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PROLOGUE: Zeph

The Night the Plague Reached His Neck



The mirror showed him what he already knew.

Zephyrin Calder stood in his private chambers at the Apex Palace, three in the morning, holding a silver hand mirror at an angle that let him see the right side of his neck in the glass. The light was low, a single starfire lamp on his desk, its blue glow just enough to illuminate the creeping edge of what his father's court called the Rust Plague and what Zeph called, in the privacy of his own mind, the weight of the debt.

The iron had advanced six millimeters in the past month. He knew this because he had been measuring, in secret, with a silver tailor's tape he had stolen from the court dressmaker two years ago. He marked the edge of the plague each week with a small pinprick in the skin just below it, tiny scars that no one else would notice but that formed a map of his deterioration. The newest mark was six millimeters higher than the previous one.

At this rate, the iron would reach his jawline in approximately four months. His ear in six. His temple in eight.

Then the court would start to whisper.

Then his father would start to calculate.

Then Zeph would become a liability instead of a tool, and liabilities in the Calder bloodline had a way of disappearing into the lower maintenance corridors, where the ash was thickest and the accidents were always regrettable and never investigated.

He set the mirror down.

His right hand, or what used to be his right hand before the plague claimed it two years ago, rested on the desk. Through the black leather glove he wore always, even in his private rooms, he could feel the texture of the desk's surface. Not warmth. The iron did not hold warmth well, not at this altitude, not in the cold that seeped through the palace walls from the dead constellation's bones. He could feel pressure and temperature and the particular ache that came from cold metal contracting against the nerves that still ran through it. The nerves were the worst part. Whoever designed the curse, if it was designed, if it was not simply the random cruelty of a dying cosmos, had made sure that the iron did not numb. It transmitted. Every touch, every chill, every accidental brush against a door frame was agony, and Zeph had learned to smile through it years ago.

He wrapped the right side of his neck with a strip of black silk, precisely, the way Jaxon had taught him. Tight enough to prevent the faint clink of iron against his collar when he turned his head. Then he pulled on the high collared coat, the one with the stiff leather that stood away from his throat. The gloves. The mask of composure.

He had a meeting with his father in three hours.

At that meeting, the King would discuss the quarterly Aether extraction increase with his advisors, and Zeph would stand at his right hand and say nothing. He had been saying nothing for eight years, ever since he was twelve and he had brought his father the Engineering Corps reports that detailed the depletion feedback loop, and his father had thanked him politely and then had Zeph's childhood tutor executed for allowing inappropriate access to restricted materials.

The tutor had been a kind man. He had taught Zeph how to read the old constellation charts, how to calculate starfire flow rates, how to recognize the difference between a stable extraction vein and one that was about to collapse. He had not deserved to die. He had