyes were bright with hope she was too proud to name.

She buttoned her collar, each clasp fastened with steady fingers. Collected her cloak from the bench. Turned it over in her hands, the dark fabric pooling between her callused fingers. Then she walked to the door with a longer stride than she’d had when she entered, each step carrying her forward instead of merely through.

At the threshold, she paused.

“Don’t stay up too late, Ward. You look like death.”

“You’re the second person to tell me that today.”

“Then listen to us.”

She left. The faint crackle of static followed her down the corridor, electricity bleeding from her scars in small sparks that popped against the stone walls. Her lightning had a sound again.

I felt like death. The forge process had drained everything I had. Hands shaking so badly I couldn’t have polished a class stone if someone had paid me in gold. Vision blurred at the edges, the world narrowing to a tunnel of golden forge-light and dark workshop stone. The nosebleed was building behind my sinuses, a building pressure that would release in seconds. My legs were uncertain about their commitment to keeping me vertical.

I braced myself against the forge anvil and breathed. The metal hummed under my palms, the resonance still humming from the repair, and the vibration traveled through my arms and into my chest where the first hammer-mark was beginning to form. A dull burn below my collarbone, like a brand being applied from inside.

The journal had described this: the cost of forge work, the exhaustion that settled into the bones, the nosebleeds and the shaking and the profound depletion of every reserve the body could access. She’d written that the cost was not punishment but investment. Each forge session built capacity. Each repair expanded what the smith could endure. The body adapted through repetition, through strain, through the slow accumulation of strength that only came from doing the work.

But right now, I was at the leading edge of that adaptation, and the leading edge hurt.

Rosalie hadn’t moved. She was still at her medical bench, but her posture had changed. She’d been watching the entire repair with her healer’s attention, and her hands glowed with green resonance energy, ready to intervene.

“Sit down before you fall down,” she said.

I sat. She crossed the workshop and knelt beside me, pressing her palm to my forehead. Healing energy flowed: steady, adaptive, finding the depleted areas and restoring them with an efficiency that standard rest couldn’t match.

“Your resonance channels are strained. The forge process burns class energy faster than your body can produce it. Without regular healing support, you’ll burn out within weeks.”

“Then I’ll need regular healing support.”

“You will.” Her hand moved from my forehead to my shoulder, steadying me. “I watched what you did. The way you read the cut, identified the seal, burned through it, and bridged the gap. All through the catalyst, all at once. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I nearly didn’t hold it. The last three seconds were instinct more than technique.”

“Your instincts are good.” She smiled. Green eyes bright in the golden afterglow of the forge. “You saved her lightning.”

I was about to respond when Rosalie’s expression changed.

She stiffened. Her hand on my shoulder tightened, and the color drained from her face. The other hand went to her chest, pressing flat against her sternum.

“Rosalie?”

“Something’s wrong.” Her voice was tight. Controlled. The voice of a healer diagnosing herself. “The forge residue. The resonance energy in the air. It’s hitting my sealed branch.”

I could see it. Class Sight flickered on involuntarily, responding to the distress signal her crest was broadcasting. Behind her Rose Healer structure, the sealed Woundbloom branch was straining against its family-crest bindings. The forge energy saturating the workshop had excited it, feeding power into a pathway that was locked shut. The sealed branch was pushing against its cage, and the pressure was causing pain.

“The Woundbloom branch is reacting to Class Smith resonance. The forge energy is feeding it, but the seal won’t let it expand. It’s like pressure building behind a blocked valve.”

Rosalie doubled over. Her breath came in sharp, shallow pulls. The green glow of her crest flickered through her robes, erratic and bright. Her robe shifted with each labored breath, the fabric pulling across her chest as she pressed both hands to her sternum.

I caught her. My hands on her shoulders, steadying her, pulling her upright. Her face was inches from mine, contorted with pain that wasn’t physical but was carved deep into her expression nonetheless.

“I need to stabilize the sealed branch,” I said. “Same thing I did with the student in the practical. Containment pattern to absorb the excess energy. But I need contact. Direct contact with your crest.”

She nodded. Her fingers fumbled at her collar, loosening the tie at her throat. The neckline of her shift parted, revealing the freckled skin of her collarbone and the upper curve of her chest. The Woundbloom crest blazed through the thin fabric, flickering green-gold between her breasts.

“Closer,” she gasped.

I placed my palms on her sternum. Skin contact. Her skin was hot, feverish, the sealed branch generating heat as it strained. My hands pressed against the space between her breasts, feeling her heartbeat hammering beneath my palms.

Class Sight locked on. The sealed branch pulsed in my vision, swelling and contracting, the family-crest bindings straining. I channeled stabilizing resonance through my hands, pushing calming energy into the agitated branch. This was pressure relief, nothing as deep as repair or unsealing.

The Woundbloom branch fought me for ten seconds, then yielded. The swelling subsided. The pressure eased. Rosalie’s breathing slowed from ragged gasps to deep, steady pulls. Her body relaxed against my hands.

The relief was immediate and profound. The pain that had contorted her face dissolved, replaced by the full-body release of sustained tension finally breaking. Her eyes closed. Her head tilted back. A low sound escaped her throat, not a moan, not yet, but the precursor to one.

My hands were still on her chest. The stabilization was complete, but I hadn’t moved. The heat of her skin against my palms was distracting, and the proximity, the intimacy of having my hands on her body with her crest glowing beneath them, had shifted the air in the room from medical to something else entirely.

Rosalie opened her eyes. Green, dark, intent. She looked down at my hands on her sternum. Then up at me.

“Don’t stop.”

The words hung in the forge-heated air. They weren’t about healing anymore.

She took my hands and moved them lower. Off her sternum, onto the upper curve of her breasts. The shift in position was unmistakable. Her fingers interlocked with mine and pressed them against the soft, yielding swell of her breasts above her neckline. The give of her body through the thin fabric sent blood rushing south so fast my head swam.

She watched my face as she guided me. Her expression was open and unashamed, a woman who understood bodies, who lived inside hers without apology, and who had decided exactly what she wanted. No hesitation. No performance. Just a woman who had been touched for medical reasons and wanted to be touched for every other reason.

“Rosalie.”

“I know what I’m doing.” Her voice had dropped. Husky. The clinical distance gone, replaced by something rawer that vibrated in the air between us. “You just had your hands on my chest to save my class. Now I want them there for a different reason. Unless you don’t want to.”

I tightened my grip on what she’d given me, squeezing until soft curves spilled between my fingers. She gasped, the green of her eyes going deeper, hotter, the color seeming to thicken as her focus narrowed to my hands. Her nipples stiffened against my palms through the fabric, two hard points of heat that pulsed with each of her quickening breaths.

“I want to.”

“Good.” The word came out thick, breathy.

She reached up and pulled her robe from her shoulders. The fabric slipped down her arms, catching briefly at her elbows before falling to pool at her waist. The cord belt went with it, loosened with one tug, the healer’s economy applied to undressing.

The shift underneath was thin, nearly translucent, a sleeping garment she’d thrown on for a late-night healing session, not something designed for company. Which meant it hid nothing. Her breasts strained against it, full and heavy, the fabric pulled taut enough to reveal the dark circles of her nipples hardening against the thin cloth. The Woundbloom crest glowed faintly through the fabric at her sternum, golden light between the full curves that pressed against each other when she breathed. The undersides of her breasts created deep shadows through the translucent cotton, the fullness of them dragging the neckline low enough to show the pale upper swell of each tit.

My mouth went dry. My cock throbbed, already half-hard, straining against my trousers. My hands tightened on the curves they held, kneading through the thin shift, and she arched into the pressure with a sound that went straight through me, low and pleased and hungry.

“You’re beautiful,” I said. The words came out before I could filter them, plain and unvarnished, the way I said anything I actually meant.

Her smile was slow as sunrise. “Show me.”

She pulled the shift over her head. The motion lifted her breasts, let them fall, the heavy, natural bounce of breasts freed from fabric. She didn’t cover herself. She didn’t pause for dramatic effect. She undressed with the same unhurried generosity she brought to everything else, giving without reservation.

Her breasts were heavy, lush, generous in every dimension. They swayed when she moved, settling against her chest with the natural weight of a body built for abundance. Full, heavy tits that belonged in a man’s fantasies, each one more than a handful, the kind that begged to be gripped and worshipped. Her nipples were dark pink, hardening in the cool air of the workshop, the areolae wide and pebbled with arousal. A scatter of freckles dusted the upper curves and the valley between them. The Woundbloom crest glowed gold on her sternum, centered between her breasts like a jewel set in warm skin.

I cupped her breasts. Both hands, filled with supple, yielding flesh that gave under my grip and overflowed the boundaries of my palms. The skin was impossibly smooth, heated from within, and the heft of each tit settling into my callused hands made my cock pulse against my trousers. She was abundance itself: lush curves, radiating heat, giving in the way she pushed herself into my hands without hesitation.

She arched into my touch, pressing herself into my palms. Her moan was unguarded. Generous. She didn’t suppress her pleasure and didn’t apologize for the volume of it. The moan filled the workshop, bouncing off stone walls and oath-metal inlays, and neither of us cared.

“Your hands,” she whispered. “They’re warm. The forge warmth, it’s still in your skin. And the calluses… god, I can feel every ridge.”

“You’re burning up,” I said. My thumbs pressed into the undersides of her breasts, lifting the heavy weight, feeling the heat concentrated there where the heavy curves folded against themselves. She bit her lip hard enough to dimple the skin. The flush across her chest deepened, spreading down from her collarbones to the upper curves of her breasts, pink against fair skin.

I traced my thumbs across her nipples. She shivered, a sharp inhale pulling her chest tighter against my hands, her lashes dropping low over heat-glazed eyes. The stiff peaks dragged against the rough pads of my thumbs, and she whimpered, pushing her tits harder into my hands. The crest between her breasts answered, green-gold light intensifying with her arousal.

I pinched her left nipple. Rolled it between thumb and forefinger, tugging gently, watching her face as the sensation registered. Her mouth fell open. Her back arched hard, thrusting her tits, heavy and warm, further into my grip.

“Oh.” The word was small, devastated. “Again. Please.”

I obliged. Both nipples now, pinching, rolling, pulling until they were stiff and swollen between my fingers, the dark pink flushed almost red. She was panting, her chest heaving, the heavy breasts rising and falling with each labored breath.

I lowered my mouth to her left nipple. The taste of her skin was salt and herbs and the faint sweetness of healing energy that lived in her body. She cried out when I sucked, the stiff peak swelling against my tongue, and her hands gripped my hair, pulling me harder against her breast. The soft weight molded warm against my face as I licked, sucked, flicked the rigid bud with my tongue until she was squirming. I switched to the right, giving it the same attention, my mouth hot and wet on the pebbled areola, and through the bond I felt the sensation echo back: my lips on her nipple, amplified through Woundbloom resonance into something that made her thighs press together.

“Garrick.” She placed her hands over mine, pressing them tighter against her breasts, squeezing my fingers around the yielding softness until her tits were spilling between our interlocked grip. “I want to take care of you. You’ve been giving all night. Let me give something back.”

She guided me to the workbench. Pushed me to sit on the edge. Knelt between my legs with an ease that told me this wasn’t impulsive; she’d been thinking about this. Her breasts swayed with the descent, heavy and unrestrained, and the visual of this gorgeous woman on her knees with her tits bare and her crest glowing made my cock strain painfully against my belt.

Her fingers found my belt. Undid it with the deftness of a healer’s hands, buckle clicking, leather whispering free. She hooked her fingers into my waistband and pulled. My cock sprang free into the cool air of the workshop, hard, the tip already slick with pre-cum that caught the forge-glow.

She looked at it. Her pupils dilated. Her tongue slid across her lower lip, slow, unconscious, hunger moving before thought. Then she looked up at me, eyes wide and bright, her full breasts hanging heavy between us, and the combination of her face and her body and the naked hunger in her expression made my cock twitch visibly.

“You’re so hard,” she breathed. “Let me have this.”

She gathered her breasts with both hands, lifting them, pressing them together. The valley between them was deep, heated, inviting. She leaned forward and wrapped them around my cock.

The heat was immediate and devastating. Heated skin enveloped me from both sides, the full softness of her tits swallowing my cock in a cocoon of yielding flesh. Her fingers interlocked to hold them tight, pressing the heavy globes together, and the friction of her smooth skin against my shaft sent a bolt of sensation up my spine that made me grunt. She looked up at me with her chin tilted, eyes locked on mine, honey-brown waves falling around her face, her tits wrapped around me like she’d been made for this.

“Is this good?”

“God. Yes.”

She began to move. Slow, steady strokes, pressing her breasts together and sliding them along my length. Each downstroke buried me in pillowy softness, and each upstroke dragged the silky underside of her tits along my shaft with a friction that was maddening. The heat built with each pass, her skin growing slick with the sweat that gathered between her breasts. Her healer’s energy flowed through the contact, not a conscious channel but an involuntary response: her class energy resonating with mine through skin contact, amplifying every sensation until I could feel her heartbeat pulsing against my cock through the press of her tits.

I groaned. My hands gripped the edge of the workbench until my knuckles ached. The combination of lush, yielding tits, healing resonance, and her gaze watching my face for every reaction was overwhelming. My cock throbbed between her tits, pulsing pre-cum that smeared through the hot channel of her cleavage, slicking the skin, making each stroke wetter, smoother.

“I’m taking care of you,” she murmured, her voice thick with arousal. “The way you took care of us. Let me.” She squeezed her tits tighter around me. “Let me feel every inch of you between them.”

She adjusted her grip, pressing tighter, angling so that the tip of my cock emerged from the valley of her breasts on each upstroke, glistening and swollen. She dipped her head and caught it with her lips, her tongue swirling across the slit, lapping up the pre-cum that beaded there with a low hum of approval. Then she let it slide back between her breasts on the down stroke, the wet tip dragging through slick cleavage.

I was losing focus. My fingers slid into her warm waves, threading through the silk of her hair. She hummed at the contact, and the vibration carried through her chest, through her breasts, into my cock. The sensation made my hips jerk.

“You feel incredible,” I said. My voice was rough, barely controlled. “Your tits. The heat. I can feel your class through you.”

“I can feel yours too.” Her breathing was heavy, her chest flushing pink from collarbones to the tops of her breasts. The crest between her tits burned brighter as her arousal deepened. “I’ve never felt anything like this. The resonance. It’s like our classes are talking to each other.” She squeezed, and a shudder ran through her whole body. “And your cock feels so good between my breasts. I can feel you throbbing.”

She increased her pace. Her breasts bounced with each stroke, heavy and slick with sweat and saliva, the friction growing more intense, each pass producing a wet, obscene sound that filled the workshop. Her lips found me on every upstroke, wet and eager, tongue swirling around the head, tasting me, before releasing me back into the slick valley. On the downstrokes she pressed her tits so tight that the pressure squeezed the pre-cum from my slit in clear drops that she caught on the next upstroke with a greedy tongue.

My hips moved without permission. Thrusting up into her grip, into the impossible softness, fucking her cleavage with a need that was raw and undeniable. She moaned at the movement, pressing her breasts tighter, holding me harder, her fingers digging into the outer swell of her own tits to maintain the crushing grip.

“That’s it,” she breathed. “Take what you need. Fuck my tits, Garrick. I want you to.”

Her breasts were flushed pink from the friction, the flushed skin glistening where her mouth had left traces of moisture on each upstroke. The crest between them flared with each stroke, green-gold light pulsing in rhythm with her movements, as if her class energy was responding to the intimacy with a language of its own. The wet sounds of my cock sliding through the slick channel of her cleavage were obscene and perfect.

“Everything,” I said. The words came from somewhere deep, somewhere the forge had opened. “Every part of you. I want all of it, and I’m not going to let anyone tell you a single piece of it is too much.”

Her eyes widened. The green blazed. “Yes.” No hesitation. No qualification. “All of me. You can have all of me.” She pressed her tits tighter, squeezed until I could feel her heartbeat against my shaft. “My body. My class. Everything I am.”

“Rosalie. I’m close.”

“Good. I want to feel it.” She looked up at me. Green eyes blazing, hair wild around her face, breasts pressed tight around my cock, her lips swollen and wet from tasting me on every upstroke. “Cum for me, Garrick. Right here, between my tits. Give me everything. I want to feel you all over me.”

The words went through me like a current finding ground. Her eyes, wide and blazing, locked on mine, and whatever professional distance she had left burned away. Her tits wrapped around me, slick and hot, golden light pouring from her sternum between them.

Then her rhythm faltered.

Not stopped. Faltered. Her hands clenched around her own breasts, squeezing them tighter around me as a shiver rolled through her body from the glowing crest between them outward. The Woundbloom light pulsed once, hard, and her mouth fell open on a sound that was no longer caretaker-gentle.

The healer’s generosity broke into need.

“Oh.” Her eyes went wide, startled by her own body. “Garrick, the resonance. It’s in my chest. It’s…” She sucked in a breath as my cock dragged through the slick cleft of her breasts, the head brushing the flushed skin above her crest. Her nipples were dark and swollen, stiff against the sides of my shaft where her breasts pressed around me. “Don’t stop. Please. Don’t stop.”

I tightened my grip in her hair and held her gaze. “Come for me.”

She did.

The orgasm hit her through her breasts first. I felt it in the sudden hard squeeze of her hands, the way her heavy tits pressed tighter around my cock, the way her whole upper body arched into the friction as if every nerve in her chest had been pulled into one golden line. Her nipples dragged against me, hard and slick, and she cried out, loud and unguarded, the sound filling the workshop with Rosalie at her most honest.

The Woundbloom crest blazed between her breasts.

Not the faint stir it had given before. A full gold pulse, bright enough to paint my skin, bright enough to make the slick pre-cum at my tip shine. The sealed branch behind her Rose Healer crest strained against its bindings and moved with her orgasm, not opening, not breaking free, but waking. I saw it through involuntary Class Sight: a dark-gold branch flexing under the family seal, answering pleasure and trust with a surge of class life no Sanctum assessment had ever coaxed out of her.

Rosalie shook on her knees. Her thighs pressed together beneath her, hips rocking against nothing, her body chasing an internal rhythm while her breasts kept working me in desperate little strokes. Her moans came thick and broken, her forehead dipping until her hair brushed my stomach, then lifting again because she wanted to watch me.

“I feel it,” she gasped. “It’s moving. My branch, it’s moving while I…” Her words dissolved into another cry as the crest pulsed again, gold spilling across the flushed curves of her chest. “Garrick.”

That finished me.

I thrust once more, deep between her breasts, my hips driving upward, and came.

The orgasm ripped through me in waves. I groaned her name, low and rough, grip tightening in her hair, my hips jerking as my cock pulsed between the heavy, yielding press of her breasts. Cum shot across her chest in hot, thick streaks, the first rope landing across the soft swell of her left tit, the second hitting the hollow of her throat and sliding down between her breasts in a slow rivulet. A third pulse painted the upper curve of her right breast, the white streaks vivid against flushed, heated skin. I kept thrusting, fucking her cleavage through the orgasm, each spurt accompanied by a guttural sound from my throat that I couldn’t control, couldn’t contain. My cum pooled in the valley between her breasts where her crest glowed, mixing with the sweat and saliva already slicking her skin, and she pressed her tits together harder, milking the last drops from me with a slow, purposeful squeeze that wrung a final groan from my chest.

Her Woundbloom crest blazed gold, not the faint flicker I’d coaxed from it in diagnostics but a full, roaring bloom of light. The crest pulsed in sync with each spurt of cum, a feedback loop of resonance that amplified the climax until my vision whited at the edges and my grip on the workbench was the only thing keeping me upright. I could feel her class energy through the contact, alive and surging, her crest responding to mine as if the intimacy was a forge process of its own.

Rosalie held still, watching me come with open, awed hunger. She looked down at the mess I’d made of her, at the thick white cum streaked across her tits, pooling between them, dripping down her sternum where the golden crest blazed. She ran her finger through a streak on her left breast, lifting the thick fluid, studying it in the crest-glow with a healer’s curiosity and a lover’s satisfaction.

“So much,” she whispered. Her voice was awed. She smeared the cum across her nipple with her thumb, and the stiff peak glistened. “You were holding all of this.”

Then her breath caught, and her hand flew to her chest. “It’s still moving.”

I blinked. The aftershocks were still running through me. “What?”

She looked down at her own sternum, where the Woundbloom crest blazed beneath my cum, light pulsing with a rhythm that wasn’t her heartbeat. “The sealed branch. I can feel it shift. Not open, not unseal, but stirring. Like something waking up.”

She pressed her hand to her crest, over the mess I’d made on her chest, and her eyes went wide. “It’s never done that. In my whole life, it’s never responded to anything. And now it’s…” She trailed off. Looked up at me with tears glistening that weren’t from sadness. “You did this.”

“Your class did it. The resonance between us triggered a response in the sealed branch. The intimacy, the shared energy, it was enough to reach something that the seal had been suppressing.”

“The intimacy.” She smiled. Warm, wet, radiant. “That’s one word for what we just did.”

She stood, slowly, like someone surfacing from deep water. Picked up a cloth from her medical supplies and cleaned herself with unhurried movements. The soft luminance of her crest illuminated the gesture: her hands moving across her chest, wiping away the evidence of what we’d done while the resonance evidence pulsed beneath her skin. She showed no embarrassment, no shyness, just a healer who understood bodies, comfortable in her own, cleaning up with the same practical grace she’d use after any procedure.

She caught me watching. Her eyes held mine, and a smile spread across her face, slow and satisfied and entirely unashamed.

“Stop looking at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re seeing something new.”

“I am seeing something new.”

“You’ve seen my crest before.”

“I’m not looking at your crest.”

The smile widened. She didn’t cover herself. She stood in the lamplight with her chest bare, her crest glowing, and let me look. Years of healing had taught her that bodies were natural, beautiful, and nothing to hide. She gave without reservation.

I reached for her. Touched her face. She leaned into my hand, eyes closing, the gesture so trusting it hit me harder than the orgasm had. My thumb traced her cheekbone. Her skin was flushed, heated, still carrying the heat of what we’d done.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” she said.

“Rosalie.”

“Hmm?”

“Thank you.”

She opened her eyes. The smile that spread across her face was unhurried, certain, and so bright it made the workshop feel like a different room.

“Get some sleep, Garrick. You’re shaking.”

“I’ll be fine.”

She dressed, collected her supplies, and left. At the door, she looked back. Her robes were loosely tied, her hair tousled, her cheeks still flushed. The Woundbloom crest glowed faintly through the fabric at her sternum. A soft, persistent glow that hadn’t been there before.

She rested her hand briefly against her sternum, where the new glow lived, and didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. The look on her face said it hadn’t gone quiet since.

She closed the door.

I sat on the workbench in the empty workshop. Below my collarbone, the first hammer-mark burned with a steady, insistent heat.

The forge anvil hummed in the quiet.


Chapter 9: Lightning Returns

Dawn at the Duel Tower training yard was a cathedral of violence and discipline.

The sky was still grey when I crossed the campus, the early light turning the stone paths silver and the tower walls to muted bronze. The air was cold enough that my breath steamed, and the dew on the hedges caught what little light the horizon offered and held it like scattered glass.

Isolde had sent word through Brennan: training grounds, first light, come alone. The message was Isolde distilled to its essence. No explanation. No warmth. Not a request. A summons phrased as a suggestion, which was how Isolde communicated everything. Brennan had delivered it while recalibrating a resonance tester, copper wire wrapped around three fingers and a look of mild alarm on his face.

“She caught me in the corridor at five in the morning,” he’d said. “Five. In the morning. Who is awake at five? Warriors, apparently. Warriors and people who haven’t slept because they were too excited to sleep.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“She said ‘tell Ward.’ Then she looked at my pastry and walked away. I think she judges me.”

“She judges everyone.”

“Yes, but she judges me specifically for the pastry. I could feel it.”

I found her on the main sparring floor, alone. The other duelists wouldn’t arrive for another hour. She stood in the center of the marked stone in her training underlayer, the tight-fitting shirt that duelists wore beneath their armored tunics. The thin fabric revealed every line of her athletic frame: defined shoulders, lean arms, the flat plane of her stomach with visible ab lines. Her silver-blonde braid caught the grey light, swaying with each controlled exhale.

The lightning scars on her left arm glowed.

Faintly. Unevenly. A pulse of blue-white light that traveled from her shoulder to her wrist and back, stuttering at the junction points where the sealed cuts still blocked full conductance. But present. Alive. The first genuine lightning activity in her Storm Channel since the sabotage.

She didn’t hear me approach. Her eyes were closed, her right hand extended, blade pointed at an imaginary target. She was channeling.

Lightning arced from her blade.

The bolt crossed the training yard in a stuttering line, hitting the target wall with a crack that echoed off the tower stones. It still lacked clean direction, scattering at the edges and forking into three branches that scored the wall instead of the target center. But the power behind it was undeniable. Raw, forceful, barely contained.

Lightning Step.

She activated it before the echo faded. A burst of speed that carried her five meters laterally in the space of a heartbeat. The air snapped where she’d been standing. When she reappeared, she was mid-strike, blade arcing, a second bolt channeling down the length of the steel.

This one hit the target.

The center of the practice dummy exploded. Stone fragments scattered across the yard. The training ward that should have absorbed the impact shattered, overloaded by more power than it was designed to handle.

Isolde stood in the aftermath, breathing hard, lightning flickering along her scars in arrhythmic pulses. Her expression was something I’d never seen on her.

Joy.

Raw, fierce, uncontrolled joy. She had been disciplining herself not to feel it since the duel that broke her, and it erupted through her composure now like lightning through a cracked dam.

She turned and saw me. For a moment, the joy stayed. Then the mask reassembled, piece by piece, composure clicking into place like armor clasps. But slower than usual. And not completely.

“How long have you been watching?”

“Long enough to see you destroy academy property.”

She looked at the shattered target dummy. Her eyes sharpened with restrained amusement. “It was a structural weakness in the training ward. Not my fault.”

“Definitely your fault.”

She crossed the yard toward me. Her stride was different today. Longer. Confident. Half a year of moving like a wounded animal had burned away, and the predator underneath had remembered her legs.

She stopped close. Close enough that I could smell hot metal and rain-wet stone on her skin, the scent of active lightning channeling. Her eyes locked onto mine, gratitude sharpened by something I wasn’t ready to name.

“You’re real,” she said. “This is real. The lightning is back.”

She grabbed my shirt collar. Not aggressively. Deliberately. Pulled me forward until her forehead touched mine. Her breathing was still elevated from the channeling, warm against my face. Her fingers gripped my collar hard enough that I could feel the strength in them, the fighter’s grip that could crack bone.

“You’re real,” she repeated. Quieter. For herself more than for me.

I stood still. Her braid brushed my shoulder. The lightning scars on her arm buzzed faintly against the fabric of my tunic where her forearm pressed.

Movement at the edge of the yard. I tracked it without turning.

Rosalie stood at the training yard entrance, leaning against the stone archway. She wore her healer robes, cord belt cinched, loose waves catching the dawn light. She was watching.

Her hand rested on her own sternum, where the sealed branch had been stirring since last night, faint pressure beneath her Rose Healer crest. Her expression was complex: recognition layered over a quiet reckoning she was conducting with herself. Understanding, maybe. She had watched Isolde claim a piece of the same man, and she was deciding how she felt about it.

Isolde released my collar and stepped back. She’d noticed Rosalie too. The two women regarded each other across the training yard.

“Your lightning’s back,” Rosalie said. “I can feel the resonance from here.”

“One cut sealed. Two remain.” Isolde’s voice was clipped. Professional. But she inclined her head, a fraction, in acknowledgment. “You were there last night. During the repair.”

“I was. Your channels were holding the seal open by themselves by the time I left.” Rosalie studied her the way she studied a patient, frank and unhurried. “That doesn’t happen with a class that’s just being patched. That happens with a class that wants to come back. You’re not recovering, Fen. You’re rebuilding.”

Isolde absorbed that. From a duelist it would have been a challenge. From a healer it was a diagnosis, and harder to dismiss.

They held each other’s gaze, and I had the sense of standing just outside a conversation I wasn’t part of. Isolde’s chin lifted a fraction, the way it did when she was sizing up an opponent’s reach. Rosalie didn’t flinch from it; she let herself be measured and measured back. Two women whose classes had been stolen by different means, restored by the same man, deciding in the space of a few heartbeats whether they were allies or competitors.

Rosalie touched her sternum again, the gesture answer enough. “Mine’s next,” she said quietly.

Isolde’s expression shifted. The combat assessment softened into solidarity.

“Then he’ll unseal it,” Isolde said. “He repaired my lightning. He’ll unseal your bloom.”

“Woundbloom.”

“Whatever it’s called. He’ll do it.” She said it like a fact, not a hope. She had tested me and found me real, and her certainty landed harder than praise.

The training yard was filling with other duelists. The early-morning crowd, filtering in for ranked sparring sessions. They gave Isolde curious glances as they passed. Word of the Trial had spread: the disgraced duelist who’d dropped off the rankings months ago had descended to the restricted Undercroft levels with the Annex’s Class Smith and returned looking like a different person.

A pair of third-year duelists stopped on the far side of the yard and watched her channel. One of them turned to the other and said something that made them both straighten. Recognition. The Isolde Fen they were seeing this morning was not the same woman they’d been dismissing all term.

She noticed the attention and did something that made the yard go quieter.

She stepped back onto the sparring mark and raised her blade again.

No announcement. No request for a partner. Just the clean, unmistakable posture of a duelist demonstrating that the previous strike had not been a lucky discharge. Her left arm lifted, scars glowing unevenly, and the air around the blade tightened with charge. The watchers leaned in despite themselves. Duelists could sneer at a fallen ranking. They could not ignore clean technique.

Lightning Step carried her from the center mark to the side target in a burst that left a pale afterimage hanging for half a breath. She landed low, turned the momentum into a slash, and sent a second bolt through the practice ward. This time the ward held, barely. The stone behind it rang like a struck bell.

Someone swore under his breath. Someone else said her name without the old contempt attached.

Isolde lowered the blade and looked at the nearest cluster of watchers. She said nothing. That was the point. Let them do the work of rearranging their own story.

Odran Pell arrived at the far end of the yard with his usual retinue. Three cronies flanked him, duelists whose loyalty was purchased rather than earned, their uniforms bearing the same gold trim that marked Odran’s family connections. He was in his full dress uniform, not his training gear, which meant he’d come to the yard to be seen, not to fight. His blond hair caught the morning light. His blue eyes swept the yard, sorting threats from allies with the practiced ease of a born competitor.

He saw Isolde. Paused. His stride faltered for half a step before recovering.

She was standing differently. The hunched defensive posture, the hidden hand, the careful concealment of weakness were gone. She stood with her shoulders back and her scarred arm visible, lightning scars pulsing with faint blue-white light.

Odran crossed the yard. His stride was deliberately casual.

“Fen.” He stopped at a conversational distance. His gaze traveled over her training underlayer, the visible scars, the faint glow. “Recovery training? Or has someone been tampering with your class?”

Isolde’s response was immediate, measured, with six months of compressed fury stored behind that precise jaw.

“Careful, Pell. If we’re talking about tampering, you might not like where that leads.”

Odran’s expression didn’t change, but I caught the microflicker. A tightening around his eyes, barely perceptible. He had heard a threat he couldn’t dismiss.

“You should talk to your physician,” he said. “Lightning instability is a sign of class degradation. Not recovery.”

“My class is recovering just fine.” She smiled. It was the smile of a blade being drawn. “But I appreciate your concern.”

He left. His cronies followed, a formation of gold-trimmed uniforms retreating across the training yard at a measured pace meant to look unhurried. One of them glanced back at Isolde. She stared him down until he looked away.

“He’s scared,” Rosalie said quietly, from where she’d been watching near the archway. “Not of her. Of what her recovery means for his reputation. If Isolde Fen was sabotaged, then his victory in their duel was manufactured. Every ranking he’s earned since then is built on her stolen lightning.”

“He might not know the details,” I said.

“He knows something isn’t right. Look at how he walked away. That’s not the stride of a man with a clean conscience.”

She was right. The gait was wrong. Too controlled, too deliberate. Odran Pell was performing casualness rather than feeling it, and he was carrying strain he hadn’t been carrying at the start of term. It wasn’t just the false gold on his crest.

As they walked away, I let my Sight crack open just long enough to take a reading off his retreating back.

The false gold sat thicker than it had in the placement hall, a fresh layer laid down over the old. And the calibration marks at the newest seam were the ones I already knew by heart: the same hand that had cut Isolde, signing its work again. The rest of the story hadn’t changed. Heavy gold over a base that had never been built to carry it, the margin shrinking every time someone added more.

I released Class Sight. A mild headache, no nosebleed. My tolerance was improving.

“His class is fake,” Isolde said beside me. She hadn’t seen what I’d seen, but she’d read my expression. “You’ve confirmed it.”

“Fighter underneath, gold on top, and the gold’s getting thicker. Someone added a layer recently.” I let her sit with the rest before I said it. “Your registrar’s signature is on the new seam.”

Her teeth pressed together. “One man. Two of us.”

“And the same family benefiting both times, if the pattern means what it looks like it means.”

“I want to destroy him.”

“You will. But not here. Not yet. The evidence needs to be comprehensive before we move.”

Isolde’s eyes narrowed. “You’re strategic.”

“I’m a smith. I don’t swing until the metal is ready.”

She checked the statement against whatever battle plan was already forming behind her eyes. Then she snorted, a sound that was almost laughter. “Fine. I’ll wait. But I won’t wait forever.”

Rosalie had moved closer during the exchange. She stood at my shoulder, her presence steady and grounding.

“The Sanctum library has historical records on class manipulation cases,” she said. “Legal precedents. Registry corruption investigations. Most of them were suppressed, but the physical documents still exist. I can research the legal framework while you gather evidence.”

“You’re volunteering for conspiracy research?”

“I’m volunteering to help the man who’s going to unseal my class.” Her chin lifted, the softness in her eyes hardening into something that looked like resolve. “Also, I’m curious. My parents sealed my Woundbloom branch using Registry-sanctioned procedures. If we can prove the Registry itself is corrupt, the legal authority behind my parents’ seal becomes questionable.”

“That’s not curiosity,” Isolde observed. “That’s war.”

“It’s research.” Rosalie smiled. The smile was genuine, but the steel beneath was new. The Woundbloom branch stirring in her crest was changing more than her class. “Quiet, systematic, evidence-based war.”

The walk back from the training yard stayed quiet in a way that changed the space between us. Rosalie fell into step beside me, her healer’s robe brushing against my arm as we walked the path between the Duel Tower and the central campus. She was processing what she’d witnessed: Isolde’s restored lightning, the confrontation with Odran, the implications of what it all meant for her own sealed branch.

“When I watched her channel just now,” Rosalie said, “I could feel something in my own crest responding. Like sympathetic resonance. My Woundbloom branch reaching toward hers.”

“The forge residue and your stirred Woundbloom branch may be responding to Isolde’s restored lightning through my crest. Not a full bond. More like sympathetic resonance.”

“That means my class knows what’s possible. It knows another broken class was repaired. And it wants the same.”

She touched her sternum through her robe, fingers pressing against the place where the sealed branch waited behind its family-crest bindings. The gesture was half medical assessment, half prayer.

“Soon,” I said.

“Soon,” she agreed. But she said it differently now, less patient than ready.

Brennan found us in the dining hall at lunch. He dropped onto the Annex bench with a loaded plate and a folder of maintenance reports, the latter significantly more organized than the former.

“Two things,” he said, arranging his food with military precision that applied exclusively to snack management. “First, the sausages today are excellent. Second, I’ve been swimming in the disposal schedules all morning.”

He ate a sausage with pointed satisfaction before continuing. Then he leaned in, dropped his voice, and tapped the closed folder with one freckled finger.

“I found something on those condemned stones. Something that’s going to make you very unhappy and me feel very clever.” He glanced at the duelists three benches over, then at the kitchen runners filing past with stacked trays. “But not here. Too many ears between the porridge and the dish line. Come by the workshop tonight and I’ll lay it all out. Bring patience. It’s a paperwork story, and paperwork stories have layers.”

“How many layers?”

“Enough that ‘honest mistake’ stops being a believable explanation.” He speared another sausage. “That’s all you’re getting until we’re somewhere with a door.”

I looked at Brennan. Stocky, freckled, his Annex uniform stained with today’s version of whatever substance clung to him by default. A failed Artificer who couldn’t build a working device but could disassemble an administrative supply chain in his sleep. The academy had looked at this man and seen a dead-end support student. They’d been as wrong about him as they were about me.

“You’re useful, Brennan.”

His expression brightened with genuine pleasure. “I’ve been waiting twenty years to hear that. Can I get it in writing? I want to frame it and hang it in my room. Next to the other things on my wall, which are currently nothing.”

“I’ll write it on a class stone. Make it official.”

“See, that’s the kind of support-class energy I signed up for.”

The Sanctum library occupied the upper floors of the Sanctum Tower, a space that smelled of old paper and healing herbs in equal measure. The shelves were organized by a system that made intuitive sense only to healers: texts grouped by body system, by class type, by therapeutic approach, by historical period. Rosalie moved through the stacks like she’d mapped every dusty aisle years ago and still trusted the map.

She’d changed into her off-duty clothes: a softer shift under a loose robe, her feet bare on the library’s carpeted floor. Her hair was down, tucked behind one ear as she scanned the spines with practiced speed. The robe was open at the throat, the cord belt loose, and when she reached for high shelves, the shift pulled across her bust with a persistence that I noticed and tried not to notice and noticed again.

She pulled texts from restricted sections using her healer’s access credentials, her fingers moving along the spines without hesitation. Legal histories of class manipulation cases. Registry operational protocols. Administrative documents that the academy filed under “historical reference” and assumed no one would read.

The founding charter of the Class Smith guild was preserved in a locked case that Rosalie opened with a key she’d been given for “healing research purposes.”

“Technically, this qualifies as healing research,” she said, catching my expression. “Class damage is a medical condition. The charter describes the people who used to treat it. My access credentials don’t specify what kind of healing I’m researching.”

“That’s creative interpretation.”

“It’s creative medicine.” She smiled. The green eyes crinkled at the corners. “I learned it from the same parents who sealed my class. Turns out they taught me something useful after all: how to work within institutional rules while doing exactly what the institution doesn’t want.”

She found what she was looking for on a high shelf that required a step stool. The reach put her body in full extension, the shift clinging to her bust, her generous hips stretching the fabric as she balanced. She pulled a leather-bound volume free with a small grunt of effort and descended with careful satisfaction.

“The founding charter of the Class Smith guild,” she said, setting it on the reading table with the reverence the document deserved. The leather was old, cracked at the spine, the binding repaired at least twice over the centuries. She opened it with gentle fingers, and the pages inside were brittle, the ink faded but legible.

“The last Class Smith guild was disbanded by royal decree two hundred years ago,” she continued, turning to the relevant page. “The decree was issued by the Crown at the recommendation of a noble consortium. Grounds: ‘unregulated class modification constituting a threat to social order.’”

“A noble consortium.”

“The founding charter lists them as ‘The Noble Consortium for Class Preservation.’” She turned pages in the charter, the old paper crackling under her gentle fingers. “They changed names over the centuries. At least three different titles that I can find in these records. The trail gets harder to follow after each change, which is probably the point.”

She had not pulled only one book. The table around us was a quiet battlefield of sources: a royal decree copied by a court scribe, a Sanctum legal commentary with entire sections blacked out, a brittle casualty ledger that refused to call anyone a casualty. Rosalie moved through them with healer’s patience, one finger holding her place in the decree while the other traced marginal references in the commentary.

“Here,” she said. “The decree says disbandment. The commentary says containment. Then this ledger lists fourteen forge-site closures across three years, each with a supervising registrar, each followed by a death or disappearance coded as unrelated.”

Fourteen.

The number sat on the page with the cold neatness of administrative murder. The fourteen deaths had been separated by enough distance and time to become coincidence if you wanted them to. No single massacre. No purge anyone could rally against.

“They didn’t just outlaw the guild,” I said. “They hunted the people who could keep it alive.”

Rosalie’s jaw tightened. “And then wrote charitable language over the grave.”

She turned another brittle page and went still.

“This section ordered the guild’s forge sites sealed,” she said. “Not merely closed. Sealed. The language treats the forges like weapons caches, not workshops.” Her finger moved down the margin to a narrow family registry attached to the decree. “And this survivor line. Ward appears three generations later in the forge-town registries, under a changed given name and the same crest notation your mother’s journal uses.”

My throat tightened.

“Elyse Ward descended from the ones who ran,” Rosalie said. “Garrick, your mother wasn’t guessing at her inheritance. She came from the surviving Class Smith line.”

My hands stopped on the page.

My mother’s journal. The last coded entry, the one I hadn’t been able to fully decode. The symbol she’d used: a circle of stars with fixed points, the constellation that didn’t move. She’d been writing about this consortium. Whatever they called themselves now, she’d known.

“They killed the Class Smiths,” I said. “Two hundred years ago. And the trail goes cold because they keep changing their name.”

Rosalie looked at me with steady green eyes. “Your mother wrote about them?”

“In code. I couldn’t read it until now.” I sat at the reading table. The library was quiet around us, late afternoon light filtering through windows that looked out over the infirmary garden. “The people who murdered my mother’s guild are the same people running the Registry today. Different names. Same purpose.”

“Same purpose,” Rosalie said. Her voice was measured, but her hand on the table had curled into a fist. “Keeping anyone who threatens the hierarchy dead or buried. My parents sealed my Woundbloom branch. Caldran filed you into a storage closet. Someone fractured Isolde’s Storm Channel.”

The same hand, two hundred years apart. And the Class Smiths, the one class that could read the damage and name the hand that made it, had been the first thing they put in the ground.

Rosalie’s hand uncurled. She placed it over mine on the table. Her skin was soft. Her healer’s glow pulsed faintly against my knuckles.

“Then we research,” she said. “And we don’t stop until we have enough evidence to make the war visible.”

That evening, Brennan found me in the workshop. He leaned against the doorframe with his arms crossed and a look of cheerful bewilderment. He had a wrench in one hand and what appeared to be a very old supply manifest in the other.

“You’re going to want to see this.” He crossed the workshop and dropped a stack of paper on the bench in front of me. Not one document. A small archaeology of them, edges circled in pencil, sticky notes flagging the seams between pages. “Door’s shut, no ears. Here’s the whole story, in order, the way I promised.”

He laid them out like a hand of cards.

“Start here.” A disposal schedule, one line ringed twice. “Those stones came in condemned. Flagged for scrap, queued for the slag furnace. Standard. Then.” He slid the next sheet over. “A week before our practical, somebody at a Registry sub-office reclassifies them from ‘condemned’ to ‘training-grade surplus.’ Different office, two days later, somebody pulls them off the disposal queue and routes them onto the Annex supply chain. Third office, third signature, times the delivery to land on the exact morning of our session.” He tapped each in turn. “Three changes. Three sub-offices. Three signatures, none of them the same hand. Spread it across enough desks and the whole thing reads like an honest mistake.”

“And it isn’t.”

“It isn’t, because of this.” He produced one more page, a procurement ledger of the kind the Annex received and ignored by the crateload, and circled three lines in pencil. “Condemned class stones. Where do you think they go after the academy writes them off as scrap? Three shipments. All routed to the same off-ledger destination. All signed off by the same registrar’s mark. The one hand the workflow was designed to hide is the only one careless enough to sign for the merchandise on the way out.”

I looked at the circled entries. The ledger hadn’t only been signed in ink; the procurement line was resonance-sealed with a registrar’s class imprint, faint but intact under the paper fibers. The imprint matched the administrative-class residue I’d read on Odran’s false-gold seam that morning, the same calibrated tool family that had left surgical cuts in Isolde’s Storm Channel.

“I’ve been filing these since I got here,” Brennan said. “Never read one. Then you start fixing dead classes, and suddenly I’m wondering why an academy that throws away broken stones is so careful about where the broken stones end up.”

So it wasn’t only the founding decree two hundred years gone. The same hand was still moving stock today, here, on paper Brennan had been sleepwalking past since he arrived.

Brennan let out a slow breath through his teeth. He’d clearly already done the math; he just needed to hear it said in a room with no one else in it.

“And your plan is to, what, repair broken classes right under their noses while they try to bury you in storage closets and condemned class stones?”

“That’s the plan so far.”

Brennan looked at the wrench in his hand, then at the supply manifest, then at me. His expression went through several phases: alarm, consideration, resignation, and finally stubborn determination.

“You know what? Fine.” He pulled up a crate, sat down, and produced two bottles of smuggled ale from pockets that had no business containing anything that large. “I signed up for the Annex because my class didn’t work and nobody else wanted me. I stayed because Holt doesn’t care if I take long lunches and nobody bothers me while I tinker. But if the choice is between sitting in a forgotten closet filing maintenance reports until I graduate into obscurity, or sitting in a forgotten closet filing maintenance reports while also helping to expose a two-hundred-year-old institutional conspiracy, I’ll take option two.”

“You understand what you’re signing up for?”

“I understand that I’m a failed Artificer in the academy’s least important building, and the worst thing they can do to me is exactly what they’re already doing: ignoring me.” He handed me a bottle. “The difference is now I’m being ignored with purpose. That’s an upgrade.”

We drank. The ale was cold and dark, with a finish that suggested someone in the senior common room had excellent taste. The forge hummed around us. The oath-metal glowed beneath our feet. Through the workshop’s dirty windows, moonlight caught the campus grounds and painted them silver.

“One thing,” Brennan said after a while.

“What?”

“If we’re going to fight a secret society of noble houses, can we at least have a team name? Something intimidating. I’ve always wanted to be part of something with a name.”

“We’re not fighting anyone. We’re gathering evidence.”

“The Evidence Gatherers. Hmm. Not intimidating. We’ll workshop it.”

We sat in comfortable silence, drinking stolen ale in a workshop that the academy wanted to forget, planning a war with the institution that had paid for the ale.

Brennan raised his bottle. “To being dangerous decorative mold.”

I drank to that.


Chapter 10: Storm and Surrender

The second repair session was different from the first.

Three days of preparation separated the sessions. Three days of studying the forge journal entries on amplification geometry, cross-referencing them with the inscriptions I’d copied from the Undercroft altar, testing resonance frequencies against the forge-metal bars until the harmonics settled into stable patterns. Three days of Rosalie checking my resonance channels each evening, her healing energy mapping the pathways that had been strained by the first repair, confirming that I’d recovered enough to attempt a second. Three days of Isolde restraining herself from asking when, managing the hope that the first session had given her with a duelist’s hard-earned discipline. Impatience killed more fighters than poor technique.

The Undercroft forge-metal changed everything. The inscribed oath-metal bars from the ancient altar, when placed at the resonance points of my workshop circle, amplified the forge energy by an order of magnitude. Where the first session had been a crude, exhausting push through a single incision seal, this one had the potential for surgical clarity. The workshop hummed with an energy that hadn’t been there before, the walls vibrating at a frequency that settled into the stone like a second heartbeat. I’d done the afternoon’s setup faster than before, my hands surer on the geometry, the doubt of untested theory replaced by steadier confidence. I had broken one seal and lived to break another.

Isolde arrived at the stroke of midnight. She’d stopped wearing the hooded cloak after the first repair. The corridor between the Duel Tower and the Annex was empty at this hour, and she’d decided that a storm duelist shouldn’t have to skulk through her own academy like a thief.

She stood in the circle with her collar open, crest blazing. She’d stopped flinching when my Sight touched her class. The sensation was familiar now, intimate in a way that neither of us addressed directly. The pressure of my perception against the most vulnerable part of her, her class crest, the thing that defined who she was and could become. She endured it the way she endured pain: rigid, unblinking, giving nothing away.

“Second incision,” I said. “This one is deeper than the first. The registrar used more force. The seal is thicker.”

“I noticed. The first repair opened up enough of the Storm Channel that I can feel the second block more clearly now. Like pressing your tongue against a cracked tooth.” She adjusted her stance, widening her feet. “Do it.”

Rosalie was at her medical station, hands glowing with standby healing energy. She’d positioned herself behind me, close enough to intervene if the forge process caused resonance backlash, far enough to give the smith and subject their space.

I channeled through the catalyst and the forge-metal. The amplified resonance flowed through the oath-metal circuit, gathering power from each inscribed bar, concentrating it into a focused stream that my Class Sight directed toward the second incision.

The difference from the first session was immediate. Where the first repair had been brute force, a hammer blow against a sealed wall, this was a chisel. The amplified resonance found the exact frequency of the seal and pressed against it with calibrated force.

The seal resisted. The registrar who had made this cut had used more force than the first, driving the crystalline probe deeper into the Storm Channel junction, widening the incision until the edges were dense with compressed resonance energy. My forge stream hit that density and pushed.

Isolde gasped. Her hand found my forearm and gripped hard enough that I felt her calluses through my sleeve. Not pain this time. Power. The Storm Channel opened wider, and class energy surged through it like water through a broken dam.

Lightning didn’t just flicker along her arm. It arced. Blue-white bolts snapped from her shoulder to her wrist, following the scar paths with a violence that made the workshop lamps flicker and die. For a moment, the only light in the room was Isolde’s lightning and the golden glow of the forge circle.

Her crest blazed through her open collar, the geometric precision of the Duelist base class radiating with a brilliance that had been absent for months. The restored section of the Storm Channel pulsed with each heartbeat, each pulse stronger than the last.

“Lightning Step,” I said, reading her crest through the diminishing haze of Class Sight. “Fully functional. Storm Strike reconnected. The second incision is sealed.”

She raised her left hand. Lightning crackled between her fingers, each bolt tamed, directed, obedient. She clenched her fist and the lightning compressed into a ball of concentrated energy that hummed with barely contained force. The scent of hot copper and singed linen filled the workshop, sharp and clean.

She laughed.

The sound startled both of us. Not her usual guarded expression, not the blade-edge smile she rationed to one per conversation. A genuine, surprised laugh that came from somewhere she’d been keeping locked for six months. The sound bounced off the workshop walls and found the oath-metal inlays and seemed to ring there, as if the ancient forge site approved.

“I can feel it.” Her voice shook, which I had never heard from Isolde Fen, and the shaking was from joy rather than pain, which I suspected nobody had heard from her in a very long time. “The Storm Channel. It’s open. It’s actually open.”

Then she opened her hand, and the ball dissolved into sparks that drifted through the workshop like electric snow. They caught on the oath-metal inlays and disappeared with tiny pops of light.

“Storm Duelist,” she whispered. Her voice carried everything: the long hiding, the stolen rank, and the fierce relief of getting it back.

Class Card: Duelist (Fractured) → Storm Duelist | New: Lightning Step, Storm Strike | Flaw: Tempest branch blocked (deepest cut remains)

I pushed deeper with Class Sight. With the first two seals gone, the third stood exposed for the first time, and beyond it, clearer than it had ever been, the Tempest Blade pathway. A full evolution that would fuse blade and lightning into a single, indivisible class expression. Dormant, starved, but structurally complete. Every line, every junction present and waiting. A locked door behind which a storm paced.

“There it is,” I said quietly. “The Tempest Blade. That’s what the deepest cut was protecting them from. And it’s the one I can’t finish with what I have. The seal frequency on it is older and harder than the others. The altar catalyst may be enough to crack it open, but full activation will need something deeper than Valebright can give us.”

“Where?”

“Beyond the academy. I’ll find it.”

She nodded. Her left hand crackled with lightning she could control again. The expression on her face was controlled, rigid, but beneath it I could see the dam straining. All those months of performing composure, of hiding damage behind discipline. And now, standing in the center of the forge circle with lightning dancing on her fingers, that discipline was fighting a losing battle against everything it had been holding back.

Rosalie stepped forward from her medical station, her healer’s energy reaching toward Isolde with a diagnostic touch. Green light brushed against blue-white, and Isolde’s lightning didn’t flinch. Two class energies, healer and duelist, coexisting in the same space without conflict.

“Your resonance channels are stable,” Rosalie confirmed. “The repair integrated cleanly. The Storm Channel is functioning at approximately eighty percent of full capacity, based on the energy output I’m reading. The remaining twenty percent is blocked by the third incision.”

“Eighty percent is enough to fight,” Isolde said.

“Eighty percent is enough to win,” I corrected.

She looked at me. Those sharp blue eyes had gone molten, the way steel runs molten before it becomes a blade, nothing soft in it at all. The proud armor was cracking, not from damage but from pressure that needed release.

Rosalie read the room.

I saw it happen in real time: the healer’s assessment, the recognition of what was building between Isolde and me, the calculation behind Rosalie’s warm green eyes. She understood emotional pressure as well as she understood resonance channels. She gathered her medical supplies with unhurried grace, repacking her bag quietly and leaving space for the people who needed it.

“Channels are clean. You’re cleared,” she said, shouldering her bag. At the door she paused, one hand on the frame, and looked back at the two of us standing in the dying golden light. Her green eyes moved between us, and whatever she read there settled something in her face: not surprise, not jealousy, just a quiet recalibration, a woman moving a piece of furniture in her own chest to make room for what she’d decided to allow.

She didn’t say anything about it. She crossed back, pressed her palm briefly to Isolde’s shoulder, the same steadying touch she gave a patient before something that was going to be worth the cost, and let her hand drop.

“I’ll be in the infirmary,” she said. “If either of you starts bleeding, that’s my department, not the forge’s.” A breath of dry humor, there and gone. Then she left.

The latch clicked. Her footsteps moved down the corridor at the same unhurried pace she used everywhere, no faster for leaving. She wasn’t fleeing the room. She was choosing to be somewhere else while she got used to the shape of this, and the evenness of her stride was the proof of it.

Then the workshop was just the two of us and the residual heat of Isolde’s lightning, the forge-metal still warm from the repair, the amber inlays banked low.

Isolde hadn’t moved from the center of the circle. Her collar was still open, her crest still visible, lightning still pulsing along her arm in rhythmic waves. She was looking at me with an expression I’d never seen on her.

Something beyond gratitude, beyond calculation. Not the hostile assessment of a fighter evaluating a potential threat. Something beneath all of those. Something that had been compressed under months of holding herself rigid and was now, with two incisions sealed and her lightning returned, pushing its way to the surface with the same force as the lightning itself.

“I’ve spent six months deciding who gets to touch me and how,” she said. “Which is none of them, and not at all. It was the only thing left I controlled.” She took a step toward me, the lightning tracking her movement. “And tonight you put your hands a finger’s width from my heart and rebuilt something nobody else even believed was broken. So now I’m deciding something different.”

“Deciding what?”

“To stop controlling it. With you. Once.” Her jaw worked. “That’s the part that scares me. Not the wanting. The letting go of the wanting being mine to ration.”

“You offered a hammer, not sympathy.” She closed another step. “Every other person in this academy, if they’d found out, would have given me ‘poor Isolde, how terrible.’ You handed me a tool and told me to get back up.”

“It’s what I do.”

“It’s what you are.” Another step. She was close now. Close enough that the storm-hot scent was mixed with something warmer underneath. Sweat, clean skin, and the metal tang that clung to her after every dawn in the training yard. “I don’t know what to do with you, Garrick Ward. I don’t know how to process a man who sees through everything I hide and wants to make me stronger instead of using what he sees.”

“You don’t have to process it.”

“I do. Because what I’m feeling right now, the relief, the lightning, the fact that my class is alive again, all of it is pointing at you. And I don’t just want to thank you. I want…”

She stopped. Her composure strained, the muscles in her face taut. The armor was fighting the pressure beneath it, and the pressure was winning.

“Come to my quarters,” she said. “Now.”

Isolde’s quarters in the Duel Tower were spare and functional. A single room with a cot built for one, a weapon rack holding three practice blades and one live one, a training mat, and a window that overlooked the sparring yard. No personal effects beyond a maintenance kit for her blade and a single photograph, face-down on the desk. The room was clean the way a military bunk is clean: not from comfort but from discipline.

She locked the door behind us. The bolt shot home with hard metallic finality.

She stood in the center of the room with her arms at her sides, lightning still pulsing faintly along her scars. The training underlayer stretched across her lean frame: defined shoulders, small bust firm against the thin fabric, the outline of her nipples just visible where the material pulled tight. Strong thighs in fitted trousers, flat stomach tight with the maintenance of a body honed as a weapon. Her silver-blonde braid fell heavy down her back.

“I don’t do this,” she said. “You understand? I don’t bring people here. I don’t show anyone this room. I don’t…”

She trailed off. Her fingers tightened around the edge of her open collar until the fabric pulled taut. The lightning on her arm flickered with her frustration, a physical manifestation of the emotion she was trying to articulate and failing.

“What do you want, Isolde?”

Her eyes found mine. The composure that had been cracking all evening finally broke, and she did it on purpose, no tears, no theatrics. The mask didn’t shatter. She took it off.

“I want to give you something I choose to give because you earned it.” She stepped forward. “You saw my damage and you didn’t flinch. You put your hands on my class and you didn’t take. Now I want your hands on me.”

She was in front of me. Tall, lean, powerful. Her braid trailed across one shoulder. Her pale eyes held mine, challenge and surrender braided so tightly I couldn’t separate them.

Then she dropped to her knees.

The motion was controlled, chosen, a fighter’s descent. She knelt on the training mat in the center of her room, back straight, shoulders squared, chin lifted. Even on her knees, her posture was a dare. Even on her knees, she looked like she could kill you.

“I don’t do this for anyone.” The words came low and raw, the clipped control stripped away. “Understand that. This is not something I offer. But you earned it. And I want to.”

My blood was already rushing. The sight of her on her knees, the tall, fierce, proud woman who commanded armies with her voice, who took down constructs with a blade and a pivot, on her knees on a training mat and looking up at me with eyes that burned, hit me harder than any forge blast.

Her hands found my belt. Her fingers were strong, precise, the callused fingers of a swordswoman. She undid the buckle with the same economy she applied to blade maintenance, each movement sure, each second chosen. The leather whispered as it pulled free. She hooked her fingers into my waistband and stripped me with a single efficient motion that left my cock exposed, hard and thick in the dim light of her quarters.

She looked at it. Her eyes tracked the length with the same exacting focus she brought to an opponent’s blade. I watched the assessment shift as her pupils widened, her lips parting fractionally, the lightning in her scars flickering brighter with a pulse of hunger she didn’t bother to hide. Her grip tightened on my hip, fingers pressing hard enough that I could feel her calluses digging into the muscle through my skin.

“Isolde.”

“Quiet.” She didn’t take her eyes off my cock. “I’m not done looking.” Her hand came up, wrapping around the base, testing the girth with the same grip she used on a sword hilt. Strong fingers. Sure. Her thumb traced the underside vein, and my cock pulsed against her palm. She watched it twitch with clinical fascination that dissolved into something far less clinical when she tightened her grip and felt me throb.

Her gaze lingered. Then she leaned forward, and the anticipation of her mouth, the heat of her breath ghosting across the wet tip, was almost worse than the contact. Almost.

Her tongue traced the underside, base to tip, a slow, measured stroke that made my breath catch and my hands clench at my sides. She tasted the length of me like she was memorizing the terrain, her tongue hot and wet, the flat of it pressing against the sensitive ridge beneath the head until my thighs tensed. She watched my face the entire time, reading my reaction like she read an opponent’s stance: for tells, for openings, for the exact moment when control began to slip.

She found that moment immediately. My teeth pressed together. My exhale was sharper than I intended.

Her lips curved against my skin. Satisfaction. She’d scored a hit.

Her lips closed around the head of my cock. The heat was electric, literally. A faint crackle of residual lightning arced from her tongue to my skin, not enough to hurt, enough to make every nerve ending in my body fire simultaneously. The wet heat of her mouth surrounded me, her tongue swirling across the slit, lapping up the pre-cum that had gathered there, and a shudder ran through me that I couldn’t suppress. I groaned, low and rough, and my hand found her braid.

I didn’t pull. I gripped. The silver-blonde rope of hair filled my fist, taut and solid, anchoring me while her mouth took me somewhere that made anchoring necessary.

She moaned at the contact. The sound vibrated around my cock and sent a shockwave of sensation through my spine that made my knees threaten to buckle. The tough fighter, the proud warrior, moaning because a man’s hand was in her hair while his cock was in her mouth. The contrast was staggering.

She took me deeper. Her technique was what I should have expected: disciplined, intense, building in a calculated escalation that matched her fighting style. Each stroke went further, her lips stretching around my girth, each swirl of her tongue more aggressive, the suction tightening by degrees until the wet pull of her mouth was almost painful in its intensity. She held me at the back of her throat for one second, two, her jaw opening wider to accommodate the depth, then retreated with a wet pop, lips glistening with saliva, strings of it connecting her mouth to my cock, and plunged back down.

“Good girl,” I said.

The words came out without planning. Low, rough, direct. And the effect on her was immediate. Her eyes widened. A full-body shiver ran through her lean frame, visible in the way her shoulders rolled and her grip tightened on my hips. She moaned again, louder, needier, and took me deeper than before, her throat constricting around my tip in a ripple of tight muscle that made me see white.

The lightning scars on her arm were glowing. Blue-white light pulsing along the branching paths from shoulder to wrist, each pulse synchronized with her movements. Her class energy was responding to the intimacy, feeding on the connection between us, amplifying sensation in a feedback loop that built with every stroke.

My hand tightened in her braid. I guided her pace, just slightly, a fraction more pressure that communicated intent without force. She responded immediately, adjusting her rhythm to match, faster, wetter, the sounds filling the small room. The slick, rhythmic sounds of her mouth working me were obscene and perfect, wet suction and labored breathing through her nose and the small, desperate noises she made at the back of her throat each time I hit deep.

“Look at me,” I said. My voice was rougher than I intended.

She looked up. Her eyes were molten, the sharp assessment replaced by something that was surrender and ferocity combined. Saliva glistened on her lips, smeared across her chin, strands connecting her mouth to my cock as she pulled back for breath. Her expression was wrecked, cheeks flushed, her control demolished. Her lips were swollen, slick, and the visual of the most dangerous woman at this academy on her knees with saliva dripping down her chin and my cock wet from her mouth was almost enough to finish me right there.

She held my gaze while she took me back in, and the eye contact made everything more intense, more real, more present. The tough fighter. On her knees. Her mouth stretched around my cock, looking up at the man whose hand was in her hair, exactly where she had chosen to be.

“You’re incredible,” I told her. “You know that. The way you look right now, on your knees with your mouth full of me. The most dangerous woman I’ve ever met, and you’re sucking my cock like it’s the only thing in the world that matters.”

She moaned around me, the sound vibrating through her throat and directly into my spine. Her hands gripped my hips and pulled me forward, demanding more, deeper. I thrust, a shallow pump that pushed my cock further into her mouth, and she took it without flinching, her throat opening, her eyes watering but never breaking contact. The duelist’s discipline was dissolving into something raw and needy, the disciplined technique giving way to pure want. Saliva ran down her chin and dripped onto her bare chest, catching the electric glow of her scars.

The lightning crackle intensified. Sparks danced along my skin where her lips touched, tiny shocks of pleasure that layered on top of the wet heat and the suction and the impossible visual of Isolde Fen on her knees with her mouth full and her eyes blazing. Each spark sent a jolt of electricity through my cock that amplified the sensation of her tongue, her suction, the tight grip of her throat.

“You’re mine,” I told her. My grip tightened in her braid, pulling her head back until my cock slid from her mouth with a wet, obscene sound. “Say it.”

The words cracked through her defenses like lightning through glass. She looked up at me, saliva connecting her swollen lips to my slick cock in glistening strands, her chin wet, her eyes devastated with surrender.

“Yours.” She bit the word off short, the way she’d cut an opponent’s guard, and the lightning in her arm flared on the syllable, a hard blue-white pulse that arced from her scars to my thigh, nothing soft in it, a strike landing clean. And then her jaw tightened around a word she didn’t let out, a syllable forming and dying behind her teeth. The effort of catching it made her shudder, her fingers digging harder into my hips. Whatever she’d almost said, she wasn’t ready. Not yet. But it was there, pressing against the inside of her teeth like lightning behind a cracked seal.

“Again.”

“Yours.” Louder this time, but no softer. She forced it out through her teeth like a blow she’d been trained to throw, and the scars blazed with it, a discharge crackling along her jaw to where my cock touched her swollen lips. The flush spread down her neck, across the collarbones visible above her open collar, staining her pale skin pink. She didn’t surrender the rest of the word. She kept it behind her teeth, hoarding it like ground she wouldn’t give, and somehow that was hotter than if she’d handed it over.

“Good girl. Now take me back in. Show me how you obey.”

She took me back in with a sound that was halfway between a moan and a growl, the duelist’s discipline completely dissolved into raw, determined want. Her mouth was wetter now, messier, the measured technique abandoned for aggressive, deep strokes that buried me in her throat with each plunge. Her hands gripped my ass, nails biting into the muscle, pulling me into her face.

“Isolde. I’m close.”

She didn’t slow down. If anything, she intensified. Her hands pulled my hips forward, demanding more, deeper, her jaw working, her throat opening. She took me to the root, her nose pressing against my pelvis, and held there, swallowing around me, the rhythmic constriction of her throat milking my cock while she fought her gag reflex with a fighter’s stubbornness. The lightning scars blazed blue-white along her entire arm, the class energy surging as the intimacy peaked.

I came with my hand locked in her braid and her name on my lips. The orgasm hit like a forge hammer, pulsing hard through every nerve, my hips jerking forward as I spilled into her mouth. The first thick pulse hit the back of her throat, and she swallowed around me, her throat working, pulling the cum down with fierce determination. She took all of it the way Isolde did everything once committed: without halfway measures. A second pulse, a third, each one making her throat bob as she drank me down, her grip on my hips iron-tight, her eyes locked on mine through every last pulse. A white trickle slipped from her swollen lips, stark against flushed skin, sliding down her chin.

The lightning discharge hit as I finished, not a single bolt but a sustained surge. Electricity crackled through the contact between us, her lips on my cock, her hands on my hips, amplifying the last pulses of orgasm until my vision sparked at the edges. Her crest flared through her open collar, the Storm Duelist geometry blazing blue-white, and for one heartbeat, I felt her class energy sync with mine. The same resonance bridge I’d felt during the repair, but deeper, more intimate, forged through something more personal than class restoration.

When she finished, she pulled back. Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The gesture was blunt, unadorned, and somehow more erotic than anything that had preceded it.

She rose to her feet in a single fluid motion, the fighter’s ascent, and stood before me with her chin lifted and her eyes blazing.

She looked exhilarated.

She pushed me against the wall. Her hands flat on my chest, her body pressed against mine, lean muscle and lightning scars and heat from the choice she’d just made. She wanted it, took it, and was drunk on the power of that. She kissed me. Hard. The taste of my cum on her tongue, the lightning charge on her lips, the ferocity of a proud fighter who had crossed one of her own lines and wasn’t apologizing for it.

I kissed her back. I gripped her hips, lean muscle flexing under my fingers through the fitted trousers, and pulled her against me. She bit my lower lip. The lightning crackle between our mouths was sharp and sweet.

“The rest,” she said against my mouth, “you earn.”

“I plan to.”

We stood like that, foreheads together, her palms flat on my chest, my hands on her hips. Her lightning scars glowed steadily now, the pale lightning pulsing in sync with her heartbeat. Through the contact, through the residual forge energy that connected us, I could feel her crest stabilizing. The repair was holding. The intimacy was strengthening the bond between smith and subject, between my class and hers.

“Your scars are glowing,” I said.

She looked down at her arm. The storm-light was bright enough to cast shadows on the wall behind her. Every branch of her lightning scars illuminated, the pattern beautiful and terrible, the map of power that had been stolen and was returning.

“They haven’t glowed like this since before the sabotage.” She flexed her fingers. Lightning danced between them, clean and controlled. “My class is resonating with yours. I can feel it. Like a thread between us. Faint, but real.”

“You told me it ran both ways. In the workshop.” She said it slow, like she was testing the truth of it now that she could feel it instead of just hear it. “I didn’t understand then. I do now.”

“Stronger than before?”

“Like there’s a second pulse under my own.” Her hand on my chest found the spot below my collarbone where the hammer-mark sat. She pressed her palm flat over it, and I felt the hum of her lightning resonance against the ache of the forming mark. Her touch there was almost more intimate than what had come before.

“Good. Then don’t waste it.”

I stepped back. The kiss, the intimacy, the electricity still tingling on my lips. The bond between us was a tangible presence in the room, a resonance frequency that connected her Storm Channel to my Class Smith crest.

At the door, she stopped me.

“Ward.”

I turned.

“Nobody hears about this. Not the repair, not the… this. Not until I’m ready.”

“I know.”

“And Garrick?”

“Yeah?”

Her mouth curved. Brief. Dangerous. Gone before I could decide if it was approval or a threat. “You earned it.”


Chapter 11: The Spy’s Seam

My working notes went missing on a Thursday.

Not the forge journal. My mother’s coded journal stayed where I kept it: locked in a drawer reinforced with oath-metal pins that would burn anyone without a Smith’s resonance frequency. What disappeared were my research notes: observations on crest damage patterns, Class Sight calibration techniques, the forge-metal amplification geometry I’d mapped from the Undercroft altar.

I noticed the theft at midmorning when I went to reference a resonance calculation I’d been working on the night before. The notebook was gone. The drawer it had been in was closed, re-locked, with no signs of forced entry. No scratches on the lock face. No residue from a bypass tool. Whoever had done this was either skilled enough to leave no trace or experienced enough to know what traces to clean.

Not a break-in. A bypass. The lock had been opened with a Veil Tower resonance pick, a precision instrument designed to circumvent standard academy security. I’d read about them in a security manual Brennan had borrowed from the maintenance library. Resonance picks that vibrated at the lock’s own frequency, turning the mechanism without force.

I sat in my closet workspace and thought.

The notes were valuable but not dangerous. They contained my technical observations, not my personal intel. Nothing about Isolde’s sabotage, Rosalie’s sealed branch, or Odran’s false gold. I’d been careful about compartmentalizing information since the first week, a habit drilled into me since childhood. Written records of specific people’s crest damage existed only in the forge journal, which was coded and protected.

But the technical notes revealed something almost as sensitive: the sophistication of my Class Sight. The calibration techniques, the resonance calculations, the amplification geometry. Anyone reading those notes would understand that the dead polishing class was nothing of the kind. It was a forensic analytical system capable of reading crest architecture at a level that made Registry assessment look like finger painting.

Someone wanted to know what I could really do. And they’d used Veil Tower methods to find out.

The question was whether this was Caldran’s doing, using Veil Tower operatives as tools, or someone else’s initiative.

I told Brennan about the theft when he arrived for his morning maintenance shift. He set down his calibrator and his breakfast roll simultaneously, which for Brennan indicated maximum seriousness. In normal circumstances, one of those objects remained in active use at all times. Setting both down meant he’d shifted into the analytical mode that his failed Artificer classification completely failed to represent.

“Show me the lock,” he said first. I showed him the drawer. He examined it for a full minute, running his fingers along the mechanism, holding it up to the light, sniffing it once for reasons that became clear when he nodded and said: “Resonance oil. Veil Tower standard-issue lock bypass lubricant. I can smell the carrier frequency. It’s a specific blend they use to prevent resonance residue from alerting ward systems.”

“You can smell resonance oil?”

“I’ve processed supply requisitions for every tower for a year. Veil Tower uses a mint-based carrier. Duel Tower smells like burnt copper. Arcane Tower uses odorless, which is the most suspicious choice if you think about it.” He picked up his breakfast roll and took a thoughtful bite. “Half the Veil students keep their bypass tools past the return deadline. The numbers never match when I file the equipment logs. So this could be a Veil student poking at the Class Smith everyone’s whispering about, or a Veil operative doing it for Caldran so it doesn’t read as a Registry job. Veil places people inside the Registry on purpose. That’s the whole point of the tower.”

Either way, somebody with real skill had decided I was worth the risk of an open lock.

I spent the rest of the morning preparing a trap.

The bait was a notebook left on my workbench, visible from the workshop entrance, containing technical notes on a forge resonance technique I’d been developing. Real information, detailed enough to be valuable, incomplete enough to be frustrating. I’d written the notes in a way that suggested there was more, a missing piece that completed the picture.

The final page was tucked behind the inkwell on the bench, a small piece of folded paper that contained a resonance frequency calculation I’d deliberately left separate from the rest. The calculation was the payoff. Without it, the notebook was interesting but incomplete. With it, the technique was operational.

If someone came for the notes, they’d take the notebook. If they were thorough, they’d find the page behind the inkwell. If they were smart, they’d realize the calculation was the part that mattered and reach for it.

That’s where I’d be watching.

The trap needed to look like my carelessness, not my design. That meant leaving the workshop exactly the way I left it on tired nights: one polishing cloth unfolded, a dull file set at the wrong angle, three stones in a shallow tray, the lamp turned down but not out. A careful room tells a thief the owner is thinking. A slightly messy room tells a thief the owner is exhausted.

I copied two pages of real notes into the bait notebook, then seeded three errors into the fourth page. Not obvious errors. The kind a competent reader would notice and correct mentally, which meant the reader would feel clever and keep going. I wanted whoever came to believe they were ahead of me. People who think they’re ahead reach for the page behind the inkwell.

Brennan watched the setup with the solemnity of a man observing a dangerous ritual and eating through most of it.

“You know,” he said, “if this were my trap, it would involve at least one spring.”

“That’s why it isn’t your trap.”

“Fair. But a spring would give the evening a sense of occasion.”

I told Isolde about the theft during our evening training session. She was practicing Lightning Step in the Annex workshop, using the oath-metal circle as a channeling aid. The technique was rough but functional, her body vanishing from one point and reappearing three meters away with a crack of displaced air.

“Veil Tower,” she said, landing from a step with her blade extended. “Spies.” She said the word as if it had personally offended her.

“Someone wanted to know what my Class Sight can do.”

“Then they’re either working for Caldran or working against him. Either way, they know more about you than they should.”

“I set a trap.”

She lowered her blade. “What kind?”

“Bait notes. I’ll wait in the workshop and see who comes for them.”

“Alone?”

“If I have backup, whoever’s watching might spot it.”

Her eyes narrowed. “If they’re Veil Tower, they’ll spot you too.”

“Possibly. But my Class Sight works in the dark, and their bypass tools don’t come with invisibility.”

She measured me with the same look she used on an opponent who might be underestimating a threat. Then she sheathed her blade with a decisive motion. “If you’re not at breakfast tomorrow, I’m coming to find you.”

“Understood.”

“And Garrick?” She cracked her knuckles. “If whoever stole your notes tries to hurt you, I want to know about it before you decide to be stoic.”

“I’ll try.”

“Don’t try. Do it.”

Rosalie had arrived for the training session’s medical support and overheard the plan. She set down her healing supplies with a pointed clink. “If something goes wrong, send for me. I can be at the Annex in seven minutes from the infirmary.”

“You’ve timed it?”

“I time everything that involves distance and potential injury.” Her fingers pressed against the strap of her medical bag. “Healer’s habit. Also, paranoia. The two overlap more than you’d think.”

I waited that night in the workshop proper, seated behind the cold forge, concealed by the shadow of the anvil. Class Sight activated at low intensity, enough to read resonance signatures in the dark without the golden glow that would give me away.

The campus settled into its nighttime rhythm. Distant sounds from the towers: a duelist’s practice bout echoing from the training yard, the low hum of Arcane Tower containment fields, the whisper of the Veil Tower’s passive wards that monitored the grounds. The dining hall below the Annex was quiet, the kitchen staff long gone. Through the floor, the oath-metal inlays pulsed with their steady warmth.

Three hours passed. I counted heartbeats. Tracked the progression of moonlight through the workshop’s dirty windows. Turned a class stone in my fingers out of habit, the small oval one from my mother’s kit that I carried everywhere. The metal was warm.

Waiting is different when you expect violence than when you expect theft. Violence announces itself early: footsteps too hard, breath held too long, the room bracing before impact. Theft is patient. Theft respects silence. Theft makes the ordinary suspicious. The settling of a beam. The faint tick of cooling metal. Brennan turning over in the basement and muttering something about pastry ratios in his sleep.

At the second hour, I nearly convinced myself nobody was coming. At the third, I stopped convincing myself of anything and let the workshop become a map. Door. Window. Bench. Inkwell. Bait notebook. Shadow behind the anvil. The oath-metal lines under my boots, warm enough to remind me the old forge was awake even if I stayed still.

Near midnight, the temperature in the workshop dropped by half a degree. I felt it before I heard anything: a shift in the air current that meant the door had been opened somewhere, the workshop’s sealed atmosphere disturbed by an external source.

The workshop door opened.

No sound. The hinges had been oiled. Not recently, not for this visit. The oil was old, well-absorbed, consistent, absorbed maintenance. Someone had been entering this workshop silently for longer than I’d been at Valebright.

The figure that entered moved with a fluidity that was almost unsettling, each step placed to avoid loose boards, stray tools, and the faint clink of buckles. Dark Veil Tower uniform: fitted black jacket, close-cut, tailored tight at the waist. High-waisted trousers that followed the line of narrow hips downward to practical boots. Stockings visible at the ankles where the trouser hems rode up, dark fabric against pale skin.

She crossed the workshop without hesitation. She knew the layout. She’d been here before, during my working hours or someone else’s, mapping the space. Her movements were economical: no wasted steps, no unnecessary pauses, no checking corners that she’d already confirmed were clear. A professional in a space she’d surveyed.

She reached my workbench and picked up the notebook. A light-crystal device appeared in her other hand, a small, calibrated tool that captured images of text through resonance impression. She began photographing the pages, working through them systematically.

I watched with Class Sight.

Her crest was visible through the dark uniform, pulsing with a class signature I hadn’t encountered before. The base structure was a Scribe class, information-oriented, built for reading, recording, and analysis. Clean, functional, well-developed. The skill paths were sophisticated, branching into sub-specialties that standard Scribe classification didn’t include: pattern recognition, data comparison, resonance-signature cataloguing.

But over it, running from her sternum downward and continuing along her spine toward her lower back, a seam. Neither crack nor sealed branch. A false layer of class information laid over her real structure like a forged document placed on top of a genuine one. The seam was visible to Class Sight as a faint shimmer that didn’t match the class beneath it, the edges slightly misaligned, like a mask that didn’t quite fit the face beneath.

An altered record. Written into her crest by someone with registrar tools and classification authority. The alteration was old, at least two years based on the growth patterns: her natural class energy had expanded around and beneath the foreign structure, accommodating it like a tree growing around a nail.

She finished the notebook and reached for the page behind the inkwell. Her body leaned forward to extend her arm, and the uniform pulled across her hips.

The false seam glowed through the dark fabric along her lower spine, tracing the curve downward. My eyes followed it. The seam ran along her spine, but the shape it traversed drew attention of its own. The contrast between her narrow waist and her hips was sharper than the uniform’s tailoring accounted for. The dark trousers strained across the curve of her ass as she bent, the fabric pulling tight enough to define the full, round shape beneath.

I forced my attention back to the seam. Or tried. The seam continued over the swell of her hips, and distinguishing between the two became an exercise in professional discipline that I was not entirely winning.

I stepped out of the shadow.

“You missed the page behind the inkwell.”

She spun. A knife appeared in her right hand, held in a reverse grip, the blade angled for a defensive slash. Her body dropped into a low stance, weight balanced, ready to strike or retreat. The motion was fast enough that I’d have been cut if I’d been within arm’s reach.

Her face was sharp, angular, framed by black hair cut to her jaw. One side fell over her eye, the other tucked behind her ear. Dark brown eyes, nearly black, caught the faint glow of the oath-metal inlays and reflected it back with a flat, evaluative calm. Smoky, whether from natural shadow under the lashes or cosmetics that doubled as camouflage.

A Veil Tower operative. Scribe of Veils, if I was reading the crest correctly.

I raised my hands. Open palms. No weapons.

“I’m not going to report you,” I said. “But I am going to ask why the Registry put a false seam in your class crest.”

The knife didn’t move. But the expression behind it changed. The combat readiness shifted into something sharper: curiosity, sharp and immediate. For a Veil Tower operative, unexpected information was rarer and more valuable than gold.

“I wondered if you actually could,” she said. The line had the flat satisfaction of a guess proven right. “The rumors said you read crests. Rumors say a lot of things. Most of them I discount.” The knife stayed level. “You just told me which ones to keep.”

“I can see a lot of things.”

“Clearly.” She straightened from the combat stance, the motion unhurried, measured. The knife didn’t disappear, but it lowered to her side. Her dark eyes took me apart with patient precision. Isolde evaluated threats. This woman evaluated everything.

“The false seam,” she said. “Describe what you see.”

“A layer of class information overlaid on your base Scribe crest. It runs from your sternum down your spine. The overlay doesn’t match the structure beneath it. Someone wrote a false classification into your crest using registrar tools, the same way you’d forge a document by writing over the original. The technique is institutional: calibrated, authorized, performed with tools that carry Registry certification marks.”

“And the original?”

“Scribe of Veils. Information class. Reading, recording, analysis, pattern recognition. More sophisticated than a standard Scribe. More dangerous.” I paused. “The seam is old. Applied at least two years ago. Before you enrolled at Valebright.”

“Not only old,” I added, letting the Sight press closer without crossing into a full reading. “Layered. Whoever did it didn’t simply change the label. They dampened your ability to detect alterations in other records. Not all of it, or you would never have noticed the seam in the first place. Enough to slow you down. Enough to make you doubt the first discrepancy you found.”

For the first time, the knife point dipped.

“There’s a corrective band at the upper sternum,” I said. “A false stability marker. The kind registrars use when they want a crest to read as compliant under routine scan. It tells any standard assessment crystal: nothing to see here.”

Her mouth flattened. “Useful phrase. The Registry should engrave it over the door.”

“The seam branches at the wrist too. Pulse point upward. I can’t read the full path without permission, but it isn’t a single alteration. It’s a control system.”

Her expression didn’t change. But the tension in her jaw released, and her breathing steadied into a rhythm I recognized from Isolde: the controlled exhale after a truth already known finally became undeniable. She’d carried this secret alone for years, and now a stranger could read it through her skin.

“Then you already know more about me than my handler does.”

The knife vanished. I didn’t see where it went. One moment it was in her hand, the next it wasn’t, tucked into some hidden sheath that her uniform was designed to conceal.

She set the light-crystal device on my workbench. Set my stolen notebook beside it. Stepped back and folded her arms across her slim chest.

“My name is Thalia Corvain. Scholarship student, outside the noble network. My class awakened as Scribe of Veils, which the Veil Tower considers promising and the Registry considers inconvenient. They altered my record as part of how they manage scholarship students, and I found out the day I got good enough to read my own file. Exposing it would have gotten me killed or reclassified, so I did the other thing. I started collecting, from the inside.”

Rehearsed words, but the cadence was genuine. Every sentence landed with conviction. Her gaze held mine throughout.

“A double agent,” I said.

“That term implies I changed sides. I never changed sides. I was always on my own side. The Registry altered my class record without my consent, which means they were never on my side to begin with.” The distinction mattered to her; I could see it in the way her expression locked when she said it. Not wounded pride. Professional clarity. She had assessed her relationship with the institution, found it to be exploitative, and responded with the same calculated method the institution had used on her.

“An operative who knows which side the filing cabinet is being used to bury.” She tilted her head. The black hair fell across one eye. “I’ve been playing this game for over a year. Loyal registry scribe on the surface, spy against the registry underneath. Classification crystals, personnel files, administrative records. I can reach all of it.”

“Why steal my notes?”

“Because a Class Smith who can see class alterations is the single most dangerous thing the Registry has encountered in two hundred years. Your notes describe forensic capabilities that would make their entire suppression infrastructure obsolete. I needed to know if you were real or if you were a threat I needed to eliminate.”

“And?”

“Your notes are real. Your analytical capabilities are sophisticated beyond anything the current Registry can match. And you’ve already identified at least two active manipulations: Isolde Fen’s sabotage and Odran Pell’s inflation.”

I didn’t react to the names. She was testing my response. Watching for the twitch, the blink, the breath-hitch that meant I’d heard information I thought was secret.

“You’ve been watching.”

“I watch everything. It’s literally my class.” She uncrossed her arms and moved a step closer. In the dim workshop, her dark eyes caught the golden glow of the oath-metal inlays and gave it back with a sharp, evaluative brilliance. “Here’s my pitch: I have access to the Registry’s real records. Classification crystals that store crest imprints alongside the paperwork. I can show you the discrepancies between what’s filed and what’s real. Isolde’s file, Odran’s file, and a dozen others.”

“What do you want in return?”

“A Class Smith who can prove the alterations are real. My evidence is documents, records, administrative trails. Circumstantial. Deniable. A man with a good lawyer can explain away paperwork. But a Class Smith who can read the actual crests and confirm the manipulation provides forensic proof, not a document someone could claim was forged. The kind of proof that brings down systems, not just individuals.”

She moved to the edge of the workbench and picked up the notebook she’d stolen, tapping its cover with one precise finger.

“Three examples, so you understand the scale. A Tide-Reader from the southern coast enrolled with a flood-mapping branch that would have made him valuable to harbor guilds. His current file lists shallow-water aptitude only. His family lost a tidal-mill contract two months later to a noble house. A Barrier Warden from a mining town had a secondary rescue branch sealed after she outperformed two noble warders in a collapse drill. Official reason: emotional instability. Then there’s a Sanctum scholarship boy whose pain-dampening branch was redirected into passive bedside care because offensive triage made House Arden nervous.”

Her eyes did not leave mine.

“Every record is small enough to explain away alone. A clerical correction. A safety measure. A family request. Together, they make a machine.”

“That’s a big ask.”

“It’s a big conspiracy.” She shifted her weight. The motion drew her hips to one side, and the uniform fabric adjusted across them. The false seam glowed through the back of her jacket, a faint shimmer along her lower spine. “Every fake class record in that registry is someone like you or me getting their future stolen. Scholarship students with sealed branches, commoners with suppressed capabilities, anyone who threatens the noble monopoly on class power.”

I studied her. Her eyes gave nothing away. The jaw-line cut of her hair framed a face that was built for secrets: composed, controlled, revealing only what she chose to reveal. Her stance was relaxed but ready, one shoulder angled toward the door, one hand close to a hidden knife.

“Your false seam,” I said. “What did they change?”

Her expression flickered. Barely. A microsecond of vulnerability that she locked down before it could spread. The first crack in the professional mask, sealed before anyone else would have noticed it.

“My classification was altered. What’s filed says I’m a basic Scribe. What I actually am is something the Registry doesn’t want to exist.” She met my gaze. “But that’s my information to share. When I’m ready.”

She turned to replace the stolen notebook on my workbench. The motion put her back to me, and the false seam blazed through her uniform in a line that traced her spine downward, over the curve where her lower back became the swell of her hips.

The glow was stronger now, responding to the proximity of my active Class Sight, as if the seam recognized the one class type that could truly read it. The shimmer traced the topography of her body: the narrow waist, the indent of her lower back, and then the unexpected fullness of her hips and ass filling the dark trousers in a way that contradicted her slim upper frame entirely.

The uniform was tight across her ass. Not deliberately provocative, just tailored in the Veil Tower style: close-cut, functional, designed for silent movement. But the body it contained didn’t match the rest of her silhouette. From the waist up, she was lean, sharp, all blade. From the waist down, something else entirely. Full, round, heavy for her frame, a contradiction that caught the eye and held it.

She bent over the drawer to replace the notebook. The trousers pulled taut. The seam glowed along the curve of her ass, a line of light that followed the shape like a guide that I was trying very hard not to follow.

She caught me looking. Not at the seam.

“The seam, or something else?” She didn’t turn fully. Half a glance over her shoulder, the dark hair falling across one eye, the suggestion of a smile that was less warmth and more threat assessment. “Because right now, I can’t tell which one you’re staring at.”

I didn’t deny it. Denying it would have been a worse tell than admitting it. She was Veil Tower. She read deception for a living.

She didn’t answer right away. Her gaze flicked once, deliberately, to the door behind me and back. Thalia always knew where her exits were. “Focus on the seam, Ward. The rest isn’t on offer.” She pulled open the drawer, replaced the notebook with careful fingers, and closed it. The lock clicked deliberately, the sound loud in the quiet workshop. A statement. She controlled what opened and when.

She faced me again. The moment of charged proximity dissolved into professional distance as cleanly as if she’d thrown a switch.

“I’ll send you a location. Registry files, restricted access. Bring your Class Sight and an empty stomach. We’ll be there a while.”

“When?”

“When I’ve confirmed you won’t get us both killed.” She moved toward the door, each step measured, the stockings at her ankles catching the faint light as she walked. “I’ll be watching, Ward. More carefully than before.”

“I know.”

She stopped at the threshold. Looked back. Her eyes held mine with an evaluation that I couldn’t fully read, layers of assessment stacked behind a gaze that was half invitation and half warning.

“One more thing. Your working notes mentioned forge-bond formation through repeated resonance contact. The resonance bridge between smith and subject. You’ve started forming bridges with two women already.”

She didn’t phrase it as a question. She’d read enough to know.

“The bridges are part of how my class grows. If they deepen enough.”

“Interesting.” Her gaze didn’t waver. “I’ll want to discuss that. Later. When I understand what it means for someone carrying a false seam.”

The implication hung between us like the last note of a resonance test: still vibrating, not yet resolved. She was telling me that she’d read my notes thoroughly enough to understand the forge-bond mechanics, and that she’d already linked what she’d learned to her own situation.

She disappeared into the corridor. No sound. No trace. The workshop was empty as if she’d never been there, except for the faint scent of something clean and sharp, like midnight ink and cold steel.

I sat on my workbench and breathed.

Thalia Corvain. Scribe of Veils. Veil Tower operative with a false class record, evidence of systemic corruption, and hips that her uniform couldn’t hide. She was dangerous in a way that Isolde’s blade and Rosalie’s warmth weren’t. She was dangerous because she controlled information, and information in this academy was more lethal than lightning.

I picked up the notebook she’d returned. Every page was in the same order. Nothing missing. Nothing added. She’d taken photographs but left the originals intact: a spy who respected sources.

The page behind the inkwell was untouched. She’d been reaching for it when I’d stepped out.

I unfolded it. The resonance calculation on it was real, a frequency optimization that could reduce the cost of Class Sight readings by roughly twenty percent. Useful. Not critical.

But written on the back, in my own hand from three days ago, was something I’d forgotten was there: a note about the Undercroft forge altar’s response to Smith bloodline resonance. The altar recognized me. It woke for me.

If Thalia had seen that note, she’d know the Undercroft contained Class Smith infrastructure that responded to my class specifically. Infrastructure that could be used to amplify readings, extend Sight, and build evidence on a scale the Registry couldn’t match.

She hadn’t seen it. But she was smart enough to suspect something like it existed.

I folded the page and locked it in the forge journal’s drawer, where the oath-metal pins would burn anything that tried to open it without my resonance.

She hadn’t found the one thing in this room worth stealing. This time. A woman who read locked drawers for a living would come back for the drawer she hadn’t opened.


Chapter 12: After Midnight

The forge journal had a habit of answering questions three pages after I’d stopped asking them. I’d read a page twenty times looking for one thing and find something else entirely on the twenty-first reading. The code she’d used wasn’t static. It shifted context depending on what I already understood. Passages that had been opaque a week ago now resolved into clarity because the knowledge I’d gained, from the forge work, from the diagnostics, from the women whose crests I’d read, had given me the framework to decode what she’d written.

I found the entry at the bottom of a page I’d read a dozen times, wedged between a resonance frequency calculation and a diagram of Storm Channel architecture. Her handwriting was smaller here, cramped, as if she’d added it late at night when space and time were both running short.

There is one academic at Valebright who understands what we do. She sees past the polishing and the maintenance to the architecture underneath. She studied class theory not as a fixed system but as a living one, and she arrived at the same conclusions I did through pure intellectual force. She never had Class Sight. She didn’t need it. She understood the mathematics of class evolution the way musicians understand harmony: intuitively, structurally, beautifully.

She is the only person at that institution worth trusting. And she is the only person who will be in danger when they realize what my son can do.

No name. But enough detail to identify: a female class theory professor at Valebright who studied class architecture as a living system. Current faculty records listed one professor teaching advanced class theory: Professor Octavia Crest.

The decision to go wasn’t impulsive. I’d spent three days turning it over, reading the journal entry again each night, cross-referencing the description with the faculty roster I’d found in the Annex’s administrative files. Female. Class theory professor. Studied class architecture as a living system. Current. At Valebright. The description matched one person.

On the first night, I decided not to go. It was the rational choice. Octavia Crest was faculty, faculty answered to department heads, department heads answered to Caldran whenever the Registry decided something involved class doctrine. Walking into her office with my mother’s name in my mouth might hand Caldran the neatest report he’d received all term.

On the second night, I copied every reference to her from the journal into a separate sheet and tried to prove my mother had meant someone else. The exercise failed by midnight. The phrasing was too specific. The admiration too personal. My mother had not written about a theory professor in the abstract. She had written about a woman she trusted and feared for.

On the third night, Rosalie found me staring at the same page and said nothing for almost a minute. Then she put a plate of food beside my elbow and told me that starvation was not a research method. Brennan, from the next room, shouted that he disagreed on philosophical grounds. I ate because Rosalie watched until I did.

That was the night I accepted the shape of the problem. I needed theory. I needed someone who knew what my mother had known from a different angle. And if Octavia Crest was already in danger because of me, leaving her ignorant of the danger did not protect her.

I went to her office at ten in the evening, uninvited, unannounced, and fully aware that this decision would either open a door or seal one permanently.

The faculty wing occupied the upper floors of the academy’s central tower, a quieter, more polished version of the student halls below. The transition from student territory to faculty was marked by small, decisive improvements: thicker carpets that dampened footsteps, resonance lamps that burned with a steady amber glow instead of the flickering buzz of the student corridors, walls lined with bookshelves rather than notice boards. The air smelled of aged paper and the faint, pleasant scent of whatever cleaning enchantment the academy’s maintenance staff used on the hardwood floors.

The door to Professor Crest’s office was at the end of a corridor lined with bookshelves, identified by a brass nameplate and a posted schedule of office hours.

Office hours had ended three hours ago.

I stood in the corridor for a full minute before knocking. Listening to the quiet. Letting what I was about to do settle into my chest. The forge journal in my pack, the page about Octavia bookmarked with a forge-metal shaving.

I knocked.

Silence. Then footsteps, measured and precise. The door opened.

Professor Octavia Crest stood in the doorway, and for a moment, the academic reserve I’d seen from a distance during campus events collapsed into something raw.

Fear.

Not sharp, combat-ready fear. This ran deeper, older, built around a thing she’d been dreading for a decade. Her amber-brown eyes, bright behind glasses, locked onto me with an intensity that went past my face, past my uniform, past the Annex insignia on my collar, and saw something she recognized.

She knew what I was before I said a word.

She stood in the doorway wearing fitted academic robes, dark fabric tailored with the same severity she applied to her office shelves and lecture notes. The robes didn’t hide her figure; they contained it. Heavy curves structured beneath academic layers, the fabric following the lines of wide hips and full bust without drawing attention to either. A cord at the waist cinched the robe, creating a silhouette that spoke of authority and control. Dark-gold hair in a structured twist, reading glasses pushed up on top of her head, a pendant on a chain resting against her sternum.

Low heels. Stockings visible at the ankles where the robe’s hem shifted. Amber-brown eyes tracked my face, then my mouth, with trained precision.

“Office hours are posted, Mr. Ward.”

“I know.”

She waited. The fear was still there, beneath the controlled expression, a thin layer of ice over deep water.

I said my mother’s name.

“Elyse Ward.”

Octavia stopped moving entirely. Not brittle surprise. A settled, breath-held quiet took her, the kind that came after years of bracing for a particular blow and finally feeling it land.

The pause stretched until I wondered if she’d close the door in my face. Then she stepped back from the doorway. “Come in.”

I entered. She closed the door behind me. Locked it. The lock was a physical bolt, heavy brass, reinforced. She engaged it by habit, her hand finding the mechanism without looking.

Her office was what I’d expected and more. Bookshelves covering three walls, floor to ceiling, packed with texts that ranged from standard academy curriculum to leather-bound volumes that looked older than the building. A desk near the window, organized like a surgical tray: papers in exact stacks, ink bottles aligned, a cup of tea still steaming beside a leather-bound notebook. Artifacts occupied the remaining surfaces: class stones, resonance crystals, fragments of inscribed metal that I recognized as forge-era materials.

The room smelled of aged paper, formal perfume, and tea.

Octavia didn’t sit behind her desk. She stood near the window, arms crossed. She had let me into her office; the rest of her space remained under guard.

“The last Class Smith I helped died,” she said. “I will not be responsible for another.”

The words were rehearsed. Polished. She’d rehearsed them. She’d been rehearsing them for years, waiting for the moment when a Ward would walk through her door.

“My mother’s journal described a class architecture theorist at Valebright,” I said. “The only academic who understood what Class Smiths actually do. She said this person studied class systems not as fixed structures but as living ones. She said this person arrived at the same conclusions through pure intellectual force, without Class Sight.”

“Your mother was generous in her assessment.”

“Was she wrong?”

Octavia’s composure held. But her eyes, behind the glasses she’d pulled down from her forehead, were bright with something more complex than academic distance.

“What do you want, Mr. Ward?”

“I want what my mother said you could teach me. The mathematics of class evolution. The theory behind what I can see.” I watched her face as I spoke. The carefully constructed exterior was still in place, but behind it, something was listening. Not the professor. The woman who had once studied under a Class Smith and understood what my class could do. “I have Class Sight, but I’m working from instinct and a half-coded journal. I can see damage. I can feel the resonance patterns. But I don’t understand the mathematics of why a repair holds or collapses. I don’t know the theory that separates a stable forge bond from one that cascades into secondary damage.”

“You’ve already performed forge work.” She said it flat, certain, leaving no room for me to deny it.

“I’ve stabilized a fracturing crest during a public practical. I’ve performed diagnostic readings that identified three surgical incisions in a student’s Storm Channel and a sealed healer branch in another crest. I’ve done partial repair work already, but the deeper repairs and unsealings are where instinct stops being enough, which terrifies me.”

Her expression changed. The fear didn’t leave, but it was joined by something older: the reflexive concern of a teacher hearing that a student was about to attempt something dangerous without adequate preparation.

“You want mentorship.”

“I want knowledge. From someone who understands what I’m doing well enough to tell me when I’m about to make a mistake that kills someone.”

That hit. I saw it land. Her arms tightened across her chest, and her expression flickered.

“I am not offering mentorship,” she said. “I am offering a warning. The people who killed your mother are the same people who run the institution you’re attending. They identified the Class Smith bloodline the moment your crest appeared at placement. Lord Provost Caldran has been positioning resources against you since your first day. If you continue doing what you’re doing, repairing classes, reading crests, building bonds, they will destroy you. Not because you’re wrong, but because you’re right.”

“They won’t do it all at once,” she continued, and the precision of her voice made the warning colder. “They’ll isolate you first. Supply corrections. Workspace changes. Incident reports that make the Annex look unstable. Then a formal concern about unauthorized class assessment. Then a safety review. By the time anyone uses a word like suppression, the file will already say you are the risk.”

She moved behind the desk, but did not sit. Her hands rested on the chair back, fingers white at the knuckles.

“The last Smith I helped was not arrested. He was advised. Monitored. Transferred to field research under a polite pretext. Every step came with a form signed by someone respectable. That is how the Registry kills people when it wants the death to look like weather.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you still here?”

“Because my mother was right too. And being right is the only thing I have. I’ve spent my whole life trying to be small enough that nobody would bother to crush me. It didn’t work. The only thing I haven’t tried is being what I actually am.”

Octavia stared at me. Her eyes behind the glasses were steady, evaluating, and beneath the evaluation, grief.

“You look like her,” she said. Quiet, and there was nothing academic in it. “Around the jaw. The way you hold your mouth when you’re being stubborn.”

“You knew her well?”

“I was her student. Briefly.” Octavia moved from the window to her desk. She didn’t sit; she leaned against the edge, crossing her ankles. The robe shifted, and for a moment, the hem rose enough to reveal a flash of stockinged calf above her low heels. She adjusted the fabric without acknowledging it. “Before the academy reassigned her to the field research that killed her.”

“She was reassigned?”

“To the field research that killed her.” Octavia’s mouth tightened, and she did not elaborate. “That is all I will say about it tonight.”

She touched her sternum, then caught herself and crossed her arms instead. It was the catch that interested me, not the gesture. A reflex aborted halfway, a woman intercepting her own body before it could confess something. Beneath the academic composure, this conversation was landing somewhere she had no intention of letting me see.

“I am willing to answer specific questions,” she said. “In private. On my terms, at my pace. This is not formal mentorship. I am not your advisor, your protector, or your ally. I am a professor who is willing to educate a student on class theory within the bounds of academic discussion.”

“Understood.”

“And if at any point I determine that your activities pose a direct threat to yourself or to people I am responsible for, I will withdraw. Without warning, without explanation, without appeal.”

“Understood.”

“Then ask your question.”

The relief was physical. My shoulders dropped a fraction that I hadn’t realized they’d been raised.

She noticed. Her gaze tracked the movement, reading body language the same way she probably read class theory notation. She was a professor who spent her days watching students; she saw everything. Including the tension leaving a young man’s frame when the woman who held the knowledge he needed agreed to share it.

She poured tea. Two cups, from a pot that was still warm on her desk. The domestic ordinariness of the gesture, a professor making tea for a student, was at odds with the bolt on the door and the conversation about murdered Class Smiths. She set a cup near me without asking if I wanted it. The cup was old porcelain, well-loved, personal, the kind a person didn’t hand to guests. She’d stopped drawing professional lines around this conversation, whether she’d meant to or not.

I’d come prepared. The forge-metal from the Undercroft altar had inscriptions I couldn’t fully read. The geometry was familiar from the forge journal, but the mathematical framework behind the shapes was beyond my self-taught understanding.

I described the inscriptions. The interlocking circles. The alignment patterns. The way the metal had responded to my Class Smith resonance with amplification I couldn’t replicate in my workshop.

Octavia listened like a starving woman hearing plates set on a table. The academic in her was waking up, and it was hungry. As I described the geometry, her expression shifted from guarded evaluation to intellectual engagement. The academic took over from the frightened woman.

“Those are resonance amplification sigils,” she said. “Second-era Class Smith notation. The circles represent bonded class connections. Each spoke from the center represents a forge bond with another person. The amplification occurs because the sigil network channels class energy through the bonds, not through the smith alone.”

“So the more bonds I have, the stronger the amplification?”

“In theory. The practical limitation is that each bond requires genuine resonance. Forced bonds produce noise, not amplification. Your mother understood this intuitively. The mathematics confirm it.”

She moved to the bookshelf behind her desk and pulled a volume from a shelf above her head. The reach required her to rise on her toes, and the motion pulled her robe upward and taut across her back. The tailored fabric, designed to organize rather than display, couldn’t hide what it contained: the full silhouette of her hips and the way the robe’s structure gave way to the body beneath. Her stockinged calves flexed with the stretch. The pendant swung forward from her cleavage and caught the lamplight.

She brought the book to her desk and opened it to a page of class theory notation. The diagrams were complex: sigil patterns overlaid with mathematical annotations in a hand that wasn’t hers. Older. More exacting.

“Here. The resonance amplification formula. This is the framework your mother used.” She traced a circle on the page with her fingertip. “She derived it from first principles while I provided the mathematical proof. It was the best work either of us ever did.”

She set the book on her desk and pointed to a complex sigil diagram. I leaned forward to study it. The geometry was related to what I’d seen on the Undercroft altar: interlocking circles with radial spokes, each spoke annotated with resonance frequencies.

Then she did something I wasn’t prepared for.

She moved behind my chair, not around the desk to the far side, the way a professor minding her boundaries would have. Behind me. Close. The habit of a teacher who had spent years guiding students through physical demonstrations of class theory, standing at their shoulder to correct technique. A decade of muscle memory overriding the boundaries she’d spent the last twenty minutes constructing.

“The sigil requires a specific hand position.” Her voice was lower than it had been. Still measured, still controlled, but the register had dropped, the words coming from somewhere deeper in her throat. “The resonance flows through the practitioner’s dominant hand. Position your right hand flat, fingers spread, palm down over the diagram.”

I placed my hand on the page. The sigil diagram responded to my touch with a faint pulse, the ink resonating with my class energy. The lines glowed briefly, gold, before settling back to their printed state.

Octavia inhaled softly at the glow. Not surprise. Recognition of a theory becoming visible after years of living only as ink. Her eyes sharpened behind the glasses, and for a moment the fear retreated before the scholar in her. She had spent a decade teaching fixed-class doctrine while carrying diagrams that disproved it, and now the page itself had answered my hand.

“It accepts you,” she said.

“The ink?”

“The notation. Your mother’s ink was mixed with catalyst dust. It was keyed to Smith resonance so hostile readers would see only geometry. With you, it becomes instruction.”

The gold faded from the page, leaving the diagram plain again. The afterimage stayed in my Sight, a ghost circle burned behind my eyes.

“Wider,” she said. “The thumb needs to anchor on the outer circle.”

She reached over my shoulder and adjusted my hand. Her fingers on mine. Warm, exact, with an understanding of anatomy and technique that went beyond academic study. Her touch was firm, deliberate, a mentor correcting form.

Her body was close behind me, not touching but near enough that I could feel the heat of her through my tunic, the radiant presence of a body larger and softer than the careful distance between us had prepared me for. The scent of formal perfume and tea, layered with something richer underneath, skin and old paper and the faintly herbal soap she used.

The pendant at her chest pressed against my shoulder blade where she’d leaned forward. The small, hard point of the class stone rested between breasts that pushed against the back of my shoulder with each breath she took.

“Now trace the inner pattern. The wrist angle is critical. Too steep and the resonance scatters. Too flat and it can’t penetrate the target structure.”

Her hand guided mine through the tracing motion. Her fingers wrapped around my wrist, correcting the angle with a firm, practiced touch. She had done this a thousand times with students. The thousand-and-first time was different. Her thumb pressed against the inside of my wrist. The pulse point. My heartbeat pushed against her fingertip, and I knew she could feel it accelerating.

Her breath ghosted against the back of my neck. Steady. Controlled. Every inhale measured. Every exhale held to discipline.

She held the position well past the point the demonstration required, and then past that, the seconds piling up between us. Her thumb on my pulse. Her breath on my neck. The pendant between her breasts pressing against my shoulder. The scent of her filling the small space between us.

I could feel her control trembling. Not through Class Sight. Through proximity. The way her fingers tightened fractionally on my wrist. The way her thumb stilled against my pulse, just once, the practiced rhythm of her instruction faltering for a beat that someone who wasn’t paying attention would have missed entirely.

Then she released my wrist and stepped back sharply. The distance between us went from inches to feet in a single clean motion, like a door closing on a draft.

She adjusted her glasses. The gesture was quick, precise, deliberately ordinary. But I’d felt the tremor in her fingers. The contact had cost her something she hadn’t budgeted for, and the steadiness she put on afterward was the most telling thing about her.

“The principle is straightforward,” she said. Voice level. Register back to normal. But she’d moved to the far side of the desk, putting the full width of furniture between us. The distance was deliberate. A woman rebuilding the boundary she’d just crossed. “Resonance amplification scales with bond depth and bond count. Your mother had three bonded subjects when she achieved her most significant forge work.”

“Three.”

“A duelist, a healer, and a diplomat. Each bond provided a different resonance frequency for the amplification network. The circle formation, when achieved, creates a compound resonance field that exceeds the sum of individual bonds.” She spoke fluently, the material living under her tongue rather than on the page. The academic passion was overriding her caution, each sentence pulling her deeper into a subject she clearly loved. “The mathematics are elegant, Garrick. Each resonance frequency provides a dimension. One bond gives you depth. Two give you breadth. Three create volume. The circle is not a metaphor. It is a geometric reality of class energy that the fixed-class doctrine cannot explain because explaining it would prove the doctrine false.”

“And beyond three?”

“Beyond three is theoretical. Your mother never achieved more than three simultaneous bonds. The historical records suggest that the ancient smiths maintained circles of six or seven, but the documentation is fragmentary.” She paused. The passion dimmed, replaced by careful academic discipline. “I would not advise treating those records as reliable. They were written by people who had reason to exaggerate the capabilities of their tradition.”

“Or to accurately document them.”

“Or that.” Her mouth almost curved. She caught it, pressed her lips together, but not before I saw it: the first unguarded expression she’d allowed herself all night.

Three bonds. A circle. Compound resonance. The knowledge settled into the architecture of what I was building.

But the mathematics also showed the risk. A single unstable bond could distort the whole field. Two incompatible frequencies could create feedback. Three could amplify either harmony or failure. The circle was not a collection of people standing near a Smith. It was load-bearing structure. Every trust line had to hold or the forge work would collapse through the weakest point.

“So this is why the forge cannot be forced,” I said.

Octavia’s eyes met mine across the desk. “Yes. Coercion produces compliance, not resonance. Compliance is brittle. A forced circle shatters under amplification and takes everyone connected to it with the break.”

“The noble houses tried?”

“Of course they tried.” Her mouth tightened. “That is what powerful people do when they discover a thing they cannot buy. They attempt to replicate the shape without understanding the substance. The early Concord records are full of failures they called accidents.”

“Professor.”

“Yes?”

“You said you were my mother’s student.”

“Briefly.”

“What did she teach you?”

Octavia went quiet. She stood behind her desk, the full width of the desk between us again, the lamp light catching the dark gold of her hair and the amber of her eyes. The pendant rested against the dark fabric over her breastbone, catching light only when she breathed.

“She taught me that class architecture is not a cage,” Octavia said. “It is a language. And like any language, it can be read, written, spoken, and understood. The people who insist that classes are fixed are like people who insist that words, once written, can never be revised.” Her mouth curved, just slightly, around a memory. “She had a way of putting it. The doctrine, she used to say, is a comforting lie told by those who profit from illiteracy. I’ve never been able to say it better than she did.”

“That sounds like her.”

“She was brilliant, Garrick.” The use of my first name was deliberate. A shift from academic distance to personal connection that she chose to make. “She was the most intellectually alive person I ever met. And I was too late to help her.”

“Too late?”

“I knew about the field assignment. I knew enough to be afraid of it. I protested. I was ignored. By the time I had the authority to push harder, she was already gone.” Her voice was controlled but not steady. Each word was a brick in a dam against something deeper. “I will not make the same mistake twice. In either direction.”

In either direction. She would not fail to help another Smith, and she would not let herself get close enough to lose one again. The second wall was the one she’d built higher.

I stood. The sigil demonstration had given me what I’d come for: the mathematical framework behind forge-bond amplification and the confirmation that circle formation was the key to scaling my class abilities.

“Thank you, Professor.”

“Octavia. In private, when the door is locked, you may call me Octavia.”

“Octavia.”

She walked me to the door. Unlocked the brass bolt. As I stepped into the corridor, she spoke.

“Garrick.”

I turned.

She stood in the doorway, backlit by the amber lamp of her office. The dark-gold hair caught the light. The glasses sat precisely on her nose. The fitted robe contained everything she was and everything she’d lost.

“Your mother was my mentor,” she said. “But she was more than that. She saw more in me than I was ever allowed to be.”

The words were quiet. Weighted. Loaded with a meaning that extended past this conversation into years of silence.

“What do you mean?”

She touched her sternum. The gesture was unconscious, automatic, the same way I touched the spot where my hammer-mark burned. Her fingers pressed against the fabric over her breastbone, where some private wound seemed to sit beneath the academic robes. The pendant swung forward with the motion, catching lamplight against her knuckles.

For a moment her face stopped managing itself. Grief and longing and a decade of suppressed guilt all surfaced at once, and the composure buckled.

She caught herself. Pulled her hand away. The mask went back on with a visible effort: glasses adjusted, posture straightened, the wall rebuilt one brick at a time.

“That is a conversation for another night. If there is another night.” She reached past me and drew the door open, the cool corridor air sliding into the warm office. “Go, before I think better of any of this.”

She closed the door behind me. The lock engaged. The brass bolt slid home with a sound of finality that echoed down the empty corridor.

I stood in the faculty wing hallway and breathed. The corridor was empty, the residential quiet of a building where academics slept behind locked doors and sealed wards. The carpet beneath my feet was thick enough to muffle everything, including the sound of my heartbeat, which was running faster than it should have been for a man who had just attended an academic tutoring session.

The sigil demonstration lingered in my hands, though the technique was the least of what stayed with me. What stayed was her fingers on my wrist, her breath on my neck, the pendant pressing against my shoulder blade. Five seconds of contact that had communicated more than an hour of conversation. She was afraid of getting close to another Smith, and her body was fighting her mind on the question.

I crossed the quiet campus toward the Annex. The night air was cold, clearing the scent of tea and formal perfume from my senses. The path between the central tower and the Annex was empty at this hour, the resonance lamps casting pools of amber light that I passed through one by one, each pool a brief island of light followed by shadow.

At my workbench, I opened the journal to the entry about Octavia. My mother’s handwriting, precise and careful, and now I understood the part of it I’d skimmed past for weeks:

…the only person who will be in danger when they realize what my son can do.

I’d already put her there. Three days of deliberation, and I’d walked into her office anyway.


Chapter 13: Registry of Lies

Thalia’s message arrived folded inside a requisition form for class stone polish.

The form appeared in my workshop inbox at midmorning, filed between a maintenance schedule and a supply inventory that someone in the Registry had stamped three weeks late. Standard Annex busywork. Paperwork nobody read, which was exactly why she’d chosen it.

Unfolded, the requisition form contained her handwriting in the margins: precise, small, economical. A location in the Veil Tower basement. A time. A single instruction: Bring your eyes. Leave your conscience.

I pocketed the form and spent the rest of the day in the workshop, polishing class stones for a group of second-year Arcane Tower students who treated the Annex like a service counter. Three of them had cracked resonance channels visible through their robes. One had a sealed secondary branch she didn’t know existed. A fifth, a tall girl with sharp cheekbones and too much confidence, dropped her stone on my workbench without looking at me.

“Polish and calibrate. I need it back by fifth bell.”

I picked up the stone. Class Sight flickered on involuntarily, triggered by contact with class materials. Her resonance channel had a micro-fracture at the third junction point, a flaw that would degrade her casting accuracy by about fifteen percent over the next two years. Nobody would notice until it was too late to repair cheaply. A registrar could fix it now, in twenty minutes, if registrars fixed things instead of breaking them.

“Your stone has a junction fracture,” I said. “Third channel.”

She blinked. “What?”

“The resonance channel. There’s a fracture at the third junction. It’s affecting your casting precision. You’re probably compensating without realizing it. Wider gestures, more force than the spell requires.”

Her face went through three expressions in rapid succession: confusion, suspicion, and reluctant recognition. I had just described a problem she’d privately noticed but never said aloud to anyone. Her hand came up to take the stone back, then stopped halfway, like touching it might confirm something she wasn’t ready to confirm.

“I’m a Class Smith. It’s what we do.”

“Class Smiths are dead.”

I handed her stone back, polished to a mirror finish. “Fifth bell.”

She left with a backward glance that was equal parts skepticism and the uneasy awareness that a stranger had just described her compensatory habits with uncomfortable accuracy. The other students filed out after her, their stones gleaming, their crests carrying damage they didn’t know about, their assumptions about the Annex polisher undisturbed by anything as inconvenient as the truth.

The irony of it never got less absurd. The most capable diagnostic class in the academy, polishing stones for people whose classes were falling apart. Like asking a surgeon to sharpen scalpels for a butcher.

Brennan found me at dinner. The Annex bench near the kitchens had acquired a strange new quality over the past two weeks: the contempt had curdled into wary curiosity, the kind that asked questions instead of sneering. A Storm Duelist sitting with Annex rejects drew that sort of attention like lightning against a clear sky.

Tonight, Rosalie sat beside me, having arrived early enough to claim the spot with a territorial ease that amused me. Isolde across from us. Brennan at the end, stocky frame hunched over a plate he’d piled with enough food for two people and most of a third.

“So,” Brennan said around a mouthful of bread. “People aren’t sneering anymore. They’re whispering. That’s an upgrade, I think. Hard to tell with this crowd.”

“Let them worry,” Isolde said. She cut her food the same way she did everything: blade flat, angle exact, movements economical. “Though the attention increases the odds of Caldran escalating his interference by approximately forty percent.”

“From where you’re sitting, everything increases the odds of Caldran escalating his interference. You could find tactical risk in a bowl of soup.”

“Soup can be poisoned, Brennan.”

He paused mid-chew. Looked at his bowl. Looked at Isolde. Looked back at his bowl.

“That was a joke,” Isolde said. “Mostly.”

Rosalie laughed. The sound was warm, unguarded, and drew glances from two tables over. She leaned into me, her shoulder pressing against mine. The contact was casual, familiar. She had stopped pretending she wasn’t close to me. Her hip pressed against mine. Through the healer’s robe, I could feel the warmth of her body and the faint pressure of the sealed branch, stirred awake by earlier forge contact but still locked behind her Rose Healer crest.

I didn’t move away.

Across the hall, at the elevated table reserved for senior Registry staff, Caldran watched. He wasn’t eating. His silver hair was immaculate, his dark robes pressed, his expression carefully neutral as he took quiet measure of everything in front of him. A registry aide beside him was writing something, eyes flicking between our table and the notepad.

Counting. Isolde’s restored class, Rosalie’s new abilities, the table that hadn’t existed a month ago. Tallying the evidence against me one shared meal at a time.

Isolde followed my glance without turning her head. “They’re afraid of what they’re seeing now. That’s new.”

She was right. And a frightened Caldran wouldn’t get careful. He’d get faster.

I ate. I listened to Brennan debate the merits of workshop modifications with Rosalie while Isolde offered cutting commentary on both their ideas. Brennan wanted to reinforce the workshop door with resonance-dampening materials to prevent Class Sight leakage from the forge work. Rosalie suggested integrating a healing resonance baseline into the workshop’s passive energy field to offset the physical cost of prolonged forge sessions. Isolde told them both that a simpler solution was to post a guard, and when Brennan asked who would volunteer for guard duty at the Forge Annex, she gave him a look that said the question answered itself.

“I was thinking more like a rotating schedule,” Brennan offered.

“A schedule requires multiple guards. We have one.” Isolde set her fork down. “Unless you’re volunteering.”

“I’m a trap specialist, not a guard. I could set up a perimeter alarm system, though. Trip-activated resonance alert, silent notification to anyone carrying a paired crystal within three hundred feet. I’ve been sketching one during class.” He was already pulling a stub of charcoal from his pocket and drawing on the edge of his napkin. “It would use the workshop’s existing oath-metal infrastructure as the detection grid.”

“That’s actually clever,” Rosalie said. She leaned forward, her interest genuine, one hand flat on the table. “Could you integrate the medical monitoring baseline I described? If the detection grid is already using the oath-metal pathways, adding a passive healing-resonance field shouldn’t conflict with the alarm function.”

“Dual-purpose. Nice.” Brennan sketched furiously. “The frequency separation between alert resonance and healing resonance is wide enough that they wouldn’t interfere. In theory.”

“In theory. In practice?”

“In practice, I’d need to test it, and the last time I tested a resonance device in the workshop, I blew out two lamps and made Holt’s coffee cup vibrate off his desk.”

“Holt’s coffee cup has survived worse than you,” I said.

“Holt’s coffee cup is the most resilient object at Valebright Academy. That cup has endured things that would shatter a class stone.”

The kitchen staff cleared the neighboring bench, and the space filled immediately with a group of Sanctum Tower healers. One of them, a dark-skinned girl with curly black hair who I recognized as Seren Kade, Rosalie’s friend, caught Rosalie’s eye and waved. Rosalie waved back.

“Seren keeps asking why I’m spending so much time near the Annex,” Rosalie said. “She’s curious. Half the Sanctum Tower is curious, actually. Three senior healers asked why my resonance readings look stronger than they did at placement.”

“And?”

“I told them I was studying fatigue management after the class-stone accident. The senior healer listening made a noise I can only describe as professionally suspicious.”

I watched the people I was building a circle around laugh and argue and exist as something they hadn’t been a month ago: a unit. Rosalie’s warmth drew Brennan’s humor into the open. Isolde’s sharpness gave the conversations an edge that kept them honest. And I sat in the center, the quiet axis around which the others orbited, contributing a word here, a correction there, mostly listening. The people at this table were more important than any class ability.

Isolde caught me watching. Her pale eyes held mine for a moment over the bread she’d dismissed as inedible, and the fine hairs on my forearm lifted with the faint static that rode her emotions whenever they slipped the leash of her composure. She didn’t look away. She didn’t look soft. But she didn’t look hostile either, and from Isolde, who guarded every flicker of feeling like a held position, even that much was a concession she didn’t hand out twice.

And I planned.

The Veil Tower basement was cold.

Not the damp cold of the Undercroft or the bone-deep chill of the Annex storage closet during winter. A sterile cold, the regulated temperature of a space designed to preserve classification crystals and administrative records. Cold that kept ink from fading and paperwork from yellowing and secrets from deteriorating. Cold that made you aware of every living thing in the room, including the spy who was waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

Getting to the Veil Tower had required navigating the campus after hours, which meant crossing the main courtyard under the passive resonance wards that the academy used for “student safety monitoring.” In practice, the wards tracked class signatures and reported unusual patterns to the Registry. A Class Smith signature wandering toward the Veil Tower at midnight would be exactly the pattern Caldran was monitoring for.

Thalia had anticipated this. The route she’d mapped in her message took me through the service corridors that ran beneath the dining hall, connecting the kitchen stores to the various tower supply entrances. The corridors were unmonitored because the academy didn’t consider supply logistics worth surveilling. The oversight was institutional arrogance: the same assumption that led the Registry to ignore the Forge Annex because nothing important could possibly happen in a building designated for failures.

Thalia met me at the base of a narrow staircase that descended from the Veil Tower’s main corridor into a sub-level most students didn’t know existed. She was dressed in her standard dark uniform: fitted black jacket, high-waisted trousers, practical boots. Jaw-length black hair framing her face, the sharp cut catching the dim light from the resonance sconces on the stairway walls. One hand near her hip, where I’d learned she kept a concealed knife. The other held a light-crystal that cast a narrow beam down the stairs.

“You’re on time,” she said. “I was betting on late.”

“I’m from Fenhollow. We show up when we say we will.”

“Charming.” She turned and led me down. The staircase was narrow enough that her shoulders nearly brushed both walls. The fitted jacket pulled across her back as she descended, and the false seam glowed faintly through the dark fabric, responding to the proximity of my Class Sight even at resting intensity. The stairs ended at a heavy door with a classification lock, the kind keyed to specific class resonance signatures. She produced a thin metal tool from inside her jacket and pressed it against the lock mechanism. Three seconds. The lock disengaged with a soft click.

“Registry access key,” she said, noting my expression. “Part of my operational cover. I’m authorized to access the classification archives for filing and cross-referencing. The authorization doesn’t cover midnight visits with Class Smiths, but the lock doesn’t care about context.”

The archive was larger than I’d expected. Rows of tall shelving units filled the space, each holding classification crystals in labeled slots alongside corresponding paperwork. The crystals were small, roughly the size of a man’s thumb, and each one glowed with a faint inner light that represented the stored crest imprint of a classified student.

Thousands of them. Every student who had passed through Valebright in the past decade, their class architecture captured and filed.

The room had the silence of a vault and the organization of a weapon. Each shelf was labeled by year, tower, and revision category. Initial classifications. Reassessments. Noble Heritage petitions. Branch restrictions. Safety corrections. The language was bland enough to put a man to sleep if he did not know what it meant. A branch restriction was a sealed future. A safety correction was a class cut down until it stopped making someone inconvenient. A heritage petition was false gold wearing a family name.

Thalia moved through it like she had memorized every shelf in the dark. She did not use the light-crystal unless she had to. Her fingers skimmed labels, skipped decoys, found hidden pull-tabs under drawers that looked decorative. At one point she stopped, listened, and placed two fingers against the wall.

“Patrol,” she whispered.

I heard nothing.

She dimmed the light-crystal and pulled me into the gap between two archive stacks. The space was tight enough that her shoulder pressed against my chest and the false seam along her back flared against my resting Sight. Footsteps passed beyond the door: two people, one with heavy boots, one with the softer step of a clerk. Their voices drifted through the wood, muffled by the archive ward.

“Routine count tomorrow,” one said.

“Caldran wants restricted files checked tonight.”

Thalia’s jaw tightened. She waited until the footsteps faded before she moved. “We have less time than I hoped.”

“The system is straightforward,” Thalia said, moving along the first row. “When a student is classified, the Registry creates a crest imprint crystal that captures the class architecture at the time of classification. The crystal is filed alongside the written record. Any discrepancy between what the crystal shows and what the paperwork says means someone altered the record after classification.”

“Or altered the crest after classification.”

“Or both.” She stopped at a shelf marked with the current academic year and pulled three crystal slots. “These are the ones I want you to read.”

She set the first crystal on the examination table in the center of the room. The label read: Fen, Isolde. Class: Duelist. Status: Active. Classification: Year 1, Term 1.

I looked through her.

The golden shimmer settled over my vision, and the archive changed. The sterile cold, the regulated shelves, the careful labels, all of it dissolved beneath a layer of luminous architecture that only I could see. The classification crystals around us glowed with stored resonance, each one carrying the frozen echo of a student’s class at the moment of classification. Hundreds of them, thousands, all pulsing with trapped potential. The sight of so many captured crests, so many frozen moments of class awakening stored and filed and controlled, was staggering.

The crystal’s stored imprint bloomed in my perception like a blueprint unrolling. Classification crystals captured class architecture at a specific moment in time, freezing the crest’s structure in a resonance snapshot that could be read years or decades later. The detail was remarkable: not just the broad strokes of class type and skill pathways, but the fine architecture of resonance channels, connection junctions, and developmental patterns.

I already knew the wound. What the crystal gave me was the before: Isolde’s class as the Registry itself had recorded it at classification. Clean. Full Storm Channel, all three connection points whole, the Tempest Blade pathway already developing behind the active architecture like a promise. The registrar who filed this had looked at a future legend and written it down.

“This is her at classification,” I said. “Intact. No cuts. The crystal is a witness, and the witness says she was perfect the day they recorded her.”

“Now read the current status record.” Thalia handed me a sheet of paperwork from the same slot.

Status: Active. Condition: Natural degradation, Storm Channel attrition consistent with overexertion during sanctioned dueling.

I set it down beside the crystal. The crystal said greatness. The paper said decline, in a registrar’s careful hand. The gap between them was the crime, written twice in the Registry’s own filing.

“The damage I read in her this term isn’t on this crystal,” I said. “Which means it happened after. They cut her, then changed the paperwork to call it her own fault.”

“Three sessions, between this crystal and the duel she lost to Odran,” Thalia confirmed.

She set the second crystal on the table. Pell, Odran. Class: Gilded Champion. Status: Active. Restricted Access.

“This one required persuasion to access,” she said. “The Restricted label means it’s been flagged by Registry administrative authority. In practice, that means Caldran personally sealed the file.”

I activated Sight on the crystal.

Odran’s original classification imprint was as revealing as a confession. The stored crest architecture showed a standard Fighter class. Solid, competent, unremarkable. Good blade fundamentals. Strong physical resonance. No secondary branches, no special pathways, no golden enhancement.

A Fighter. Not a Gilded Champion.

“His original classification is Fighter,” I said. “Standard tier. No gold.”

“The current status record says Gilded Champion, ancestral awakening, confirmed by Registry assessment,” Thalia read from the paperwork. “Ancestral awakening is registry jargon for ‘we inflated it and need a term that sounds legitimate.’ And look at the signature.”

She pointed to the bottom of the form. A seal I recognized: Caldran’s personal administrative mark. The same mark I’d seen on the order that reassigned my workspace to a storage closet.

“Caldran’s seal,” I said.

“On the original classification? No. On the inflation order? Yes.” She pulled a third sheet from a subfolder. “This is the work order for Odran’s class modification. Dated seven months ago. The month before the sanctioned duel where Isolde’s Storm Channel failed.”

I read the work order. The language was bureaucratic, sanitized, written carefully enough to survive examination someday: Class Enhancement Protocol, authorized under Noble Heritage Provisions, Section 14.3. Subject: Pell, Odran. Enhancement: Fighter to Gilded Champion. Method: Resonance overlay, ancestral class pattern applied. Authorized by: Lord Provost Caldran.

“Noble Heritage Provisions,” I said. “They have a protocol for this.”

“They have a protocol for everything.” Thalia’s voice was dry, clipped. She tapped the work order, then the crystal beside it. “What Rosalie pieced together from old charters, I can hand you on Registry letterhead. Inflations and suppressions, filed under ‘heritage awakening,’ signed and sealed. The ideology you already know. This is the paper trail.”

She pulled two more slips from the back of Odran’s folder. Not full records. Billing fragments, folded small.

“Pell family contribution to academy dueling facilities,” she said. “Filed the week after the enhancement order. New practice wards, gold trim on the south arena, a scholarship fund with no named recipients.” Her mouth went flat. “Payment doesn’t always say payment. Sometimes it says philanthropy.”

The number at the bottom made my hand tighten on the paper. Enough money to rebuild the Annex roof twice. Enough to buy a boy a false class and bury a girl’s real one.

She set the third crystal on the table. Arden, Rosalie. Class: Rose Healer. Status: Active.

I already knew what I’d find. But seeing it confirmed in the Registry’s own records was different from seeing it in Rosalie’s crest.

The classification crystal showed a Rose Healer with a clean, well-developed primary structure. But beneath the primary, visible in the deeper layers of the imprint, the Woundbloom pathway. Not just a potential branch. A developed pathway, already partially active at the time of classification.

“Her Woundbloom branch was already active when she was classified,” I said. “The crystal captured it. Someone saw it in the imprint and decided to suppress it.”

Thalia pulled the corresponding paperwork. Branch restriction authorized by House Arden. Sealed: Woundbloom pathway. Reason: Incompatible with family healing tradition. Method: Family-crest suppression, standard. Authorization: Caldran, Lord Provost, in cooperation with House Arden medical authority.

“In cooperation with House Arden,” I read. The words went cold behind my ribs. “Her own family authorized the seal.”

“Through the Registry. With Caldran’s administrative stamp.” Thalia gathered the paperwork into a neat stack. “Noble house pays Registry to suppress a dangerous branch. Registry seals the branch. Paperwork filed. Girl grows up thinking she’s a Rose Healer with natural limitations. Nobody questions it because nobody can see what was sealed.”

“Until someone with Class Sight reads the crest.”

“Until someone with Class Sight reads the crest.” She squared the paperwork against the table edge and didn’t finish the thought. We both already knew why men like Caldran had wanted my class gone.

I read the authorization again. Caldran’s seal sat below House Arden’s request with the same tidy pressure he used on every file. No hesitation in the wax. No sign that the hand pressing it understood he was signing away a child’s future. Or maybe he understood perfectly. That was worse.

Rosalie had called the ache in her sternum a ceiling. The file called it incompatible with family healing tradition. Six words to compress years of self-doubt, every lesson that told her to be gentle, every time she reached for power and found a wall her parents paid to put there.

My anger went quiet. That was how I knew it had become useful.

“He signed this when she was eight,” I said.

“House Arden filed the request when she was eight. Caldran renewed the seal’s institutional recognition at classification. He kept it valid.”

Kept it valid. As if the seal were a license and not a cage.

I stood over the three crystals. Three confirmed manipulations. Isolde’s sabotage. Odran’s inflation. Rosalie’s suppression. Each one traceable to Registry authority, each one carrying Caldran’s administrative seal.

“You said there are more.”

Thalia moved to a different shelf and pulled a thick folder. “Forty-seven discrepancies I’ve identified in the current student body alone. Some are minor adjustments, small enhancements for wealthy students, minor suppressions for scholarship holders. Some are major. Eight students in the current enrollment have class records that are fundamentally fabricated.”

She opened the folder. Pages of cross-referenced data. Crystal serial numbers matched to classification records, with discrepancies highlighted in her tight, controlled handwriting.

“This one,” she said, tapping a page. “Kellan Dray, Duel Tower, ranked ninth. His class is real, but a secondary defensive branch was suppressed after he refused a noble patronage contract. Not enough to ruin him. Enough to keep him from challenging higher ranks.” Another page. “Seren Kade, Sanctum. Her triage class has a field-stability spoke the file does not list. No suppression yet, but the note is there: monitor for aggressive growth. That means someone has already considered it.”

“Rosalie’s friend.”

“Yes.” Thalia’s eyes sharpened. “Which is why I keep duplicates.”

She turned another page. “A Resonance Tuner in the Annex. Filed as limited utility. Original crystal shows compatibility with three tower-stone frequencies. Someone reclassified the range downward. If his true range were acknowledged, the Arcane Tower would owe the Annex for half its calibration labor.”

The machine was not only cruelty. It was bookkeeping. Futures adjusted by fractions until the money flowed the right way.

“I’ve been building this evidence for over a year,” she said. “And it’s useless without a Class Smith to verify it.”

“Because the crystals could have been tampered with.”

“Because without someone who can read actual crests and confirm they don’t match the records, the Registry can claim the crystals are the ones that were altered. My evidence is circumstantial. Yours is forensic.”

She was right. Classification crystals captured a moment in time, but they could theoretically be re-imprinted. Class Sight read the living crest. The damage I saw in Isolde’s Storm Channel, the sealed branch in Rosalie’s crest, the false gold on Odran, those were written in the class itself. They couldn’t be faked.

“I’m going to tell Rosalie about her family’s role,” I said.

Thalia’s fingers stopped on the recording crystal, the spy’s smooth motion arrested mid-turn. “She’ll be devastated.”

“She deserves the truth. She came looking for answers about her own class before I ever read her crest. She suspected. Now I can confirm what her own family did.”

“And when she knows?”

“That’s her decision.”

Thalia studied me. The dark eyes evaluated angles, leverage, risk. She measured people the way I measured crest damage.

“You don’t hide information from the people in your circle,” she said, like she’d already filed it as fact.

“My mother hid information. She died carrying secrets she thought were protecting people. I’m not burying anyone the way she got buried.”

Thalia’s guard dropped a fraction. Barely visible. The guarded distance receding just enough to let through what might have been respect.

She turned to refile the crystals. Her movements were systematic, each crystal returned to its exact slot, each piece of paperwork re-aligned with the edges of the folder. She respected the integrity of the archive even while stealing from it.

The final folder belonged in a lower drawer built into the base of the archive shelf. Thalia crouched, then bent at the waist to guide the file into place. The narrow beam of her light-crystal spilled across her back, turning the dark fabric of her uniform into a clean silhouette: slim shoulders, narrow waist, then the unexpected weight of her hips filling the tailored trousers as she reached into the drawer.

My Class Sight pulsed before I could stop it.

The false seam glowed through her jacket, a faint silver-black line running down her spine, dipping beneath the hem, and continuing along the lower curve where her body disappeared into shadow. It wasn’t only her spine. A branch shimmered along the inside of her wrist where her cuff had ridden back, a thread of light at the pulse point. Multiple channels. More alterations than she’d allowed me to see.

Thalia went still with one hand inside the drawer.

“The seam,” she said without looking back, voice dry enough to file glass. “Or something else?”

I didn’t answer fast enough.

Her hips shifted as she slid the folder into its slot. Deliberate. Precise. The dark fabric pulled tight for one controlled second, and then she straightened, turning with a folder clasped against her chest and one eyebrow raised.

“Focus on the seam, Garrick.” She nudged the drawer shut with her hip. The lock clicked with soft finality. “I told you. Not yet.”

“The branches aren’t all in one place.”

“No.” She tugged her cuff down over the wrist-glow, buttoning it with deliberate care. “Some files have layers you haven’t earned access to yet.”

“But you’ll tell me when that changes?”

She let the question sit a beat too long, which from Thalia was its own kind of answer. She didn’t deal in reassurance. She dealt in the space between information and invitation, the narrow ground where she conducted most of her relationships. “You’ll know.”

She led me back through the archive toward the staircase. At the base of the stairs, she stopped and handed me a sealed envelope.

“Summary file. The twelve most severe discrepancies. Names, crystal serial numbers, paperwork cross-references, and my analytical notes. If something happens to me, this file is enough to trigger an independent investigation.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

“That’s sweet. It’s also naive.” She ascended the first three stairs, then looked back down at me. The angle put her at eye level. “Garrick. The people who run the Registry have killed to protect this system. Your mother. Other Smiths. Anyone who threatened fixed-class doctrine. I’ve been playing a double game for over a year, and every day I walk into that office is a day I might not walk out.”

“Then stop playing alone.”

Her expression flickered. The controlled mask wavered, and beneath it I caught a glimpse of something I hadn’t seen before: exhaustion. Not physical. Bone-deep weariness from carrying a secret fight alone for too long.

“I’ll consider it,” she said. And then, quieter: “Be careful with Rosalie. What was done to Isolde was business. What was done to Rosalie was family. Political wounds scar. Personal ones bleed.”

She disappeared up the stairs without another word. The archive door locked behind her with a soft, final click.

I climbed the stairs and crossed the dark campus toward the Annex. The sealed envelope pressed against my chest where I’d tucked it inside my tunic, resting over my crest.

I placed the envelope in the forge journal’s drawer, behind the oath-metal pins. Locked it with my resonance.

Rosalie’s name was in that file. The truth about her family still pressed behind my sternum where the envelope had been.


Chapter 14: Woundbloom

I told Rosalie in the infirmary garden.

The garden was her space. I’d learned, over the weeks since she first came to the Annex looking for answers about her own class, that Rosalie Arden processed difficult information best in environments she controlled. The workshop was mine. The training yard was Isolde’s. The archive was Thalia’s. The garden was Rosalie’s: a small walled courtyard attached to the Sanctum Tower infirmary where she grew medicinal herbs and flowering plants that responded to healer resonance. Bloodmoss beds lined the south wall, their bioluminescent fronds pulsing with a slow green-gold light that responded to proximity. Flowering duskroot climbed the east wall in trained spirals, the petals opening wider when a healer’s energy passed nearby. The garden smelled of growing things and turned earth and the particular sweetness of medicinal plants that had been tended by someone who loved them.

She came here when she needed to think, and I’d learned to find her here when what I had to say was going to hurt.

Rosalie was kneeling among the bloodmoss beds when I arrived, her healer robes hiked up to her knees, bare feet sunk into the garden soil. Honey-brown waves fell loose past her shoulders, catching the late afternoon light in shades of burnished amber. Her hands were stained green from the moss, her sleeves pushed up to her elbows, the freckled skin of her forearms dusted with soil and plant residue. The cord belt cinched her waist, and each time she reached forward to tend a plant the robes shifted, the generous curve of her body moving beneath white-and-green cloth.

She looked beautiful. Not the sharp, arresting beauty of Isolde, who commanded attention like a drawn blade. Rosalie’s beauty was quieter, steadier, the sort that changed a room’s temperature just by being present. She belonged in a garden the way Isolde belonged in an arena. Both environments suited their owners with a completeness that made them seem inevitable.

She looked up when she heard my footsteps. Her green eyes found mine, and the easy smile she offered dimmed when she read my expression. The healer’s instinct at work: she read emotional states with the same clinical precision she applied to class injuries, catching the signs before a word was spoken.

“You found something,” she said. She already knew.

“I found the Registry file.” I sat on the stone bench beside the garden bed. Close enough to touch. I didn’t reach for her yet. “I need to tell you what’s in it.”

She stood. Brushed soil from her knees with careful motions, the healer’s habitual tidiness asserting itself even before she knew what was coming. Sat beside me on the bench. Her hip pressed against mine, the heat of her body a familiar weight. She laced her fingers together in her lap, the healer’s glow dimming to a resting pulse as she settled, and waited.

I didn’t start immediately. I turned the class stone in my fingers, my mother’s habit, and let what I was about to say gather itself in the silence. Rosalie had sought me out. She’d come to the Annex looking for answers about her own class. She’d suspected something was wrong before I ever read her crest. She’d earned this truth. It was going to hurt.

“The Registry archive stores classification crystals alongside written records,” I said. “Thalia took me there last night. I read your file.”

Her fingers tightened in her lap. The knuckles whitened. But she didn’t interrupt. She waited. Patient, disciplined, a woman who had spent her life learning that you couldn’t treat what you refused to look at.

I told her everything. The classification crystal that showed her Woundbloom pathway already active at the time of enrollment. The written record that documented the branch seal. The authorization: Branch restriction authorized by House Arden. Sealed: Woundbloom pathway. Reason: Incompatible with family healing tradition.

Her parents. Her own family. The people who had raised her, who had held her as a child, who had told her they loved her while systematically dismantling the part of her class that made her different from every other healer in their medical dynasty.

I watched her face while I spoke. Her brows drew together first, the way they did when a diagnosis didn’t match the symptoms in front of her. Then her lips parted around a breath she didn’t take, and her hand stopped moving in her lap, gone completely still, the way a healer goes still when the chart finally explains the patient. Her jaw set. Not the way Isolde’s set before a fight; tighter than that, locked down around something with no opponent to swing at. And her eyes stayed dry, which was worse than tears would have been, because the dry brightness held there long after her brows had smoothed and her hand had unclenched, and it was the last thing to leave her face. It didn’t leave at all, really. It just sank deeper and went quiet.

The steady composure that was Rosalie’s default state didn’t crack so much as dissolve, layer by layer, until what remained was the woman underneath. Raw. Hurt. Not surprised.

That was the part that hit hardest. She wasn’t surprised.

“I suspected,” she said quietly. “I’ve suspected since I was sixteen. Every time my healing manifested aggressively, every time I reversed a wound instead of healing it, every time pain energy flowed backward through my hands instead of forward, they shut it down. My mother called it dangerous. My father called it unladylike. They said some healers have aberrant reactions and that I needed to learn control.”

She looked down at her hands. The healer’s glow pulsed faintly in her palms, warm golden-green light that had taken on an edge since the earlier forge contact stirred the sealed branch. The Woundbloom pressure was there, not free yet, but pressing through her healing signature like a darker thread under a tapestry.

“They didn’t say ‘We sealed part of your class before you were old enough to understand what they were taking from you.’”

“No.”

“They didn’t say ‘We paid the Registry to lock away the part of you that scared us.’”

“No.”

Rosalie looked at the bloodmoss beds as if the little green-gold fronds might give her a cleaner answer than I had. The garden was still around us. A medicinal vine she’d been training along the wall swayed in a breeze that smelled of green things and healer energy.

“I understood the economics the moment you said them,” she said. The words came out measured, clinical, held together by medical precision. “The monopoly. The market. I didn’t need it explained twice.” She drew a breath that didn’t quite steady. “What I couldn’t get my hands around, until I saw the record named, was that my own family ran that calculation on a child. On me. The ‘preventive alignment.’ I was eight years old.”

Her voice broke on the number. Not a dramatic crack. A quiet fracture, the sound of something that had been holding too long finally giving way.

She turned the words over, and her jaw tightened around the part she’d never said out loud, not to me, not to anyone.

“What I never told you is that my brother was there. He’s two years older. He saw the schoolyard boy fall, saw me try to heal the scrape on his arm, saw the bruise bloom on the boy’s skin and then back on mine. He cried out for our mother, and she saw both of us at once: the daughter who’d made pain travel and the son who was already afraid of what his sister could do. She chose. In that second, she chose. She held him. And she took me to the physician.” Rosalie’s hands had gone still in her lap. “I used to think the seal was about fear. It wasn’t. It was a business decision made by people who’d already decided which of their children was an asset and which was a liability. The Registry just signed the paperwork. House Arden paid, and a registrar I’ll never meet locked away half of who I am, and the academy that’s supposed to develop our classes filed it as routine.”

She pressed her palms against her eyes. Her shoulders shook once, a single convulsive tremor, and then she breathed. Controlled. Deliberate. The way a healer breathes when she’s treating a patient: steady, measured, present.

“I need to do something,” she said. “I need to feel it.”

“Feel what?”

She took her hands from her eyes. The green irises were bright with tears she hadn’t shed, and beneath the tears, something fierce. The Woundbloom energy itself: painful, alive, unflinching.

“The unsealing. I need to do it now. All the way. The stirring you caused before, the pressure relief, it gave me a taste. But the seal is still there. Family threads woven through the branch. I can feel them pulling when I try to channel the offensive pathway. They’re like my mother’s hands on my wrists, holding me back.”

“Rosalie.”

“I choose this.” She met my gaze. The fierceness was steady now, not a spike of anger but a sustained burn. The healer who had spent her life helping others, choosing for the first time to help herself. “They chose their reputation over my whole self. I choose to be complete.”

She stood. Brushed the last of the soil from her knees. Squared her shoulders the way Isolde squared hers before a fight, an unconscious brace for pain she’d already decided to endure.

“Can you do it?”

I studied her with Class Sight, a quick diagnostic scan that confirmed what I already knew. The sealed Woundbloom pathway was straining against its bindings, the branch energized by weeks of proximity to forge work and the pressure relief from our first encounter. The family-seal threads were still in place, seven individual bindings carrying the resonance signature of House Arden, but they were thinner now, weakened by the Woundbloom energy pressing against them from inside. The branch wanted to be free. It had been wanting to be free since Rosalie was eight years old.

“Yes. But it will hurt. Each family-seal thread carries suppressive energy keyed to your bloodline. When I sever them, the energy releases. It will feel like your family’s disapproval given form. Every reason they gave you for why you shouldn’t be what you are, compressed into a burst of class energy that hits like an emotional blow.”

“I know what my family’s disapproval feels like. I’ve been living with it for twelve years.” She brushed the last of the garden soil from her palms, the gesture brisk, decided. “Workshop?”

We used the Annex workshop. Late evening, campus quiet. The walk from the Sanctum Tower to the Annex was familiar now, the path worn into my habits like forge technique into my hands. Rosalie walked beside me in silence, her bare feet padding on the cool stone, her healer robes hiked up to keep them clean. She didn’t speak. She was processing. The distance between the garden and the workshop was the space she needed to transition from the woman who had just learned the truth about her family to the woman who was about to do something about it.

At the workshop, we did not begin immediately. I had gathered the materials over the past weeks because I knew this moment was coming, but Rosalie’s choice in the garden turned preparation into commitment. She sat beside the forge with both hands wrapped around a cup of tea while I spent the next two hours completing the final alignment: oath-metal bars arranged in the unsealing configuration described in the forge journal, a seven-pointed pattern, each bar positioned at the junction between suppressed and active class pathways. A Woundbloom catalyst I’d synthesized from the bloodmoss Rosalie herself had grown in the infirmary garden, the irony not lost on either of us that the key to unsealing her class grew in a garden she’d tended for years without knowing why it responded so strongly to her touch. Class stones at the resonance points, calibrated to the specific frequency of the Arden family crest seal.

The whole room was awake. I could feel it through the soles of my boots, a low harmonic rising out of the oath-metal in the floor, the amber resonance brighter at the radial spokes than I’d ever seen it at rest. The space felt responsive, almost expectant, as if the ancient infrastructure woven into the Annex’s foundations recognized what was about to happen and was leaning in to assist.

Rosalie sat in the center of the circle. She’d loosened her robe at the collar, pulling the fabric open to expose her sternum where the Woundbloom crest sat beneath her skin. The crest was visible now, pulsing with a light that shifted between the green-gold of her Rose Healer primary and the darker amber of the Woundbloom pathway.

The family seal threads were woven through the junction where the two pathways met. I could see them with Class Sight: thin lines of suppressive energy that bore the resonance signature of House Arden. Each thread was a binding, placed with the precision of a medical procedure and the authority of a noble bloodline.

Seven threads. Seven individual bindings that held her offensive capability locked behind a wall her own parents had built.

“I’ll take them one at a time,” I said. I knelt in front of her, close enough that my hands could reach her crest without strain. The proximity was intimate by necessity: forge work at this level required physical contact, resonance alignment, and genuine trust, the real thing, not the performance of it. “Each one will release a burst of suppressive energy. You’ll feel it as emotional pressure. The seal threads carry the intention of the people who placed them. Your family’s fear, their authority, their decision to keep you small.”

“I’m ready.”

“Push your healing energy outward when each thread breaks. The Woundbloom pathway will absorb the released energy and convert it. You’ll feel pain become power.”

She nodded. Her gaze was clear, steady, resolved.

I set my hands around the Woundbloom crest, thumbs bracketing the glow and fingertips following the warm curve where the opened robe left her skin bare. The contact was familiar now from the sessions before, but the work was different. Her skin was smooth beneath my touch, the swell of her breasts pressing against the outside edges of my fingers where the fabric had fallen open. The crest pushed heat into my palms, and through Class Sight, the seven seal threads blazed with the amber-gold light of House Arden authority.

I focused on the first thread. The thinnest, outermost binding.

“First thread. Ready?”

“Do it.”

I channeled forge resonance through the catalyst and into the thread. The seal energy resisted, pushed back, tried to reassert. I pressed harder. The thread vibrated, strained, and snapped.

Rosalie gasped. Her body stiffened, and a wave of suppressive energy flooded outward from the severed thread. I felt it against my palms: cold and thick, packed with memory and intent. Not just energy. Memory. The resonance signature of the person who placed the seal carried their intention. Rosalie’s mother. The healer who’d held her daughter’s wrists and said, “Some things aren’t for girls like us.”

Rosalie’s eyes squeezed shut. A tear tracked down her cheek. But her hands, resting on her knees, glowed with Woundbloom energy, and the released suppressive force was absorbed by the offensive pathway. Converted. Pain into power.

“Again,” she said.

Second thread. This one was thicker, placed by a different hand. The resonance signature was male: her father. Medical authority, family reputation, the cold calculation of a house patriarch evaluating the economic cost of a daughter who could fight.

It snapped. Rosalie made a sound that was half sob, half snarl. The Woundbloom pathway flared brighter.

Third thread. Fourth. Each one carrying a different aspect of the seal. Each one releasing a wave of suppressive energy that felt like a voice telling her to be less than she was.

Fifth thread. The deepest binding so far. This one was placed by a registrar: the same tool signature I’d seen in Isolde’s crest damage, though a different hand and a different session. The institutional component of the seal. House Arden’s authority enforced by Registry mechanics.

“This one is the Registry’s contribution,” I said. “Caldran’s people. Same tool calibration as Isolde’s sabotage, different operator.”

“Of course it is.” Her voice was raw, scraped clean of the gentle composure she usually carried. “My family hired the same system that broke Isolde. Pull it out.”

I pulled. The Registry thread fought harder than the family threads. It was placed with institutional precision, not emotional authority. I had to burn through it with focused forge energy, the oath-metal in the circle amplifying my resonance until the thread cracked, splintered, and disintegrated.

Rosalie cried out. The sound filled the workshop, bounced off the stone walls, and faded into the hum of the forge. Her body arched forward, her hands bracing against her thighs, her hair falling around her face in a warm curtain.

She was breathing hard. Five threads down. Two remaining.

“I can stop,” I said. “The remaining threads are thin. They’ll degrade on their own over weeks as the unsealed pathway strengthens.”

“No.” She pushed her hair back from her face. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright with tears and fury and joy. “All of them. I want every trace of their decision removed from my class. Every thread. Every binding. I want to wake up tomorrow and feel nothing in my crest that I didn’t choose.”

Sixth thread. Her mother again. The last personal binding. When it snapped, Rosalie sobbed once, hard, and then went quiet. The silence was louder than the crying had been.

Seventh thread. The final seal. This one was old, placed first, the anchor that all the others connected to. When I touched it with Class Sight, I could feel the shape of its origin: parental authority, physician-clean precision, a child’s trust turned into leverage. Rosalie had already told me the rest, and the seal carried the emotional truth of it like a bruise that never faded.

“Last one,” I said.

She reached up and placed her hands over mine on her sternum. Palm over palm. Her skin against mine. The forge bond between us tightened into something I could feel in the bones of my hands, a low hum traveling up my wrists like a struck tuning fork finding its mate.

“Together,” she said.

I channeled. She pushed from inside. The seventh thread held for three seconds, five, eight, and then broke with a release that filled the workshop with golden-amber light.

The Woundbloom pathway opened fully.

Rosalie’s crest blazed. The dual structure was complete now: Rose Healer and Woundbloom Adept, woven together in a pattern that was both gentle and lethal. Healing and harm in perfect balance. The crest’s light pulsed through her skin, visible through her open robe, illuminating the swell of her breasts and the hollow of her throat with shifting gold-green radiance.

The silence that followed was the loudest silence I’d ever heard. The forge energy settled. The oath-metal dimmed from white-hot to resting amber. The workshop smelled of burned class energy and the sweet, green fragrance of Rosalie’s healer resonance.

She sat in the center of the forge circle, breathing. Her hair was damp with sweat, plastered to her neck and shoulders. Her robe had fallen completely open during the unsealing, and the Woundbloom crest between her breasts blazed with a light that was entirely new: not the green-gold of a Rose Healer, not the dark amber of a Woundbloom path, but a shifting, living pattern that contained both. Two colors in one architecture. Two purposes in one class. Complete.

She looked down at her own chest. At the crest that had been half of itself for twelve years and was now, finally, whole.

Then she stood. Slowly, like a woman testing legs she wasn’t sure would hold her. Her body was trembling, the aftershock of seven severed bindings still rippling through her class channels. But she stood. She raised her right hand, palm out, and focused.

The practice dummy in the corner of the workshop developed a bruise. Deep, spreading, far beyond surface impact. A contusion that bloomed across the dummy’s chest like a dark flower opening. The wood cracked beneath the surface. Internal damage manifested externally.

Rosalie stared at her own hand.

“Pain Reversal,” I said, reading her crest. “You take existing damage and redirect it. Wound Transfer. You can move injuries from one body to another. And the bruise bloom, that’s pure Woundbloom: you’re growing damage the way you’d grow a healing response. Same energy, opposite polarity.”

She turned to the dummy and channeled again. This time, the bruise healed. Reversed in seconds. Then bloomed again. Then healed. Back and forth, damage and repair flowing through her hands like breathing, inhale and exhale of the same fundamental energy.

“I can hurt things.” Awe stripped her voice quiet, leaving only wonder. She looked at the destroyed dummy, then at her own hands, then at the dummy again. The Woundbloom energy pulsed in her palms, amber and dark and alive.

“Heal it again,” I said.

She did. The bruise vanished. The cracked wood sealed. The dummy stood intact, unmarked, as if nothing had happened.

“Now both at once.”

She raised both hands. Left palm channeled Rose Healer energy: soft emerald threaded with gold, restorative, the familiar glow of the class she’d always known. Right palm channeled Woundbloom: dark amber, destructive, the pathway her parents had sealed when she was eight years old. The energies flowed simultaneously, two streams from the same source, healing and harm in perfect balance.

She held the dual channel for five seconds, ten, fifteen. The effort made her tremble, but the stability held. Both pathways active. Both drawing from the same crest. The sealed branch and the original, working together for the first time in Rosalie’s life.

“I can heal them and I can hurt them,” she repeated. “The same energy. The same hands.”

“The same woman,” I said. “Whole.”

Class Card: Rose Healer → Woundbloom Adept | New: Pain Reversal, Wound Transfer | Flaw: Family seal remnants may cause instability

She looked at me. The tears had dried on her cheeks. Her green eyes were luminous in the forge light, and the expression on her face was something I’d never seen on Rosalie Arden before: dangerous joy. The gentle, warm woman who planted gardens and hummed while healing was still there. But beside her, inside her, was a woman who could grow a wound like a flower and unmake damage with the same hands that created it.

“Garrick.”

“Yeah?”

“My crest is burning where you touched it. In a good way.”

My own crest answered. Below my collarbone, the second hammer-mark flared with heat. Not the exhaustion-pain of forge strain. Something structural. Something permanent.

I looked down. Through my tunic, the golden glow of the mark was visible. Two hammer-marks now, clear and bright, arranged on my crest like points on an unfinished circle.

“Second mark,” I said. “Confirmed.”

Rosalie stepped forward. She placed her palm flat on my chest, over the marks, and the Woundbloom resonance met the Class Smith resonance with a warmth that spread out from her hand and sank into the muscle beneath. The bond between us deepened. I could feel it: not just the surface awareness of her class energy, but something deeper. Her heartbeat. The steadiness beneath the tears. The fierce, quiet courage of her choice, made against everything she’d been raised to be.

“Thank you,” she whispered. She leaned into me. Her forehead against my chest, her hand still on my crest, her body settling against mine like someone learning how to stand without the old hand on her shoulder.

I held her. My arms around her, my chin on the top of her head, her loose waves soft against my jaw. She smelled like the infirmary garden: green things, bloodmoss, the faint sweetness of medicinal flowers. And beneath that, the particular scent that was just Rosalie.

She tilted her face up. Her eyes were steady.

“Stay,” she said. Not a request, an answer she’d already settled.

I wasn’t going anywhere.

The workshop door opened.

Thalia stood in the threshold. Dark uniform, jaw-length hair, one hand on the doorframe. Her dark eyes took in the scene in under a second: Rosalie with her robe open and her crest blazing, leaning against my chest. My arms around her. The forge circle still active, oath-metal glowing. The destroyed practice dummy. The tear tracks on Rosalie’s face.

“Productive evening,” Thalia said. Her voice was dry, precise, giving nothing away and everything away simultaneously.

She set a folder on the workbench. “Updated intelligence. Three new discrepancies in the current filing cycle. Caldran’s office has been active after hours for the past week. He’s building something.”

She turned to leave. At the door, she paused. Her back was to us, and the false seam along her spine glowed faintly. The forge residue in the workshop air was touching it, the same way it had touched Rosalie’s sealed branch days ago. The altered class record responded to Class Smith energy with a recognition that the seam’s creator hadn’t anticipated.

The glow traced her lower back, following the curve of her spine downward. The dark fabric of her trousers pulled tight as she shifted her weight.

She looked over her shoulder. Not at Rosalie. At me. The dark eyes lingered, longer than a courier delivering a folder ever would.

Long enough for me to see the glow. The seam’s light was stronger than I’d ever seen it, the altered class record responding to residual forge energy that still clung to the workshop stones and vibrated through the oath-metal. The shimmer traced her lower spine, curving over the swell of her hips where the dark trousers pulled tight. The seam didn’t just glow. It pulsed. A rhythmic throb that matched my own crest’s residual output, the false record reaching toward the Class Smith who could read it.

Long enough for her to know I was seeing it. Her lips parted slightly. The smoky eyes widened by a fraction, and the spy’s mask fell away for a heartbeat. What replaced it was raw and unguarded: a woman who was tired of carrying a forged identity, who had just watched another woman shed hers, and who wanted the same freedom badly enough that her body betrayed her before her mind could intervene.

Then her hand came up, fingers spreading flat over the small of her own back as if she could press the glow back into hiding through her clothes. The gesture was almost involuntary. A reach toward the seam, and then a refusal of it, both in the same motion. She held my eyes one beat past the point where holding them meant anything, then deliberately turned her shoulders square to the door.

Then she walked out. The dark uniform disappeared into the corridor, the stockings at her ankles catching the last of the forge light, her steps precise and silent.

The door closed behind her. The seam’s glow faded from the workshop like the last note of a chord that hadn’t resolved.

Rosalie watched the closed door. Her expression was complicated: the healer’s empathy recognizing another person’s sealed wound, and beneath that, the woman’s awareness of the dynamics forming around the man she was leaning against.

“She’ll come to you on her own clock,” Rosalie said finally. “Not before. She’s not the kind of woman who asks twice.” She settled against me, her head on my shoulder, her hand still on my crest. “Don’t go reaching for it. You’ll only make her button it tighter.”

Her voice was steady, generous, without a trace of jealousy. The woman who had just unsealed her own class, who understood better than anyone what it cost to let someone see the parts of you that had been locked away, extending that understanding to the spy who stood at the edge of the circle and couldn’t quite step in.

I held her until the forge cooled and the crest light dimmed. She fell asleep against my chest, and I sat in the quiet workshop with a healer in my arms and the second hammer-mark settling into permanence beneath my collarbone.

When she finally stirred, it was past midnight. She blinked, smiled, and kissed the spot on my chest where the hammer-marks burned.

“Walk me back?”

I walked her to the Sanctum Tower entrance. The campus was quiet, the resonance lamps burning low, casting amber pools on the stone pathways between buildings. The night air smelled of autumn and the faint, distant bite of scorched stone from Isolde’s evening lightning drills in the training yard. Rosalie walked close to me, her shoulder touching mine, her bare feet padding silently on the cool stone. She’d left her shoes in the workshop.

She was exhausted and grieving and fiercely, defiantly alive. I didn’t need the bond to feel it. It was in the way she walked: lighter than she had coming in, the lie finally stripped off her shoulders, even if the grief of what her family had done was settling into its place. The grief was for the childhood shaped around a deception, for the mother who had held her daughter’s wrists while the physician locked away the part of her that was different. The lightness was for herself, for the woman who had just chosen to be complete, whatever the cost.

At the tower door, she turned.

“My family will find out about the unsealing. The crest change will be visible in my next classification review.”

“I know.”

“They’ll disown me.”

“Probably.”

She considered this. The fear was there, visible in the set of her mouth, the slight tremble in her lower lip that she steadied with the same control she used to steady a healing channel. But behind the fear, the dangerous joy hadn’t dimmed. She was complete. Whatever the cost, she was whole.

“Good,” she said. “I wasn’t theirs anymore anyway.”

She rose on her toes and pressed her forehead to mine. Brief, fierce, close enough that I felt the tremor in her breath and the certainty behind it. Then she disappeared inside the tower.


Chapter 15: First Bond

The infirmary garden at sunset was a different place than the one I’d delivered bad news in.

I found Rosalie there two days after the unsealing, but she wasn’t alone. Isolde sat beside her on the stone bench, long legs stretched out, combat boots resting on the edge of a planter box. The pale rope of her braid swayed when she gestured. Her ice-blue eyes were fixed on Rosalie with an expression I hadn’t seen on Isolde Fen before: unguarded attention.

They hadn’t noticed me yet. I stopped in the garden archway and watched.

“The pain energy inverts at the nerve junction,” Rosalie was explaining, her hands moving in front of her as she traced invisible pathways. “It’s the same resonance as healing, but the polarity reverses. Instead of drawing damage out, I push it in. Instead of closing a wound, I open one.”

“Show me,” Isolde said.

Rosalie placed her hand on Isolde’s forearm, over the lightning scars. The healer’s glow shifted from green-gold to amber as Woundbloom energy flowed through the contact. Isolde’s arm developed a thin bruise line that followed the path of one scar, bloomed for a second, and then healed as Rosalie reversed the energy.

“Hells,” Isolde said. She flexed her arm. “That felt like being punched from the inside.”

“That was about ten percent intensity.”

“You could drop an armored duelist with that.”

“I could drop a lot of things with that.” Rosalie’s voice carried the quiet wonder that hadn’t faded since the unsealing. “But I could also heal them immediately after. The same channel works both directions.”

Isolde was quiet for a moment. She looked at her own arm, where the bruise had completely vanished. Then she looked at Rosalie.

“I know what it’s like,” Isolde said. “To lose part of your class and then get it back. The relief. The fury about the time you lost. The fear that it might be taken again.”

“Yes.”

“It won’t be. Garrick won’t let it, and I won’t either.” Isolde’s voice went flat with the certainty she usually reserved for blade work. “You’re part of this now. Whatever this is becoming.”

Rosalie smiled. Genuine. Complicated. She understood exactly what Isolde had just promised, and what it meant from a warrior who made threats like vows. She leaned sideways and bumped her shoulder against Isolde’s. The contact was gentle, familiar. The kind of touch that spoke of history between them, old friendship resurfacing through shared experience.

Gravel shifted under my boot before I reached them. I’d meant it to. Sneaking up on a duelist was a good way to end a conversation with a blade at your throat.

Both women looked up.

“You announce yourself like a man who’s been threatened by a swordswoman before,” Isolde said.

“I learn fast.” I sat on Rosalie’s other side. The bench was narrow, and the three of us pressed together: Rosalie’s hip against mine on one side, Isolde’s knee touching Rosalie’s on the other. A triangle of contact that had become familiar over the past weeks.

Rosalie leaned into me. Her head settled against my shoulder. Her hair was loose today, falling in loose curves over her healer’s robe. Through the fabric, I could feel the pulse of her Woundbloom crest, stronger now than before the unsealing. Her body against my side was specific: lush, abundant, a physical presence that filled space the way her personality did.

“Having my full class feels like breathing with both lungs,” she said. “I didn’t know I was only using one until the other opened. Everything is richer. Deeper. The garden looks different. The herbs respond to me differently. My healing is faster, more precise, because I understand the full spectrum now. You can’t truly understand repair until you understand damage.”

“A smith would agree with that,” I said.

“A duelist would too,” Isolde added.

Rosalie turned her face toward me. Her gaze was close, steady, intent. The late sunlight caught the freckles across her collarbone where her robe had loosened.

“I want to show you something,” she said. “The empathic resonance. Now that the Woundbloom pathway is fully open, the resonance is stronger. I can feel more through the bond than I could before.”

She shifted to face me, sitting cross-legged on the bench, knees almost touching mine. Her hands came up, palms out.

“Give me your hand.”

I placed my right palm against hers. The contact tingled, her healer’s glow spreading across my skin. Then the Woundbloom resonance engaged.

It was like having a window opened in my chest.

Through the palm-to-palm contact, Rosalie’s empathic resonance flowed into me. It carried no thoughts and no manipulation, only a shared awareness that transmitted physical sensation and emotional state across the bond between us. I felt her: exhaustion from the unsealing, still lingering in her deep muscles. Determination, steady as a heartbeat. Affection, simple and uncomplex, directed at me with a clarity that left no room for ambiguity.

And beneath all of that, attraction. Not tentative, not new. A deep, body-level pull that had been growing since the first time I placed my hands on her crest and told her something was there. A pull that the Woundbloom unsealing had amplified, because now she could feel me through the bond as clearly as I could feel her.

She knew what I was feeling. The resonance carried it, transparent and undeniable: my awareness of her. The pull. The hunger. The way my pulse was accelerating with her palm against mine.

A blush spread across her cheeks. Not embarrassment. Recognition. The flush deepened, creeping down her neck toward the freckled expanse of her collarbone, disappearing beneath the neckline of her robe.

“You feel it too,” she whispered.

“Yes.”

Isolde stood. The motion was quiet, smooth, a fighter disengaging from a field that didn’t require her presence. She met my eyes over Rosalie’s head, amusement and acknowledgment sharpening her gaze: one woman recognizing the moment another had been building toward.

“I’ll be in the training yard,” Isolde said. She squeezed Rosalie’s shoulder as she passed. At the garden archway, she looked back. Her jaw was set, but her eyes carried something warmer than her voice allowed. “Take care of each other,” she said, and walked into the fading light.

From Isolde, that was a benediction and a permission both, the closest she came to saying she’d made her peace with the shape this was taking.

Then she was gone, and Rosalie and I sat in the garden with our palms together and the bond pulsing between us.

“Come to my room tonight,” Rosalie said.

She didn’t frame it as a question.

Rosalie’s quarters in the Sanctum Tower felt lived-in. A small hearth burned low in the corner, but the comfort was atmospheric: amber light from beeswax candles, the scent of dried herbs hanging from a ceiling rack, a narrow bed with linen sheets that smelled like the infirmary garden, shelves lined with medical texts and potted plants.

She’d changed from her healer robes into a sleep shift. Thin cotton, white, falling to mid-thigh. The fabric was sheer enough in the candlelight that the outline of her body showed through: full bust, wide hips, gentle stomach, the golden tone of her skin beneath the cloth. The Woundbloom crest glowed faintly on her sternum, visible through the thin material as a pulse of green-gold light.

She stood by the bed, facing me, hair loose around her shoulders. No shoes. Bare feet on the heated stone floor. Her eyes steady, bright in the candlelight.

She crossed the room and took my belt in both hands. Her fingers worked the buckle before I finished closing the door.

“Rosalie.”

“I’ve been thinking about this since the unsealing.” Her voice was low, husky, the clinical distance nowhere in sight. “Since before that, if I’m honest.” She pulled the belt free and tossed it on the chair. Her hands found my chest, palms flat over my crest. The forge bond flared gold at the contact: shared pulse, shared awareness, the resonance that connected Class Smith to Woundbloom Adept.

I kissed her.

Soft at first. Her lips were full, yielding. She tasted like the herbal tea she’d been drinking, sweet and faintly green, and beneath that the specific taste of Rosalie herself: clean, sweet, a flavor I’d been thinking about since the first time her mouth had been near mine. The kiss deepened and her mouth opened under mine, her tongue finding mine with a certainty that was Rosalie through and through: honest, direct, generous, kissing me the way she did everything, like there was nothing to be careful about.

Her hands slid up my chest to my neck, her fingers threading into my hair. She pulled me closer with a quiet sound against my lips, a hum of desire that vibrated through the kiss and settled into my bones. My blood was moving. My pulse accelerating, pushing heat into my hands, into my chest, into parts of me that were rapidly losing interest in conversation.

My hands found her waist. The shift was thin enough that I could feel her skin beneath it, smooth and heated, the fabric a suggestion rather than a barrier. I pulled her against me, and her body pressed into mine: her bust pressing against my chest, her breasts softening against me and cushioning the space between us, hips against mine, the lush curves of her conforming to the harder lines of my frame. My cock stiffened against the yielding give of her stomach, and she felt it. I knew she felt it because she pressed closer, not away, and the hum against my lips became a sound with more purpose.

The healer’s resonance amplified everything. The kiss was not just touch. Through the bond, I could feel what she felt: the pressure of my lips on hers, my hands on her waist, the building ache in her core, the pulse of arousal that was spreading through her body like healing energy traveling along resonance channels. A feedback loop that sent sensation cascading between us, each response amplifying the next, until the kiss was happening in two bodies simultaneously.

She broke the kiss. Stepped back. Her lips were wet, slightly swollen. Her chest rose and fell with quickened breath, the thin shift clinging to her breasts with each inhale, the outline of hardened nipples visible through the white cotton. She looked at me with eyes that had gone dark and intent, the green concentrated into something deep and hungry, the brightness of Rosalie compressed into heat.

Then she pulled the shift over her head.

The candlelight caught her body like a benediction. She stood naked in front of me, and the sight hit me with a physical force that locked my breath in my chest.

Her breasts were ripe and weighty, made for hands and mouths and reverent attention. They sat high on her chest with a natural sway that answered every breath, every shift of her hips, every small adjustment of her shoulders as the shift cleared her arms. Large areolas, dark pink, nipples already beginning to harden in the cooler air. The Woundbloom crest between her breasts pulsed with green-gold light, the class energy painting her skin with living color. Freckles scattered across the upper swell of her chest, fading into smooth sun-kissed skin beneath.

Her waist was defined but pliant, curving outward into wide hips that flared with a generosity that matched her personality. Her stomach was gentle, a slight roundness that spoke of comfort rather than discipline. Between her thighs, a neat trim of dark honey hair.

She didn’t cover herself. She didn’t pose. She stood and let me look, because she was a healer who understood bodies and was not ashamed of her own.

“Come here,” she said.

I closed the distance. My hands found her breasts before I could think about it, the instinct to touch overpowering any strategy. My palms cupped the warm fullness of them, fingers sinking into the pliant softness that yielded under my grip and overflowed my hands, thumbs brushing across nipples that hardened instantly at the contact, stiffening into rigid peaks that pressed into my callused palms.

Rosalie’s breath caught. Her back arched, pressing her tits harder into my hands, the lush flesh spilling around my fingers as she pushed herself into my grip. The healer’s glow on her palms intensified, and where her hands found my arms, relief spread through my muscles: the Woundbloom resonance working on me, finding the soreness from forge work and dissolving it even as we touched.

“You’re healing me,” I said.

“Habit.” She smiled. The blush had spread from her cheeks down her neck, across her chest, the flush visible between my fingers where I held her breasts, pink staining the freckled skin. “I can’t touch someone without feeling where they hurt. You carry so much tension in your arms and shoulders. From the forge work. From holding everything together.”

Her fingers found the hem of my tunic and pulled upward. I let her strip it off me. Her hands mapped my chest: equal parts healer and lover. Touching, assessing, healing, wanting. Her fingertips traced every scar, every ridge of muscle, and where she found pain she dissolved it with a pulse of healing energy that made my skin tingle. Her palm pressed over my hammer-marks, and the resonance surged. Golden light pulsed between us.

“These are beautiful,” she whispered, tracing the marks with her fingertip. “They’re part of your crest but they’re also part of us. Mine, and Isolde’s. We’re written on you.”

I bent and took her left nipple into my mouth.

The sound she made was everything her character promised: unguarded, vocal, a moan that filled the small room and bounced off the stone walls without apology. Her hands gripped my hair, pulling me closer, pressing my face against her breast until the warm softness pillowed around my cheeks. The nipple hardened between my lips, swelling against my tongue, and I sucked, pulling the stiff peak deeper into my mouth, tonguing the sensitive tip while my hand kneaded her other breast, squeezing the heavy globe, rolling the right nipple between my thumb and forefinger until she was squirming.

Her Woundbloom crest pulsed. Through the bond, I felt her pleasure as a golden wave that crashed through my awareness: the specific sensation of my mouth on her breast, the pull of my lips on her nipple, the heat of my hand on her skin, the building pressure between her legs, the slick wetness that was gathering there.

“Garrick.” Her voice was husky, dropped from its usual steady register into something raw and needy. “Don’t stop. Please. Your mouth on me. Please don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I kissed across to her right breast, taking that nipple into my mouth while my left hand cupped the breast I’d just released, the skin wet from my tongue, the nipple still hard and glistening with my saliva. She gasped, arching into me again, her fingers digging into my scalp. I sucked hard, then released the nipple with a wet pop that made her whimper, before taking it back in, alternating between gentle licks and deep, pulling suction that had her writhing.

I walked her backward until the backs of her knees hit the bed. She sat, then lay back, pulling me with her. I settled over her, my weight braced on my forearms, my mouth still working her breasts. She wrapped her legs around my waist, and the heat between her thighs pressed against my cock through my trousers. The wet patch soaking through the fabric told me everything. She was drenched.

I kissed down her sternum, between her breasts, over the glowing Woundbloom crest. She shivered beneath me. The crest’s energy tingled against my lips, class resonance and physical desire blurring together. I kissed lower, across her stomach, the gentle roundness of it giving against my lips, and she squirmed, her fingers threading through my hair.

“Garrick. I want you. Now. Inside me. Please.”

I stripped my trousers. Her eyes traveled the length of me, and the appreciation in her expression was undisguised: eyes wide, a flush blooming up her throat, a slow intake of breath that shifted her breasts. Her gaze fixed on my cock, thick and hard and flushed dark, the tip already slick, and the bond gave me both her responses simultaneously: the healer’s clinical appraisal and, layered beneath it, visceral clenching hunger. She wanted what she was looking at buried inside her.

“Come here,” she said again. The command was softer this time. Urgent. She opened her thighs wider, her slick pussy glistening in the candlelight, flushed and swollen with arousal, the pink folds wet enough that moisture had trailed down her inner thigh.

I settled between her thighs. She reached down and guided me, her sure hand wrapping around my cock and positioning the thick tip at her entrance. Her fingers were steady with a healer’s anatomical confidence. She was slick, hot, ready. The wetness coated me as she rubbed me against her slit, dragging my cock through her folds, coating me in her arousal, circling her clit with the ridge until she shuddered. She notched me at her entrance and pressed down, easing just the tip inside, the wet heat swallowing me.

“Fill me,” she breathed.

When I pushed inside her, we both groaned.

The sensation was overwhelming. Tight, wet heat that gripped my cock and pulsed with Woundbloom resonance. Her walls clenched around me, adjusting, welcoming, the slick pressure of a body that wanted to be filled, stretching to accommodate my girth with a delicious tightness that made my jaw lock. The healer’s energy flowed through the intimate contact, amplifying every nerve ending, turning the physical connection into something that operated on a class level as well as a physical one. I could feel her pleasure as a golden surge flowing back through the bond, doubling my own sensation, creating a loop that threatened to end me before we’d properly started.

She pulled me deeper with her legs. Her heels pressed into my lower back, her hips rising to meet mine. I sank into her fully, burying myself to the hilt, and she gasped, her mouth falling open, her eyes going wide and dark. Her inner walls rippled around my cock, the muscular response of a body reacting to the sudden fullness, clenching and releasing in involuntary pulses that milked me even before I’d started to move.

“Oh god.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “I can feel the bond. I can feel your crest. It’s like you’re inside me in two ways. I feel so full.”

“Good?”

“Good doesn’t cover it.” She rolled her hips experimentally, grinding her clit against my pelvis, and the motion squeezed me in a way that made my arms shake. “Garrick. Move. Please. I need you to fuck me.”

I began to move. Slow, deep strokes that drew almost all the way out, until only the head remained gripped by her entrance, before pressing back in to the root. Each withdrawal made her whimper at the loss, her pussy clutching at me as if trying to keep me inside, and each return made her gasp at the filling, the wet sound of my cock sinking back into her body obscene in the quiet room. Each thrust made her breasts sway, the heavy weight shifting with the motion, the stiff nipples tracing small arcs in the candlelight. She reached up and pressed them together, watching me watch them, her eyes steady on mine, sure of exactly what she did to me.

“You love them,” she murmured. “I can feel how much. Every time you touch them, the resonance floods me with how much you love my tits.”

“Yes.”

“Then show me.”

I lowered my mouth to her tit while I thrust. The angle changed the sensation: deeper, angled upward, hitting a spot inside her that made her cry out and clench around me so hard my rhythm stuttered. Her back arched off the bed, pushing the breast harder against my mouth. I sucked her nipple while I fucked her, one hand bracing my weight, the other cupping the breast I was kissing, kneading the supple weight while my tongue circled the hardened peak. The nipple was stiff between my lips, the areola pebbled with arousal, and the taste of her skin was salt and heat and the faint sweetness of the healing resonance that lived in her body. I pulled the nipple between my teeth, flicking it with my tongue, and she clamped down on my cock so hard it hurt in the best possible way.

Her hand found the back of my head and held me against her breast. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop that. Suck them harder.” She pressed me into warm, heavy softness until her tit enveloped my face, and I sucked harder, my cheeks hollowing, pulling the nipple deep into my mouth, flicking the tip with my tongue while my teeth grazed the base of the swollen bud until she was making sounds that had abandoned language entirely.

She was vocal. Unashamed. Every thrust drew a sound from her: moans, gasps, my name repeated in different registers as the intensity built, wet cries of pleasure that she made no attempt to muffle. Her hands found my ass and pulled me harder against her, demanding deeper, faster, her nails biting into my skin. The honest, unperformative pleasure was the core of who she was in bed. Rosalie didn’t hold back. She didn’t calculate. She responded with the same generosity she brought to healing, giving everything without reservation, every moan a gift, every clench of her pussy an honest response.

I kissed across to her right breast again, switching between them, unable to leave either unattended. Her tits were magnificent in motion, the soft curves responding to every thrust with a rhythm that was hypnotic, each breast rolling and bouncing heavily with every impact of my hips against hers. I buried my face between them, inhaling her scent, herbs and heated skin and the musk of arousal, the flushed skin of her cleavage damp with shared sweat. She pressed them together around my face, holding me there, and the muffled intimacy of it, her heartbeat against both my ears, her crest pulsing beneath my cheek, the cushioned heat of her tits smothering me, was almost more than I could handle.

“You’re perfect,” I told her chest. The words came out without planning, plain and unadorned. “Every part of you. I could stay here all night.”

“Then prove it,” she whispered. “Show me how beautiful you think I am. Fuck me like you mean it, Garrick.”

I pulled back. Rose up between her thighs. Gripped both her breasts, filling my hands with them, kneading their fullness while I thrust deeper, harder. My calloused palms dragged across her nipples with each squeeze, and each pass made her cry out, the rough texture against her swollen peaks almost too much. She arched into the dual sensation, my hands on her tits and my cock inside her, the two points of contact creating a circuit of pleasure that the Woundbloom resonance amplified into something staggering.

“More,” she gasped. “Please. Harder. Don’t hold back.”

“Say my name.”

“Garrick.” The word broke in her mouth, splitting into a moan halfway through. “Garrick, please. Harder.”

“Louder.”

“Garrick.” Louder. The word filled the room, echoing off stone. Her eyes locked on mine, open and desperate and utterly present. “Garrick. Please. I need you deeper. I need you harder. I want to feel you in my chest. Please.”

The begging did something to me. The raw, honest pleading from a woman who didn’t perform, who didn’t calculate, who asked for what she wanted because pretending otherwise was antithetical to everything she was. My cock throbbed inside her, swelling harder, and she gasped at the pulse. My resolve to maintain a measured pace dissolved.

I shifted position. Rose up, gripped her hips with both hands, my working hands pressing into the yielding give of her full curves hard enough to leave marks tomorrow. The rough pads of my palms dragged against her smooth skin, and she shuddered at the rough texture, her inner walls fluttering around me. The grip was firm, commanding, forge-hardened and sure. She groaned at the grip, at the change in angle, at the sudden increase in force as I drove into her with focused, forge-built power. The wet slap of skin on skin filled the room.

“Yes.” The word was a breath. “There. Exactly there. Fuck. Don’t change it.”

Her breasts bounced with each impact, the heavy tits following a rhythm that was hypnotic, each one jolting upward with every thrust and falling back with a bounce that drew my eyes like gravity. The Woundbloom crest between them blazed, the green-gold light intensifying with her arousal until the glow painted the ceiling of the small room. I watched her tits move while I fucked her, the heavy curves of them swaying in time with my thrusts, the nipples dark and swollen, catching the candlelight each time they crested the arc. She saw me watching. She cupped one breast and lifted it toward me, offering, squeezing the nipple between her fingers, pulling it.

“Touch them,” she breathed. “While you fuck me. Please. They need you.”

I released one hip and cupped her breast. The full weight filled my hand, flushed and heavy, the nipple pressing into my palm. I squeezed. She cried out. I squeezed harder, pinching the fat nipple between my thumb and forefinger, rolling it, tugging until her tit stretched upward from her chest before releasing the flushed peak, and her inner walls clenched around my cock in response, a vise-grip of wet muscle that made me groan through my teeth. The connection between her breasts and her pussy was wired directly through her nervous system, every touch on her tits amplified between her legs.

Her healer’s energy surged through the contact, and I felt it: pleasure amplification that took the physical sensation and doubled it, tripled it, sending waves of shared ecstasy through the bond. I could feel her approaching the edge through the resonance, her class energy gathering like storm clouds, the Woundbloom pathway charging with the same energy it used for healing, redirected through arousal into something that was building toward detonation. Her pussy was getting tighter, wetter, the slick sounds of my cock driving into her growing louder with each thrust.

“Garrick, I’m close.” Her back arched off the bed, lifting her hips to meet mine. Her inner walls clenched around my cock in rhythmic pulses that were maddening, gripping and releasing, gripping and releasing, her body priming itself. “I’m so close. Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop. I want to cum on your cock. Please.”

I didn’t stop. I adjusted my grip on her hips, pulling her into each thrust, driving harder, deeper, each stroke measured and thorough, burying myself to the hilt with a force that made the bed frame creak. My thumb found her clit, swollen and slick, pressing, circling the sensitive bud with the rough pad of my thumb, and she shattered.

The orgasm hit her like a wave. Her whole body tensed, every muscle locking, her heels digging into my lower back, her thighs clamping against my hips with bruising force. Then the convulsion: her inner walls clamping down on my cock in spasms that milked me with desperate intensity, rhythmic contractions that gripped and released and gripped again, her pussy pulsing around me in waves that were almost violent, squeezing with a force that made my vision blur. She cried out, the sound raw and genuine and unburdened by self-consciousness, a full-throated scream that broke into my name halfway through: “Garr…ick…” The syllables stretched and fragmented by pleasure, rising in pitch until they cracked. Rosalie at her most honest, her most real, her most beautiful.

Her tits shook with the force of it, heavy and swaying as her body convulsed. The Woundbloom crest blazed between them, golden light pulsing from her sternum and washing over both of us in waves that synced with the clenching of her walls. Through the bond, I felt her climax as a second orgasm layered over my own building pressure: years of being held back collapsing into sheer abandon as she finally, fully, let go. Her pussy flooded with wetness, soaking my cock, dripping down to soak the sheets beneath us.

It was too much. The combination of her clenching heat, the bond feedback, the golden light flooding through me, the vision of her body arched and trembling and glowing beneath me, her tits bouncing with each spasm, her face wrecked with ecstasy, all of it converged. I drove deep, buried to the hilt, and came inside her with a groan that I couldn’t contain, my cock pulsing, flooding her, each thick spurt carrying the forge bond’s resonance deeper into the connection between us. I came hard, my hips grinding against hers, my cock throbbing inside her clenching heat, pumping cum deep into her body, pulse after pulse that filled her until I could feel the excess spilling around my shaft, dripping from where our bodies joined. Cum flooded her, hot and thick, and the Woundbloom resonance in her walls absorbed it like fuel, turning the golden light into a blinding flash that illuminated the room.

For a moment, I felt everything she felt.

The bond didn’t just align our crests; it dissolved the wall between them. Where Isolde’s repair had been a circuit closing, this was a door coming off its hinges. Her pleasure poured into me as if it were mine, my own crashing back into her, the two of us caught in a single shared current that had no edges. I could feel her class energy as clearly as my own. She could feel mine. And underneath the sensation, something quieter clicked into place, a connection that would not come undone.

The light faded. My body collapsed onto hers. She caught my weight with her arms, pulling me down against her, my head on her chest, my ear against the thudding of her heart. Her breasts were flushed and yielding against my cheek, the Woundbloom crest still pulsing beneath my face with a slow, satisfied rhythm.

Her fingers traced the hammer-marks on my chest. The second mark burned, brighter than before, settling into its final shape.

“You’re changing,” she whispered. Her fingers were gentle on my skin, tracing the golden lines of the marks.

“You’re changing too.”

She pulled my head to her chest. Her arms wrapped around me, strong and sure and certain. Her heartbeat was steady under my ear, her breathing slow, her hands moving over my back in long unhurried passes. Through the new bond it reached me the way heat reaches through metal: a fierce, protective tenderness that I recognized because it was the same thing I felt when I looked at her.

“I’m keeping you,” she said. “For me, for the class, for all of it. You.”

She kissed the top of my head. Her breasts shifted against my face with the motion, solid and real. “This bond. I can feel you, Garrick. Not just your class. You. Your exhaustion. Your determination. Your anger about your mother. Everything you hold behind that quiet face. I can feel all of it.”

“The resonance bond,” I said. “The old forge texts describe it. ‘The deeper the trust, the deeper the shared awareness. At full bond, the smith and the subject share physical and emotional perception. The bond is mutual. Both grow stronger.’”

“Both,” she repeated. She held me tighter. “Then let me share some of it. You don’t have to hold everything alone.”

I lay against her and breathed. The forge bond pulsed between us, golden and steady. I could feel it settling into my crest like a foundation stone being laid, the second mark cooling from sharp heat into something that would last. Inside, the candles burned low and the Woundbloom crest cast gentle gold-green shadows on the walls.

“Garrick?”

“Hmm?”

“Isolde will feel this too? When her bond deepens?”

“Eventually.”

Her fingers traced the second hammer-mark. “Good. She deserves this. Everyone who trusts you deserves to know what it feels like.”


Chapter 16: Broken Sword

Isolde fought like someone who had been given back her bones.

The morning started with a note slipped under my workshop door, written in Isolde’s precise, military hand: Duel Tower. Tenth bell. Gallery seat reserved. Don’t be late. No explanation. No context. Classic Isolde: she expected you to know what she meant, and if you didn’t, that was a problem with your intelligence, not her communication.

Brennan and I arrived at the Duel Tower arena ten minutes early. The gallery was already filling, two hundred students and a handful of faculty arranging themselves in the tiered seating that ringed the circular combat floor. The arena was impressive in a way the Forge Annex wasn’t: polished stone, resonance-dampening barriers at the arena’s edge, scoring crystals mounted at the four cardinal points, and a weapons rack containing blades of every style from dueling sabers to longswords.

“She requested a formal re-ranking bout,” Brennan explained, producing a bag of roasted nuts from one of his apparently infinite pockets. “Filed the paperwork yesterday. The dueling master approved it this morning.”

“Who’s she fighting?”

“Kellan Dray. Third-year. Ranked ninth.”

“Ninth. That’s ambitious.”

“That’s Isolde.” He offered me a nut. I declined. “She told me she considered challenging someone in the top five but decided to ‘establish a baseline’ first. Her words.”

I watched from the gallery above the Duel Tower arena, Brennan beside me with his bag of roasted nuts and an expression that alternated between awe and terror. Below, the formal re-ranking duel played out in front of two hundred spectators, and it was over before most of them understood what had happened.

Her opponent was a third-year duelist named Kellan Dray, currently ranked ninth. Solid footwork. Clean blade technique. He’d agreed to the bout confidently. He remembered Isolde’s public collapse six months ago and expected an easy victory.

He lasted forty-three seconds.

The dueling master called the start, and Kellan opened with a standard aggressive sequence: three advancing cuts designed to establish dominance and push his opponent backward. The approach was textbook. Solid. An opening that won matches against duelists who didn’t have lightning in their blood.

Isolde didn’t retreat. She didn’t even move her feet. She parried the first cut with a minimal deflection that redirected his blade two inches to the left. The second cut met empty air as she shifted her weight without stepping, letting the strike pass her body by a margin so thin that the wind from his blade ruffled the loose strands of hair at her temple.

The third cut never landed.

Lightning Step activated. One moment Isolde was standing in front of Kellan. The next she was behind him, three meters of arena crossed in a burst of blue-white speed that left afterimages hanging in the air like ghosts. The gallery gasped. Several students in the front row flinched at the crack of displaced air.

Kellan spun. Too slow. Isolde’s blade was already moving, a sweeping cut from her new angle that he barely caught on his guard. The impact drove him sideways. Storm Strike turned a standard blade strike into something that made the air smell of hot metal and scorched ward-crystal. The electricity traveling through the contact arced into his defensive ward, and the resonance barrier flickered, destabilized by the combined force of blade and lightning.

He tried to recover. Lateral step, counterstrike, the instinct of a trained fighter falling back on fundamentals. Good fundamentals. Clean technique. Swordsmanship that was sufficient against every opponent he’d faced in the past year.

Isolde pivoted. The silver-blonde braid swung behind her like a pendulum, catching the arena light. Her second Storm Strike caught his blade flat, not at the edge where steel met steel but on the flat of the blade where the electrical discharge had nowhere to go but through the steel into his hands.

His grip spasmed open. The blade clattered to the arena floor with a sound that echoed through the sudden silence of two hundred stunned spectators.

She placed the tip of her sword at his throat. Lightning crackled along the edge, dancing inches from his skin. The blue-white glow painted his face with pale light, and his eyes went wide with the sudden, visceral understanding that the woman in front of him was not the broken duelist he’d been told she was.

“Yield.” Calm. Controlled. Six months of pretending burned off in a single word.

He yielded.

The arena erupted. Not the polite applause of a formal bout. Genuine shock. Students who had written Isolde off as a burnout case were on their feet, staring at the silver-blonde duelist who had just dismantled a ranked opponent with abilities nobody knew she had.

Isolde lowered her blade. She turned and looked up at the gallery. Her eyes found me through the crowd with the accuracy of a thrown knife. Fierce triumph crossed her face, aimed straight at me, and I felt the answer as a pulse of lightning-charged satisfaction along my crest.

I nodded.

She didn’t smile. But her expression softened by a fraction, and she held my gaze a heartbeat longer than the moment called for, before the dueling master stepped forward to announce the result.

“Duelist Fen advances to the fourteenth rank,” the master announced. “Effective immediately.”

Fourteenth. From unranked to fourteenth in a single bout. With only two of three incisions sealed and the Tempest Blade pathway still dormant.

The implications were not lost on the spectators. If Isolde Fen could do this with a partially restored class, what would she become when the restoration was complete?

In the gallery, conversations shifted. I caught fragments as Brennan and I made our way down the stairs: “Where did the lightning come from?” “She couldn’t channel three weeks ago.” “Someone must have helped her.” “Who has the class skill to repair a Storm Channel?”

Brennan grinned, freckled face creasing with delight. “They’re all going to figure it out eventually.”

“Let them.”

“You’re not worried?”

“I’m past worried. We’re into the territory where Caldran already knows and the rest is damage control.”

We reached the arena floor as the crowd dispersed. Isolde was cleaning her blade with the methodical precision she applied to everything, her braid draped over her shoulder. She looked up at our approach.

“Fourteenth,” I said.

“Should have been top ten. Kellan was predictable.” She sheathed the blade and looked at me. The fierce energy from the bout was still on her, the lightning scars glowing faintly along her left arm, her breathing elevated, her skin flushed with exertion. “The Storm Strike is clean. Lightning Step integrates perfectly with my footwork. The channel is holding.”

“Good.”

“Good?” Her chin tilted, the word turned back on me like a parried strike. “I just publicly demonstrated class abilities that I wasn’t supposed to have anymore, in front of two hundred witnesses, including at least three Registry clerks who will file a report before dinner. ‘Good’ is an understatement.”

“Would you prefer ‘spectacular’?”

Her mouth twitched at one corner and flattened back into control. “I’d prefer you not compliment me in public. It undermines the terrifying reputation I’m rebuilding.”

Brennan laughed. “Too late. Half the academy just watched you reduce a ranked duelist to a quivering surrender. Your reputation is fine.”

Across the arena, Odran Pell stood with two of his retinue. His golden hair was perfectly styled, his gold-trimmed uniform pressed, the gold trim catching the arena light in a way that was designed to project prestige. His posture radiated practiced confidence, a lifetime of being told he was exceptional. But I could see what his posture couldn’t hide: the Gilded Champion crest pulsing beneath his uniform, the false gold a fraction less bright than it had been a week ago. Not dramatically. The kind of difference only a Smith would catch, the way a jeweler sees the first dullness in a plated ring before the base metal shows through. Each day of stress wore the artificial overlay a little thinner against the Fighter class underneath.

His expression as he watched Isolde was something different from confidence.

Cold calculation. He understood, at a level he might not even be able to articulate, that Isolde’s recovery changed the narrative of his career. If she could prove her class had been sabotaged, his victory over her six months ago would be reframed as fraud. Everything that followed that victory, the ranking boost, the guild attention, the noble patronage, the entire golden identity he’d constructed from the lie the Registry had sold his family, all of it built on a foundation that was starting to crack.

He spoke quietly to his crony. The crony was a second-year duelist named Hadley, a competent blade-class student whose class was genuine and whose loyalty to Odran was based on proximity to power rather than personal respect. Hadley’s eyes flicked to me, assessing, then back to Odran, calculating, then away, deciding that whatever his patron was planning, it was above his pay grade.

I noted it. One more detail set aside for the day it would matter.

The dining hall that evening felt different.

Isolde sat at the Forge Annex table. She didn’t ask. She walked across the hall from the Duel Tower section, blade harness across her back, chin level, and sat down on the bench across from me as if she’d been eating there for years.

Rosalie was already there, seated beside me with her thigh touching mine, her healer robes brushed and her hair pinned in a loose twist that left her neck exposed. The Woundbloom crest was invisible beneath her robe, but the bond hummed low between us, a quiet awareness of her presence that had become as constant as my own heartbeat.

A Storm Duelist and a Woundbloom Adept flanking a Class Smith at the lowest table in the hall.

The staring was immediate.

Brennan set his tray down at the end of the bench and surveyed the room with theatrical satisfaction. History, apparently, had arrived with stew. “I’ve never had a meal where people were staring at our table for a good reason.”

“They’ll stop staring when they get bored,” Isolde said, cutting her meat with precise strokes.

“They won’t get bored,” Rosalie said. “You just publicly restored class abilities that the entire academy wrote off as lost. People have questions.”

“People can file their questions with the Duel Tower ranking board.”

“The food is terrible,” Isolde added, examining a piece of bread with military severity. She turned it over. Tapped it against the table. It made a sound. “This is bread in the same way that my blade is a letter opener. Technically accurate. Fundamentally misleading.”

“Noble palate problems,” Brennan said sympathetically.

“I’m not a noble. I’m a former noble who earned her way back through combat merit, and even when my family was cutting me off, the bread wasn’t this dense.”

“Our kitchen budget got cut three weeks into term,” Brennan explained. “The dense bread is just the part you can taste.”

“Caldran’s office,” I added. That was all it needed.

Isolde set the bread down. Her eyes went cold and focused. The lightning scars on her arm flickered. “When we expose him, I want to be there.”

“You will be.”

“I mean physically present. Not hearing about it afterward. I want to watch his face when the system he built comes apart.”

“Then you’ll be standing in the front row.”

Rosalie touched Isolde’s hand across the table. The gesture was brief, gentle, the healer’s instinct to comfort extending to the woman whose anger ran deeper than food quality. Isolde glanced at the touch, didn’t pull away, and after a moment took a deliberate bite of the terrible bread.

“It’s not that bad,” she admitted.

“It’s awful,” Rosalie said.

“It’s building character,” Brennan offered.

“My character was fine before the bread.”

The conversation shifted. Brennan described a workshop project, a resonance amplification rig he was building from scavenged Artificer components and materials I’d brought from the Undercroft. “If I can stabilize the oscillation frequency, the rig should amplify forge energy by about thirty percent within a ten-foot radius. Which means your Class Sight readings would be faster and less exhausting.”

“What materials do you need?” Rosalie asked. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, her interest genuine.

“Three more resonance-grade classification crystals, a stabilizing frame that can handle sustained oath-metal feedback, and something to eat that doesn’t taste like the kitchen made it as a punishment.”

“The crystals I can source from the infirmary supply room,” Rosalie said. “The Sanctum Tower has a surplus of diagnostic-grade crystals that would work for your purposes. The stabilizing frame is harder.”

“I can forge a frame from the Undercroft oath-metal,” I said. “The inscribed forge-metal from the altar has the right resonance properties.”

“And the food?” Brennan looked at his plate with theatrical despair.

“The food is your problem,” Isolde said. She cut a piece of bread into identical squares, examined one, and set it aside with noble disgust. “Although I’ll concede the meat is acceptable. Barely.”

“High praise from House Fen.”

“Former House Fen. Current Storm Duelist. Current Annex table regular.” She looked at the bread square, then at Brennan. “Current begrudging admirer of your ability to eat like nobody is watching.”

“Nobody was watching until you all started sitting here,” Brennan said happily.

Rosalie laughed. The sound drew eyes from three tables over. She settled against my side, her hip pressed against mine, her hand finding my knee under the table. Warmth threaded between us: deep, steady. She’d found people worth sitting with.

I listened. I watched. My people, forming a unit around me without formal structure, without official sanction, without anything except the bonds we’d built through shared work and shared trust. The table that had been punishment was becoming home. The bench near the kitchens, where the academy put its failures, was becoming the place where the most interesting conversations at Valebright happened.

Rosalie’s shoulder pressed against mine. She was contented in a way she didn’t bother to hide, loose in the shoulders, quick to laugh, leaning into the table instead of holding herself at its edge the way she had the first week. She sat with people who knew what she was and wanted her to be more of it. Her hair smelled of the infirmary garden: herbs, bloodmoss, growing things. Her hip was snug against my leg. When she leaned forward to make a point about crystal frequency, the cord belt shifted, the fabric of her robes tightening across her chest with a naturalness she didn’t apologize for. I watched. She noticed. Her eyes softened with warm, private amusement, and she stayed leaned in, in no hurry to straighten, letting me look.

And the students around us were starting to notice us. Not just the staring. The quiet interest. A second-year Arcane student stopped Rosalie on her way to the serving line and asked about the Woundbloom abilities she’d heard about. Rosalie answered with the patient thoroughness of a teacher, her Woundbloom energy glowing faintly in her palms as she demonstrated a basic dual-channel technique. The Arcane student watched with fascination that edged into envy.

A scholarship duelist lingered near the end of the bench, pretending to examine a wall notice while actually listening to Isolde discuss approach vectors for close-quarters combat. Isolde noticed him. She always noticed. She didn’t acknowledge him directly, but she raised her voice by a fraction, ensuring her tactical commentary was audible. A gift. The kind a warrior gave to a younger fighter without making it look like charity.

The social gravity of the Annex table was shifting. Slowly. But shifting. And the direction of the shift was clear: toward us. Toward the smith and the circle.

At the Registry table across the hall, Caldran himself watched our corner of the room, and didn’t touch his food.

After dinner, Isolde found me in the training yard without combat waiting and without class work on the table. She was sitting on the stone bench along the wall when I passed through on my way back from a walk along the perimeter, her blade across her knees, cleaning it in long, meditative strokes.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat. The stone was cold. The training yard was empty, the evening light turning the sparring dummies into long shadows. The noise of the academy was distant, muffled, filtered through stone walls until it was just rhythm without meaning.

She didn’t look at me. She worked the cloth along her blade, the motion practiced and unconscious, her fingers knowing the metal the way mine knew oath-metal inlays. Her focus had gone past the blade entirely.

“My family cut me off after the sabotage,” she said. “Former House Fen. That’s the polite version. The real version is that my father told me I was a failed investment and my mother didn’t disagree.”

I said nothing. She wasn’t looking for a response. She needed a place to set it down, and for a while, that place was me.

“I spent a long time being nobody’s. No house, no rank, no class that worked.” She turned the blade over. Cleaned the other side. “I learned to stop wanting things, because wanting them was how they hurt you. You want a rank, they take the rank. You want a family, they decide you’re a failed investment. So I stopped. Wanting nothing is the only way to make sure nobody can take anything.”

She glanced sideways. Ice-blue eyes, steady, carrying something personal, stripped of class restoration and academy politics.

“Then Rosalie touched my hand at the dinner table today.” A faint frown, as if the memory irritated her by being pleasant. “And I caught myself wanting the hand itself. The warmth. The simple fact that someone reached for me without needing a duel, a repair, or an alliance as an excuse. I haven’t let anyone in since my family threw me out, and now there are three people I’d burn this academy down for, and I don’t know when that happened or how to undo it. I’m not sure I want to undo it.” She frowned at the blade as if it had offended her. “So I’m going to say it badly. I’m planning a future again. That’s new. And you’re in it. All of you are.”

The training yard was very quiet.

“You matter to me too, Isolde.”

She nodded once. Sheathed the blade. Stood. “Good. Don’t make it weird.” She walked three steps toward the door, stopped, and turned back. “The bread really was terrible.”

Then she was gone, boots echoing on stone.

The articulation lesson happened the following afternoon.

I arrived at Octavia’s office with the taste of terrible Annex bread still in my mouth and the memory of Isolde’s triumph still fresh. The faculty corridor was quiet, the other professors either in lectures or behind closed doors. The afternoon light came through the corridor’s narrow windows at a sharp angle, casting long shadows across the carpet.

I knocked. The door opened almost immediately, which meant she’d been waiting. The fact that she’d been waiting, that she’d positioned herself near the door to open it without the delay of crossing the room, was one more thing Octavia Crest did that quietly contradicted her stated professional distance.

Her office was arranged for instruction: the large desk pushed aside, a resonance practice circle drawn on the floor in chalk, a set of calibrated class stones arranged at the cardinal points. She stood beside the circle in her fitted academic robes, dark fabric tailored to the body beneath: wide hips, full bust, the heavy curves organized under professional layers. Reading glasses on her nose. Dark-gold hair in the structured twist. The pendant resting against her sternum, catching light when she turned.

She’d changed since our last session. The robe was the same style but a darker shade, the fabric heavier, the tailoring slightly more structured around the bust and waist. A deliberate wardrobe choice. She knew someone would be standing close to her and had dressed for it while telling herself she was dressing for work.

“Resonance articulation,” she said, by way of greeting. “The discipline of shaping class energy through controlled vocalization. Speech, breath, and resonance alignment. This is the theoretical framework your mother used when she couldn’t reach a subject through physical contact alone.”

She gestured me into the circle. I stepped into the chalk markings, and the class stones activated at the perimeter with a low, harmonic hum.

“The principle is straightforward,” Octavia continued. “Class energy responds to acoustic resonance. The right syllable, spoken at the correct pitch and breath pressure, can direct resonance as your hands direct it during forge work. The applications are diagnostic, not therapeutic. You can read a crest from across a room if you know the right articulation.”

“Remote Class Sight?”

“Targeted resonance probing. Less precise than physical contact, but less conspicuous. Useful when you need to read someone without touching them.”

She moved to stand in front of me, inside the circle. Close enough that I could smell the scent of her: aged tea, formal perfume, the faint paper-and-ink undertone that clung to everyone who spent their life in a library. Her amber-brown eyes watched my face with the focused attention of a professor evaluating a student’s readiness.

“The first syllable is a vowel resonance. Open your mouth. Jaw relaxed, tongue forward.”

I opened my mouth.

“Too tight.” She stepped closer. Her eyes fixed on my lips with focused intensity, years of studying articulation sharpening her gaze. “The jaw needs to drop further. The resonance requires a clear channel from diaphragm through throat to lips. Any tension collapses the acoustic pathway.”

Her fingers found my jaw. Confident, knowing, precise in a way that made Rosalie’s healer hands feel warm by comparison. She pressed downward on my chin, guiding the drop.

“Better. Now the tongue. It must contact the palate here.” She pointed to the roof of her own mouth, lips parting, tongue pressing upward in demonstration. I watched her tongue touch her palate, the careful placement, the way her lips shaped around the position. “Press. Hard enough to create a seal. Then release in a burst, directing the breath outward.”

I tried. She watched my mouth with focus that had stopped being purely pedagogical. Her eyes tracked the movement of my tongue, the shape of my lips, the tension in my jaw. Her own lips parted slightly, mirroring the articulation.

“Harder.” Her voice dropped half a register. “The tongue must create a firm seal. Press it against the roof of your mouth. Harder. Hold.”

I pressed. The resonance syllable formed in my throat, shaped by the tongue position, and when I released it, a pulse of class energy traveled through the practice circle. The calibrated stones hummed in response.

“Good,” Octavia said. Her controlled expression held, but her voice had dropped half a register, and she hadn’t stepped back to the professional distance she’d maintained for the first three repetitions. “Again. Slower.”

I repeated the syllable. She watched my mouth form it, her amber-brown eyes locked on my lips with an attention that was professional and hungry at the same time. I could see both layers: the professor who was teaching technique and the woman beneath who was watching a man shape his mouth around sounds and thinking about mouths far outside the boundaries of articulation practice.

“The second syllable requires a different tongue position,” she said. “Retracted. Tip curled. The resonance frequency shifts from a probe to a focus, narrowing the diagnostic beam.”

She demonstrated. Her tongue curled behind her teeth, the tip visible between her lips for a moment before she pulled it back. The motion was clinical. The effect was not.

“Now you.”

I curled my tongue. The syllable formed. The resonance pulse was tighter, more directed. One of the practice stones responded with a sharp chime.

“Excellent. You have your mother’s aptitude for articulation.” She stepped back. But not as far as she usually did. The distance that opened between us was smaller than before, and the composure reasserted itself with less conviction. She smoothed her robe with hands that weren’t quite steady, adjusting the fabric across her hips. Her fingertips lingered at the pendant, checking its position over her sternum, a habitual check that drew my attention exactly where she was pretending she didn’t want it.

“Practice those two syllables in sequence,” she said. “The probe followed by the focus. When you can produce them without conscious effort, the combination will allow you to perform a basic resonance scan at a distance of approximately ten feet.”

“How far could my mother scan?”

“Your mother could read a crest from across an arena.” Octavia’s voice turned careful, reverent in the particular way a student remembers a teacher’s impossible work. “But she had decades of practice, three bonded subjects, and a fully evolved Class Smith crest. You have weeks of practice, one full bond, one developing resonance bridge, and a crest that is still growing.”

“One bond, one bridge. And growing.”

Neither of us moved. The “and growing” sat between us, too loaded to walk back. The words had carried an implication that extended past class mechanics into the territory of the personal, the suggestive, the forbidden. Her eyes met mine, the amber-brown bright and intelligent and carrying something she kept contained as carefully as everything else about her.

I looked away first.

Not because I wanted to. Because if I held that gaze any longer, I was going to say something that couldn’t be taken back, and she would have to respond, and she wasn’t ready. I knew she wasn’t ready the way I knew a crest wasn’t ready for repair: the structure was willing but the foundation hadn’t settled enough to hold.

I picked up my notes from her desk. “I’ll practice before next session.”

She blinked. The amber-brown eyes registered surprise, then something harder to name. Her hand had already started toward her glasses, the small ritual that bought her a second to recompose, but I’d stepped back before she could spend it, and the gesture had nowhere to land. Her fingers stalled in the air, then settled flat on the desk instead, betraying her.

“Good,” she said. Quieter than she’d intended.

“Octavia.”

She paused. The name carried all the permission she’d granted during our first meeting: In private, when the door is locked, you may call me Octavia. Every time I used it, the intimacy of the permission registered in her expression. A flicker. A softening. The acknowledgment of a door she’d opened and couldn’t fully close.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” She crossed to her desk, putting furniture between us. The desk was a barrier she deployed with practiced necessity, furniture pressed into service as armor. “When you can articulate a full diagnostic scan at distance, I’ll have reason to be afraid for you. The probe and focus in sequence is recognizable to anyone trained in resonance theory. If you use it in public, people will know you’re doing more than polishing class stones.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“Your mother said that too.”

The words landed like a blade dropped flat on stone. She heard them land. Her mouth tightened, and she looked away from me, through the office window, at the campus below where students moved between towers and the evening light turned the stone walls gold. The pendant rose and fell with her breathing. The structured twist of her dark-gold hair caught the last amber light from the window.

“Next week,” she said. “Same time. And Garrick?”

“Yeah?”

“Close the door on your way out.”

I closed the door. In the corridor, I stood for a moment, breathing. The resonance syllables still vibrated in my throat, the tongue positions she’d taught me imprinted in muscle memory alongside the memory of her fingers on my jaw, her eyes on my mouth, her voice dropping to a register that was less instruction and more invitation. Those stayed longer than the syllables did.

She’d stood closer today than in any previous session, the careful distance narrowed by inches she either didn’t notice or couldn’t stop. She was losing the habit of control by slow degrees, the way you lose a limp long after the injury heals, without noticing the day you stopped favoring the leg.

The evening campus carried me toward the Annex under amber light and long shadows. Isolde was in the training yard, running lightning drills. I could see the blue-white arcs from across the quad, hear the snap of electricity against training dummies, smell the faint bite of scorched stone drifting on the evening air. She saw me pass and raised her blade in a salute that was part acknowledgment, part challenge, part the quiet communication between two people whose bridge was strengthening and didn’t need words to say what mattered.

Even at that distance her movement told the whole story: fierce, alive, a Storm Duelist who had been given back her bones and was using them to break things. The bond carried only the edge of it, a faint tingle in my crest that fired in rhythm with each Lightning Step, the rest written plainly in the snap of her shoulders and the scorch marks accumulating on the dummies.

At the Annex, Brennan was elbow-deep in his resonance amplifier, copper wire and class stones spread across the workbench in a pattern that might have been organized if you understood the organizing principle, which appeared to be entropy. He grunted a greeting without looking up.

“How was the lesson?” he asked, connecting two wires with a precision that contradicted his chaotic workspace.

“Educational.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“That’s what I answered.”

He grinned. “I’ll pretend that’s a real answer.”

Normal. Routine. Academy life. An evening that made the conspiracy and the danger feel manageable: two friends in a workshop, one building devices, one processing the memory of a professor’s fingers on his jaw.

It only felt manageable. Somewhere a Registry aide was filing the report on Isolde’s bout, and Odran was already writing whoever he wrote to when the ground shifted under him. I didn’t need to see any of it to know it was happening. The machine that had buried my mother didn’t sleep just because I’d had a quiet evening.

I sat at my workbench and practiced the articulation syllables until my throat ached. Probe and focus. Probe and focus.


Chapter 17: Private Surrender

The third repair attempt was a war.

The workshop had been prepared with the intensity of a military operation. Brennan had spent the morning calibrating the privacy stones, running three separate test cycles to ensure the resonance masking would hold under the stress of a major forge activation. The last thing we needed was Caldran’s monitoring equipment detecting a Class Smith forge event powerful enough to light up the Registry’s passive scanners across campus.

Rosalie had arrived an hour early. She didn’t lay out her supplies the way she had the first two times, the careful inventory of a healer braced for the worst. By now she knew what these sessions did, and she packed for it the way a veteran packs for a march she’s made before: the elixirs she’d actually needed last time, the two emergency stabilizers, and nothing she’d learned was wasted weight. Her Woundbloom crest carried the dual energy she’d mastered over the past two days, the green-gold of healing and the dark amber of combat braided together, riding low and ready under her skin.

I’d laid the circle in half the time the first session had taken me. My hands knew the configuration now: the seven-point star, catalyst at center, forge-metal at the points, oath-metal bars connecting them. The high-grade storm catalyst from the Undercroft altar sat where it belonged without my having to test the placement three times. It was strong enough to force the deepest cut open. Not strong enough to complete what waited behind it. The doubt of an untested theory was gone. What remained was a smith who had broken two seals and intended to fracture the third wide enough to reveal the truth.

Isolde stood in the forge circle, collar open, crest exposed. The Storm Duelist crest was visible on her sternum, the blue-white architecture pulsing with the energy of a class that was ninety percent restored and straining toward completion. The third incision was visible to my Class Sight as a dense wall of compressed seal energy, darker and more resistant than the first two cuts had been, the final escalation the registrar had driven in after the earlier cuts failed to end her potential.

Her expression was the one she wore before a duel: focused, fierce, ready. Her braid was pulled tight, her eyes sharp, every line of her face locked into combat readiness. She looked at me with the same absolute commitment she brought to an opponent across the arena: a woman who had decided what was going to happen and refused to consider alternatives.

“This is the deepest cut,” I said. “The registrar used an older, more powerful version of the same tool. This seal was placed last, after the other two. The killing blow, not the foundation.”

“I know.”

“It’s going to fight harder than the others. The seal energy is denser, more compressed. Breaking it will release everything the registrar put into suppressing your Tempest Blade pathway.”

“I said I know, Garrick.” Lightning flickered along her scars. “Stop stalling.”

I placed my palms on either side of her sternum. Class Sight blazed. The third incision filled my vision: a wall of compressed seal energy, dark and dense, layered over the dormant Tempest Blade pathway like a fortress gate built over a sealed road. The other cuts had been precise, surgical, professionally executed. This one was brutal. The registrar had known that the Tempest Blade pathway was the real prize and had used everything at their disposal to seal it permanently.

I channeled.

The storm catalyst responded with a surge of electrical resonance that fed through the forge-metal amplifiers and hit the seal like a battering ram. The dense energy wall vibrated, shuddered, and held. I pushed harder. Sweat broke across my forehead. The catalyst’s energy mixed with my Class Smith resonance, and together they hammered at the seal.

Pain lanced through my hands. The seal was fighting back, the registrar’s intention baked into the energy: Stay sealed. Stay suppressed. Stay less than what you could become.

“It’s resisting,” I said through clenched teeth.

Isolde’s hand gripped my wrist. Lightning arced from her fingers into my skin, and for a moment, the pain became power. Her Storm Channel fed energy back through the contact, her class amplifying mine the way the forge-metal amplified the catalyst.

“Then push harder.”

I pushed. The seal cracked. Not a clean break. A fracture that spread through the compressed energy like lightning through stone. The resistance intensified, peaked, and then the wall shattered.

Lightning exploded through the workshop.

Not the controlled arcs of Lightning Step or the directed strikes of Storm Strike. Raw, uncontrolled power erupting from Isolde’s crest as the Tempest Blade pathway split into view for the first time in years. Electricity arced from her body in jagged bolts that struck the workshop walls, the ceiling, the forge-metal amplifiers. The resonance lamps blew out. The oath-metal glowed white-hot.

Rosalie threw up a Woundbloom barrier, the healing energy inverting into a protective shell that absorbed the stray lightning. Her face was tight with concentration, her crest blazing green-gold, both hands extended.

Isolde stood in the center of the chaos, her body crackling with electricity. Lightning poured through her like water through a broken dam, too much power for the partially restored channel to contain. Her scars blazed blue-white, the light bright enough to read by, bright enough to cast sharp shadows against the walls.

“Garrick!” Rosalie’s voice, strained. “She’s overloading!”

I grabbed Isolde’s shoulders. The electricity hit me, jolting through my arms, but the bond absorbed the worst of it, converting raw energy into resonance that my crest could process. I pulled her against me, both hands on her crest, channeling Class Sight to read the cascade.

The Tempest Blade pathway was visible. Dormant, half-revealed through the split in the seal, but not functionally complete. A full class evolution pathway waited behind that damage, the shape of a future that would fuse blade and lightning into a single, indivisible expression of combat power. The pathway wasn’t active, it was starved, it needed deeper catalysts and more forge work to bring online, but it was there. The seal had cracked wide enough for me to see what they had tried to bury.

Beyond the pathway: a Storm Duelist architecture more advanced than anything I’d seen at this academy, strong enough to function, still scarred around the deepest cut. Everything they’d buried in her was pressing toward the surface at once.

“It’s exposed,” I said. “Isolde. The Tempest Blade pathway. I can see it.”

The lightning cascade subsided. Slowly, like a storm breaking. Isolde’s body stopped crackling, the stray bolts dissipating into the air with diminishing intensity. The scars settled into a steady pale electric glow.

She was breathing hard. Her whole body trembled with the aftershock of uncontrolled power release. Her collar was scorched where lightning had arced from her skin.

“Show me,” she whispered.

I described what I saw. The pathway: fused blade-lightning architecture, a combat evolution that integrated weapon and element into a unified class expression. The dormancy: the pathway existed structurally but lacked the energy density to activate. It needed fuel. Storm catalysts of a grade higher than anything available at Valebright.

“Where?” she asked.

“Beyond the academy. The Undercroft might have deeper chambers, but I think we’re looking at storm-forged materials from the old dueling sites. The places where Class Smiths used to work with duelists before the purge.”

She nodded. Her mouth was a hard line, but her eyes were blazing with something that wasn’t just determination. Relief. Vindication. The proof that what had been taken from her was real and was still there, waiting.

“The third cut is open,” I said. “It remains unfinished, wide enough to reveal what it was blocking. Two incisions repaired, one fractured open. The Tempest Blade pathway is detected, dormant, and still incomplete.”

Class Card: Storm Duelist | Updated: Storm Channel operational | Detected: Tempest Blade pathway (dormant, incomplete) | Flaw: Deepest cut remains unstable, requires deeper storm catalysts

Rosalie lowered her barrier. Her arms were shaking with the effort of maintaining a Woundbloom shield against that much electricity. She came to Isolde’s side, placed a healing hand on her shoulder, and channeled calming energy.

“Your class is stable,” Rosalie said. “The cascade was the release of compressed seal energy. It shouldn’t happen again unless the remaining cut is forced too hard. The Storm Channel is operational.”

“Thank you.” Isolde’s voice was quieter than I’d heard it, scraped down to something bare. The force of what had just happened had stripped her armor clean.

Rosalie didn’t hesitate this time. She’d seen this pressure before, after the second repair, and she already knew what it needed. She squeezed Isolde’s shoulder once, then caught my eye. There was no question in her face, none of the careful recalibration from the first time. Just a small nod, the kind a healer gives when she’s already decided the course of treatment and is only confirming it for the room. She trusted us.

She kissed the top of Isolde’s head. Then she walked out and pulled the door shut behind her.

The workshop settled into silence. The broken resonance lamps cast the space in the deep amber glow of the oath-metal inlays and the soft storm-light of Isolde’s scars. The air smelled of hot metal, cracked lamp-glass, and the aftermath of uncontrolled power.

Isolde stood in the center of the forge circle, trembling. The tremor wasn’t cold or weakness. The third attempt had ripped the last sabotage open far enough to show what waited behind it, and something in her was coming apart along the same seam. The armor she’d built over it was breaking.

She looked at me. Her eyes were raw, unguarded, stripped bare. The proud posture was still there, the military-straight spine, the squared shoulders. But the expression on her face was something I’d never seen: need. Pure, undisguised, radiating from behind the warrior’s armor like heat from a forge.

“I need something,” she said.

“Tell me.”

“The last time, I asked you to take over and then I took half of it back. I narrated. I rationed it.” Her arms held rigid at her sides, lightning snapping from knuckle to knuckle. “I can’t do that tonight. The seal cracked open and the armor went with it, and right now I am vibrating with more energy than I can contain. If I’m the one steering, I’ll destroy this workshop. So I’m not going to steer.”

She stepped forward. Into my space. Close enough that the electricity dancing along her skin raised the hair on my arms.

“I need you to take over,” she said. “All the way. No limits. Can you do that?”

Her eyes held mine. The challenge and the surrender were simultaneous, the same expression, two sides of the same woman. She was giving me the most terrifying thing she had: permission to see her without the armor.

I took her chin.

My fingers gripped her jaw, tilting her face up. Not hard. Firm. A grip that said I intended to be obeyed. Her breath caught. Her pupils dilated, the blue of her eyes darkening.

“Kneel,” I said.

She dropped.

The motion was steady, chosen, a fighter’s descent to one knee and then both. She knelt on the workshop floor with her back straight, shoulders squared, chin lifted in my hand. Lightning flickered along her thighs where the trousers stretched over flexed muscle.

On her knees, she still looked like a duelist holding ground. Proud jaw lifted into my grip. Spine straight. Eyes that refused to soften even as they burned.

“Stand up,” I said.

She stood. Confusion flickered.

“Take me to your quarters.”

She obeyed without asking why.

The walk to Duel Tower should have cooled the air between us. It didn’t. Isolde pulled her scorched collar closed, buttoned her tunic wrong, and moved through the late corridor with a duelist’s controlled stride while lightning kept flashing under her cuff. I followed half a step behind her, close enough to feel the storm still running under her skin. Rosalie had cleared the Annex corridor on her way out, and the privacy stones Brennan had tuned kept the workshop’s aftershock buried behind us.

Isolde’s quarters were spare, orderly, and brutally clean. Bed made with military precision. Blade stand beside the wall. Boots aligned near the door. One narrow window overlooking the Duel Tower practice yard.

She stepped inside. I followed. She closed the door and locked it.

The click of the lock sounded louder than it should have.

Her back was nearly against the door. I stood in front of her, filling the clean, disciplined room with the same quiet authority I’d carried at the forge.

“Tunic,” I said. “Remove it.”

Her hands went to her collar. The high-necked white-and-steel tunic was the first layer of a duelist’s armor: formal, protective, a declaration of rank and capability. She unbuttoned it from the top. Each button opened revealed more skin: the pale column of her throat, the sharp line of her collarbones, the lean muscle of her chest. The lightning scars branched along her left arm, glowing blue-white, pulsing with her heartbeat.

She shrugged the tunic off. Beneath: a thin training underlayer that stretched across her lean frame. Small bust firm against the fabric, nipples visible through the thin material, hard and prominent. The underlayer hugged her athletic body, revealing every line: defined shoulders, flat stomach, the suggestion of ab lines beneath the clinging fabric.

“That too.”

She pulled the underlayer over her head. Her breasts were bare. Small, high on her chest, firm, the kind that barely moved but drew the eye with their precision. Nipples hard, pale pink, sensitive. Her torso was a study in disciplined power: lean muscle, visible definition, every inch maintained like a blade. The lightning scars blazed from her shoulder down her arm, the raised lines glowing with a light that intensified as her breathing quickened.

“Trousers.”

She undid them. Pushed them down her legs. Stepped out of them. She stood in the narrow room wearing nothing but her combat boots and the white fabric of her undergarments.

“Those too.”

She stripped the last layer. Naked except for the boots. Lean, athletic, tall. Strong thighs, tight ass, defined calves. The duelist’s body in full, stripped of armor and pretense and everything she used to keep the world at arm’s length.

She was beautiful. Not Rosalie’s lush softness and abundance. Isolde was a blade made human: sharp, lethal, perfectly formed for her purpose.

“Boots,” I said.

She unlaced them, pulled them off, set them aside with a soldier’s instinct for orderly equipment placement. Completely naked.

“Good.” I stepped forward. My hand found her braid and gripped it. The silver-blonde rope filled my fist, warm and solid. I pulled, angling her head back, exposing the column of her throat.

She gasped. The sound was raw, unguarded, a spike of pure sensation that she hadn’t filtered through her guard.

“Garrick.”

“Quiet.” I held the braid and looked at her. Tall, lean, naked, head pulled back, throat exposed. The most dangerous woman in this academy, stripped and yielding. “When I tell you to do something, you do it. When I tell you to stop, you stop. If you need me to stop, you say ‘shield.’ Understood?”

“Understood.”

“Say ‘sir.’”

Her expression tightened. The pride fought the surrender, the two forces colliding behind her eyes. Then her lips formed the word.

“Understood, sir.”

I kissed her. Hard. My fist in her braid pulled her head to the angle I wanted. My other hand gripped her hip, forge-scarred fingers pressing into lean muscle. There was nothing gentle in it, only claiming: tongue against tongue, teeth on her lower lip, the taste of copper heat and Isolde.

She moaned into my mouth. Her hands came up to my chest, fingers gripping my tunic, pulling me closer. I caught her wrists and pinned them against the wall behind her, one hand holding both, my body pressing her flat against the stone.

“Hands stay,” I said against her lips.

“Yes, sir.”

The words sent a jolt through me that landed somewhere behind my sternum and stayed there, pulsing. That sound would stay with me longer than any forge work I’d ever done.

I released her wrists. She kept them against the wall, fingers splayed, obeying. I dropped my hands to her body and explored.

My palms traced her torso. The lean muscles flexed under my touch, her body responding with involuntary shivers. Her stomach was flat, tight, the skin taut and smooth over the abdominal definition beneath. Her hips were lean, the bones prominent, the skin between hip and thigh stretched taut. I gripped them. Hard. My fingers dug into the skin above her hip bones with a force that would leave marks.

She arched. A sound escaped her, sharp, bitten off. Not pain. She pushed into the grip, wanting more pressure, wanting the force of hands that knew how to work.

I turned her around. Face to the wall. Hands flat against stone. The braid fell between her shoulder blades, and I gathered it in my fist again, pulling her head back while my other hand traveled down her spine.

Her ass was lean, tight, muscular. The same precision as the rest of her: nothing excessive, everything built for function. I brought my palm down on her left cheek.

The impact was sharp, clean, the sound cracking in the small room. A pink mark bloomed on her fair skin, contrasting sharply against the pale complexion. She gasped. Then she pushed back.

“Again,” she breathed.

I spanked her again. Harder. The second welt overlapped the first, deeper pink, the heat of impact visible on her skin. She groaned. Lightning crackled along her arm with each strike.

“Again. Sir. Please.”

I struck three more times in rapid succession. Each impact drew a sharper sound from her: gasps becoming moans, moans becoming broken pleas that she was too far gone to filter through pride. Her ass was flushed pink, the handprints visible on fair skin like brands.

“Turn around.”

She turned. Her face was flushed, her eyes blazing, her lips parted. The mask was gone. What remained was raw need, unfiltered desire, the warrior stripped to the woman underneath.

I kissed her again. Softer this time, but only slightly. I cupped her breasts, thumbs dragging across the hard nipples. She arched into the touch, her hands leaving the wall to grip my shoulders.

“I didn’t say you could move your hands.”

She put them back. A muscle in her cheek jumped.

I knelt. Not the way she’d knelt for me. A different kind of descent: the smith kneeling before his subject. My mouth pressed to the sharp ridge of her hipbone, then followed the lean line of her lower abdomen. Her stomach was a landscape of honed power: flat, tight, the abdominal muscles twitching under my lips as each kiss registered. The skin tasted of salt and storm-charged heat and the particular electricity that lived in her body. I braced her by the hips, the calluses of my palms rough against the smooth skin above the bones.

“Garrick.” Her voice was a warning. Or a plea.

“Hands on the wall,” I reminded her.

She put them back.

My mouth moved lower. She was wet, slick, the evidence of her arousal glistening on her inner thighs. The scent of her was sharp, clean, mingled with the metal-bright charge of her Storm Duelist energy. I pressed my lips against her, tasting her, my tongue sliding between her folds. She was swollen, hot, every fold flushed with blood and desire.

The sound she made was inhuman. A broken cry that was half moan, half sob, all the months of managing everything compressed into one note, and this was the one thing she couldn’t fake. Her hips bucked against my face. Electricity crackled up her arm.

“Ah. God. Garrick.”

I worked her with my tongue. Slow, thorough, finding the rhythms that made her legs shake and the lightning on her arm flare brighter. I circled her clit, tasting the sharp sweetness of her arousal, and she ground against my mouth with a desperation that shattered the last of her defenses. My hands gripped her thighs, keeping her steady, my forge-scarred fingers pressing into the lean muscle. She was trembling so hard I thought she might fall.

I sealed my mouth over her clit and sucked. She screamed. The sound struck the stone walls of her quarters and came back to us both, and the scream was everything she’d been holding: frustration, relief, need, pleasure, every wall she’d built shattering into genuine vulnerability.

“Stop,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. I can’t. I need. Garrick.” Her hand left the wall and found my hair. Fingers gripped, pulled, the strength in her grip enough to sting. “Please. I need you. Inside me. Now. Sir. Please, sir.”

I stood. Stripped my trousers. Her eyes tracked my cock the same way they’d tracked it the night she knelt for me, but this time the assessment was desperate, not measured.

I gripped her braid. Pulled her away from the wall. Turned her and bent her over the edge of the bed.

“Hands on the mattress,” I said.

She braced herself. Lean body bent at the waist, ass raised, the pink handprints still vivid on her fair skin. Her braid pulled taut in my fist, angling her head back, exposing the long line of her neck. The position displayed her completely: the lean line of her back, every vertebra visible beneath the skin, the defined muscles of her shoulders flexing as she gripped the neat blanket. The flushed marks on her ass. The wetness between her thighs, glistening, the physical evidence of arousal that the Storm Duelist couldn’t fake and wouldn’t want to.

I looked at her. Took a breath. Let the image settle: the most dangerous woman at this academy, bent over the bed in her locked Duel Tower quarters, waiting.

“Nobody else gets to see you like this,” I said. Not a compliment. A fact, stated plainly. The most controlled woman at this academy, handing me the control. I didn’t dress up things that mattered.

“Sir.” The word was a request. A demand. A plea. “Please.”

I guided myself to her entrance. She was dripping, the slick heat of her arousal coating the inside of her thighs, and I dragged my tip through her folds once, letting her feel the ridge against her swollen clit. She jolted, a whimper escaping through clenched teeth. Then I pushed inside in a single, deep, unforgiving stroke.

She cried out. Her inner walls clamped around me with a tightness that was almost painful, her body gripping my cock with the same fierce intensity she applied to a blade. Wet, hot, clenching so hard I felt every ridge of her, every desperate flutter of muscle adjusting to take me. The slick heat of her enveloped me completely, and the sensation was so intense that my vision whited for a second, the resonance between us amplifying the physical connection into something that registered at the class level. She was soaked, clenching, burning hot inside, her pussy gripping my shaft like she’d been aching for this.

I pulled back until only the head remained, her entrance clutching at me, then thrust again. Hard. The force pushed her forward on the bed, and she braced harder, her arms flexing, the lean muscle of her shoulders and back tensing with the effort of absorbing the impact. The braid in my fist kept her head pulled back, throat exposed, the tendons in her neck straining. The electric glow along her arm pulsed brighter with each stroke.

“Tell me what you are right now,” I said.

“Yours to wreck.” Her voice came out wrecked already, a ragged whisper stripped of every wall she’d spent six months building. “Please, sir. More.”

“Again.”

“Sir. Please, sir. Fuck me. Harder.”

I set a pace that was punishing and slow. Each thrust was measured, forceful, power built from forge work and patience, not aggression. Each stroke pulled nearly all the way out, the thick ridge catching at her entrance for a fraction of a second, her pussy gripping hard, before I drove back in to the hilt with a wet, heavy impact that jolted her entire body. She felt every inch. I knew she felt every inch because each stroke drew a different sound from her: a gasp at the withdrawal, a guttural moan at the filling, and between them raw, broken breathing. She was coming apart at the seams.

My free hand gripped her hip, fingers pressing into the lean muscle hard enough to leave purple fingerprints tomorrow. She took every stroke and pushed back for more, her ass meeting my hips with the wet slap of skin on skin, her pussy sucking at my cock with each withdrawal, her body meeting mine with desperate coordination. She fought for everything, including this. I watched my cock drive into her, the sight of it disappearing into her tight, wet body, her flushed folds stretching around my girth, more arousing than anything I’d imagined.

“Harder.” The word was a command and a plea simultaneously. “Garrick. Harder. Don’t hold back. I can take it. I need it.”

“I know you can.”

I brought my palm down on her ass. The crack was sharp, splitting the air. She yelped, clenched around me so hard it nearly broke my rhythm, and pushed back for more.

“Again, sir. Please.”

I spanked her again, harder, the pink handprint blooming vivid on her fair skin. Her pussy pulsed around my cock in response, a clench and release that was pure instinct. The sound she made was somewhere between a moan and a sob. I struck the other cheek, matching the marks, and she dropped her face against the mattress and made a noise that was animal and perfect.

I didn’t hold back. The pace increased, each thrust driving deeper, the angle shifting as I pulled her braid to change her posture. I pushed her chest down against the mattress, pinning her with one hand between her shoulder blades, the new angle making her cry out as I hit deeper, my cock pressing against a spot inside her that made her legs shake. The sound of impact filled the room: the obscene wet slap of skin against skin, the creak of the bed taking the force, her broken gasps and my own grunts, the squelch of my cock driving into her soaked pussy.

“You’re mine, Isolde.”

“Yes, sir.” The word came out clipped and exact, the way she gave a yield in the ranking pit, the only kind of surrender her tongue knew how to shape. A spark jumped from her scars to my wrist as she said it, the storm in her arm answering for the part of her that wouldn’t soften. “Yours. Sir.”

“Whose pussy is this?”

The question made her shudder. The proud Storm Duelist, bent over her own bed, her ass marked pink from my hand, her pussy stretched around my cock, being asked to say the words out loud.

“Yours, sir.” Her voice cracked. “My pussy is yours.”

“Good girl.”

Her scars blazed. The blue-white light pulsed brighter with each thrust, the Storm Duelist crest responding to the intensity, the lightning patterns on her arm illuminating the disciplined room in flickering strobes. Through the forge bond, I felt her building toward the edge: a gathering pressure in her class energy that was half orgasm, half electrical discharge, a storm building in her body that was going to break through both of us. Her inner walls were fluttering around me in rapid pulses, her pussy getting wetter, hotter, the sounds of my cock driving into her growing louder, wetter, more obscene.

I reached between her legs. Found her clit. She was soaked, swollen, the tiny bud slick and hard under my calloused fingertip. I circled it in time with my thrusts, rough calluses against that tender, swollen bud, and she sobbed.

“I’m close,” she gasped. “Garrick, I’m going to…”

“Then come for me.” I drove deep and held, grinding against her spanked ass, my cock buried to the hilt inside her clenching heat, my finger pressing her clit, rolling it. “Come on my cock. Sir’s orders.”

She broke.

The orgasm tore through her like a lightning strike. Her body went rigid, every lean muscle tensing simultaneously, her inner walls clamping down on my cock in spasms that were violent and rhythmic, the contractions gripping and milking with a force that was borderline painful and completely devastating. Her pussy clenched so hard it squeezed me almost past the point of pleasure into something sharper, her walls convulsing around my shaft in waves that pulled at me, demanded everything. Her fingers clawed at the mattress, tearing at the thin sheet. Her back arched. A scream that started as my name shattered into incoherence, her voice cracking on the sound, raw and wrecked. Six months of holding on, and she finally, completely, let go.

The scars on her arm blazed with a light that turned the room white, and electricity discharged through the contact between us: a full-body surge that crackled across my skin where her thighs pressed against mine, where my cock was buried inside her, the charge arcing through the forge bond and amplifying every sensation to a level that was beyond physical. I felt the lightning in my teeth, in my hands, in my cock, in every point where her spasming body gripped mine. It didn’t hurt. It turned pain into pure, overwhelming intensity that crashed through my nervous system like a storm breaking directly overhead. Her cum soaked my cock, dripping between us, the evidence of her climax slicking our joined bodies.

I felt it through the bond. Her pleasure hit me like a second climax, the feedback loop between Class Smith and Storm Duelist turning one orgasm into two, the shared resonance doubling everything, her contractions triggering my own orgasm with a force I couldn’t resist.

I came inside her with a groan that I didn’t try to contain, driving to the hilt and grinding there, my cock pulsing, pumping cum deep into her spasming pussy, each thick spurt accompanied by a flash of golden light from my crest that mixed with the blue-white of her lightning. I filled her, pulse after pulse, my cock throbbing with each pulse, the cum flooding her until I felt the excess leak around my shaft and drip down her thighs. The combined glow filled her quarters, golden and electric, casting our paired shadows across the ordered walls. Where Rosalie’s bond had felt like a door coming open, Isolde’s struck like a circuit completing under load: a hard, decisive lock, her storm-frequency and my forge-resonance fusing into one charged line that snapped taut and held. Nothing about it was gentle. It set the way tempered steel sets, by force and fire, and it set for good.

Second full bond. Formed.

I collapsed over her. My chest against her back, my mouth against the nape of her neck, both of us breathing hard in the locked quiet of her quarters. The lightning crackled between our bodies, diminishing, settling into the steady pulse of storm energy at rest.

I released her braid. My hand smoothed the silver-blonde hair, and she turned her face against the pillow with a sound that was half sigh, half laugh.

“Gods,” she said.

I pulled out carefully and guided her onto the bed. She rolled onto her back and lay there, naked, flushed, the pale lines on her arm dimming to their resting state. Her eyes found the ceiling. Then found me.

“Come here.”

I lay beside her. We pressed together, my arm under her head, her body against mine. She traced the hammer-marks on my chest with her fingertip. Two marks now, the second still settling into permanence, the skin around them flushed with residual forge energy.

“How many more of us can you bond with?” she asked.

“I don’t know. The journal describes circles of three to five bonded subjects. My mother had three.”

“Then we’ll find out together.”

The word hit differently this time. Together. Not the “together” of a team or an alliance. Permanent. Chosen with the same intensity she applied to combat.

“Isolde.”

“Don’t get sentimental.” But she pressed closer against me, her face against my chest. The proud jaw softened. Her eyes closed.

“The bond,” I said. “I can feel your class energy. Clearly. Like a storm line running through my own crest.”

“I know. I can feel yours too.” She was quiet for a moment. “And I can feel something else. Not another person. A shape around it. Space.”

“The bond is making room for something broader. Not complete yet. More like the circle knows where the next line belongs.”

“A Storm Duelist and a Woundbloom Adept fighting from the same side.” She snorted, quiet and satisfied. “Our enemies are going to hate that combination.”

“That’s the point.”

She answered by breathing against me, one slow exhale at a time. I felt through the bond the gradual settling of her emotional state from raw intensity into something calmer, steadier. The storm was passing. The woman beneath the lightning was at rest.

“Garrick.”

“Yeah?”

“The word you told me to use. If I needed to stop.”

“Shield.”

“I didn’t use it.”

“I know. I was listening for it the whole time.”

“I didn’t need to.” She opened her eyes. The blue was soft now, liquid, the ice replaced by something unguarded and open. “I knew you’d stop if I asked. That’s why I didn’t have to ask. That’s why I called you sir.”

She kissed my chest. Once. Then settled against me and closed her eyes again.

I held her. Her room was ordered, private, and warmer than the Annex had ever managed to be, but the forge bond between us filled it with a different kind of heat.

Isolde slept.


Chapter 18: Tea and Secrets

Octavia poured tea like someone performing a ritual.

The cup she used was ceramic, dark-glazed, part of a set that looked older than the academy. The glaze had a pattern of hairline cracks that reminded me of the fracture lines in damaged class crests: surface-level imperfections over a structure that was fundamentally sound. She measured the leaves by eye, timing the steep with an internal clock that never varied, and set the cup in front of me on her desk with a gesture that was equal parts hospitality and displacement activity.

I’d arrived at her office with purpose tonight: the conversation we’d been circling since the first night I’d said my mother’s name and watched the fear transform her expression.

When I arrived she was already mid-task, a stack of student assessments open on the desk and her pen still moving, and she finished the line she was writing before she set the pen down and crossed to admit me. The composure of it was a performance and we both knew it. Octavia Crest was always three steps ahead of the conversation, arranging herself for revelations like a duelist arranging her stance before a strike.

She reached for the tea things. The more consequential the conversation, the more carefully she measured the leaves, her hands needing occupation while her mind assembled the courage for what her mouth had to say.

Tonight, she used twice as many leaves as usual, and counted them twice.

Her office was dim. The resonance lamps were turned low, casting low amber light across the bookshelves and artifact displays. The door was locked, the brass bolt engaged. The privacy ward hummed at the room’s perimeter, a resonance screen that prevented sound and class energy from leaking beyond the walls. Outside the window, the campus was quiet. The evening bells had rung an hour ago, sending most students to their dormitories or the library. The faculty wing was empty except for Octavia and me.

She sat behind her desk. Fitted academic robes, dark fabric tailored to the heavy curves beneath. The robe’s structured cut organized her figure without hiding it: wide hips filling the chair, the full bust contained by the high collar and tailored bodice, the waist defined by a concealed seam that drew the fabric inward before flaring over her hips. Dark-gold hair in the structured twist, reading glasses pushed up on her forehead. The pendant rested against the structured bodice, a class stone from her mentor, my mother, catching the low lamplight with each breath.

Her eyes watched me over the rim of her own cup. They tracked my face first, then my mouth when I spoke. She always watched mouths. The resonance articulation training she’d described in our earlier session had given her an awareness of how people formed words that was both academic and predatory. She watched mouths with the same forensic attention I brought to crests, and the same inability to turn it off.

“I’ve heard about Isolde’s re-ranking bout,” she said. “Fourteenth place. From unranked. With abilities nobody believed she still had.”

“She had them. They were sealed.”

“I know what they were. I know what you did.” Octavia set her cup down with deliberate care. “I’ve also heard about Rosalie Arden’s Woundbloom manifestation. The Sanctum Tower healers are confused about how a Rose Healer suddenly developed offensive capabilities that her classification doesn’t support. Three senior healers filed inquiries with the Registry this week. Two more requested reassessments.”

“Her classification was wrong.”

“Her classification was deliberately altered. By her own family, through Registry channels.” Octavia’s voice was measured, each word placed with the control of a decade’s practice. “And you unsealed it.”

“She asked me to.”

“She asked you to defy a noble house’s registered class modification. House Arden has contracts with military guilds and three provincial healing networks. A Woundbloom Adept out of their own bloodline is a threat to every coin of it, and they will not let that stand quietly.”

“None of that is as important as the fact that her parents sealed part of her class when she was eight years old.”

Octavia went quiet. Her fingers wrapped around her tea cup. The ceramic clicked faintly against the saucer. The sound was small, sharp, and loaded with the effort it took her to contain what she wanted to say.

“That’s the exact argument she made to me once,” she said. “Word for word, almost. She put the seal before the politics too. Every time.”

“Is that a warning or a compliment?”

“Both. That’s the problem.” She set the cup aside. The conversation was moving beyond the territory where tea could buffer it. “Garrick. I’ve spent ten years telling myself that silence was safety. That if I stayed quiet, kept my head down, taught class theory from the approved curriculum, and didn’t draw attention, the people who killed your mother would leave me alone.”

“Did it work?”

“In the sense that I’m alive, yes. In the sense that matters, no.” She leaned back in her chair. The robe shifted across her hips, the fabric pulling taut over the curve where her thigh met the chair’s arm. She didn’t adjust it. Her body existed beneath the professional layers with the same suppressed energy as her emotions: present, visible to anyone paying attention, contained by force of will.

“I watched Caldran systematically dismantle class records for a decade,” she continued. “Not as an observer. As a professor who signed off on the curriculum that told students their classes were fixed. I watched scholarship students arrive with genuine potential and leave with suppressed branches they didn’t know existed. I watched noble children receive inflated classifications and struggle when their false classes couldn’t support the abilities they’d been told they had. I watched a young woman from House Arden enter Valebright with a Woundbloom pathway already developing, and I said nothing when the Registry filed her as a standard Rose Healer with natural limitations.”

“You knew about Rosalie?”

“I suspected. Her class theory work was too intuitive for a simple Rose Healer. She understood offensive resonance concepts that should have been foreign to a passive healing class. The questions she asked in lectures told me her crest had depth that her classification didn’t account for.” Octavia’s voice hardened. “But I said nothing. Because your mother said the same thing I was telling myself: ‘Safety lies in silence.’ And then they killed her anyway.”

The grief in her voice was contained beneath professional distance, pressed into the same rigid shape as the body held beneath tailored robes. But it was there. Audible. Present. Grief like that didn’t fade with the years; it compressed, packing down into something denser and harder to set aside.

“She said one more thing, in the weeks before the assignment that killed her,” Octavia continued. She stood and moved to the window, her back to me for a moment. The robe fell in clean lines from her shoulders, the fabric following the contours of her broad hips and settling against her calves above low heels. “She said: ‘When they come for me, don’t be silent. Be ready.’ I wasn’t ready. I was a student. I was twenty-three years old and terrified. And by the time I understood what she meant, she was gone.”

“Octavia.”

“I’m not finished.” She turned from the window. The control was in place, but the dam behind it was visible, the cracks wider than they’d been in any of our previous sessions. “I’ve been afraid for ten years. Afraid of the Concord. Afraid of Caldran. Afraid of what would happen if anyone connected me to the last Class Smith. Every term I filed my class theory syllabus and checked it against the Fixed Class Doctrine guidelines to make sure I hadn’t accidentally included anything that challenged the fundamental assumptions. Every semester I reviewed my lecture notes and excised anything that might suggest classes could evolve.”

She walked back toward the desk but didn’t sit. She stood at the corner, one hand resting on the wood, close enough that the scent of her reached me: formal perfume layered over tea and the deep, papery undertone of old shelves, ink, and long nights in this office. Close enough that I could see the fine tension line between her brows that came from years of holding expressions in check.

“And then you walked into my office and said your mother’s name, and I realized that fear hadn’t protected anyone: your mother, me, or the students whose classes I watched being destroyed while I lectured about fixed structures and pretended the doctrine was true.”

Her amber-brown eyes held mine. Direct. Past reversal now. “I owe your mother more than silence.”

“Then teach me what I need to know.”

She measured three controlled breaths. The privacy ward hummed. The resonance lamps cast amber shadows. I could hear each inhale, each careful exhale, the crisis held behind discipline.

Then her posture changed. The shoulders squared. The chin lifted. The expression that settled onto her face had nothing of the professor’s careful neutrality left in it. She had made a decision and finished arguing with herself.

She reached behind her and pulled a book from a locked drawer in her desk. Not the standard texts. A leather-bound volume with no title, sealed with a class-resonance lock that opened to her touch. The lock was sophisticated, keyed to an old healer resonance so layered and obscured that I couldn’t name it without a proper reading. It was not standard Sanctum architecture, and it opened for Octavia Crest.

The implication settled into the back of my mind without needing to be spoken.

“Compound class evolution,” she said. “This is restricted material. Beyond restricted. This is material the academy doesn’t acknowledge exists. The book was written by three authors across a century of practice: your mother contributed the forge bond chapters, I contributed the theoretical framework, and the third author was executed by the Concord before completing his section on True Class Revelation.”

She opened the book. The pages were handwritten, some in ink that I recognized from my mother’s journal, the same precise, careful hand that wrote about crests and class architecture by candlelight. Others in a different hand: Octavia’s, neat, academic, scholarly. The third hand was a broader script I didn’t recognize, with margin notes in a shorthand I couldn’t read.

“Classes are not fixed endpoints,” Octavia said. She moved through the pages with deep familiarity, stopping on diagrams without needing the index. “They are living structures that can evolve, merge, and transcend their original architecture. A Duelist can become a Storm Duelist. A Storm Duelist can become a Tempest Blade. A Rose Healer can become a Woundbloom Adept. These are evolutionary pathways built into the class system itself. The Fixed Class Doctrine denies this because class mobility threatens the hierarchy. Not just the social hierarchy. The economic hierarchy. The political hierarchy. The entire structure of power in the kingdom rests on the assumption that class destiny is predetermined.”

She turned to a diagram. Three concentric circles connected by radiating lines, each circle representing a stage of class evolution. The innermost circle was labeled “Base Class.” The middle circle: “Refinement.” The outer: “Revelation.”

“Three stages of class evolution,” I said, tracing the diagram.

“Three stages, each requiring progressively more sophisticated forge work. Base Class to Refinement is what you’ve done with Isolde: repairing the Storm Channel and restoring the Storm Duelist pathway. That’s the simplest form of class evolution, recovering an existing pathway that was blocked or damaged.”

“Unsealing, like Rosalie’s Woundbloom?”

“Unsealing is a variant of Refinement. Removing artificial restrictions to allow a natural evolutionary pathway to express itself. The second stage, which we haven’t discussed, is Hybridization: combining two compatible class pathways into a merged architecture. A Storm Duelist and a Blade Mage, for example, could be hybridized into a class that channels both lightning and arcane energy through a single blade form.”

“And the third stage?”

“True Class Revelation.” She turned to a blank page. The third author’s section. Empty except for a single line written in the broad script: The class becomes what it was always meant to be. “The third stage has been performed exactly once in recorded history. A Class Smith with a circle of three bonded allies guided a bonded subject through a complete class transformation, not repair, not unsealing, not hybridization, but a fundamental metamorphosis into a class form that had never been classified before. A new class. Something that didn’t exist in the Registry’s taxonomy because it had never existed in the world.”

“What happened?”

“The Revelation produced a class of such power that the noble houses recognized the threat within days. If a Class Smith could create new classes, classes that the Registry couldn’t predict or control, then the entire system of class management was obsolete. The Concord was formed within a year. The smith was executed. The bonded subjects were sealed. The Revealed class was classified as an anomaly and suppressed from the historical record.”

She closed the book. Set it on the desk between us. The leather cover was still heated from her hands.

“If anyone can become more than they were classified as,” I said, “the whole hierarchy is a lie. Rosalie showed me the charters. I know what the fixed classes are worth to them.”

“Then you know why this matters more than any single sealed crest.” Octavia’s voice was quiet. “The people who built that system will do anything to keep it standing. Anything. Including murder.”

“The Concord of Fixed Stars.”

Octavia went still. The stillness was total, absolute, the same arrest my own body produced when Class Sight locked onto something important. Then she stood and moved to the door. Checked the lock. Checked the privacy ward. Pressed her palm against the ward stone and pushed additional energy into it, strengthening the barrier.

Then she returned and sat on the edge of the desk, closer to me than before. Close enough that the pendant at her chest was eye-level, the class stone rising and falling against the tailored fabric with each breath. Close enough that I could see the fine golden strands of hair escaping the structured twist at her temples. Close enough that the heat of her body was a presence in the space between us.

“The Concord is not a rumor,” she said. Her voice was low, pitched for conspiracy, for secrets shared in locked rooms after midnight. “It is a network of noble houses, institutional administrators, and Registry officials who enforce the Fixed Class Doctrine across the kingdom. They are not a conspiracy in the shadows. They are the system. The Registry answers to them. The academy answers to them. The classification protocols, the Noble Heritage Provisions, the branch suppression procedures, all of it exists because the Concord established it two centuries ago and has maintained it ever since.”

“An open conspiracy.”

“The most effective kind. They don’t need to hide, because they’ve made their ideology the default understanding of reality. Every academy teaches the doctrine. Every classification ceremony preaches it. By the time a child awakens a crest, they’ve already been taught that whatever they got is all they’ll ever be.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Because your mother told me. Before they sent her on the assignment that killed her.” The words landed in the quiet office like a stone into a still pool. “She had been building evidence for years. Not just of individual class manipulations. Of the system itself. The Concord’s operational structure: how they communicated with Registry operatives through classification crystal networks, how they selected targets for suppression through scholarship monitoring programs, how they identified potential threats through class awakening analysis.”

“She was building a case.”

“She was building a weapon.” Octavia’s jaw worked, the controlled diction failing to fully smooth what came next. “Names. Money. Cases with dates and authorizing signatures, across three provinces. Enough that a dossier was three months from being undeniable.”

She opened a narrow drawer and removed a folded sheet protected inside oilskin. The paper was old, handled carefully, the creases reinforced with transparent binding resin. Not a full dossier. A remnant.

“This is the only page I kept,” she said. “Keeping even this was idiotic. I was twenty-three and grieving and too angry to be as cautious as I should have been.”

The sheet held six columns in my mother’s handwriting. Academy. Target class. Official action. Benefiting house. Registry intermediary. Concord mark. The first line listed a mining academy in the western hills, a Stone Singer with a collapsed support branch, and a noble quarry consortium that gained rights to three tunnels after the student’s class “failed.” The second listed a border healer whose offensive triage branch had been sealed after refusing military service to a private house. The third was Valebright.

No names I knew. But the pattern was the same as Isolde, Rosalie, Thalia, and Odran. A class made smaller. A record made cleaner. A powerful family made richer or safer.

“Your mother did not collect rumors,” Octavia said. “She collected mechanisms. Flow of coin. Chain of authorization. Tool calibration. Which registrar touched which crystal and who profited after. She wasn’t trying to prove the Concord existed. She was trying to prove how it worked.”

Three months. I turned the number over and didn’t like the shape of it. Close enough to finish. Close enough to be worth killing for.

“And they stopped her.”

“They sent her on a fabricated field assignment where her Smith work could not protect her. The assignment was framed as research into crest anomalies in the local population. In reality, the danger was the point. She was sent somewhere chosen to make everything she was less useful than it should have been.” Octavia’s voice was steady but her hands, resting on her thighs, were clenched. The knuckles white. The tendons visible beneath the skin of her forearms. “She was eliminated because she threatened the foundational myth that classes cannot change.”

“They killed Class Smiths before. The guild. Two hundred years ago.”

“Fourteen of them.” Her voice dropped. “That’s the number the charter never records. Killed over three years, one by one, accidents and fevers and falls, never two in the same province, never close enough together to read as a pattern. Rosalie found you the disbandment decree. She did not find that. Your bloodline survived only because your grandmother ran for the forge-towns and worked the rest of her life under a borrowed name. You are not the last of an extinct class, Garrick. You are the part of it they failed to finish.”

“Until me.”

“Until you.” She didn’t look away from me. “I was in the faculty gallery the day your crest appeared at placement. I watched Caldran’s face. Recognition, not surprise. He already knew what he was looking at. The protocol I’d spent ten years pretending didn’t exist had just activated in front of two hundred students who thought they were watching a boy get sorted into a dead class.”

“And now I can do the one thing they killed fourteen people to prevent.”

“And you’ve done it in front of witnesses.” She let that sit. “They’ll come for you. Not Caldran. He’s a functionary with administrative power and no real authority. The Concord will send someone with institutional authority, a Class Examiner with the legal standing to shut down the academy, suppress your class, and seal your crest. Someone who answers to the noble houses directly, whose decisions cannot be appealed through any academic channel.”

“When?”

“I don’t know. But Caldran’s local recognition protocol activated the day his expression changed in that gallery. He’s likely been preparing a report for weeks, gathering enough evidence to make the capital listen. The Concord is deliberate. They do not rush once a file reaches them. But they do not wait forever.”

“What counts as enough evidence?”

“Public demonstration of Class Smith capability. Repaired class evolution. Multiple bonded subjects. Any proof that your Sight can identify Registry tool signatures. Any indication that you can amplify through an old forge site.” Her mouth tightened. “So, all of it.”

“Then the file is already enough.”

“For local containment, yes. For capital intervention, he needs a visible incident. A reason the Concord can frame you as a danger rather than a revelation. The Midyear Trial gives him one if he can make your team fail publicly, injure someone, or force you to use your abilities in a way he can describe as illegal manipulation.”

She picked up her tea. Sipped. The pendant rose and fell with the breath she took before she spoke, the class stone catching lamplight against the dark fabric of her robes, and I made myself watch that instead of her mouth, with limited success.

She caught me watching anyway. Her eyes met mine over the cup, the amber-brown intent and carrying something the ceramic couldn’t hide. She lowered the tea slowly and set it on the saucer with a click that was sharp, pointed.

Neither of us addressed it. We didn’t need to. She turned the cup a quarter-turn on its saucer, the small adjustment carrying everything the words wouldn’t.

“Garrick.”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful with the Midyear Trial. If Caldran rigs it against you, the Concord will have justification to classify you as a danger to institutional stability. They can invoke emergency protocols: sealing, suppression, or worse.”

“Or I can use the Trial to expose the rigging.”

“That’s exactly what your mother would have said.” The words were half admiration, half terror. “And look what happened to her.”

“My mother worked alone. She built evidence alone. She planned alone, and she died alone on an assignment built to isolate her.”

The Trial unfolded in my head in hard shapes. Teams entering through controlled gates. Faculty scoring from above. Registry staff handling rosters, class records, safety clearances, and after-action reports. Caldran owned every piece of the process that could be altered before the first construct moved.

But the Undercroft held something he did not own. The forge altar. The amplification geometry. The old Class Smith infrastructure beneath the academy’s approved levels. If the Trial roster was already manipulated, if Odran’s false gold was not the only one, then the altar could turn a rigged competition into a live audit.

“He’ll expect me to survive or fail as a competitor,” I said. “He won’t expect me to use the Trial as a reading platform.”

Octavia’s eyes narrowed. Fear, yes, but the academic strategist in her was awake now too. “You would need range. More than you’ve ever held.”

“The altar gave me range during the first descent. Not full control. A glimpse. With the circle stronger now, with Rosalie and Isolde stabilized, I might be able to read multiple crests at once.”

“That much Sight could drop you unconscious.”

“Then I’ll need Rosalie close, and Thalia recording every name I call.”

She looked at me for a long moment. “You already have a plan.”

“I have the shape of one.”

“Shapes get people killed when the details are missing.”

“Then help me with the details.”

The cold in my chest wasn’t the office temperature. My mother had walked into an assignment where every safeguard had already been stripped away, and she’d gone because people with seals and signatures had decided she was inconvenient. The fury sat in my bones like forge-heat. I held it there. Let it compress into something dense and useful instead of letting it burn wild. Grief was a luxury. Rage was a tool.

I leaned forward. “I’m not alone. I have Isolde. Rosalie. Thalia. Brennan. I have you.”

The last two words changed the air in the room. Octavia’s fingers tightened on the cup. The pressure that had been building across our private sessions settled into a new configuration.

Octavia set her tea down. The cup clicked against the saucer. Her hand was not steady.

“I should have told someone the truth ten years ago,” she said. “I should have told the faculty committee. I should have told the dueling board. I should have screamed it in the dining hall. Instead, I was silent, and your mother died, and I spent a decade hiding behind academic robes and class theory lectures while students’ classes were destroyed three floors below my office.”

She almost said something else. I could see it forming behind her lips: a word, a phrase, something personal the Concord had not caused and the conspiracy could not explain. Her gaze moved from my face to my mouth and lingered there with an attention that was not academic. The resonance articulation expert studying the shape of my lips, the set of my jaw, the way I held my mouth when I was being stubborn, which she’d said reminded her of my mother.

The lamp was low. The office was close. The privacy ward hummed at the walls, sealing us inside a space where no one could hear and no one was watching. The conditions that made secrets possible. The conditions that made self-control harder to maintain.

Her lips parted. The lamp caught the moisture there, and the professional mask slipped all at once, like a page turning. The woman looking at me was younger, less guarded, carrying grief for a mentor she’d never fully buried and a present hunger that frightened her because it belonged to the man sitting in front of her. The barrier she normally kept between looking and wanting had thinned to transparency, and she let me see it thin.

“The way you form the probe syllable.” Her voice had dropped half a register, the controlled diction loosening into something breathier. “Your mother formed it with the same precision. The same stubborn refusal to accept the shape everyone else used.” Her gaze hadn’t left my mouth, but for once she didn’t stop the sentence before it arrived. “You remind me of her in craft. In defiance. In the part of you that looks at a locked door and starts calculating the hinges.” A breath. “But what frightens me is not confusion. I know exactly who I’m looking at. Watching you do it makes me feel…”

Then she stopped.

The sentence died before it could become something neither of us could put back into its proper box. She reached for the reset out of pure reflex, lifting the lid from the tea pot to measure another spoon of leaves she didn’t need.

But her hand shook over the caddy, and she watched it shake, and after a moment she set the spoon down without using it. The leaves stayed in the tin. She let the unsteadiness sit on the desk between us, unhidden, which from Octavia was its own kind of confession.

“Good night, Garrick.”

“Good night, Octavia.”

I walked to the door. Unlocked the brass bolt. Stepped into the corridor.

“Garrick.”

I turned.

She hadn’t moved from behind her desk. But she was gripping the edge of it with both hands, the knuckles pale, the tendons visible. Not leaning on it. Holding herself in place. The pendant swayed against her chest with the force of her breathing, tapping softly against the structured bodice.

“Be very careful,” she said. “The Concord doesn’t negotiate. They contain.”

“I know.”

“Your mother would be proud of what you’re building.” Her voice cracked on the word “proud.” She didn’t fix it. She didn’t adjust her glasses or pour tea or reach for any of the deflection tools she’d deployed all evening. She let the crack stand, exposed, and watched me hear it. “She would also be terrified.”

I stood there. The corridor behind me was empty and silent, and the office in front of me was lit and dangerous, and the distance between us was exactly the width of a brass bolt and a decade of grief.

I nodded once, the way I’d acknowledge a reading I trusted, and let the corridor take me.

I made it halfway down the faculty wing before I realized I’d never heard the bolt slide home behind me. Octavia Crest, who locked her door out of habit even when she was alone, had left it open.

I crossed the campus with the Trial already arranging itself in my head.


Chapter 19: Midyear Reckoning

The Midyear Class Trial was announced at dawn.

The assembly bell rang for the first time all term, the deep bronze tone echoing across the campus until every student in every tower emerged into the grey morning light and gathered in the central assembly hall.

Lord Provost Caldran stood at the elevated lectern. Silver hair swept back, dark registry robes pressed sharp. His gaze swept the assembled student body like he had already filed every person in the room and stamped their rank in red ink.

“The Midyear Class Trial will commence in three days,” he said. “Teams of five, assigned by the Registry. Scored on Undercroft descent depth, combat performance, and catalyst recovery. Results determine second-semester rankings, scholarship retention, and guild visibility.”

The hall murmured. Students shifted, exchanging glances. Rankings meant everything: dormitory quality, class access, faculty attention, and for scholarship students like me, continued enrollment.

“Teams will be posted this evening,” Caldran continued. “The Registry has assembled teams to ensure balanced competition across all class types and tower affiliations.”

Balanced. The word sat in my mouth like spoiled food. Caldran’s version of balance had the same relationship to fairness that his classification records had to truth.

I found Thalia in the crowd. She stood at the edge of the Veil Tower contingent, dark uniform immaculate, jaw-length hair framing her face. Her eyes found mine across the hall. She shook her head once, a fraction of movement. Not here.

After the assembly, I met my team list at the Annex posting board.

Team 14: - Ward, Garrick. Class Smith. Forge Annex. - Gale, Brennan. Artificer (Failed). Forge Annex. - Fen, Isolde. Storm Duelist. Duel Tower. - Arden, Rosalie. Woundbloom Adept. Sanctum Tower. - Corvain, Thalia. Scribe of Veils. Veil Tower.

I read the list twice. Caldran had put all five of us on the same team.

On the surface, it looked like vindictiveness: stack the troublemakers together and let them fail. Two Annex rejects, a disgraced duelist, a healer with an unofficial class change, and a Veil Tower scribe. On paper, the weakest team in the Trial roster.

In practice, he’d just put a Class Smith, a restored Storm Duelist, a Woundbloom Adept, a double-agent spy with registry access, and a creative Artificer on the same squad.

Brennan appeared at my shoulder, reading the list. “Is Caldran an idiot?”

“No. He’s arrogant.” I studied the other team compositions. Odran’s team was loaded: four ranked duelists and a warder from a noble house. Three other teams had similar concentrations of inflated classes. The Trial was built to produce specific winners. “He put us together because he thinks we’ll fail. A dead class, a failed Artificer, and three women who shouldn’t be this strong. He doesn’t believe Class Smithing is real, Brennan. He thinks I’m a polisher who got lucky with class stones.”

“Then he hasn’t been paying attention.”

“He’s been paying attention to the wrong things.”

Thalia found us in the Annex workshop that evening. She brought blueprints.

Not official Trial maps. Stolen architectural diagrams of the Undercroft’s lower levels, obtained from the Registry’s engineering archives. Documents that showed not just the corridors and combat zones, but the mechanical infrastructure: where the resonance barriers were placed, how the construct generators were powered, which corridors could be bypassed and which were dead ends.

She spread them across my workbench. Rosalie and Isolde arrived separately, Rosalie from the infirmary garden with soil still on her knees, Isolde from the training yard with her blade harness across her back.

“The Trial is rigged,” Thalia said. “This shouldn’t surprise anyone, but the scale is new.”

She pointed to the blueprints. “These are the construct placement diagrams for the Midyear Trial. Each floor has specific challenges tailored to specific team compositions. The corridor routing ensures that certain teams encounter challenges their class compositions can handle, while other teams are routed into challenges designed to eliminate them.”

“Which corridors are we getting?” Isolde asked, leaning over the map.

“This one.” Thalia traced a path through the second level. “Anti-healer phantoms in the first chamber. Resonance-dampening corridor in the second. Then a multi-construct ambush designed for teams with combat-heavy compositions, which we’re not. Caldran rigged it to neutralize our two strongest assets: Rosalie’s healing and my information-gathering.”

“Anti-healer phantoms,” Rosalie said. She didn’t sound concerned. She sounded thoughtful. “They pulse anti-healing resonance?”

“Negative healing frequency. Any standard healer resonance in the area gets inverted, turned against the channeler. A Rose Healer in that chamber would be incapacitated in seconds.”

“Good thing I’m not a Rose Healer anymore.” Rosalie flexed her hands. Woundbloom energy pulsed in her palms, the darker amber current running alongside the green-gold of her healing signature. “Anti-healing resonance inverts healing energy. Woundbloom is already inverted. If I channel the offensive pathway instead of the standard healing frequency, the phantom’s anti-resonance will try to invert an already inverted signal.”

“Which means?”

“It doubles. The phantom’s own energy becomes my weapon.”

Brennan whistled. “Remind me never to make Rosalie angry.”

“Too late,” Rosalie said, but she was smiling.

“The resonance-dampening corridor is a different problem,” I said, studying the blueprint. “It’s keyed to standard class signatures: Duelist, Healer, Mage, Scribe, Artificer. Every classification the Registry tracks.”

“And Class Smith?”

“Isn’t in their database. The class has been dead for two hundred years. The dampening corridor’s frequency list won’t include a Smith’s resonance signature.” I looked at Thalia. “I can walk through it. Can you get me a layout of the dampening mechanism’s control array?”

She pulled a second diagram from her folder. “Already done.”

I studied the array. Standard resonance grid, powered by classification crystals at four junction points. Disable any two crystals and the dampening field collapses. Simple, if you could reach the crystals while the field was active. Which only someone with a class signature the field didn’t recognize could do.

“I walk through, disable the crystals, the field drops, you all follow.”

“And the multi-construct ambush?” Isolde asked.

“That one we fight.” I looked at each of them. “But the combat score doesn’t matter. We’re not trying to win the Trial.”

“We’re not?”

“We’re trying to reach the deep forge altar on the fourth level.”

I spread the Undercroft map. The deeper levels were poorly documented, even in the stolen blueprints. But the altar I’d discovered during the first Trial was there, marked in faded architect’s notation as an “ancient resonance nexus” that predated the academy by centuries.

“During the first Trial, the altar amplified my Class Sight. I could read the crest architecture of everyone in the room. The deep altar is larger, older, more powerful. If I can reach it and activate it with my full bond resonance, I should be able to read the class structure of every student in the Undercroft simultaneously.”

“Every student,” Thalia said. The dry edge of her voice had sharpened into something keen. “All the teams. All the crests.”

“All of them. False gold. Sealed branches. Registry tampering. Every manipulation Caldran’s system has performed on the current student body, visible in a single reading.”

“A mass audit,” she said.

“A mass audit. And you’ll record everything I dictate.”

Thalia’s gaze sharpened. The calculated neutrality she wore like a second uniform cracked, and what showed through was hunger: the quiet, methodical excitement of a spy who had been building a case for a year and had just been offered the evidence that would close it.

“I can do that.”

“Can I be scared too,” Brennan said, “or is that just everyone else in the room?”

Isolde cracked her knuckles. “You can be scared and useful at the same time, Brennan.”

“Good. Because I’m deeply, comprehensively terrified and I have three resonance traps I’ve been saving for a special occasion.”

Rosalie touched my arm. Her hand was warm, the healer’s glow faint against my skin. Warmth threaded between us, steady and sure.

“We’re ready,” she said.

I looked at the four people in the workshop. My team. Not assigned by shared tower or class compatibility or the Registry’s manipulated balance. Assembled by trust, by shared damage, by the choice to be more than what they’d been told they could be.

“Three days,” I said. “We prepare for combat, we prepare for the altar, and we prepare for whatever Caldran has planned that isn’t on these blueprints.”

“There’s always something that isn’t on the blueprints,” Thalia said.

“That’s why you’re on the team.”

Her eyes did the thing her mouth wouldn’t, a flicker of amusement that I’d started to recognize as her version of warmth. “Flattery and information access. You’re getting predictable, Ward.”

“Garrick,” I said.

She paused. The smile changed, fractionally. Something less guarded behind the calculation.

“Garrick,” she repeated. “Three days.”

We spent those three days preparing with the intensity the Trial deserved. It was both a test and a trap.

The workshop became a war room. Thalia’s stolen blueprints covered the workbench, held flat by class stones and Brennan’s abandoned sandwich. Rosalie’s healing supplies occupied the secondary table, organized by severity of potential injury. Brennan’s resonance traps, in various stages of assembly, filled every remaining surface with copper wire, crystal fragments, and the occasional pocket snack that had migrated from his coat to the equipment pile.

Holt came by the first morning, took in the chaos from the doorway, and let his unreadable face do the entire inspection.

“Workshop inspection,” he said. “Everything looks in order.”

He left. The inspection lasted four seconds. Whatever Holt saw in the war room, whatever conclusions the quiet Annex supervisor was drawing about the student who had turned his dusty workshop into the most active forge site at Valebright, he was choosing not to interfere. The warning glances he’d given me in the first weeks had evolved into something else. Not approval, exactly. He’d watched the system long enough to recognize when someone was fighting it. He was stepping back and letting the fight happen.

Isolde drilled lightning combinations until the training yard smelled permanently of scorched stone. I watched her on the first morning, standing at the edge of the yard while she ran attack sequences against training dummies. Lightning Step into Storm Strike, the blade trailing blue-white arcs that left scorch marks on the stone. Retreat, reset, Lightning Step from a different angle. She was building a repertoire of approach vectors that would make her unpredictable in close quarters.

She was magnificent. The athletic body moved with a discipline that was as much art as combat, every motion stripped of waste, every transition between techniques seamless. The training underlayer stretched across her lean frame with each extension, the thin fabric revealing the flex of defined muscle beneath.

She caught me watching between drills. The braid was damp with sweat, plastered to her neck. The underlayer clung to her frame, the thin fabric dark with moisture across her chest and stomach. Her nipples stood hard against the wet material, the small peaks visible through the clinging fabric. The lightning scars glowed faintly, the residual charge from her drills still sparking along the raised lines of her arm. She was breathing hard, her flat stomach rising and falling, a sheen of sweat glistening on her collarbones.

“Enjoying the view?” she said. No heat in the words. She knew she was being observed, didn’t object, and still refused to make it easy.

“Evaluating your approach angles. You favor the left flank.”

“Because my lightning projects from my left arm.”

“Which makes the left flank predictable. What if the constructs are calibrated to defend against left-approach lightning attacks?”

She considered this. Then she shifted her stance and ran the sequence again, entering from the right. The adjustment was rougher, less practiced, but the lightning still connected. She landed the Storm Strike on the dummy’s right shoulder instead of the center mass.

“Better,” she said. Not to me. To herself. She ran it again. And again. By the tenth repetition, the right-flank approach was nearly as clean as the left, the Storm Duelist’s muscle memory absorbing the new angle with the rapid adaptation that had made her one of the youngest ranked duelists in Valebright’s history.

“If you stand there watching me sweat for much longer,” she said without pausing her drill, “I’m going to start charging admission.”

“I’ll leave you to it.”

“Don’t.” The blade cut through a dummy’s neck with a burst of lightning. She lowered it. Looked at me. The sweat-dampened braid fell over her shoulder. “Your tactical calls were the difference in the first Trial. Keep calling what you see. I’ll adjust.”

So I kept calling. The right-flank approach tightened over the next hour, but I’d stopped watching her feet and started watching the charge. There was a hitch in it, a beat of delay I couldn’t name until I’d seen it a dozen times.

“You’re charging after you land,” I said. “Initiate the electrical buildup during the Lightning Step, while you’re still mid-teleport. The arc should be live the instant your boots touch stone.”

“That’s not how it’s taught.”

“It’s how your class was built. The teaching came after the cutting.”

She didn’t argue. She didn’t run a careful test rep, either. She simply stepped, and the lightning was waiting for her on the other side. The training dummy didn’t scorch. It came apart, the straw core blown out through a fist-sized hole, the post behind it cracked.

For a moment neither of us said anything. Burned straw and overworked ward-stone scraped at the back of my throat. Isolde stood over the wreckage with her blade still smoking, breathing hard, and the fierce control on her face cracked into something I rarely got to see: not triumph, something quieter underneath it. Grief, almost. Recognition of exactly how much had been taken, measured now against what she was clawing back.

“That’s what they prevented,” she said finally. She wasn’t asking me. She was reading a verdict off the smoking post.

“That’s what they prevented.”

She wiped sweat from her jaw with the back of her wrist and reset her stance, and the rawness folded back behind the duelist’s calm.

“Again. From the right.”

Rosalie practiced Woundbloom channeling in the Sanctum Tower training rooms, learning to switch between healing and offensive modes with a speed that wouldn’t leave her vulnerable during transitions. I spent an afternoon with her, reading her crest while she channeled, observing how the dual pathways interacted under stress.

“The transition lag is about half a second,” I said. “When you switch from healing to Woundbloom, there’s a gap where neither channel is fully active. In combat, half a second is a long time.”

“How do I close it?”

“Don’t switch. Run both channels simultaneously. Your crest can support parallel operation. The Rose Healer path and the Woundbloom path share the same resonance infrastructure. They’re not separate systems competing for bandwidth. They’re two frequencies on the same channel.”

She tried it. The green-gold of her healing energy flared in her left palm, the dark amber of Woundbloom in her right, and for a moment both held. Then the two frequencies collided. The amber surged up the healing channel and the green-gold guttered, and Rosalie hissed and shook her hand out as if she’d touched a hot pan.

“It bites back,” she said.

“You’re forcing them to share the channel. Don’t force it. Find the gap between the frequencies and let them sit in it.” I watched the crest as she reset. “The infrastructure’s there. You’re fighting your own training. Your family spent eighteen years teaching your hands that one of these is shameful. Stop apologizing to them for the other one.”

That landed harder than the technical note. Her jaw firmed. She tried a third time, slower, and this time she didn’t brace against the offensive channel as if it might burn her. The green-gold and the dark amber flowed through her palms together, braiding instead of colliding, a combined output that was subtler than either mode alone but carried both capabilities: she could heal with one hand and hurt with the other at the same time.

“That’s extraordinary,” she whispered, staring at her own hands. “Why didn’t the Sanctum Tower teach me this?”

“Because they didn’t know you had both pathways. And because dual-channel operation requires a crest structure that’s been unsealed, not one that’s been suppressed.”

She practiced the dual-channel technique until the transition between modes was seamless. By the second day, she could maintain healing output with her left hand while channeling a Woundbloom pain pulse with her right, the two energies braiding together at the point of contact.

Brennan built resonance traps from scavenged components and materials I’d brought from the Undercroft. His workshop corner looked like an Artificer’s fever dream: copper wire, classification crystal fragments, oath-metal shavings, and a half-eaten sandwich all competing for space on his workbench. The sandwich was losing. A stray resonance coil had embedded itself in the bread, and Brennan hadn’t noticed because he was elbow-deep in a trap housing, calibrating the internal crystal alignment with a pair of modified pliers and a level of concentration that his Academy instructors would have been shocked to see applied to anything.

His traps were ugly, cobbled-together devices that wouldn’t pass a formal Artificer inspection. The housings were mismatched: copper pipe from the plumbing supply, glass crystal housings from broken resonance lamps, wooden frames carved from furniture scraps with a pocket knife. They looked like objects that had been built by a man with excellent ideas and terrible materials, which was exactly what they were.

But they worked. Resonance disruption fields that could freeze a construct’s movement matrix for six seconds. Localized dampening pockets that could cut class energy out of a small area. A particularly clever device that used a cracked class stone to generate a feedback loop capable of overloading a construct’s core: the construct’s own energy reflected back into itself, building to a cascade that burned out the crystal housing.

“That last one,” I said, examining the feedback trap. “How did you figure out the frequency?”

“Trial and error. Mostly error. I blew out my desk lamp three times, cracked the workshop’s east window, and gave myself a nosebleed that lasted twenty minutes.” He held up the trap like it deserved a parade. “But version four works. Probably. I haven’t tested it on anything larger than a class stone.”

“The constructs in the Trial will be larger than a class stone.”

“Significantly larger. Which is why I built five of these.” He gestured at the row of identical devices on his bench. “The theory scales. The practice might not. But if even two out of five work, we have construct-disabling capability that no other team has.”

“There’s no Registry category for what you actually do,” I told him on the second evening, watching him calibrate a trap’s resonance frequency with a tuning fork he’d carved from a chair leg. “Disruption instead of construction. So they file you under failed and stop looking.”

“Tell that to the Registry.” He grinned, freckled and good-natured, the label sliding off him because he’d learned to ignore it. “Or don’t. Let them keep thinking I’m useless. Nobody watches the failures. Which means nobody watches me.”

He held up the completed trap. The device hummed with a quiet resonance that vibrated through my teeth.

“Five traps. Three disruption fields. Two feedback loops. One secret weapon I’m not telling you about because I want you to be surprised.”

“Brennan.”

“Fine. It’s a modified resonance mirror that should, theoretically, redirect a construct’s energy attack back at the construct. I built it from the siege construct fragment you brought from the first Trial. The crystal still holds the construct’s resonance signature, so the mirror is pre-tuned to the Undercroft’s construct network.”

“That’s brilliant.”

“That’s desperate. There’s a difference. But thank you.”

Thalia analyzed every document in her archive, cross-referencing the audit data she’d already gathered with the blueprints to predict which teams would be routed through which challenges. She worked in the workshop’s corner, surrounded by stacks of paper and classification crystal comparisons, her jaw-length black hair falling over one eye as she bent over the data. She produced a comprehensive tactical brief that covered not just our corridor assignments but the probable assignments of every other team in the Trial. She knew which teams were loaded with inflated classes, which teams carried suppressed scholarship students, and which teams had genuine compositions that would test the Trial’s challenges on their own merits.

“At least eight teams are stacked,” she reported during our final planning session, her dark eyes scanning the document she’d assembled. “Loaded with inflated classes or suppressed competitors, depending on whether Caldran wants the team to win or lose. Odran’s team is the most obviously rigged: four ranked duelists with inflated crests and a noble warder. They’ll be routed through the easiest corridor. Their combat score will be astronomical.”

“And our corridor?”

“The hardest one on the board. The same three challenges we’ve already mapped, sequenced to break us in front of an audience.” Thalia let the document settle. “Every one of them is aimed at a team that doesn’t exist anymore. A Rose Healer he can invert, a corridor tuned to classes the Registry tracks, a combat ambush for a squad with no fighters. He’s spent weeks engineering a perfect trap for the people we were when he started arranging this.”

“Is that from a textbook?” Brennan asked.

“It’s from experience.” Her mouth set into something cool and private, a door easing shut. “My handler still thinks I’m filing reports on registry procedures. He doesn’t know I’ve been filing reports on the registry itself for eighteen months.”

I practiced the articulation syllables Octavia had taught me, stretching my remote Class Sight range from ten feet to fifteen, then twenty. The syllables were still unfamiliar in my mouth, shaped by Octavia’s exacting instructions, directed by the memory of her tongue pressing against her palate. Each evening I practiced in the workshop after the others had left, forming the diagnostic sounds in the quiet air, feeling the class energy shape into probes that extended further with each session.

The probe syllable was a breath pushed through a tongue-sealed palate, released in a burst. The focus syllable was a retracted tongue, tip curled, resonance narrowing to a beam. Combined in sequence, they created a targeted scan that could read a crest at twenty feet without physical contact.

By the third day, I could manage a functional read. It was rough and strained, but it reached twenty feet and caught the broad strokes of class architecture: type, condition, major features. The detail couldn’t match close-range Class Sight. It was enough to confirm whether a crest carried false gold or sealed branches at a glance.

Not enough for a full arena scan. But combined with the forge altar’s amplification, it wouldn’t need to be.

On the evening before the Trial, the workshop was quiet.

Brennan had finished his last trap and gone to sleep on his workbench, his usual bedtime protocol: boots on, tools within reach, a ration bar positioned for immediate morning consumption. Rosalie had returned to the Sanctum Tower to rest, kissing me goodnight at the Annex door with a warmth that carried through the forge bond long after she’d gone. Isolde had finished her evening drills and retired to the Duel Tower, where she would sleep the measured six hours she allocated herself before any combat operation. Thalia had vanished into the Veil Tower to perform one final review of the blueprints and intelligence briefings.

I sat in the workshop alone with the forge journal open on my lap. My mother’s handwriting, her diagrams, her observations about the Undercroft’s forge altar infrastructure. She had mapped the altar network during her time at Valebright, documenting each altar’s location, capacity, and amplification characteristics. The deep altar I was targeting was the largest in her notes: an ancient nexus capable of amplifying Class Sight to cover the entire Undercroft simultaneously.

She had written a warning beside the entry: The deep altar demands everything. Be prepared to give it.

I closed the journal. Checked the hammer-marks on my crest. Two fully formed, glowing with steady warmth. The arrangement hinted at a pattern that wasn’t complete yet, two points on a ring that needed a third.

Caldran had built this Trial to end with my failure. I was certain of that the way I was certain of the cold journal in my hands. He’d spent weeks arranging it, and tomorrow he expected to watch it work.

On the morning of the Trial, we assembled in the staging area.

The lower courtyard had been transformed. Resonance barriers sectioned the space into forty-three team staging zones, each marked with a team number and a class-stone activation plate. The Undercroft entrance gaped in the courtyard’s center: a wide staircase descending into darkness, flanked by resonance pillars that pulsed with the containment fields keeping the constructs dormant until activation. The pillars were fifteen feet tall, carved from black stone inscribed with containment sigils that predated the academy by centuries. Class Smith infrastructure, repurposed by an institution that had killed the people who built it.

Forty-three teams. Two hundred fifteen students. The largest Trial event of the academic year.

The atmosphere was electric. Students checked equipment, ran last-minute drills, whispered strategies with their teammates. The tension of a competitive event mixed with the genuine danger of the Undercroft’s construct population to produce an energy that settled in the chest like a held breath.

I scanned the staging area with casual Class Sight, keeping the activation low enough that my eyes wouldn’t glow visibly. The crests of the students around me told stories the scoring crystals never would. I could see the false gold on Odran’s team from across the courtyard: three of his four teammates carried enhanced classifications that were already showing signs of instability. The stress of the Trial would push those enhancements harder than any practice session had. I could see the sealed branches on two scholarship students in adjacent teams, their potential locked away by the same system that was about to test their reduced capabilities and declare them insufficient.

The injustice of it sat behind my ribs, cold and patient, a debt I intended to collect.

Caldran watched from the elevated gallery, surrounded by Registry staff and faculty observers. That colorless stare swept the staging area with flat bureaucratic patience, as if every ranking in the courtyard had already passed under his seal. His gaze found me, held for a moment, and moved on. Dismissal. He’d arranged the Trial to confirm what he believed: that a dead class, a failed Artificer, and three improperly classified women would collapse under structured pressure.

He believed it because he’d rigged it, every corridor and construct calibrated to a result he’d already decided on.

But the performer didn’t know his audience had a copy of the script.

I checked my team. Isolde stood at my right, blade across her back, braid tight, expression locked in the sharp focus she wore before combat. Her lightning scars glowed faintly, the Storm Duelist energy primed and ready. She’d been running dawn drills for three days, and the controlled power in her stance was a promise of violence that made the students in adjacent staging zones give her extra space.

Rosalie at my left, healer robes secure, Woundbloom energy coiled in her palms like potential. Her hair was pinned back for the Trial, a practical choice that exposed the line of her neck and the freckles at her collarbones. Through the forge bond I could feel her steadiness, a low even hum under the staging-area noise. She was calm the way she was always calm when the rest of us frayed. But today there was a current of something harder running under the calm, and it was pointed outward.

Thalia behind me, a recording crystal in one hand and a concealed knife in the other. Her dark uniform was immaculate, every seam in place, the fitted jacket and high-waisted trousers containing her slim frame tight as armor. She’d reviewed the Undercroft blueprints seven times in the past three days. She knew the layout better than the architects who’d designed it.

Brennan at the rear, pockets bulging with tools and resonance traps, his freckled face pale but determined. He’d spent the night calibrating his devices, his workbench covered in copper wire and class stone fragments and the remnants of his dinner. He hadn’t slept. His eyes were rimmed with red. But the resonance traps in his pockets hummed with a quiet readiness that matched his expression: scared, prepared, unwilling to be anywhere else.

“You all know the plan,” I said. “Get to the altar in one piece. The rest is theatre.”

“Theatre,” Isolde said, testing the word. “I can do theatre.”

“Good theatre, though,” Brennan muttered. “I’ve been practicing my dramatic trap deployment. Very action-hero. Lots of diving and shouting.”

“If you dramatically deploy a trap that saves someone’s life, I’ll write the performance review myself,” Thalia said.

“Was that a joke? Did Thalia Corvain just make a joke?”

“It was operational planning. The humor was incidental.”

“Incidental humor is still humor. I’m counting it.”

“Count whatever you like, Brennan. Just count it quietly.”

Rosalie touched my arm. No tremor in her hand, no tension in the set of her shoulders, none of the bracing I’d seen in the other teams clustered around the staging zones. Whatever she’d been before the unsealing, she stood now like someone who had already decided the outcome. She trusted me. She trusted the team. She trusted the circle that was forming around us.

Her green eyes found mine. The morning light caught the freckles at her collarbones, visible above her healer’s robe, and there was nothing nervous in the set of her shoulders. Whatever the Trial threw at us, she’d already decided we’d come back out of it together.

“We’ve got this,” she said.

Across the staging area, Odran Pell stood with his loaded team. The golden aura was bright in the morning sun, the Gilded Champion crest projecting power and prestige. But I could see the instability beneath the surface, the false gold already stressed from three days of pre-Trial anxiety. The crest flickered once, a brief stuttering pulse that Odran concealed with a practiced adjustment of his uniform. He’d been concealing the flickers for weeks, I realized. He knew his class wasn’t stable. He just didn’t know why.

He caught me looking. The blue eyes narrowed. The golden boy and the Annex reject, across a courtyard, measuring each other. He saw a dead class. I saw a false one. Neither of us looked away.

Then the activation horn sounded. The deep bronze note that marked the start of every Undercroft Trial vibrated through the staging area, resonating with the containment pillars, sending a pulse of energy into the ruins beneath our feet that woke the constructs from dormancy.

Forty-three teams descended into the Undercroft.

The Trial began.


Chapter 20: Forge in the Dark

The first level was a warm-up, and we treated it like one. Standard constructs, standard traps, the introductory floor that separated the prepared teams from the rest. The crystal-core tells I’d learned in the first Trial still held, so I called the reads on instinct and the team cleared them without ceremony: Isolde through the blade constructs, Brennan turning a trap trigger into a barrier-collapsing disruption field, Thalia reading the layout off her stolen blueprints like a second language. Twelve minutes, no surprises.

We saved the talking for the floors that would need it, and descended.

The anti-healer phantoms found Rosalie on the second corridor.

They materialized from the stone walls, constructs of crystallized resonance shaped like humanoid shadows with hollow cores that pulsed with inverted healing energy. Standard anti-healer countermeasures: the kind the Registry deployed in field operations to neutralize medical support during enforcement actions. Three of them, converging on Rosalie’s position with the speed of things that had been specifically calibrated to target her class signature.

The constructs were Caldran’s work. I could see the Registry calibration on their cores, the same authorized instrument family that appeared across the institutional sabotage I’d encountered since arriving at Valebright. He’d programmed them for Rosalie specifically: tuned to the Rose Healer frequency, designed to neutralize the class he thought she still had.

The first phantom released its pulse. A wave of anti-healing resonance expanded through the corridor, the energy designed to invert any standard healing frequency it encountered. A Rose Healer caught in the blast would have her own class energy turned against her: healing reversed into damage, regeneration inverted into decay.

Rosalie stepped into the pulse.

The anti-healing resonance hit her Woundbloom pathway and tried to invert it. The pathway was already inverted. The offensive healing energy, the dark amber current that ran alongside her standard green-gold, absorbed the phantom’s pulse and doubled it. The anti-resonance became fuel.

Rosalie raised her right hand. Woundbloom energy blazed in her palm, amplified by the phantom’s own attack, and she released it in a concentrated burst that hit the lead construct in its hollow core.

The phantom developed bruises. Actual bruises, spreading across its crystalline surface like dark flowers blooming in stone. The construct’s internal resonance fractured, its anti-healing core disrupted by the very energy type it was designed to counter. It collapsed into shards.

The second phantom lunged. Rosalie met it with both hands, channeling Pain Reversal through direct contact. The construct’s anti-healing pulse tried to damage her; she took the damage, reversed the polarity, and pushed it back through the construct’s own resonance channel. The phantom screamed, a crystalline shriek that echoed through the corridor, and shattered.

The third phantom hesitated. The anti-healing constructs had a rudimentary threat-assessment protocol, and Rosalie’s Woundbloom signature was registering as a threat class they weren’t programmed to handle. The hesitation was enough. Isolde stepped in from the flank, blade trailing lightning, and cut it in half with a single Storm Strike.

The corridor went quiet.

“Yeah, I’m officially terrified of our healer,” Brennan said from behind his resonance trap array, which he hadn’t needed to deploy.

Rosalie flexed her hands. The Woundbloom energy dimmed, settling back into the resting state. Her expression was focused, not fierce. The clinical assessment of a healer evaluating the effectiveness of a treatment, applied to combat for the first time under real pressure.

“The anti-healing pulse amplified my Woundbloom output by roughly forty percent,” she said. “Caldran designed these to neutralize a Rose Healer. He didn’t account for an offensive healing class.”

“He didn’t account for a lot of things,” I said. “Move. Second chamber.”

We advanced through the next section’s remaining challenges with coordinated efficiency. Isolde took point, her Storm Duelist abilities handling the standard constructs with an ease that would have seemed impossible two months ago. Lightning Step closed distances before opponents could react. Storm Strike turned her blade into a weapon that combined steel and electricity into something that made constructs spark and crumble.

Thalia navigated. The stolen blueprints gave her a map that no other team had, and she guided us through shortcuts and service corridors that bypassed the highest-density combat zones. Her Scribe of Veils abilities extended beyond document analysis: the information-class architecture included pattern recognition that let her read construct placement like a language.

“Left corridor,” she called. “Two constructs, both standard combat class. Right corridor: dampening field begins in thirty meters.”

“Right,” I said. “Into the dampening corridor. Isolde, Rosalie, Brennan, hold at the entrance. Thalia, with me.”

“Why me?”

“Because your class signature isn’t standard either. Your false seam might confuse the dampening field enough to let you pass.”

She considered this, evaluating the corridor entrance, where the air shimmered with the faint distortion of active resonance suppression. “Might.”

“I’ll go first. If the field ignores me, I’ll disable it. If it catches you, fall back.”

“Comforting.”

The dampening corridor was twenty meters long. Suppressed class energy pressed against my sternum from every wall, stale and suffocating, the way a sealed room steals the shape of a breath. The resonance suppression field saturated the space with a frequency designed to lock down class abilities: a prison for class energy, making any student inside as powerless as an unawakened commoner. The walls shimmered with the faint distortion of active resonance suppression, the space between them vibrating at a frequency that made my teeth ache.

I stepped inside.

The field pressed against my crest, trying to find a frequency match to suppress. The sensation was uncomfortable: a pressure on my sternum, a probing analysis that felt like invisible fingers testing the architecture of my class. Class Smith. The dampening grid searched its database: Duelist, Healer, Mage, Scribe, Artificer, Warder, Guardian, Shaper, every class type the Registry tracked in its comprehensive taxonomy of human potential. Every class they knew about. Every class they’d catalogued and categorized and filed.

Class Smith wasn’t in the list. It hadn’t been in the list for two hundred years.

The field slid off my crest like water off oil. The probing pressure retreated, unable to find a matching frequency, unable to identify a class it had been designed to suppress. I walked through the dampening corridor untouched, my crest pulsing with a golden resonance that the suppression field couldn’t recognize and therefore couldn’t affect. The irony was not subtle: the system designed to contain class abilities couldn’t contain the one class that had been so thoroughly eliminated that the system had forgotten to include it in the containment protocols.

The registry’s thoroughness was their own weakness. They’d killed every Class Smith. They’d erased every record. They’d done it so completely that their own security infrastructure didn’t know what to look for.

I reached the control array at the far end. Four classification crystals at junction points, set into the wall at chest height, each crystal humming with the suppression frequency. Simple engineering, elegant execution. I pulled two of them. The crystals came free with a resistance that suggested they’d been maintained recently, the housing cleaned and calibrated. Caldran’s people were thorough with their traps, even if they didn’t anticipate a ghost walking through the walls.

The dampening field collapsed with a sound like a held breath finally released. The oppressive pressure broke. The air cleared.

“Clear,” I called.

The team moved through. Thalia’s false seam had flickered at the corridor’s edge, the altered class record responding erratically to the remnant dampening energy. The seam’s glow pulsed once, twice, and then stabilized as she moved beyond the field’s reach. She paused at the corridor’s center, her dark eyes sweeping the walls.

“The dampening technology is second-era,” she said. “The same era as the forge altar. They built containment systems alongside forge systems. The same people who created Class Smith infrastructure also created the tools to suppress it.”

“Or someone repurposed the technology after the purge,” I said.

“Either way, it confirms the pattern: everything in the Undercroft was built by Class Smiths, and everything designed to stop them was built from their own knowledge. They were destroyed with their own tools.”

“Not anymore,” Isolde said, stepping through the collapsed field with her blade drawn, lightning crackling along the edge. “Let’s move.”

The second level was harder. The corridors narrowed, the stone older, the resonance dampening more aggressive. The air tasted different here: stale, mineral-rich, carrying the faint metallic tang of forge-metal deposits in the walls. We were below the Trial’s standard operating levels now, approaching the depth where the Undercroft’s ancient infrastructure began to assert itself.

Thalia checked her blueprints. “The multi-construct ambush is ahead. The junction chamber where corridors from four different access points converge. It’s designed as a team-testing gauntlet, with construct types mixed to challenge every class combination.”

“How many?”

“The blueprint shows six. But the construct generators in this section are old, and the Registry’s maintenance records show inconsistent construct density. Could be more.”

It was more.

The multi-construct ambush hit us in a wide junction chamber where four corridors converged. Eight constructs, mixed types: blade fighters with crystal-edge swords and movement matrices that made them fast and predictable, energy casters on elevated platforms with resonance bolt launchers that could punch through standard wards, and two siege-class heavy constructs that stood three meters tall and hit like falling walls. The siege constructs were the real threat: massive stone-and-crystal bodies powered by classification crystals the size of fists, with movement capabilities that made them deceptively fast for their bulk.

“Formation,” I called. “Isolde, take the blade fighters. Rosalie, support and counter the casters. Brennan, traps on the south corridor to prevent reinforcement. Thalia, mark the weak points.”

“The heavy constructs have resonance cores in their upper chests,” Thalia said, her dark eyes scanning the constructs with Scribe-class analytical speed. “The left one has a crystal fracture. The right one is newer, fully intact.”

“Isolde, start with the fractured one.”

Isolde was already moving. Lightning Step carried her across the chamber in a burst of blue-white speed. Her blade caught the first blade-fighter mid-swing and deflected it sideways, Storm Strike electricity arcing through the construct’s frame and shorting its movement matrix. The construct stumbled. She pivoted past it and drove her blade into the fractured siege construct’s chest, channeling lightning directly into the cracked resonance core.

The construct detonated. Shards of stone and crystal sprayed across the chamber. Isolde rolled clear, braid swinging, scars blazing.

Rosalie handled the energy casters from behind a Woundbloom barrier. The casters fired resonance bolts designed to overwhelm defensive class abilities; Rosalie’s dual-nature crest absorbed the bolts, inverted the energy, and returned it as Pain Reversal pulses that made the casters’ own cores stutter and crack.

Brennan deployed his resonance traps. The devices, cobbled from scavenged Artificer components and powered by class stones I’d recovered from the Undercroft, created localized resonance disruption fields that disoriented the blade-fighter constructs long enough for Isolde to dismember them.

Thalia marked targets. Her Scribe of Veils abilities highlighted structural weaknesses in each construct’s design, feeding the information to the team in short, precise calls: “Knee joint, left.” “Core access, twelve o’clock.” “Shield rotation, wait for the gap.”

I called tactics. Reading the constructs with Class Sight gave me a level of combat awareness that no standard class provided: I could see the resonance patterns driving each construct’s behavior, predict their attacks from energy buildup in their cores, and position my team to exploit openings before they appeared. The information came in flashes: a blade fighter’s core brightening before a lunge, an energy caster’s resonance channel narrowing before a focused bolt, the siege construct’s shield matrix rotating to a predicted weak point.

“Isolde, the shield rotates counterclockwise. Gap opens at seven o’clock in three seconds.”

She was already moving, Lightning Step carrying her to the precise angle I’d called, blade plunging through the gap in the shield rotation and into the resonance core beneath. Lightning poured through the blade and into the construct’s internals, arcing between crystal components, shorting connection after connection until the siege construct’s limbs locked, stuttered, and collapsed.

Then the team stopped waiting for me.

It happened without a call. Rosalie saw the second caster wind up before I did and threw a barrier over Brennan without being told. Brennan, already moving under it, wedged a disruptor into the gap Thalia’s knife had opened in a blade fighter’s housing. Isolde read Rosalie’s barrier as cover and pivoted off it into a flank I hadn’t designated. Three actions, none of them mine, each one slotting into the next. In the first Trial they’d waited on my reads like a relay waiting for the baton. Now they were running their own routes and trusting me to fill the gaps they couldn’t see. The call-and-execute had become something closer to a conversation.

The remaining blade fighters converged on Brennan’s position. He was the most vulnerable, the weakest combat class, the easiest target. They’d been programmed to identify and isolate the lowest-threat team member. Standard tactical AI.

Standard tactical AI didn’t account for a man who understood machines better than the machines understood themselves.

Brennan triggered his final resonance trap. The device, ugly and cobbled together from spare parts and prayer, generated a feedback loop that hijacked the blade fighters’ own resonance cores. Their movement matrices overloaded, their blade arms locking in mid-swing, their bodies freezing in grotesque poses of interrupted violence.

“Now!” Brennan shouted.

Isolde and Rosalie hit the frozen constructs simultaneously. Lightning and Woundbloom energy tore through immobilized targets that couldn’t dodge, couldn’t deflect, couldn’t do anything except absorb the full force of a Storm Duelist and a combat healer working in concert.

The chamber went quiet. Construct fragments littered the stone floor. The air smelled of burning crystal, hot dust, and the sweet, copper-tinged scent of over-channeled class energy.

My nose was bleeding. Class Sight at sustained combat intensity had pushed my limits. I wiped the blood with the back of my hand and took a breath. The headache was building, a dull pressure behind my eyes that would become sharp if I kept pushing.

“Everyone whole?”

“Minor burns,” Isolde reported. She rotated her left wrist, flexing the scarred arm. “My own lightning reflected off the siege construct’s shield. Nothing that matters.”

“I’m fine,” Rosalie said, already moving to Isolde’s side with warm healing energy flowing from her palms. She placed her hand on Isolde’s forearm, over the burn, and the damage faded under her touch in seconds. The reddened skin returned to its normal pale tone, the pain receptors calming under the Woundbloom’s dual-action resonance. Isolde accepted the healing with a short nod, gratitude and respect folded into a single economical motion. The blade and the healer, each essential.

“Bruised ego,” Brennan said. He was sitting on the floor beside his trap array, catching his breath, his freckled face flushed with exertion and triumph. His improvised device had just saved his own life, and he looked personally offended that only two-thirds of it had worked. “My second trap failed. The timing was off by half a second. But the third one worked, so I’m calling it a net positive.”

“Your net positive just saved the team,” I said.

“I know. I’m being modest about it. Which is very difficult for me.”

“Thalia?”

“Functional.” She checked her recording crystal. “All data captured. The construct combat is documented. Eight constructs, not six. The blueprints were inaccurate.” A pause. “I’ll file a complaint with the architect’s office.”

“Good. Because the combat doesn’t matter.”

I led them down. Past the junction chamber, through corridors that narrowed and darkened as we descended below the levels the Trial’s architects had intended students to reach. The stone changed from academy-worked granite to something older: black stone shot through with veins of forge-metal that pulsed with recognition as I passed, the way the oath-metal in my workshop floor warmed under my hand.

“We’re off the blueprint,” Thalia said, consulting her stolen documents. “Below the Trial’s designated levels. If any other team reaches this depth, they’ll be in uncharted territory.”

“Nobody else will reach this depth,” I said. “The construct density increases with every level, and the dampening corridors below Level Two are keyed to suppress all known class types. We’re the only team that can bypass them.”

“Because of you.”

“Because of all of us. The dampening field would stop any team that didn’t have a class the Registry forgot to include in its database.”

We reached the altar.

The corridor opened into a chamber that took my breath away. The ceiling was vaulted, soaring upward into darkness that swallowed the light of our class stones and resonance lamps. The space was vast, constructed with an architectural ambition that made the academy above look like a student exercise. Pillars of black stone lined the chamber walls, each one carved with forge-metal patterns that had been inert for two centuries, waiting for a resonance signature that the Registry had spent those same centuries trying to eradicate.

At the center: the altar. Larger than the one on the upper levels. Much larger. A circular platform of black stone inlaid with forge-metal patterns that spiraled outward in concentric rings, each ring inscribed with Class Smith notation I’d spent months learning to read. The patterns were complex, layered, the work of master smiths who had spent lifetimes perfecting the resonance geometry. I could read the inscriptions at a glance: amplification circuits, diagnostic expansion protocols, bond-resonance harmonics. This wasn’t a simple forge site. This was a diagnostic center. A place where Class Smiths had brought their circles to perform mass readings that individual Sight couldn’t achieve.

Forge resonance rolled off the platform in deep, old waves, generations of Class Smith work stored in the stone. It settled into my lungs like breathing molten air, and my crest responded immediately, the hammer-marks flaring with a heat that made me press my hand to my chest.

Brennan whistled. The sound echoed through the chamber and came back to us three times, each echo carrying the resonance of the forge-metal in the walls. “This is Class Smith infrastructure. Real infrastructure. Not the stripped-down remnants on the upper levels. This is the original.”

“This chamber predates Valebright by at least a century,” Thalia said, scanning it with the analytical precision of her Scribe class. “They didn’t just bury the Smiths. They built their whole institution directly over the best work the Smiths ever did, like a headstone laid face-down.”

I stepped onto the platform.

The altar recognized me. The forge-metal inlays blazed with golden light as I stepped onto the platform, the patterns activating in sequence, each ring illuminating as my crest resonated with the Smith-frequency built into the stone. The light traveled outward in waves, each concentric ring glowing brighter than the last, the ancient infrastructure waking from two centuries of dormancy with an eagerness that felt almost sentient. The chamber filled with deep golden light. The pillars hummed. The forge-metal in the walls responded to the altar’s activation, and the entire chamber became a resonance chamber tuned to a single frequency: mine.

“This is it,” I said. “The amplification altar. When I activate it fully, my Class Sight will expand to cover the entire Undercroft. Every student. Every crest. Every manipulation.”

“How long will you have?” Thalia asked. She had the recording crystal ready, a second backup crystal in her other hand.

“Based on the upper altar, about a minute of full expansion before the strain forces me to pull back. Maybe ninety seconds if I push.”

“That’s not much time.”

“Then we don’t waste any.” I knelt at the altar’s center. The forge-metal hummed against my palms, thrumming with Smith resonance that synced with my crest. “You call roster positions from the Trial list. I’ll read the crests and dictate the discrepancies.”

“What about us?” Isolde asked.

“Guard the chamber. If any constructs followed us down, they’ll be attracted to the altar’s energy output.”

Isolde drew her blade. Lightning crackled along the edge. “Consider it done.”

Rosalie positioned herself at my back. Her Woundbloom crest pulsed, and she placed her palm on my shoulder. The healing energy flowed into me: not repair, but support. Sustaining my body through what was about to be the most intense Class Sight activation I’d ever attempted.

“Ready?” she said.

“Ready.”

I pressed my palms flat against the forge-metal and activated Class Sight at full intensity.

The world exploded into architecture.

Every class crest in the Undercroft appeared in my perception simultaneously. Dozens of them, scores of them, blazing like constellations in a sky I’d never seen before. Each crest was a complex structure of interlocking paths, sealed branches, active skills, dormant potentials. Each one told a story written in class energy: who had touched it, what tools they’d used, how long ago, what they’d changed.

The information was staggering. My vision expanded from the chamber outward, climbing through levels of stone and construct infrastructure, reaching every student currently in the Trial’s corridors and combat zones. Two hundred fifteen students. Two hundred fifteen class architectures laid bare.

My nose started bleeding immediately. Both nostrils. The blood ran down my chin and dripped onto the altar’s forge-metal, where it sizzled and was absorbed by the ancient stone. My hands were shaking. The strain of holding this many crest readings simultaneously was pushing the limits of what my class could sustain.

Rosalie’s hand tightened on my shoulder. Woundbloom energy flowed stronger, stabilizing my body, managing the strain. Keeping me functional.

Thalia began with the roster. I answered with the crest.

“Team Three,” she said. “Alvar Senn. Registered Gilded Warder.”

“Base Warder class,” I said. “False gold overlay. Registry seal, Caldran’s signature tool. Enhancement date approximately four months ago.”

Thalia recorded. Her voice was steady, precise, a spy documenting evidence.

“Team Seven. Daris Koll. Registered Storm Mage.”

“False gold, same tool signature as Senn. Enhancement date three months ago.”

“Companion: Mira Welts. Registered Arcane Duelist.”

“Genuine class, no manipulation.”

I read faster. The sixty-second window was closing.

“Team Eleven,” Thalia said. “Sera Hale. Registered Rose Healer.”

“Sealed branch: Bloodbloom pathway. Family crest seal, House Hale authorization. Registry seal routed through Caldran’s office.”

“Correction. Sera Hale. Sealed branch suppressed at enrollment. Scholarship student.”

I pushed deeper. More crests. More manipulations. The pattern was undeniable: noble students with false gold enhancements, scholarship students with sealed branches. The same tool signatures recurring across the confirmed modifications, all traceable to Registry-authorized instruments.

“Odran Pell. Team One. Gilded Champion.” I could see his crest from here, burning with unstable false gold that flickered like a candle in a wind tunnel. “Base class: Fighter. False gold overlay, multiple applications, degrading under Trial stress. His techniques should be erratic by the final chamber.”

“Time,” Thalia said. “Seventy seconds.”

I pushed for the last twenty. The altar’s energy was fading, the amplification waning as the ancient forge-metal reached its sustainable output limit. My vision was narrowing, the distant crests dimming.

I read the last three: two more sealed branches on scholarship students, one more false gold enhancement on a noble.

Then I pulled back.

The world collapsed to normal. The altar’s glow dimmed. Whatever reserve had been holding me upright gave out all at once. The blood down my tunic had gone tacky and cold, my vision tunneled to a narrow bright circle, and the floor felt like it was tilting underneath me in slow degrees, the disorientation worse than any single symptom. I had pushed the altar reading to the absolute edge of what my body could give it, and now it was collecting.

Rosalie caught me as I swayed. Her arms around my chest, her healing energy flooding through the contact, managing the Class Sight strain the way she managed any injury: systematically, thoroughly, steady hands already working.

“Twelve names,” Thalia said, reviewing the recording crystal. “Eight artificially inflated classes. Three suppressed branches on scholarship students. One altered record.” She paused. “Garrick, this isn’t a few bad actors skimming. The volume, the consistency, the pricing implied by who got inflated and who got buried. Somebody runs this like a ledger. It’s a business model.”

“I know.”

“Every modification traces back to Registry-authorized instruments and Caldran’s office seals. Several share matching operator patterns. Others use related calibration from the same tool family.” Her eyes stayed on the crystal. “He’s not just approving paperwork. His office is running the work.”

“I know.”

“Then you know what we have.” She held up the recording crystal. “This is the end of the Fixed Class Doctrine at Valebright Academy. If we choose to use it.”

“We’ll use it.”

She studied me with the focused precision I’d learned to associate with Thalia at her most engaged. Then she nodded and pocketed the crystal.

“Rest,” Rosalie said. She guided me to the chamber wall and settled me against the cool stone. Her hand remained on my chest, over my crest, the healing energy working on the strain damage. “You just read more than two hundred crests simultaneously. Your class energy is depleted. You need at least an hour before we can move.”

“We don’t have an hour.”

“You have thirty minutes,” she said with the gentle firmness of a healer giving a patient instructions they would follow or else. “You’re a single nosebleed away from doing permanent harm to the Sight itself. If you reach for it again before you’ve recovered, I won’t be able to undo what happens. So you won’t.”

I accepted the thirty minutes. Rosalie stayed beside me, her hand flat on my chest, warmth seeping out of her palm and into the ache behind my sternum in a slow, patient current. The solidity of her body against my side was a physical reminder of why I’d done this: for her, for Isolde, for every scholarship student whose class had been stolen.

At the chamber entrance, Isolde stood guard. Her blade was drawn, lightning playing along the edge, her body filling the doorway. She expected violence. She always expected violence, and the expectation sat on her like a second skin.

Brennan sat against the opposite wall, eating something from his pocket and looking at the ancient altar with reverence in his eyes. Brennan appreciated good craftsmanship wherever he found it.

Thalia reviewed her recordings. Cross-referencing names against the registry data she’d already gathered. Building the case, one documented discrepancy at a time.

After twenty minutes, I felt Rosalie’s hand shift on my chest. Not the healing position. Something else. Her palm pressed flat over my crest, over the hammer-marks, and through the forge bond, I felt her awareness spike. The healer’s clinical assessment had given way to something more personal. Her thumb moved in a slow circle over the second hammer-mark, the one that represented their bond, and the touch sent a warmth cascading through the forge connection.

“Your crest is resonating,” she said quietly. “The altar activated something. Your bond resonance is stronger than before.”

I looked down. Through my blood-stained tunic, the hammer-marks glowed with a golden light that was brighter than their usual resting state. The altar’s amplification had pushed my class development forward, the same way it had amplified my Sight. The bonds were deeper. The circle was closer. I could feel Rosalie’s heartbeat through the hand on my chest, steady and sure, and somewhere at the chamber entrance, I could feel Isolde, her Storm Duelist energy a cool electric presence in my awareness.

Rosalie traced the marks through the fabric. Her green eyes met mine. The touch was tender, intimate, a quiet moment in the middle of a mission that cut through the planning and the blood and the recorded evidence. Her hair had come loose from its pins during the combat, falling around her face in waves that caught the altar’s fading golden light. Soil and construct dust smudged her healer’s robe. She looked exhausted, determined, and beautiful in the way that Rosalie was always beautiful: not despite the circumstances, but within them.

“It’s getting stronger,” she murmured. Her thumb followed the line where the two marks nearly touched, the gap between them narrower than it had been a month ago. “I can feel where the third one wants to sit. There’s a space waiting for it, and my crest keeps reaching toward where it should be.” Her hand spread flat over my sternum, covering both marks, and the Woundbloom resonance met the Class Smith resonance in a flare of bright gold. She leaned in. Pressed her lips against the fabric over my crest. The kiss was brief, soft, achingly tender. Her breasts pressed against my side where she leaned close, the generous weight heavy through her healer’s robe.

I turned my face toward her. Our lips found each other. The kiss was quiet, exhausted, tasting of blood from my nosebleed and the herbal undertone of her healing energy. She cupped my jaw with soil-stained fingers and held me there for three breaths.

“Your bedside manner,” Thalia said, “is very thorough.”

Rosalie startled. The blush spread from her cheeks down her neck, disappearing beneath the collar of her healer’s robe. Her hand didn’t leave my chest.

I looked for Thalia. She wasn’t where I expected. She’d moved from her position at the altar’s edge to one of the chamber’s massive pillars, half-concealed by the black stone column, her recording crystal in hand. From that angle she would have had a clear sightline to where Rosalie and I sat against the wall, while appearing to be focused on documenting the forge-metal inscriptions on the pillar’s surface. Her dark eyes were on the recording crystal now, but she’d angled herself with a precision no inscription work required, and she didn’t pretend otherwise when she felt me notice. She’d been watching from behind that pillar. Of course she had. Thalia Corvain saw everything and kept all of it. Political intelligence or private tenderness, it all went into the same locked cabinet behind those dark eyes.

She caught me looking. Her gaze met mine over the recording crystal, and the professional mask slipped for half a second on something more complicated than mockery. Recognition. Longing. And the patient understanding that her turn would come when she was ready to open.

“Thirty minutes,” Rosalie said. “We should move.”

We moved.


Chapter 21: Trial’s End

The final gauntlet was designed to break teams.

The corridor stretched before us like a throat: narrow at the entrance, widening into a killing floor at the center, narrowing again at the exit. A hundred meters of the densest construct concentration in the entire Undercroft. Blade fighters lined the walls at five-meter intervals, their crystal cores glowing with standby energy. Energy casters occupied elevated positions in alcoves carved into the stone, their resonance channels primed to fire on anything that moved. Siege constructs, two of them, blocked the corridor at the thirty-meter and seventy-meter marks, three-meter-tall blocks of animated stone and crystal that hit like falling walls.

And something new: resonance disruptors. Spherical constructs embedded in the ceiling at regular intervals, pulsing anti-class energy in waves that would suppress all class abilities for six seconds at a time. Six seconds of vulnerability in a corridor full of things that didn’t need class energy to kill.

All remaining teams entered the gauntlet simultaneously from different access points. The scoring was simple: reach the exit. Placement based on time. Combat performance tracked by monitoring crystals embedded in the walls. Nineteen teams. One hundred meters. No shortcuts.

We didn’t need to win. We’d already completed our real mission. But we needed to survive, and the gauntlet was trying very hard to prevent that.

I scanned the corridor with depleted Class Sight. Even at reduced capacity, I could read the resonance patterns: the construct placement, the disruptor timing cycles, the gaps between suppression pulses where class abilities would be functional. The pattern was predictable. Six seconds of suppression, twelve seconds of functionality. Eighteen-second cycles. Which meant we had twelve seconds between each pulse to fight with full power and six seconds to fight without it.

“Disruptor timing,” I said. “Eighteen-second cycles. Twelve on, six off. Twelve seconds of full power, then six seconds of nothing. Plan accordingly.”

“Twelve seconds is a long time,” Isolde said. Her blade was drawn. Lightning played along the edge.

“Twelve seconds is three good kills for you. Use them.”

“Resonance disruptor pulse in five seconds,” Thalia called, reading construct patterns through her Scribe lens. “Thirty-meter radius. Six-second duration.”

“Brace,” I said.

The pulse hit. For six seconds, class abilities went dead. Isolde’s lightning cut out. Rosalie’s healing glow vanished. The forge bond dimmed to silence. We were ordinary people standing in a corridor full of constructs that didn’t need class energy to swing a blade.

Brennan’s traps fired. He’d calibrated them to mechanical triggers, not resonance-based activation, specifically because he’d anticipated this. The traps deployed a wall of caltrops and resonance-disrupting caltrops that slowed the nearest blade fighters just long enough for the disruptor pulse to fade.

Class energy returned. Isolde’s scars blazed. She launched herself at the nearest construct with a snarl that echoed off the corridor walls, Lightning Step carrying her into the center of the pack where her blade became a hurricane of steel and electricity.

I called positions. “Rosalie, right flank. Energy caster at two o’clock. Brennan, trap the south approach. Thalia, I need a count on remaining constructs in the next thirty meters.”

“Fourteen,” Thalia said. “Mostly blade class. Two more disruptors at fifteen and twenty-five meters.”

“Isolde, conserve lightning through the disruptor zones. Standard blade work during pulses, full power between.”

“I know how to fight through interference, Ward.”

“I know you do. I’m reminding myself.”

The second disruptor pulse hit at the fifteen-meter mark. This time, we were ready. Brennan’s mechanical traps deployed in the gap before the pulse arrived, creating a barrier of physical obstacles that slowed the blade constructs. Isolde dropped her lightning and switched to pure blade work: clean, economical cuts that dismantled constructs with steel alone. Without the Storm Duelist enhancement, she was still one of the best swordfighters at Valebright. The class made her devastating. Without it, she was merely excellent.

Six seconds of excellent was enough. The pulse faded. Lightning returned. Isolde’s scars blazed, and she channeled Storm Strike through a horizontal slash that cut three blade constructs in half simultaneously. The electricity arced between the fragments, shorting their movement matrices in a chain reaction.

“Clear to twenty meters,” she called.

“Energy caster left, energy caster right,” Thalia reported. “Bracketing formation. They’ll fire simultaneously in four seconds.”

“Rosalie, dual channel.”

Rosalie stepped forward. Left hand extended toward the left caster, right hand toward the right. Green-gold healing energy and dark amber Woundbloom energy flowed simultaneously. The left hand threw up a healing barrier that absorbed the caster’s bolt. The right hand returned fire with a Pain Reversal pulse that hit the right caster in its resonance core.

The right caster’s attack stuttered, the resonance disrupted by the Woundbloom energy invading its core matrix. The left caster fired again. Rosalie shifted her left hand to Woundbloom and caught the second bolt mid-flight, inverting it, sending it back as a wave of degradation energy that shattered the caster’s crystal housing.

Brennan was staring. “She just ate a bolt and threw it back.”

“Dual-channel operation,” I said. “She can heal and fight simultaneously.”

“I know what it’s called. I’m commenting on how terrifying it looks.”

I pushed forward with the team, calling positions based on Class Sight. Even depleted from the altar session, my Sight gave me enough perception to catch the crystal-core spikes that preceded each construct attack. The reads were slower than usual, blurred at the edges, but still faster than any combat reflex the constructs could match.

“Blade fighter, flanking right. Brennan, freeze it, don’t kill it. Isolde, save your charge.”

We’d stopped fighting like four people taking turns and started fighting like one machine with four moving parts. Brennan swung his trap device, and the resonance disruption field caught the blade fighter mid-approach, locking its movement matrix. Instead of burning a Lightning Step on it, Isolde stepped past the frozen construct entirely and let Brennan’s second trap finish the job with a leverage strike, conserving her own depleting reserves for whatever the gauntlet had waiting deeper down. The depletion from the altar had taught us to spend nothing we didn’t have to.

“Thalia, caster cluster ahead. How many?”

“Four. Staggered formation. Third disruptor pulse in eight seconds.”

“Isolde, clear the front two before the pulse hits. Rosalie, barrier for the team. Brennan, when the pulse drops their resonance, I need you to physically disable the remaining two casters. They’re mechanical once the pulse suppresses their class energy.”

“Physically disable? With what?”

“Your fists. Your tools. A rock. Get creative.”

“I hate this plan.” But he was already pulling a heavy wrench from his pocket.

The coordination worked. Isolde carved through the front casters with efficient brutality. Rosalie’s barrier absorbed the rear casters’ fire. The third disruptor pulse hit, and Brennan sprinted into the suppression zone with his wrench, cracking the mechanical housing of each caster with systematic efficiency. He understood machines well enough to break them.

The gauntlet’s final section was the worst: a narrowing corridor where the construct density tripled and the walls themselves pulsed with anti-class energy, creating a sustained suppression field rather than the periodic pulses of the earlier sections. Fighting with class abilities was impossible. Fighting without them was the only option.

Isolde fought with steel. Pure blade work, no lightning, each strike placed with the accumulated skill of years of training that existed independently of her class. She was slower without Lightning Step, less powerful without Storm Strike, but her fundamentals were sound. The blade was an extension of her body, and her body was a weapon.

Rosalie couldn’t channel either healing or Woundbloom in the suppression field. The absence of class energy was written on her face: the Woundbloom crest that had been glowing steadily since the unsealing went dark for the first time, and the sudden silence of it, the absence of the resonance she’d grown accustomed to over the past weeks, was clearly disorienting. She pressed her hand to her sternum for a moment, feeling for the pulse that wasn’t there.

Then she fought with her hands. A healer’s hands, trained in anatomy, knowing exactly where to strike a construct’s mechanical body to cause maximum disruption. The same fingers that traced healing pathways and found injuries by touch found the structural weaknesses of constructs with the same unerring instinct. She jammed her fingers into joint housings and pulled connective cables. She used the heavy base of a destroyed caster as a club, swinging it with a force that belied her soft build. The Woundbloom pathway was suppressed, but the knowledge it had given her about anatomy, about structure, about where things broke, that knowledge was part of who she was, not what she channeled.

Brennan thrived. His Artificer abilities were suppressed, but his understanding of mechanical systems didn’t require class energy. He dismantled constructs with tools, leverage, and creative desperation. An entire academic career of being told he was useless, and here he was proving otherwise with a wrench and a pocketful of caltrops.

Thalia fought with knives. Not the concealed single blade I’d seen in the workshop. Three knives, produced from hidden sheaths in her uniform so fast I wondered how many more she had hidden. Her strikes were surgical, targeted at the same weak points she’d been calling for the rest of the team: resonance cores, joint housings, sensor clusters.

I called tactics. Without Class Sight, I couldn’t read construct behavior patterns. Without the forge bonds’ shared awareness, I couldn’t sense my team’s positioning. I fought with voice, with observation, the way I’d solved problems in Fenhollow long before I’d awakened a dead class.

We emerged from the suppression corridor battered, exhausted, and alive.

We weren’t the fastest team through the gauntlet. We weren’t the most spectacular. We survived it, and survival in a structure designed to break teams was its own kind of victory.

We emerged into the surface assembly hall with scrapes, bruises, depleted class energy, and a mid-tier combat score. Brennan was limping from where a blade construct had caught his calf during the suppression zone. Rosalie’s healer robes were torn at one shoulder where she’d used the fabric to bind a makeshift tourniquet on her own arm after a caster’s bolt grazed her. Isolde was scorched in three places from her own lightning rebounding off a siege construct’s shield. Thalia’s dark uniform was covered in a fine layer of construct dust, and one of her concealed knives was missing, embedded in the core of a blade fighter we’d left in the suppression corridor.

I was bleeding from the nose. Both nostrils. The Class Sight strain from the altar reading had been exacerbated by the sustained tactical scanning during the gauntlet, and the headache behind my eyes pulsed hard with each heartbeat. But my hands were steady. The recording crystal in Thalia’s pocket was intact.

We’d done what we came to do.

The assembly hall was chaos. Forty-three teams had entered the Undercroft; nineteen had reached the final gauntlet. The rest had withdrawn or been extracted mid-Trial, their members pulled out by the safety constructs that activated when a team member’s class energy dropped below critical thresholds. The extraction was designed to prevent permanent damage, but it wasn’t gentle. The withdrawn teams sat on the benches at the hall’s edge, hollow-eyed from being pulled out before they could finish.

Other teams were emerging around us. Some were in worse shape: limping students, depleted casters, one team carrying an unconscious warder between them, his defensive ward shattered during the final suppression corridor. The team’s healer was running emergency recovery treatment, pouring recovery energy into the warder’s crest while trying to stabilize her own depleted reserves. She caught Rosalie’s eye across the hall, and Rosalie was already moving toward her, the instinct to help overriding exhaustion.

Some teams were in better shape. Odran’s team exited from the priority corridor looking barely winded, their combat score flashing high on the scoring crystal. The priority corridor was exactly what Thalia’s blueprints had predicted: a path routed through the weakest construct concentrations, with disruptor pulses timed to avoid interfering with the noble-heavy team’s class abilities. The scoring crystal showed their combat performance as exceptional: rapid clearance, minimal damage, high catalyst recovery.

The score was real. The corridor that produced it was rigged.

But I noticed something the scoring system didn’t track.

Odran was flickering.

His Gilded Champion crest, normally a steady golden glow visible through his dress uniform, was stuttering like a lamp running low on oil. The false gold that had been layered over his base Fighter class was degrading under the sustained stress of the Trial. His techniques during the gauntlet’s final stretch had been erratic, his blade work competent but his enhancement abilities inconsistent. The golden glow that accompanied his attacks was dimmer, thinner, shot through with gaps where the base Fighter class showed through like primer beneath a peeling paint.

Other students had noticed. I caught glances, whispered conversations, the careful not-staring that came when people recognized something wrong but didn’t have the vocabulary to describe it.

I walked through the assembly hall, past celebrating teams and exhausted students, to where Thalia stood at the edge of the crowd. She was calm, composed, the recording crystal concealed in her jacket pocket.

“How complete is the data?” I asked.

“All twelve matches, tied to the roster names exactly as we mapped them.” She met my eyes. “All traceable to Registry seals and Caldran’s office. Same authorized tool family, with several matching operator patterns.”

“Then we can take him through official channels.”

“We could,” she said. “And official channels are exactly where this dies. Evidence is what institutions examine slowly, with people Caldran owns deciding which drawer it disappears into.” She tapped the pocket holding the crystal. “I’d rather treat it as ammunition. Ammunition changes a situation before it ever reaches a court.”

She was right. We weren’t building a legal case. We were building leverage.

“The Trial is scored,” I said. “Our combat placement is mid-tier. We didn’t embarrass ourselves, but we didn’t dominate either.”

“Correct. Odran’s team placed first in combat score. Three noble-heavy teams took second through fourth. We’re ninth out of forty-three.”

“Ninth is fine.”

“Ninth is invisible.” Dry satisfaction thinned her voice. “Which is exactly where you want to be until you’re ready to stop being invisible.”

I looked across the hall. Faculty and Registry staff were tabulating scores. Students were clustering by tower, by team, by class tier. The social hierarchy of the academy reasserting itself after the chaos of the Undercroft.

And in the middle of it all, Odran Pell’s class was visibly unstable, flickering with a false gold that was coming apart at the seams.

Caldran watched from the gallery. His expression was neutral, professional, the mask he wore when his engineered outcomes arrived on schedule.

He didn’t know about the audit.

Octavia appeared at the edge of the faculty observation area. I hadn’t seen her during the Trial itself; faculty observers monitored from remote resonance screens, not from inside the Undercroft. She descended the gallery stairs at her own pace, unhurried, academic robes falling in clean lines around her heavy curves.

She approached under the pretense of examining artifacts. Several teams had recovered class stone fragments from the gauntlet’s construct wreckage, and faculty were cataloguing the fragments for the academy’s teaching collection. Octavia moved through the process with the methodical thoroughness of a professor performing routine academic work, her fitted robes following the lines of her body as she walked, the dark fabric shifting across her wide hips with each step. The pendant swung against her chest, catching light with each measured stride.

She reached my position and paused. The amber-brown eyes swept the fragment collection with professional assessment before settling on me with something that wasn’t professional at all.

“That fragment,” she said, gesturing to a stone I’d collected from the siege construct Isolde had destroyed. “May I examine it?”

I held it out. She reached for it, then paused. The reach would have been simple, standing. Instead, she knelt.

Not a full kneel. A controlled descent to one knee, the academic robe pooling around her, her hand extending toward the fragment I held at hip level. The position put her face level with my waist. Her amber-brown eyes looked up at me past the pendant at her chest, past the reading glasses perched on her nose, with an expression that was entirely professional and entirely not. From this angle, the structured neckline of her robe framed her throat, the pendant hanging motionless while her lower lip glistened. Her dark-gold hair caught the amber light from the resonance lamps, and the structured twist at the back of her head was coming loose from the exertion of the day, fine strands escaping at her temples.

She stayed down there well past the point the examination required, in no hurry to rise. Her lips were parted slightly, the lower lip glistening where she’d licked it. Her eyes tracked from the fragment in my hand to my face and stayed there. The look was steady, deliberate, charged by her knees on the floor and her eyes on me, wanting what she would not yet ask for.

Then she rose. Slowly. Deliberately. Her body unfolding from the kneel in a sequence that I was fairly certain was not covered in any faculty handbook. The robe’s fabric drew across her hips as she rose through the motion, the tailored material pulling taut across the widest point of her curves before settling. Her bust shifted with the motion, the heavy weight rearranging beneath the structured bodice. By the time she was standing, the robe had completed a visual journey that was technically standing up and functionally something else entirely.

“Interesting specimen.” Her voice stayed controlled. Her hands did not: the fingers that took the fragment from mine trembled once before steadying. “I’ll want to examine it more closely. In my office.”

Her fingertips brushed mine as the fragment transferred. The contact was brief, deliberate, charged by the woman behind the professor’s composure. Her skin was soft. She didn’t pull away immediately.

“Tomorrow evening?” I said.

“That would be acceptable.” She smoothed the front of her robe with hands that weren’t entirely steady. Then she turned and walked back toward the faculty gallery. The robe swayed with her hips, the fabric following the full curve of her backside with each stride. The pendant caught the light between her breasts. She didn’t look back.

I stood in the assembly hall holding the absence of a class stone fragment and breathing.

Brennan materialized at my side. “Was that Professor Crest examining a rock at your crotch level?”

“It was a class stone fragment.”

“Right. And the way she looked up at you while she was kneeling in front of you examining it?”

“Professional academic interest.”

“Garrick, my class is broken, not my eyes. That woman’s professional interest has a first name, and it’s currently wearing your tunic.” He crossed his arms. “A professor. On her knees. In the middle of an assembly hall. I’m not convinced what she was examining was geological.”

“Leave it, Brennan.”

“Leaving it. But filing it under ‘things Garrick pretends aren’t happening.’ The file is getting thick.”

I found Isolde and Rosalie near the Annex contingent. Isolde was cleaning her blade, the mechanical repetition of maintenance calming the post-combat adrenaline. Rosalie was healing minor injuries on two students from a neighboring team who’d asked for help, her green-gold energy flowing with the same ease as breathing.

“Ninth place,” Isolde said. “Again. Ninth out of forty-three. At this rate it’s going to start looking like we mean it.”

“Our finest moment is coming,” I said. “And it won’t have a combat score.”

“The audit data.”

“The audit data.” I let the words sit. “Thalia has all of it now.”

“Then it’s done,” Isolde said. She didn’t ask it. She weighed it, the way she’d weigh a blade before a duel she meant to win.

“It’s done.”

Isolde sheathed her blade. The motion was sharp, definitive. “When?”

“Soon. Caldran will make a move. The Trial results will give him confidence. He’ll think his rigged outcome worked, that his positioned teams dominated, that his suppressed teams failed as intended. He’ll feel safe enough to act.”

“And when he acts?”

“We act bigger.”

Rosalie finished healing the neighboring students and came to my side. She took my hand. Her grip was tired but warm, and the contact hummed low between us. She was exhausted, satisfied, still carrying the steady comfort that was as much a part of her as the crest beneath her robes.

“Everyone’s whole,” she said. “Our team came through the gauntlet without major injuries. That’s a better outcome than most teams that entered.”

“Two-thirds of the teams didn’t have a Woundbloom Adept keeping them together.”

She squeezed my hand. “And they didn’t have a Class Smith calling tactics from crest reads in real time. You called three attacks before they happened, Garrick. I watched the other teams. Nobody else could do that.”

“Nobody else has a class the Registry spent two hundred years trying to kill.”

“And failed,” Isolde said. Her chin lifted, and her eyes burned with something that was less amusement and more promise. “The Registry failed to kill the Class Smiths. Caldran failed to rig the Trial. And whoever comes next is going to fail too.”

“That’s the plan.”

The evening air was cold on the courtyard steps, a sharp contrast to the underground heat of the Undercroft. Students dispersed toward their towers in clusters, the post-Trial energy dissipating into exhaustion and relief and the animated conversation that always followed shared danger. Teams that had performed well celebrated loudly. Teams that had withdrawn nursed their bruised pride and depleted class energy in quieter corners.

Our team walked together toward the Annex. Rosalie’s fingers laced through mine, casual and unapologetic. She’d stopped caring whether anyone saw. She was running on empty and didn’t seem to mind it, her thumb moving in slow circles against the back of my hand the whole way.

Isolde walked two steps ahead, blade across her back, scanning the corridor out of habit and hard-earned suspicion. Even exhausted, even battered, she moved like a fighter: balanced, alert, dangerous. The lightning scars had dimmed to a soft glow, the residual charge from the combat slowly dissipating. Her braid was coming loose, silver-blonde strands escaping at the nape of her neck, and the duelist uniform was scorched in patches that she wore like campaign markers.

Thalia beside us, silent, the recording crystal secured in her inner jacket pocket. Her stride stayed measured, careful around something precious and volatile. Her dark eyes moved across the faces of passing students, marking who looked too long, weighing each glance for threat. Nothing got past her, and nothing she caught ever seemed to leave.

Brennan trailed behind, fiddling with a spent resonance trap, disassembling it as he walked. His hands needed a job before the shaking caught up with them. The post-combat energy was bleeding off, and his way of processing it was mechanical: take things apart, understand them, put them back together better.

“Ninth place,” Brennan said around a mouthful of dried fruit. “Not bad for a team that spent half the Trial ignoring the actual Trial.”

Isolde just smiled at that, and let it go. The scoring crystal would say ninth, and ninth was exactly where we wanted to be standing when the audit dropped.

“Spoken like a man with a recording crystal full of institutional crimes in his spy’s pocket,” Brennan said.

“Spoken like a man with a plan,” Rosalie corrected. She squeezed my hand, steady and certain, the way she always did when the rest of us started to fray.

Caldran watched us leave from the gallery. His pale eyes tracked our group with the focus he gave everything he intended to dismantle. His gaze prickled between my shoulder blades.

He saw what he always saw: five mistakes he had not yet finished correcting, walking away from a Trial they should have failed. He saw exactly what he’d built himself to see, and nothing of what we’d carried out underneath him.

What he couldn’t see was the recording crystal in Thalia’s pocket. The audit had happened beneath his feet while he sat in his gallery waiting for his rigged results to arrive on schedule. He had never once considered that a dead class might fight back.

The Annex welcomed us back with silence and familiar shadows. The familiar scent of metal and forge energy settled around us like a homecoming.

I sat on my workbench and let the exhaustion of the day settle into my bones while Rosalie checked my Class Sight strain with gentle, efficient hands. She stood between my knees, her palms on my temples, the diagnostic warmth seeping in cool and methodical. The healing energy probed my resonance channels, assessing damage, finding the strain points, mapping the cost of what I’d done at the altar.

“Your resonance channels are depleted but undamaged,” she reported. Her voice was the professional steadiness of a healer giving results, but her hands stayed on my temples longer than the diagnosis required. “The altar reading pushed your limits but didn’t exceed them. A full night’s rest and you’ll be functional.”

“Functional. My favorite word.”

She smiled. The expression was tired, genuine, and aimed straight at the exhaustion she could feel through the bond. She was already planning how to help. She kissed my forehead. The healer’s energy flowed through the contact, easing the headache that had been building since the altar reading. Her lips were soft against my skin, and the Woundbloom energy that transferred through the kiss was specifically targeted: pain management, resonance channel recovery, precision healing shaped for Class Sight strain.

“Better?” she asked.

“Better.”

She leaned in. Her forehead rested against mine. Her hair fell around both our faces, creating a curtain of amber silk. The bond gave me her in simple, unmistakable pulses: relief, exhaustion, and something deeper underneath, the kind of steady, structural love that belonged to a woman who had chosen her circle and was never going to unchoose it.

Isolde cleaned her blade at the adjacent workbench. The mechanical rhythm of maintenance calmed her, the same function Rosalie’s garden served: a ritual of order imposed on chaos, the familiar motions of blade care providing structure for a mind processing extraordinary events. She ran the oiled cloth along the steel with practiced strokes, each pass steady, each motion economical. The lightning scars had dimmed to their resting state, the pale raised lines visible but no longer glowing.

“The team worked,” she said, without looking up from the blade. “In the gauntlet. The coordination. It was better than any squad I’ve served with.”

“Including the ranked dueling teams?”

“Especially the ranked dueling teams. They coordinate on a set of practiced formations. We coordinated on trust.” She paused. Ran the cloth along the blade’s edge. “The difference matters.”

Brennan was already asleep on his workbench, boots on, a half-eaten ration bar on his chest, snoring gently. His freckled face was peaceful in a way that awake-Brennan never quite managed. The resonance traps in his pockets had been emptied, their components scattered across the bench around him like offerings. He’d given everything his class had to give, and then he’d given everything his body had to give, and then he’d fallen asleep without bothering to find a bed.

I covered him with a spare workshop cloth. He didn’t stir.

Thalia was gone. She’d peeled away from the group at the Annex door with a nod that communicated everything: she was going to the Veil Tower to duplicate the recording crystal and secure the audit data in her redundant archive system. By morning, the evidence would exist in three separate locations, each one an insurance policy against the system trying to make it disappear.

Rosalie slipped her hand into mine in the quiet workshop.


Chapter 22: Circle Resonance

The celebration was Brennan’s idea.

We’d earned it. The Trial was over, the audit data was secured, and for the first time in weeks, there was nothing that needed to happen tonight. No plans to make, no repairs to perform, no crests to read, no conspiracies to unravel. Just five people in a lamplit workshop with the forge humming and the oath-metal glowing and the knowledge that they’d walked into the Undercroft as a team and walked out as something more.

Brennan had smuggled drinks from somewhere. Naturally. The man’s procurement abilities were genuinely impressive. He couldn’t pass an Artificer classification assessment, but he could acquire contraband through the academy’s supply chain with a speed and discretion that would have made Thalia’s Veil Tower instructors take notes.

He produced three bottles of something amber and honeyed with theatrical pride. “Annex reserve,” he announced, setting the bottles on the workbench as if placing relics on an altar. “Vintage: this week. Origin: don’t ask.”

“You stole these from the faculty lounge,” Thalia said.

“I redistributed them from a supply closet adjacent to the faculty lounge. There’s a nuance.”

“The nuance being the lock you picked?”

“The nuance being the lock that was already open because the maintenance staff forgot to secure it after restocking. I simply prevented waste.”

We drank in the workshop. All five of us. The first time the entire team had been in the same room without maps or blueprints or combat plans between us. The first time we’d gathered for no purpose except being together. Brennan sprawled on a workbench with his boots off, telling an embellished version of how his resonance trap had saved the team from the siege construct (“I single-handedly disabled a three-meter death machine with a device I built from scraps and snacks”). Thalia sat on the edge of my workbench, dark trousers stretched across her hips, one boot on the bench, one on the floor, sipping her drink in precise, measured intervals.

Rosalie leaned against me on the bench by the forge. Her hair was loose, her healer robes exchanged for a softer shirt that pulled across her bust when she laughed. Isolde sat on the floor across from us, back against the anvil, legs stretched out, blade across her lap. She drank steadily, her pale eyes softening by degrees as the alcohol and the post-Trial adrenaline mixed.

“Ninth place,” Brennan said, raising his cup. “The highest achievement in Forge Annex history.”

“The lowest achievement in Duel Tower history,” Isolde countered. But she raised her cup.

“Ninth and holding the most dangerous intelligence this academy has ever seen,” Thalia said. She didn’t raise her cup. She sipped it. “I’d call that a productive day.”

We drank. The workshop hummed around us, the ambient resonance settling into a low, contented frequency.

After an hour, the energy shifted. Brennan yawned, stretched, and announced that his contribution to the evening’s victory celebration was complete. He gathered his boots and his bottle and headed for the dormitory at a contented waddle. He’d earned it.

Thalia set her empty cup on the bench. She met my eyes for a moment, the dark gaze evaluating, measuring. Then she stood.

“I have reports to file,” she said. “And evidence to duplicate.” She gathered her jacket and looked back at the three of us, dark eyes moving from face to face, taking a last reading the way she took every reading. “Good night, Garrick. Rosalie. Isolde.”

She used all three names, deliberate and specific, naming the group she was choosing to leave and the configuration that would remain without her.

The door closed behind her. The lock clicked.

Silence. The workshop settled into amber lamplight. The air carried the scents of heated metal and the faint sharp trace of Isolde’s class energy.

For a moment, nobody spoke. The three of us existed in the quiet, breathing the same air, feeling the resonance pulse between us. Rosalie’s warmth hummed gold against my chest. Isolde’s crackled with faint electricity through the ambient air. And where the two bonds intersected in my crest, I could feel something new: a harmony that hadn’t existed before the Trial, a resonance between the two frequencies that suggested they could be combined.

Rosalie shifted against me. Her hip pressed closer. Her hand found my thigh, the touch purposeful through my trousers, and her thumb moved in a slow, deliberate arc no comfort required. Her breathing had changed too, deeper, slower. Decision warmed through her one breath at a time. The shift was gradual, natural, a hearth fire building from comfort into heat. Her Woundbloom crest pulsed brighter against my side.

Across the workshop, Isolde’s scars responded. The pale electric glow brightened, synching with a frequency that matched Rosalie’s crest pulse. Isolde noticed. She looked down at her arm, where the scars were glowing without combat stimulus, then at Rosalie, whose crest was pulsing without healing stimulus.

Isolde set her blade aside. Carefully. Deliberately. The weapon placed out of reach was a statement: she was not in combat mode. She was in something else.

“We talked,” Isolde said to me, flat and direct, the way she delivered everything that cost her something. “Rosalie and I. In the garden, after your unsealing, and twice since. About what this is becoming. About you.” Her chin lifted a fraction. “I don’t walk into anything I haven’t already decided to win. So understand that this isn’t happening to me. I chose it.”

“She means that as romance,” Rosalie said, and her mouth curved. “It’s the most romantic thing she’s capable of, and I’ve decided to find it charming.”

“Don’t.”

“Too late.”

“During the gauntlet,” Rosalie said. Her voice was quiet, pitched for three people, not five. “When our crests synchronized through the disruptor pulse. I felt your bond with Isolde.”

She was talking to me, but she was looking at Isolde.

“I felt the lightning. The intensity of it. The fierce energy.” Rosalie’s hand found mine on the bench. “And through the bond, I felt her. Not her class. Her. The woman inside the Storm Duelist.”

Isolde’s expression was still. The guard was in place, but softer than usual. Less armor, more architecture. She was holding herself together with architecture, not force.

“I felt Rosalie too,” Isolde said. Her voice was low, controlled. “Through your bond. Her steadiness. Her generosity. The Woundbloom energy that feels like being healed and held at the same time.” She looked at me. “I kept waiting for it to feel like jealousy. It never did. It felt more like recognizing another part of the same circle.”

“The old texts describe this,” Rosalie said. She’d spent her evenings in the Sanctum archives again; I could hear the research in how precisely she said it. “Class Smith circles, synergistic networks where all bonded members feel each other’s class energy through the Smith. The bonds aren’t just between you and each of us. They connect through you to form a circuit. If we complete the circle resonance together, your crest could unlock a new tier.”

“We’re not doing this for your class,” Isolde said. Her eyes held mine with a directness that was pure Isolde: no games, no subtext, nothing hidden. “We’re doing this because we want to.”

“It can be true and useful at once,” Rosalie said. “The class benefit matters. But it matters because what we’re building is real, and the power should reflect that.”

She looked at me. Green eyes bright, steady, certain. Then she leaned forward and kissed me.

The kiss was soft, unhurried, tasting of the amber drink and Rosalie herself. Her hand cupped my jaw, her thumb tracing my cheekbone. When she pulled back, her eyes moved from me to Isolde.

She leaned across me and kissed Isolde.

Isolde went rigid for a fraction of a second. Then her hand came up, fingers threading into Rosalie’s honey-brown waves, and she kissed her back. The contact was different from how she kissed me: less surrender, more exploration. Two women who respected each other finding a new dimension of that respect.

When they separated, both were flushed. Rosalie’s blush had spread across her chest, visible above the neckline of her shirt. Isolde’s arm was lit with faint electricity.

“The storage room is too small for three people,” I said.

Rosalie smiled. “I brought blankets.”

She had. The workshop floor, cushioned with blankets spread across the heated stone near the forge, became something else in the golden light. The resonance in the walls pulsed with a deep, structural energy far beyond temperature. The three of us stood in the amber glow and looked at each other with the awareness that what happened next would change something fundamental.

Rosalie undressed first. She always did. The shirt came over her head in a single motion, and her breasts settled into their natural position: generous, warm, skin flushed gold in the forge light, the Woundbloom crest pulsing with verdant warmth between them. She reached behind and unhooked the support band, letting them spill free. They swayed with the motion, the natural movement of abundant curves that pulled my gaze with gravitational force.

Isolde watched Rosalie undress with the evaluative attention of a fighter assessing an ally. The clinical assessment dissolved into open appreciation as Rosalie’s body emerged: the full curves, the gentle stomach, the wide hips. Isolde’s lips parted slightly. The pale lines on her arm flickered.

Rosalie stepped out of her remaining clothes and stood naked in the forge light. Unashamed. Luminous. The Woundbloom crest painted her chest with shifting golden-green light, and the freckles scattered across her collarbones caught the glow like copper dust.

She looked at Isolde. Waited.

Isolde undressed with the same methodical care she applied to everything: each piece removed deliberately, folded, set aside. The high-collar tunic. The training underlayer. The fitted trousers. Boots unlaced and placed. She stood in the forge light and the contrast with Rosalie was complete: lean where Rosalie was lush, angular where Rosalie curved, the sharp economy of a fighter’s body beside the abundant lushness of a healer’s.

Small breasts high on her chest, nipples already hard. The lightning scars blazing from shoulder to wrist. Flat stomach with visible definition. The pale braid hanging between her shoulder blades.

Two women. One golden and lush, one sharp and electric. Both looking at me.

I stripped. Both women watched. The candid attention of two women who had already seen me naked but hadn’t seen me naked while the other was watching. Rosalie’s gaze was unhurried, appreciative, lingering on my chest where the hammer-marks glowed. Isolde’s was sharper, evaluative, the fighter’s assessment overlaid with hunger. Neither looked away. Neither pretended they weren’t looking.

Rosalie came to me first. Her hands on my chest, over the hammer-marks, the bond flaring gold at the contact. She kissed me deeply, her tongue finding mine with the unhurried generosity that was Rosalie in everything, the heat of her mouth drawing me in, tasting of amber and desire. Her heavy breasts pressed yielding against my chest, the stiff nipples dragging across my skin with a friction that sent sparks through my nerve endings. I pulled her close by the waist, then slid lower to cup her ass, the full, pliant weight of it filling my palms, my fingers sinking into warm skin.

Then Isolde was there. Behind me. Her lean body pressed against my back, a study in contrasts: where Rosalie was pliant and giving, Isolde was firm and electric. Her lips found the side of my neck, her teeth grazing the tendon with a controlled bite that pulled a low sound out of me and made my cock pulse against Rosalie’s stomach. Her hands gripped my hips from behind, strong fingers digging into muscle with a grip that meant business. Lightning crackled faintly where her skin touched mine, her class energy adding a second frequency to Rosalie’s golden warmth. The two resonances harmonized: healing radiance from the front, blue-white electricity from the back. My crest pulsed with both, and the sensation of being held between two women, two class energies, two versions of desire, was dizzying.

My cock was hard between Rosalie’s thighs, the thick shaft pressing against her smooth, heated skin. She felt it, rocked her hips against me, the slick heat at the apex of her thighs dragging along my length. Behind me, Isolde’s flat stomach pressed against my lower back, her hard nipples like brands against my shoulder blades, her hands sliding around to my front, one hand finding Rosalie’s on my chest, their fingers interlacing over the hammer-marks. Two women’s hands joined over the marks that connected all three of us.

Rosalie pulled back. She looked at Isolde over my shoulder, and Isolde met the look without flinching, her hand finding the curve of Rosalie’s hip and staying there. Both bonds flared in my crest with the certainty of two women who had already decided and were only now letting me catch up.

“Together?” Rosalie asked.

“Together.”

Rosalie sank to her knees. Not the sharp descent of a fighter. A flowing motion, worship rather than submission. A heartbeat later Isolde dropped beside her, sharp and decisive, no grace, just want. The two of them on the workshop floor in front of me, golden curves beside lean muscle, was a sight that nearly ended things before they’d begun.

What came next was nothing I’d had from either of them alone. Rosalie wrapped me between her breasts and worked me slow through the slick valley, while Isolde’s mouth caught my tip as it emerged from the top of her cleavage, the warrior’s aggressive suction layered over the healer’s enveloping warmth. Two sensations, two women, two resonances feeding back into my crest at once. I could feel both of them, Rosalie’s open generosity in the giving, Isolde’s fierce satisfaction in the taking, and the doubled bond-feedback stacked over my own until I could barely hold a thought.

I groaned, both hands finding their heads, Rosalie’s warm waves in my left, Isolde’s silver-blonde braid in my right. The smith holding what was his. When I tightened my fist in the braid Isolde moaned around me, and the vibration traveled through my cock into the soft press of Rosalie’s tits, and Rosalie gasped and squeezed harder.

“Mine too,” Isolde said, lifting off me long enough to claim it, her scars sparking where her shoulder brushed my thigh.

They traded once, Rosalie taking me into her mouth with unhurried devotion while Isolde rose to kiss me with the salt-and-storm taste of my cock still on her tongue. But the choreography was already pulling toward something neither of them had words for yet, both bonds humming in my crest at a new harmonic. I was close, too close, and what I wanted was bigger than a mouth.

“Enough,” I said. My voice was rough, strained with the effort of control. “On the blankets. Both of you. Now.”

They moved. Rosalie lay back on the blankets, her body open, golden-lit in the forge glow, her breasts settling against her chest with a gentle sway, her thighs parting in invitation. Isolde positioned herself beside Rosalie, propped on one elbow, her lean body a study in electric tension, electricity tracing her arm as she watched me with hungry eyes.

I settled between Rosalie’s thighs. She was slick, drenched, her arousal evident in the flush across her chest and the wetness that coated her inner thighs, glistening in the forge-light. I pressed my cock against her entrance, sliding through the slick folds, and she whimpered. I pushed inside her and she arched, a full-body response that lifted her heavy breasts and pressed them together, the Woundbloom crest blazing.

I thrust into Rosalie with slow, deep strokes that made her gasp and cling. Each time I bottomed out, she moaned my name, her pussy clenching around my cock in wet, gripping pulses. Her legs wrapped around me, pulling me deeper, her heels pressing into my lower back. Her hands gripped my arms, nails digging into skin. The healer’s resonance amplified everything: each thrust carried the feedback of the bond, pleasure doubling, tripling as the loop between Class Smith and Woundbloom cycled until every sensation was magnified beyond anything a normal body could produce.

Beside us, Isolde watched. But not passively. Her hand found Rosalie’s breast, palming the soft weight of it, thumb circling the hard nipple with the calloused pad of a swordswoman’s finger. Rosalie moaned at the dual stimulation: me inside her, Isolde’s fingers on her tit, the rough texture of a fighter’s calluses against her sensitive peak. The sound was generous, unguarded, the honest vocal pleasure that was Rosalie’s signature.

Isolde leaned down and took Rosalie’s nipple into her mouth.

The sound Rosalie made was something I’d never heard before. A cry that was surprise, pleasure, and recognition, rising into a wail that filled the workshop. The sensation of two different people giving her two different kinds of attention simultaneously, my cock filling her pussy while the warrior’s mouth sucked her tit, made her inner walls clench around me hard enough that I had to slow my rhythm to keep from finishing too soon. Her back arched, pressing her breast deeper into Isolde’s mouth, her heels digging harder into my back, pulling me deeper.

“Oh god. Both of you. I can’t. It’s too good. Don’t stop.”

I pulled out. Rosalie whimpered at the loss, her pussy clenching on empty air, slick wetness dripping from her flushed folds. I turned to Isolde.

“Your turn. Ride me.”

The order landed. Isolde’s eyes flared with blue fire, the combination of command and anticipation making her scars blaze. She released Rosalie’s nipple with a wet pop, the peak glistening with her saliva, and straddled me, lean thighs gripping my hips with a fighter’s strength. She reached down and wrapped her fingers around my cock, slick with Rosalie’s arousal, and guided me to her entrance.

She was tight, hot, clenching with a fierce grip. Isolde did nothing halfway. She sank down the full length with a gasp that broke through her guard, her jaw dropping, her eyes closing for a second as she took every inch, before snapping open again. The lightning scars pulsed in rhythm with her heartbeat. The contrast of her tight, gripping heat after Rosalie’s slick, yielding depth was staggering, two completely different women, two completely different sensations.

She rode me with the intensity she brought to combat: controlled, powerful, each roll of her hips powerful and devastating. Her small breasts bounced with the motion, nipples tight and dark. Her braid fell over one shoulder, the silver-blonde rope swaying. I could see where our bodies joined, her flushed pussy stretching around my cock, slick with the combined wetness of both women, and the visual made my cock throb inside her.

Rosalie moved behind Isolde. Her lush body pressed against Isolde’s back, the contrast almost absurd: abundant curves against lean muscle, sun-kissed golden skin against pale, scarred skin. Rosalie’s full breasts spread against Isolde’s lean shoulder blades, the heavy softness yielding against hard muscle, and Isolde shuddered at the contact. Rosalie’s hands slid around Isolde’s waist, one hand cupping the small firm breast, rolling the stiff nipple, the other reaching lower to where Isolde’s body met mine. Her fingers found Isolde’s clit, swollen and slick above the stretch of her entrance where my cock entered her, and the touch drew a sound out of her that was half moan, half electrical discharge.

“Let go,” Rosalie whispered against her ear, her breath making Isolde shiver. “You don’t have to hold on here. Not with us.”

Isolde’s rhythm faltered. The armor cracked. She leaned back into Rosalie’s body, head falling against the healer’s shoulder, and the fierce control of her riding dissolved into something rawer: hips grinding, her pussy clenching around me in desperate pulses, thighs clenching, desperate sounds escaping through the gaps in her control. She was trapped between tenderness and command, between Rosalie’s curves behind her and my cock inside her, and the combination was tearing her apart.

I sat up. Gripped Isolde’s hips. Took over the rhythm, thrusting up into her tight heat while Rosalie worked her from behind. The three of us moved together: my cock driving into Isolde, Rosalie’s fingers circling her clit while her breasts cushioned against Isolde’s back, the storm duelist trapped between us in a sandwich of sensation, every nerve overwhelmed.

“Sir,” Isolde gasped. The word slipped out involuntarily, drawn from the depths of her surrender, wrung out of her by pleasure she couldn’t contain. “Please. Sir. I can’t… I’m going to…”

“Not yet.” I slowed my thrusts. She whimpered, the sound so unlike the composed duelist that it made my cock throb inside her clenching heat. “Both of you. Together.”

I reached behind Isolde, found Rosalie’s hand, and guided it lower, between Isolde’s legs, to where my cock entered her body. Rosalie’s healer’s fingers found the junction of our bodies, felt the wet slide of my cock in Isolde’s pussy, felt the stretch of her entrance around my girth, the slickness coating everything, and she gasped against Isolde’s shoulder.

“Feel that?” I said.

“I feel everything,” Rosalie whispered, her voice awed and ragged with arousal. “I can feel you inside her. Both of you.” Her fingers explored. Found Isolde’s clit above the stretch of her entrance, the swollen bud slick and hard, and began to circle it with exact, knowing pressure. Healer’s fingers. She knew exactly the rhythm that would shatter control.

Isolde broke. She threw her head back against Rosalie’s shoulder and screamed.

“Come with me,” I said. “Both of you. Now.”

The orgasm tore through Isolde with a full electrical discharge that crackled through all three of us: a blue-white surge of Storm Duelist energy that arced from her scars through my skin, through my cock buried inside her, and into Rosalie’s hands where they pressed against both our bodies. Her inner walls clenched around me in violent spasms, her lean body shaking, every muscle rigid, the storm finally breaking all the way through her.

Rosalie cried out at the sensation, the lightning and the healing energy colliding in her palms, the electricity sparking across her skin and finding her Woundbloom channels. The combined energy of storm and bloom created something neither could produce alone: a resonance pulse that cascaded through Rosalie’s body and triggered her own orgasm. The Woundbloom crest blazed gold. Rosalie convulsed against Isolde’s back, her full breasts pressing hard against the lean shoulder blades in front of her, her moans mixing with Isolde’s broken cries.

The combined climax hit my crest like a hammer-strike.

I drove up into Isolde and came with both of them, the pressure breaking at the exact moment their class energies locked around mine. My cock pulsed deep inside her tight, clenching pussy, each thick spurt of cum flooding her with a surge of forge-light from my crest. Through the bond I felt Isolde feel it: the heat spreading inside her, my release filling the woman who had called me sir while Rosalie held her from behind. I felt Rosalie feel it too, the echo rippling through her Woundbloom channels, her thighs pressing together as the shared pleasure pulled another shudder from her spent body.

Isolde moaned. The sound was quiet, sated, almost tender. She felt me finish inside her and wanted every drop.

“Yes,” she whispered, so quietly I almost missed it. “Fill me.”

Her inner walls clenched around me in a secondary spasm that milked the last pulses from me. Cum leaked around my shaft and dripped between us. Rosalie gasped against Isolde’s back, feeling the shared sensation ripple through the bonds, her Woundbloom crest pulsing in sympathy.

Then something happened that none of us expected.

The crests synchronized.

Not partially, not in the subdued rhythms of individual sessions. Fully. All three: my Class Smith crest, Rosalie’s Woundbloom crest, and Isolde’s Storm Duelist crest. The resonance locked into a triangular pattern that connected all three of us through the forge bonds, each bond amplifying the others, each crest feeding energy into a shared circuit that blazed with golden light bright enough to fill the workshop.

My third hammer-mark formed.

The pain was sharp, specific, a burning below my collarbone that made me gasp. The two existing marks shifted, rearranged, and the third mark joined them in a pattern that was unmistakable: a circle. Three points arranged in a ring on my crest, completing the geometry the first two bonds had begun. Two of the points blazed with living resonance, one golden for Rosalie and one blue-white for Isolde. The third held the structure open, a forge-mark waiting for the circle to grow.

For a moment, all three of us felt everything.

Rosalie felt lightning. The Storm Duelist energy surged through her healing channels, and her eyes went wide with the sensation of electrical power flowing through a body built for healing. Isolde felt Woundbloom. The healing energy invaded her combat channels, and her scars dimmed from storm-white to golden as the offensive healing resonance harmonized with her storm energy. Both women felt Class Sight. Through me. Through the circle. For a fraction of a second, they saw the workshop the way I saw it: crests blazing on every surface, forge-metal patterns glowing with meaning, the architecture of class energy made visible.

I felt both of them. Simultaneously. Rosalie’s radiance and Isolde’s intensity, no longer separate bonds but a unified circle of awareness, a single resonance connecting all three of us.

The radiance faded. The crests settled. The world returned to normal.

I was still inside Isolde. She was still trembling, her inner walls still pulsing with aftershocks around my softening cock. Rosalie’s arms were still around both of us, her face pressed against Isolde’s shoulder, her green-gold glow mingling with the storm-light on Isolde’s skin.

“Gods,” Isolde whispered.

I held there, buried deep, while the bonds pulsed. Feeling both women. Feeling the circle close around me like hands clasped in the dark.

We collapsed onto the blankets. Tangled together. Rosalie on my left, her head on my chest, her full breasts heavy and yielding against my ribs. Isolde on my right, her lean body pressed against mine, residual electricity fading along her arm, her braid falling across my shoulder.

My crest pulsed with the circle pattern. Three hammer-marks arranged in a ring. Two resonance points active, each glowing with the specific frequency of the bond it represented: golden radiance for Rosalie, blue-white intensity for Isolde.

Rosalie traced the pattern with her fingertip. Her eyes were luminous, awed.

“You’re beautiful,” she said. Not to me. To the crest. To the circle that represented what we’d built.

Isolde snorted. “Don’t make it weird.”

But her hand came up and covered Rosalie’s on my chest. Their fingers interlaced over the circle pattern, over the marks that connected all three of us to each other through the man they’d both chosen.

“The circle,” Rosalie said. “I can feel it. Both of you. All the time now. Not just when we’re touching. It’s like a thread connecting us.”

“Like a reconnaissance link,” Isolde said. “I can sense your position in the room even with my eyes closed. And I can feel your class energy. The Woundbloom resonance.”

“And I feel your lightning,” Rosalie said. She smiled. The kind of genuine warmth between two women who had found something unexpected in each other. Not just shared trust in the same man. Connection. “It tickles.”

“It does not tickle.”

“It absolutely tickles. It’s like being poked by a very small, very annoyed cat.”

Isolde lifted her head to give Rosalie a look that would have been withering if she hadn’t been naked, post-orgasmic, and lying on a blanket on a forge workshop floor. “I am a Storm Duelist. My class energy does not tickle.”

“Your class energy, in its full combat configuration, is terrifying. Your class energy, as experienced through a healing-oriented forge bond at rest, tickles.” Rosalie smiled. Easy. Generous. Completely comfortable with the moment and the warrior she was sharing it with. “It’s endearing. And the resonance is broadcasting it, so denying it is pointless.”

“What does this mean?” Isolde asked, steering the conversation the way she’d steer a retreat from indefensible ground. Her voice was quieter now. “The circle. For your class.”

“It means I can do more,” I said. “The circle amplifies my abilities. The forge bond network creates a compound resonance that exceeds the sum of individual bonds. With a complete circle, my Class Sight range increases. My forge work becomes more precise. My ability to read and repair classes scales with the depth of the bonds.”

“And the bonds are deep,” Rosalie murmured. Her fingers traced patterns on my chest, following the lines of the hammer-marks, mapping the topology of the circle that connected the three of us.

“They’re deep.”

Rosalie curled around me and guided my cheek against the heavy, velvet weight of her breast while Isolde’s hand stayed laced with hers over the circle mark. The Woundbloom crest pulsed beneath my ear in slow, satisfied rhythms. Her skin was smooth, flushed, smelling of exertion and Rosalie’s particular sweetness. Her heartbeat was strong and unhurried, the same rhythm now threaded with Isolde’s fading storm-light through the circle.

Isolde pressed closer against my other side, her lean body fitting against mine, her hand still laced with Rosalie’s over my heart. Her scars glowed with a faint blue-white light that mixed with the golden glow of Rosalie’s Woundbloom crest, creating a combined luminance that painted the workshop ceiling in amber and pearl.

“The Class Smith Circle is formed,” I said.

“Dramatic,” Isolde murmured, already half asleep.

“True,” Rosalie corrected, just as quietly, and didn’t argue the point further.

A little while later Rosalie murmured something I couldn’t make out, deep in sleep, and her hand tightened on mine.


Chapter 23: The Public Forge

The summons arrived at dawn.

I was awake. I’d been awake since the fourth bell, sitting at my workbench with my mother’s journal open to the page about the Concord’s containment protocols. The workshop was warm around me, the resonance in the walls pulsing at the low frequency that had become as familiar as my own heartbeat. Outside, the campus was grey with pre-dawn light, the towers silhouetted against a sky that couldn’t decide between overcast and clear.

Through the forge bond, I could feel Rosalie sleeping in the Sanctum Tower: a warm, golden pulse of resting energy, steady as a healer’s heartbeat. Further away, less distinct, Isolde’s storm energy crackled with residual charge, her body practicing Lightning Step even in dreams.

My people. Safe. For now.

The door opened without a knock. Two Registry clerks entered the workshop as if their authority had preceded them through the doorway. They wore the dark bureaucratic robes of the Lord Provost’s administrative staff, and they moved with officious stiffness, determined to perform an important task with maximum institutional gravity.

They placed a sealed document on my workbench.

The seal was Caldran’s. The document was brief.

Garrick Ward, Class Smith (Registered), Forge Annex.

You are ordered to appear before the Lord Provost in the central courtyard to answer a public class-safety accusation: unauthorized class manipulation in violation of the Fixed Class Doctrine, Section 3, Paragraph 7: “No person shall alter, repair, modify, or otherwise change the registered class architecture of any citizen without express authorization from the Office of the Lord Provost.”

Evidence: The class records of Isolde Fen (Storm Duelist, formerly Duelist) and Rosalie Arden (Woundbloom Adept, formerly Rose Healer) now demonstrate inconsistencies with their filed classification status, consistent with unauthorized class manipulation performed by an unregistered Class Smith.

Central Courtyard. Tenth bell.

I read the accusation once, then again more slowly, and set it down before the paper could teach my hand to shake.

“He’s charging you?” Brennan was already awake, having been roused by the clerks’ entrance. His red hair stood in every direction. “With fixing people’s classes?”

“With fixing people’s classes without permission from the man who broke them.”

“That’s… that is breathtaking hypocrisy.”

“It’s legal hypocrisy,” Thalia said. She appeared in the workshop doorway without a sound. Dark uniform pressed. Hair sharp. Recording crystal in her pocket. She looked like she’d been awake for hours and had filed the exhaustion under irrelevant. “The Fixed Class Doctrine is law, not just policy. Under the current legal framework, any class modification performed without Registry authorization is criminal. Caldran isn’t wrong about the law. He’s wrong about everything else.”

She entered and closed the door behind her. “I have intelligence on the courtyard setup. It’s staged. Caldran has Registry officials positioned as witnesses, faculty placed where their silence looks like agreement, and enough clerks with recording crystals to make his version of events the official one by noon. He doesn’t need a fair hearing. He needs everyone to watch you look dangerous while he declares class suppression necessary.”

“Class suppression,” I said.

“They can seal your Class Smith crest. Force it dormant. Concord-grade suppression, not routine discipline.” Thalia’s dark eyes met mine. “It may be the category of procedure Professor Crest keeps circling without naming. If they get you contained in a controlled room, they’ll try it.”

The forge hum filled the space where conversation had been.

“Then we don’t let him control the courtyard,” I said.

“Explain.”

“If he’s going to accuse me in front of half the academy, I make him answer what Class Smithing actually does in front of the same witnesses.”

“He’ll call it disruptive.”

“Only if the demonstration is genuinely urgent,” I said. “Only if a student is in immediate class distress and I’m the only person who can help.”

Thalia understood immediately. I watched it land behind her eyes, a single quick recalculation, and then she said the name before I could. “Odran.”

“Odran. His Gilded Champion is destabilizing. The false gold has been degrading since the Trial. Under the stress of a public accusation, with Caldran’s attention focused elsewhere, the deterioration will accelerate.”

“You’re going to wait for his class to fail in public?”

“I’m going to read the room. If Odran’s crest destabilizes in the courtyard, I’ll offer to demonstrate by helping the student in distress. Caldran can’t refuse emergency class stabilization without showing everyone that doctrine matters more to him than a student’s class.”

“And if Odran’s crest doesn’t destabilize on schedule?”

“Then I’ll ask for a volunteer in front of the crowd. The audit data gives me names. I know which students have false gold and which have sealed branches. Even a single public reading would expose enough to shift the narrative.”

Thalia nodded. She reached into her jacket and produced the recording crystal from the Undercroft altar. “The full audit data. All twelve roster matches, every modification traceable to a Registry seal.”

She handed it to me. Then she paused.

Her hand went to the small of her back. The unconscious gesture, the one I’d seen before. Her fingers touched the spot where her false seam ran along her spine, the place where the altered class record sat like a forged document over her real identity.

“You could expose the whole Registry right now.” Her voice changed. Quieter. Less the spy delivering intelligence, more the woman carrying a secret she was tired of holding. “I have the files. You have the forensic proof. Together, it’s enough to bring down not just Caldran but the entire institutional framework he operates within.”

Her lips parted. I watched her come right up to the edge of asking me to read all of it, to show her what they’d done. Her fingers pressed flatter against her spine, as if she could feel the forged record under her own skin and was deciding whether to hand it over.

She didn’t ask.

“Not yet,” she said instead. “Not here.” The hand dropped from her back.

But she held the look a beat past the point a spy would have, and let me see her not-asking for what it was. The next time she touched that spot in front of me, it wouldn’t be to cover it.

“After the courtyard,” I said.

“Don’t promise. Just be ready when I am.” The mask was back, but it was different now. Looser. The latch on a door someone had been working open for weeks rather than the lock on a filing cabinet. “After the courtyard.”

She paused in the doorway. Looked back. The jaw-length black hair fell across one eye, the other eye fixed on me in a look that was all Thalia: steady, evaluative, and carrying beneath the analysis a private heat intelligence work never accounted for.

“Ward.”

“Garrick,” I corrected.

“Garrick.” The name sat differently in her mouth than Ward. Warmer. Less defensive. The drawer opening a fraction further. “Go save the academy. I’ll save the evidence.”

The central courtyard was packed.

Caldran had intended a controlled spectacle. What he got was a public one. News of the accusation had spread through the academy overnight, carried by the same student information networks that tracked rankings and dormitory gossip, amplified by the social dynamics that the Annex table had been generating for weeks. A Class Smith, the dead class, accused of making students dangerous by fixing their classes. The man who’d saved a student during the class-stone emergency, who’d restored Isolde Fen to the rankings, who’d turned the Annex’s forgotten corner of the dining hall into the most watched table at Valebright while Caldran’s aide took notes. The story was too good to contain.

Three hundred students filled the courtyard. They occupied every gallery tier, every staircase, every window overlooking the fountain and the broad stone steps where Caldran had decided to make his accusation. Some had brought study materials, settling in as if this were an extended lecture. Others stood in clusters at the edges, the social stratification of the dining hall replicated in the courtyard: Duel Tower students at the front, Arcane and Sanctum in the middle, Veil and Annex at the edges. But the divisions felt thinner than usual. Scholarship students stood beside noble students, united by curiosity about the man whose class had been dead for two centuries.

Faculty lined the gallery above, their expressions ranging from professional neutrality to barely concealed interest. I caught Holt’s face among them: the Annex supervisor stood at the end of the faculty row, arms crossed, his lean face unreadable. He’d said nothing to me about Caldran’s accusation. He’d said nothing about any of it. But he was here.

Registry staff occupied the elevated steps behind Caldran, dark robes arranged in a line meant to look like law given human shape. Two senior officials stood at his shoulders. A class theory instructor from the Arcane Tower had been placed near the front with a stack of reference texts in her arms, sharp features tight. She had been volunteered to lend academic respectability to something she didn’t like, and every twitch of her hands said she knew it.

I entered the courtyard with Isolde at my right and Rosalie at my left. Brennan behind. Thalia had positioned herself in the crowd, invisible in her dark Veil Tower uniform, recording crystal ready. She’d told me her exact position: third row, west side, behind two tall Arcane students who provided cover. I didn’t look for her. Looking for the spy would defeat the purpose of the spy.

The murmuring started when people saw my escort. A Storm Duelist and a Woundbloom Adept flanking a Class Smith, walking across the central courtyard toward an accusation designed to make him look like a threat. The visual said everything that words couldn’t: these women stood with this man, not because he told them to, but because he’d seen what was wrong with their classes and fixed it. The proof walked on either side of me.

Isolde’s braid swung with military rhythm. Her lightning scars glowed in the morning light, the blue-white lines catching the sun and throwing faint prismatic reflections on the cobblestones. She wore her duelist uniform pressed and polished, the blade harness across her back, the high collar fastened to the top. Full formal combat dress. Not because she expected to fight, but because the uniform was a statement: I am a Storm Duelist, restored, ranked, and I stand with the man who restored me.

Rosalie walked on my left, her Woundbloom crest pulsing beneath her healer robes, visible as a faint amber warmth that shifted the fabric over her sternum. Her honey-brown hair was pinned back, professional, and her green eyes were steady with calm she’d earned by facing her family’s betrayal and choosing herself. The healer robes were clean, pressed, the cord belt cinched at her waist, the silhouette of authority and purpose. She hadn’t come to heal anyone today. She’d come to bear witness.

“Garrick Ward,” Caldran said. His voice carried across the courtyard with decades of practiced projection. “You stand charged with unauthorized class manipulation in violation of the Fixed Class Doctrine. The evidence is the inconsistency between the registered class records of Isolde Fen and Rosalie Arden and their current observed class capabilities.”

“I understand the charges,” I said.

“You will answer for this in front of the academy,” Caldran said.

“Then I’ll answer with evidence,” I said. “Including a live demonstration of the ability you’re calling dangerous.”

Caldran’s expression didn’t change. But his eyes narrowed by a fraction, a micro-adjustment. He’d anticipated resistance and prepared for it. “The matter does not require theatrics. The evidence of unauthorized class modification is documented.”

“You brought this into the courtyard,” I said. “You made the accusation public. I’m requesting a public examination of any willing student’s class architecture to demonstrate what Class Sight reveals.”

The courtyard murmured. The Arcane instructor with the reference texts leaned forward with visible interest. Caldran’s two Registry officials exchanged a glance.

Caldran couldn’t refuse cleanly. Not in front of three hundred students and the full faculty. He had built the moment to make me look dangerous, and now the same audience wanted to see the danger for themselves. Denying them would look less like caution and more like fear.

“A brief demonstration,” Caldran said. His voice was measured, controlled, giving nothing away. “One reading. One student. No forge work.”

“I accept.”

The courtyard shifted. Students looked at each other, wondering who would volunteer, wondering what a Class Smith reading actually looked like. The curiosity was palpable: a dead class, unused for two centuries, about to be demonstrated in public for the first time in living memory.

I didn’t need a volunteer.

Odran Pell’s crest destabilized.

The timing was almost poetic. The stress of the courtyard atmosphere, combined with the sustained deterioration his false gold had been undergoing since the Trial, pushed the unstable enhancement past its threshold. In the middle of the courtyard, surrounded by three hundred witnesses, Odran stumbled.

The golden aura that accompanied his Gilded Champion crest flickered. Not the steady glow of a functional class. A stuttering, erratic pulse that made the air around him shimmer and crack. His face went pale. His hands shook. The false gold was peeling away from his base Fighter architecture, and the dissonance between what the enhancement was trying to project and what the underlying class could actually sustain was producing physical symptoms.

Students near him stepped back. A crony reached for his arm. Odran shoved the hand away, but the motion was unsteady.

“Lord Provost,” I said. My voice carried across the courtyard. “A student is in class distress.”

Every head turned toward Odran. The golden aura flickered again, brighter and more erratic, the false gold cracking like frost on warming glass.

“With your permission,” I continued, “I will demonstrate Class Sight on the student currently experiencing class destabilization. If the accusation is that I manipulate classes without authorization, then refusing to let me help a student in distress tells everyone exactly what the doctrine is worth.”

The trap was clean. Caldran could authorize the demonstration and risk the exposure of Odran’s false gold. Or he could refuse and look like a man who would let a student suffer to protect his position.

Three hundred students watching. Faculty on the gallery. The Arcane instructor near the front leaning forward with undisguised interest.

“For safety, he should assess the student,” the Arcane instructor said before Caldran could respond. Her voice cracked, but it carried.

Caldran’s expression flattened. He could overrule me. Overruling a faculty class theorist in front of the whole academy while Odran’s aura burned itself apart was another matter.

I crossed the courtyard to Odran. The golden aura was worse now: violent fluctuations that sent crackling energy across his skin and made his uniform smoke at the seams. His blue eyes were wide, afraid, the confidence of a golden boy confronting the reality that his gold was fake and was breaking down in front of everyone he’d spent years impressing.

“What’s happening to me?” he whispered.

I placed my palms near his sternum. Class Sight activated. My eyes glowed gold, visible to everyone in the courtyard, and the reading began.

I spoke aloud. For the crowd. For the record. For every student whose crest had ever been filed by people like Caldran.

“Base class is Fighter. Standard tier. Competent. Solid blade fundamentals. Strong physical resonance.” I paused. “Someone layered false gold over the Fighter base. Artificial inflation using resonance overlay, the same technique used for Noble Heritage Provisions. The gold is an external addition, not an internal awakening. It’s been degrading under sustained use because the Fighter base can’t support the enhancement’s energy requirements.”

No one interrupted. Three hundred students heard a Class Smith read a class crest for the first time in two centuries, and even the fountain seemed quieter behind me.

“The enhancement is destabilizing because the overlay was never built for permanence,” I continued. “Its structure is optimized for short-term performance spikes: tournament output, ranking display, guild-facing demonstrations. It burns bright, then fails under sustained use.” I let the forensic read stand on its own before adding the conclusion the audit records made hard to avoid. “Given the records, that points to a paid result rather than a genuine awakening.”

Odran was staring at me. The fear in his eyes had been joined by something else: recognition. He’d known. Maybe not the details, but he’d known his class wasn’t what the paperwork said. He’d felt the instability, the gaps between what he was told he could do and what his body could actually sustain.

“I can stabilize the base Fighter class,” I said. “Remove the false gold enhancement and restore the genuine class architecture. The Fighter class is real. It’s his. He earned it. Everything that was built on top of it was purchased, and it’s falling apart.”

“Do it,” the Arcane instructor said.

I worked. In public. In front of three hundred witnesses. And unlike a repair, this was not a careful, thread-by-thread restoration of something worth saving. The false gold was a single fraudulent structure, and I went straight for the seam that held the whole thing together.

Rosalie’s seals had to be coaxed loose one at a time because every strand of her was real and I couldn’t afford to tear the genuine tissue around them. This was the opposite problem. None of the gold was his. So I didn’t pick it apart. I found the load-bearing bond, the foundation layer where Caldran’s tool signature was stamped strongest, the institutional authority baked into the energy like a mark of ownership, and I drove the forge resonance into that single point.

“What are you doing?” Odran whispered, feeling the first tremor of it.

“Removing what isn’t yours.”

The foundation bond resisted for the length of one breath. Then it cracked.

And the whole gilded edifice came down at once. The false overlay had been built on that one fraudulent anchor, and with the anchor gone, the rest had nothing to cling to. The golden aura didn’t dim layer by layer; it sloughed off his crest in a single cascading collapse, sheet after sheet of borrowed light peeling away faster than the eye could track, like frost flashing off a window in sudden sun. His sword hand spasmed as the enhanced grip strength evaporated. The artificial accuracy, the overlay-boosted reflexes, the confidence that had been flowing into his blade work for months, all of it went together, a costume falling off in one motion instead of being unpicked.

What was left underneath stopped the cascade on its own. The genuine class. Solid, workmanlike, honest. Not spectacular. Not legendary. Real. A Fighter’s crest, properly developed, with good fundamentals and genuine combat aptitude. The kind of class that built careers in military guilds and city watch companies, and the kind nobody paid to fake because nobody needed to.

The courtyard was silent. Three hundred students had just watched a dead class strip a noble’s golden armor down to the functional steel beneath, and it had taken less time than it took most of them to understand what they were seeing.

Odran collapsed to his knees as the last of the false gold burned off. Not from pain. From the shock of suddenly being what he actually was. The golden aura vanished completely, the last wisps of gilded light dissipating into the morning air like mist burning off a lake. The gilded posture, the enhanced blade energy, the artificial superiority that had been projected onto a standard Fighter for months, all of it dissolved, leaving a twenty-two-year-old man kneeling in a courtyard with a class that was exactly what it should have been from the beginning.

He looked at his hands. No golden glow. No false enhancement. Just hands. Strong, capable, calloused hands that belonged to a Fighter, not a Gilded Champion. Hands that could fight well and honestly, without the costume someone else had paid to dress them in.

His retinue stood at the edge of the crowd. Three young men in gold-trimmed uniforms, staring at their leader kneeling ungolden in the stone courtyard. One of them stepped forward, then stopped. He didn’t know what to do. None of them did. The framework they’d built their friendship around, the pecking order based on Odran’s superior class, had just been demonstrated to be a lie in front of the entire academy.

“You were a Fighter,” I said quietly, low enough for only him. “You were always a Fighter. That’s not nothing. Fighters are the backbone of every combat guild in the kingdom. What they gave you was a costume, not a class. What you have now is yours.”

He looked up at me. The blue eyes, which had always been confident, slightly too wide when afraid, were both. “My family paid for it. My father told me it was my birthright. An ancestral awakening.”

“Your father paid for a lie. The awakening never happened. Your base class is genuine. It always was.”

He didn’t respond further. He was too busy processing the collapse of everything he’d built his identity around.

I stood. Turned to the Registry officials. Turned to Caldran.

Then I produced the recording crystal.

“Lord Provost, the demonstration is complete. I have one additional piece of evidence to present.” I held up the crystal. “This contains a class audit of the current student body, conducted during the Midyear Trial using Class Sight amplified by the academy’s own forge altar infrastructure. The audit identified twelve students whose class records demonstrate discrepancies consistent with Registry manipulation.”

The courtyard stirred. Students shifted. Registry staff at the edges of the crowd went still.

“Eight students have artificially inflated classes, identical in technique to the enhancement I just removed from Odran Pell. Three scholarship students have sealed branches, suppressed by Registry-authorized procedures without the students’ knowledge or consent. One student’s class record has been fundamentally altered.”

I didn’t read the names. That was deliberate. The twelve students on the list didn’t deserve public humiliation, not the inflated ones and certainly not the suppressed ones. The point wasn’t to shame individuals. The point was to expose the system.

“All twelve manipulations trace back to Registry-authorized tools and the Office of the Lord Provost,” I said. “Several share matching calibration patterns. Others use related instruments under the same authority. The same office that is currently charging me with unauthorized class manipulation.”

I looked at Caldran. His expression was still controlled. The composure intact, robes pressed, every surface polished. But the steadiness in those colorless eyes was manufactured now.

But his hands, folded before him on the stone step, were white-knuckled.

“I am a Class Smith,” I said. I spoke to the courtyard, not Caldran. To the three hundred students who were hearing this for the first time. “I repair what is broken and reveal what is hidden. My class was declared dead two hundred years ago by the people who profit from breaking classes. I’m standing in front of you today because my mother, the last practicing Class Smith, was killed for doing exactly what I just did: showing people the truth about their own class architecture. If that is a crime, then the crime is in the doctrine, not in me.”

The courtyard erupted.

The sound hit me like a physical force: three hundred voices responding to the revelation simultaneously, the noise bouncing off the courtyard walls and coming back amplified by the stone. Students were shouting. Scholarship students who’d been told their limitations were natural were demanding answers, their voices sharpened by the discovery that they’d been cheated. Noble students whose parents had paid for enhancements were panicking, some pulling their uniforms tighter as if the fabric could hide the false gold I’d just described. Faculty were speaking over each other in the gallery, the professional decorum of the observation tier fracturing into heated debate.

The Registry staff at the edges of the crowd were retreating toward the Veil Tower with calculated urgency. Files had to be moved before their contents became inconvenient. I watched them go. Thalia was watching too, from her position in the crowd, noting which staff members left and in what direction. She would chase the trail from there, and the copies that mattered were already beyond Caldran’s reach.

On the steps, the Arcane instructor was speaking rapidly to the two Registry officials, her hands chopping the air as her name attached itself to a disaster in real time. The Registry officials were not speaking. They stood very still, frozen by the realization that the building was on fire and neither exit looked close enough.

Caldran stepped forward. His composure held, barely. The silver hair was still swept back. The dark robes were still pressed. But those eyes, which had tracked every person in this courtyard with flat certainty, were no longer certain. They moved across the crowd, rapid and assessing. Looking for exits.

“This matter is suspended pending review,” he said. His voice carried, but the projection cost him something. “The accusations against Garrick Ward will be evaluated in light of new evidence. The Lord Provost’s office will issue a statement.”

A statement. Not a verdict. He couldn’t suppress me in this atmosphere. The public demonstration had turned his accusation into his exposure. Every student in the courtyard had watched a Class Smith strip false gold from a noble’s crest and reveal the real class beneath. Every student had heard the audit results. Every student would tell ten friends before dinner.

Caldran gathered his officials and left the courtyard through the faculty entrance. His stride was controlled, measured, giving nothing away.

But he walked faster than he needed to.

In the crowd, Thalia materialized beside me. Her dark eyes were bright with controlled excitement. Her evidence, deployed to maximum effect.

“Well done,” she said. “The Registry staff are already heading to the archive. They’ll be destroying records within the hour.”

“You have copies?”

“I have copies of the copies. Triple-redundant. Some in the Veil Tower. Some outside the academy entirely.” She touched the small of her back. The false seam pulsed beneath her uniform. “The evidence is safe.”

“And you?”

“I’m safe.” She held my eyes without the usual flick toward the exits, the stillness itself a kind of trust she didn’t extend often. Then, quieter: “Garrick. After this settles. I want you to read me. The full seam. All of it.”

I went still, the way I did when Class Sight locked onto something that mattered. She’d said it. After weeks of “not yet” and locked drawers and controlled distance, she’d said it out loud.

“Not today,” she added. “When Caldran is off this campus and the files are somewhere even the Concord can’t burn them. When I decide it’s safe. Then I’ll come to you, and you’ll read every line of it.” Her hand fell away from her spine, and the old composure slid back over her face like a visor. This time, though, it didn’t quite seal. There was a gap at the edge of it now, deliberate, left open on purpose. An invitation with a price tag and a delivery date she hadn’t filled in yet.

“You’ll know where to find me,” I said.

“I always do.” She disappeared into the crowd.

Isolde found me. Her blade was drawn but sheathed at her side, the weapon a visible deterrent to anyone considering approaching me with hostile intent. “His accusation is dead. Caldran can’t move again without addressing the audit evidence.”

“He’ll try something else.”

“Let him try.” Her eyes were fierce, bright as bare steel. The lightning scars glowed. “He spent six months trying to keep me suppressed. Look where that got him.”

Rosalie appeared on my other side. She’d been healing Odran, which surprised no one who knew her. She was a healer. She helped people, even when their inflated classes had been built on the suppression of students like her.

“Odran is stable,” she said. “His base Fighter class is solid. He’s confused and humiliated, but he’s not in danger.”

“Is he angry?”

“Not at you.” She looked across the courtyard to where Odran knelt, surrounded by his former retinue, staring at his guildless, ungolden hands. “He’s angry at the people who told him he was something he wasn’t.”

“Good. He should be.”

We left the courtyard together. The three of us, with Brennan falling in behind, the stocky Artificer slightly dazed. He kept glancing at me like he was recalibrating everything he knew about dead classes.

“That was the most insane thing I’ve ever witnessed,” Brennan said. “And I once watched a resonance device explode and set a classroom on fire.”

“You built that device,” Isolde said.

“Which is how I know insane when I see it.”

Students parted around us as we crossed the courtyard. Some with respect, stepping aside with nods that would become stories later. Some with fear, the instinctive caution after institutional power had been challenged in public. Some with the desperate hope of scholarship students who had just learned that their limitations might not be natural, whose eyes found mine across the courtyard with questions they weren’t ready to ask yet but would be, soon.

Rosalie walked beside me. Her hand found mine, her grip tired but absolute. She’d watched me stand in front of three hundred people and say the truth the system had spent two centuries suppressing. She wasn’t letting go of me afterward.

“You were magnificent,” she said quietly.

“I was scared.”

“I know. I saw your hands before you started talking.” She kissed my temple. “You were scared and you did it anyway. That’s the part that matters.”

The Forge Annex was waiting.


Chapter 24: The Fixed Stars

The academy fractured along lines that had been invisible a week ago.

It started the morning after the public forge. I came to the workshop at dawn, expecting the usual silence of the Annex before the campus woke. Instead, a girl was waiting outside the workshop door. She sat on the stone floor with her knees drawn up, wearing a Sanctum Tower uniform with a scholarship pin on the collar. Dark-skinned, curly black hair cut short, eyes that looked like she hadn’t slept. I recognized her: Seren Kade, Rosalie’s friend from the infirmary.

“Are you the Class Smith?” she asked.

“I am, Seren.”

“Can you see what’s wrong with me?”

The question Rosalie had asked me weeks ago. The question that started everything. The words carried the same desperate hope: the fear of being cheated and the need for confirmation from the only person who could give it.

I opened the workshop door. “Come in.”

She was the first. She wasn’t the last.

Scholarship students came to the Annex throughout the day and into the evening. Not in groups. Individually, quietly, finding their way to the workshop during hours when the corridors were empty. They knocked on the door with long pauses before the first tap, still carrying the lesson that the Forge Annex was where failures went, and they asked the same question.

I read crests. Carefully, privately, with Rosalie present to manage the physical effects and Isolde at the door to manage the political ones. A mage with a sealed elemental branch she’d never known existed, who wept when I described what she could have been. A healer whose secondary pathway had been restricted at enrollment, who sat in furious silence for five minutes before asking me to explain exactly what tool had been used and whether the person who used it could be identified. A Veil Tower scribe whose class architecture showed modifications she hadn’t consented to, who laughed bitterly and said she’d always known something was wrong but had been told she was imagining it.

Seven students in one day. Each one carrying damage they hadn’t chosen. Each one leaving the workshop with the truth they’d been denied.

I told them what I saw. I didn’t repair without consent, and I didn’t unseal without understanding the consequences. But I told them the truth: your class is more than what the Registry says it is. Someone changed you. You have the right to know.

Rosalie helped each one process the medical implications. Her Woundbloom abilities let her assess class instability in ways standard healers couldn’t, checking for degradation around seal points, monitoring for stress fractures that the suppression might have caused over years of artificial limitation. She was thorough, gentle, and absolutely furious beneath the professional calm. Each sealed branch she examined was a version of her own story: a young person whose family or institution had decided they were too dangerous to be complete.

“This one was sealed at fourteen,” she said after the fourth student left, her voice tight. “Fourteen, Garrick. She hadn’t even finished developing. They locked part of her class before she knew what she was losing.”

The anger that followed the readings was quiet and specific. These weren’t privileged students whose inflated classes had been exposed. These were scholarship holders whose potential had been deliberately suppressed to maintain the academy’s class hierarchy. They didn’t shout. They didn’t protest. They started talking to each other in the corridors and the dining hall, comparing notes, discovering shared experiences, and the conversations sharpened as they discovered they shared an enemy.

Noble students reacted differently. Some were angry at the exposure, furious that the system protecting their advantages was being challenged. A group of third-year duelists confronted Isolde in the training yard, demanding to know whether the Class Smith had read their crests without permission. Isolde’s response was to draw her blade, activate Lightning Step, and ask if they wanted to discuss the matter formally in the dueling arena. They declined.

Others, a smaller number, came to the Annex too, wanting to know if their classes were genuine or purchased. Two noble students left my workshop in tears after learning their “ancestral awakenings” were Registry fabrications. One of them, a young man about Odran’s age with expensive boots and a haunted expression, stood in the doorway for a long time before speaking. His world had just inverted.

“My father told me I was special,” he said. “He said the class ran in the family. That I was carrying a legacy.”

“Your base class is real,” I told him. “It’s good. What was layered on top was purchased. But the foundation belongs to you.”

Their anger pointed at their families, not at me. Which was its own kind of tragedy.

Isolde stood at my side in public. The Storm Duelist’s presence was a declaration that required no words: anyone who moved against the Class Smith would find lightning between them and their target. She walked the corridors coiled and ready, expecting the next attack and intending to meet it head-on.

Rosalie handled the medical overflow. Students with class instability issues, some from the exposure of manipulations and some from the general anxiety the courtyard confrontation had created, came to the infirmary in numbers the Sanctum Tower wasn’t prepared for. Rosalie’s Woundbloom abilities gave her a unique capacity to diagnose class-related ailments that standard healers couldn’t identify. She worked through the day and into the evening, hands moving from patient to patient, refusing to send anyone away unseen.

Caldran retreated to his office. The Registry wing of the Veil Tower went dark, the resonance lamps extinguished, the doors locked. Behind those doors, Thalia’s intelligence network reported, staff were destroying files. Classification crystals were being re-imprinted. Administrative records were being revised.

Thalia was faster than they were.

“Counter-intelligence,” she said, arriving at the workshop with a stack of documents and three duplicate classification crystals. “I anticipated the purge. The Registry’s filing system has redundancies they don’t know about because they didn’t build the parallel archive. I did. Every document they destroy, I have a copy. Every crystal they re-imprint, I have the original imprint stored in that shadow archive.”

“Where?”

“Two locations inside the academy, one outside. The external cache is with a contact I trust. If something happens to me, the evidence survives.”

She set the documents on my workbench. “Physical evidence of systematic class manipulation across forty-seven student records spanning three academic years. Registry authorization documents with Caldran’s personal seal. Classification crystals showing pre-manipulation and post-manipulation crest imprints. A complete operational record of the Fixed Class Doctrine’s enforcement at Valebright Academy.”

She straightened. The dry edge of her voice carried something beneath it: satisfaction. Over a year of building a case, and she’d just watched the first domino fall.

“This is enough to trigger a kingdom-level investigation,” she said. “When you’re ready to use it.”

“Not yet. The kingdom-level investigation is what brings the Concord’s attention. We need to be stronger before that happens.”

“Agreed.” She paused. Studied me. “You’re thinking about what comes next.”

“Always.”

“Then think about this: Caldran sent a sealed message to the capital the night of the public forge. I intercepted the copy.”

She produced a sheet of paper. Registry stationery. Caldran’s handwriting: precise, bureaucratic, backed by every seal and power the Registry commanded.

Four words.

Begin containment. He’s real.

Below: the recipient. The recipient wasn’t a name but an emblem, a circle of five points arranged in a star pattern, each point representing a fixed position. The Concord of Fixed Stars.

I read it twice. Set it down.

“How long before they respond?”

“Weeks, possibly. Months at most. The Concord doesn’t act hastily. They’ll send someone to verify, to assess, to determine the scope of the threat before committing resources.”

“And when they commit?”

“Based on historical precedent? They send a Class Examiner. An institutional authority with the power to audit, suppress, or shut down an academy. Someone who can’t be challenged by local administration.”

“Caldran’s boss.”

“Caldran’s enforcer.” Thalia’s dark eyes held mine. “Garrick, the Concord has eliminated every Class Smith who has surfaced in the last two hundred years. They have institutional power, legal authority, and a willingness to use lethal force when suppression fails. What you did in the courtyard today made you visible. Visible is dangerous.”

“Visible is also powerful.”

“Only if you survive it.”

I gathered the team.

The full team. The Annex workshop, doors closed, privacy stones active. Brennan had made the space his own over the past weeks: his corner of the workbench was a chaos of copper wire, half-eaten ration bars, and resonance components in various stages of assembly. He sat in the middle of it, stocky frame comfortable in his personal disaster area, red curls sticking in every direction, tools and snack wrappers spread around him in a radius that Isolde had repeatedly described as a “hazard zone.”

Thalia leaned against the wall near the door, arms crossed, one hand near the concealed knife at her hip. She’d positioned herself where she could see both the room and the corridor through the gap in the privacy stones. Old habit. Good habit.

Rosalie sat beside me on the bench near the forge, her hand on my knee, the Woundbloom resonance a steady pulse through the contact. She’d changed from her working robes into something softer, a loose-woven shirt that fell open at the collar and showed the freckles at her collarbones. Her hair was down, loose around her shoulders, catching the forge light.

Isolde stood opposite, blade across her back, eyes sharp, because Isolde Fen did not sit during briefings. She stood like a soldier: weight balanced, ready to move, positioned where she could see every face in the room. The lightning scars pulsed faintly, the residual charge from her afternoon drills still lingering.

I told them everything.

The Concord of Fixed Stars. Their enforcement of the Fixed Class Doctrine. Their elimination of every practicing Class Smith for two centuries. Their role in my mother’s death. Caldran’s message. The coming audit. Octavia’s connection to my mother. The part she still hadn’t told me. The full scope of what we were facing.

I held nothing back. No secrets, no strategic omissions. These were the people who had chosen me, and they deserved the truth, even when the truth was that a two-century-old institution of class suppression was about to turn its attention to a forge annex in a provincial academy.

The silence after I finished stayed in the rafters. The workshop held it, absorbed it into its ancient walls.

“So the people who kill Class Smiths know there’s a new one,” Brennan said. His freckled face was pale, the red curls limp. But his voice was steady. The steadiness was what mattered. “And they’re going to send someone to contain you.”

“Contain. Suppress. Or eliminate.”

“Right.” He swallowed. “Can I just say that when I signed up for the Forge Annex, I was expecting to polish class stones and be forgotten, not to be part of a conspiracy that could get me killed?”

“You can leave,” I said. “Nobody in this room would blame you.”

“I didn’t say I was leaving.” He pulled a resonance trap from his pocket and set it on the bench. The device hummed softly, copper wire coiled around a cracked class stone, the product of three sleepless nights and creative desperation. “I said I wasn’t expecting this. There’s a difference. I expected to be a failed Artificer eating bad food in a storage closet. Instead I’m a failed Artificer eating bad food in a storage closet while building resonance weapons to fight a national conspiracy. The food hasn’t improved, but the company’s better.”

Rosalie squeezed his arm. “You’re not failed, Brennan.”

“I know. Someone told me my class was specialized, not failed.” He glanced at me, that old conversation sitting differently on his freckled face now, weeks later. “Funny how two words can rearrange your whole brain. But the Registry doesn’t have a box for rearranged brains, so here we are.” He looked around the room. “Here we all are. Every person in this workshop is carrying something the Registry either broke, sealed, altered, or tried to kill. We’re basically a support group for institutional victims with anger issues and weaponized class abilities.”

“Inspiring,” Thalia said.

“I try.”

Isolde drew her blade. The steel whispered against the scabbard with a sound that was half promise, half prayer, and she held it at rest by her side. Lightning crackled along the edge, the blue-white arcs painting her face in shifting light. Her eyes were not afraid. Six months of being broken by the system, and she had rebuilt herself stronger. She would not be broken again.

“Let them come,” she said.

The words were simple. The voice was not. It carried everything Isolde Fen had endured: the sabotage, the humiliation, the months of hiding. All compressed into five syllables and raw ferocity. The people who broke her would not break the people she loved.

Rosalie’s hand tightened on my knee, the warmth of her palm steady through the fabric of my trousers. She could heal anything and hurt anyone, and when she spoke, the whole room went quiet around her the way it always did, settling toward the steadiness she carried without ever announcing she carried it.

“We’re not your mother’s circle, Garrick. We’re yours. And we’re not dying.”

The words settled into the workshop. Into the forge bond. Into the crest that pulsed on my sternum with the circle pattern of three hammer-marks. They settled the way oath-metal settled into forge patterns: permanently, structurally, becoming part of the architecture they touched.

Thalia pushed off the wall. “Sentimentality aside, we need strategy. The Concord will send a Class Examiner. We need to know who they send, when they arrive, and what authority they carry. I have contacts in the capital information networks. I’ll start gathering intelligence.”

“Good. Brennan, I need the resonance amplifier operational. The Trial proved the Undercroft forge altar can amplify my Class Sight. If we can build a portable version, even a fraction of the altar’s power, it gives us diagnostic range without requiring a descent.”

“On it. I need three days and access to the Undercroft’s forge-metal supply.”

“Rosalie, the students who came to the Annex today. The ones with sealed branches. They’re potential allies, but they’re also potential targets. If the Concord learns that I’ve identified suppressed classes in the student body, those students become evidence that needs to be silenced.”

“I’ll monitor them through the infirmary network,” Rosalie said. “If anyone shows signs of class instability or external tampering, I’ll know.”

“Isolde?”

“I’m your combat capability,” she said. “If someone comes to suppress you, they go through me first. I need to advance the Tempest Blade pathway. The Storm Duelist abilities are functional, but if we’re facing Concord enforcement, I need everything my class can offer.”

“The Tempest Blade needs deeper storm catalysts. Beyond what Valebright has.”

“Then we find them.”

I looked around the workshop at my circle. My team. Four people who had chosen to stand beside a man with a dead class against a system that had spent two centuries killing people exactly like him.

“One more thing,” I said. “Octavia.”

“Professor Crest?” Brennan asked. Then, with a sidelong glance: “The rock-examining, mouth-watching, locked-office Professor Crest?”

“Yes.”

“Just checking.”

“She has information we need. About the Concord. About my mother. About what they did to the last Class Smith circle. And about herself.” I looked at the team. “She was my mother’s student. She knows things about the Concord’s operational structure that nobody else at this academy knows. And she’s carrying something personal she hasn’t trusted anyone enough to explain.”

“What kind of something personal?” Rosalie asked.

“The kind she has to tell me herself.”

The workshop went quiet. Rosalie’s hand tightened on my knee. Isolde’s grip on her blade shifted. Thalia’s dark eyes narrowed with the focused attention of a spy recognizing the shape of missing intelligence.

“A professor with a locked door,” Thalia said. “Teaching class theory at the academy that helped kill your mother. That’s either extraordinary courage or extraordinary cowardice.”

“It’s ten years of being afraid,” I said. “And tonight, I think she’s done being afraid.”

“I’m going to see her tonight. The semester ends in four days. Whatever the Concord sends, it arrives when we’re scattered for the break. I need what she knows before then.”

Octavia’s office was quiet when she let me in.

The walk through the faculty corridor felt different tonight. The corridor was the same: thick carpet, resonance lamps, bookshelves. But I moved through it differently. Not the careful, exploratory approach of a student entering faculty territory. I’d just stood in front of three hundred people and named myself. A Class Smith. For real, for public, for permanent.

She didn’t make me knock, and she didn’t pretend the way she usually did that my arrival was an interruption. The door simply opened, and she stepped back to let me through, and the only tell that she’d been waiting was the cup of tea already steeping on the desk for a visitor she hadn’t been formally expecting.

The brass bolt slid home behind me out of habit, the privacy ward taking up its low hum at the room’s perimeter. The architecture of the place hadn’t changed. The atmosphere had. Ten years of carefully maintained academic distance had thinned tonight, worn down by the public forge and the Registry corruption laid bare in front of the whole academy, until the careful separation she kept between herself and the world she was afraid to rejoin had stopped doing its job.

She was wearing different robes than the ones she’d worn at the courtyard observation. These were softer, the dark fabric less structured, falling in lines that followed her body more closely instead of organizing it. Her hair was half-down, the structured twist loosened, dark-gold waves escaping at her temples and the nape of her neck. Reading glasses pushed up on top of her head. No shoes. She’d been at home in her office, not performing the professor, and she hadn’t fully reassembled the costume before letting me in.

The effect was startling. Without the full professional armor, Octavia Crest looked younger, softer, and more dangerous. The heavy curves that her tailored robes organized were present in the softer fabric with less containment, the bust shifting visibly as she moved, the hips described by the drape of cloth that followed instead of directed. The pendant still rested between her breasts, the class stone catching lamplight.

She poured tea. The leaves measured by habit. The cup set before me with controlled grace. But her hands were less steady than usual, and the familiar ritual was shorter tonight. She measured the leaves. Poured the water. Set the cup down. Done. No fussing. No additional ceremony. She was ready to talk.

“You told me enough to know they sent her somewhere to die,” I said. I sat across from her, the steam of the tea rising between us. “I don’t know how. I don’t know who made it happen.”

Octavia studied me over the rim of her cup. Whatever she’d braced herself to recite stayed with her. The room seemed to tighten around the silence.

“Then you need the rest,” she said. She set the cup down, control held with visible effort. “Your mother discovered the Concord’s operations at Valebright. Not rumors. Operations. Names, payments, class records, the routes by which noble money became Registry authorization. She was building evidence they could not explain away.”

I didn’t interrupt.

“The academy assigned her to field research in the northern borderlands,” Octavia continued. “A dead zone. A region where class energy is naturally suppressed by the geology itself. A Class Smith’s Sight weakens there. Forge resonance collapses before it can hold. Her work could not protect her, and without her work, she had no defense.”

The tea between us cooled untouched.

“The assignment was framed as an investigation into crest anomalies in the local population. There were no anomalies. The entire thing was fabricated. A location chosen because it took away exactly what made Elyse dangerous.” Octavia’s hands folded together on the desk. Too tightly. “Caldran arranged the paperwork. He routed the assignment, certified the research need, and made it look like academy procedure. The order came from above him, but he made the machinery move.”

“You tried to stop it.”

“I did.” Her voice thinned around the words, but it did not break. “I protested. I raised objections. I argued the data did not justify the assignment. I was twenty-three, a young academic with no standing against a Lord Provost and a system already committed to the outcome. I was overruled. By the time I understood that procedure was not a shield but the weapon, she was already gone.”

The words struck like a hammer on cold metal. Dead zone. Caldran. Procedure shaped into murder. The official story had been a botched repair ritual, a neat lie laid over a killing assignment built with seals and signatures.

“That’s how she died,” Octavia said. “But it is not everything they did.”

“I’m asking now.”

“I spent the month after her death expecting the Concord to come for me. I was her most visible academic contact. I knew what she knew. I was a threat.” Octavia’s voice was controlled, each word placed with the discipline of a decade’s practice. But the emotion beneath that discipline was audible: grief, compressed and aged, but very much alive. “They didn’t kill me. They did something worse. They sealed my class.”

She set her tea aside. Her hands went to her sternum. Not the unconscious gesture I’d seen before. Deliberate. She pressed her palms flat against her chest, over the spot where her crest lay dormant beneath academic robes and years of silence.

“I was a Class Saint,” she said.

The words hung in the quiet office. Class Saint. A healer of healers. The highest tier of the healing class evolution pathway. A class so rare and so powerful that its existence was debated in academic circles as historical myth.

“Not a myth,” I said.

“Not a myth. Your mother recognized my class potential when I was her student. She was helping me evolve the standard Healer base through the intermediate stages toward full Class Saint activation. The process was her specialty: guided class evolution through forge bond resonance. She had completed two of the three evolution stages when she died.”

“And when she died?”

“The Concord sealed my class. Not by Registry procedure. By direct intervention. Two Concord operatives arrived at Valebright three days after your mother’s death. They entered my office, restrained me, and performed a forced class suppression that locked my Class Saint architecture behind a seal more complex than anything the Registry uses.”

Her voice didn’t waver. The control was absolute. But her eyes, behind the glasses, were bright with a decade of rage.

“I’ve been teaching class theory as a sealed professor with a dormant crest for ten years. Every lecture I give about class architecture, I give with the knowledge that my own architecture was forcibly destroyed. Every student I teach about the ‘fixed nature of class destiny,’ I teach knowing that the fixedness was forced, not natural.”

“Octavia.”

She looked at me. The amber-brown eyes, steady behind glasses, full of years and secrets and a relationship with a dead woman that she’d never fully disclosed.

“Your mother wasn’t just my mentor, Garrick. She was the last person who saw my real class. She was the only person who ever looked at my crest and saw what I could become instead of what I was supposed to be.”

Her voice cracked. Just slightly. And this time she didn’t scramble to smooth it over. She let the crack hang there in the lamplight, the way she’d let her hand shake over the tea the last time, and she watched me hear it.

“One day,” she said, “I’m going to ask you to look at my crest. The way she did. I’m going to ask you to see what they sealed and tell me if it can be restored.”

“You don’t have to wait for someday. Whenever you’re ready.”

She didn’t answer that with words. She closed her eyes, breathed once, and when she opened them the control was back in place, though it sat less easily on her than it used to. She let the silence stand where a promise might have gone, and she didn’t rush to fill it or wave it off the way she would have a month ago. That was the change. She wasn’t ready. But she’d stopped pretending she never would be.

She walked me to the door. Unlocked the brass bolt.

In the doorway, she stopped me.

“Garrick.”

I turned.

She stood in the amber light of her office. Dark-gold hair catching the lamplight. Glasses settled on her nose. Fitted robes containing the heavy curves of a body that had once channeled the most powerful healing class in existence.

Her eyes moved to my chest. To the golden glow that was visible through my tunic: the circle pattern of three hammer-marks, two of them pulsing with the distinct resonance of Rosalie and Isolde.

“The circle,” she said. Recognition in her voice. Awe. “Your mother described it. The formation that occurs when a Class Smith bonds multiple subjects into a shared resonance network. I never thought I’d see one.”

“It’s real.”

“It’s real.” She looked at the glow with the expression of a class theorist witnessing something she’d only studied in restricted texts. Then her expression shifted. From academic to personal.

“Rosalie and Isolde,” she said. “They are fortunate women.”

She didn’t drop the line and retreat behind it the way she had every other night. She let it sit, and for one suspended breath the academic distance she usually hid in was gone. No glasses to adjust. No tea to reach for. Just the woman, looking at the circle glow through my tunic with a want she was no longer quick enough to hide.

Her mouth shaped another word.

Then she stopped.

Her hand rose to her own sternum, over the sealed crest, and stayed there. The unfinished sentence sat between us, more dangerous for being unsaid.

“Good night, Garrick.”

She closed the door. The brass bolt slid home, unhurried, a woman locking up because she’d decided the conversation was complete, not because she was fleeing it.

The corridor held me for a breath after the bolt settled. Then I headed for the Annex.

The campus was dark. The resonance lamps burned low, casting pale pools on the stone paths that connected the towers. A few students moved between buildings in the distance, their class crests visible as faint glows through their uniforms, but the main pathways were empty. The academy was settling into the uneasy quiet that followed the courtyard confrontation, the silence that exists between a shockwave and its aftershock.

I passed the dining hall. The Annex bench near the kitchens was empty, but someone had left a fresh loaf of bread on it. Not the terrible Annex bread. Real bread. From the main kitchen. A small, anonymous gift from someone who had watched what happened in the courtyard and wanted to express something they weren’t ready to say out loud.

Scorch marks from Isolde’s lightning drills still marked the stone dummies in the training yard, the blackened impacts forming a pattern that mapped three days of preparation. She’d drilled until the yard smelled of hot stone and burned straw, and the smell was still there, hours later, a ghost of electricity hanging in the night air.

I passed the infirmary garden. Rosalie’s bloodmoss pulsed with slow green-gold light, and the medicinal plants she’d tended were taller than they’d been yesterday, reaching upward in the dark with the unconscious urgency of growing things.

I climbed to the Annex roof.

The view from the top of the Forge Annex was the worst in the academy: the waste bins, the supply yard, the back of the kitchen ventilation. But above the practical ugliness, the sky was immense. And the crest on my chest glowed with a steady golden light that cast my shadow on the rooftop tiles.

I opened my mother’s journal. The leather cover was heated from being carried against my chest all day. The coded pages fell open to a section I hadn’t read, hidden behind a page I’d examined dozens of times without noticing the continuation on the verso.

Her handwriting. Small, careful, written late at night by a woman who knew she was running out of time.

The true Class Smith does not forge alone. He forges with a circle. And the circle does not just repair the broken. It reveals the hidden.

Every class has a true name. Every person has a path they were meant to walk. The Fixed Class Doctrine says these names are written at birth and cannot change. This is a lie told by people who profit from illiteracy.

Find the circle. Find the path. When the fixed stars come, begin with containment: the true name, the willing circle, the forge held steady until the hidden thing answers.

I closed the journal.

I pictured the original in the capital, opened under lamplight by people who had spent two centuries killing men like me.

Four words in Caldran’s hand.

Begin containment. He’s real.
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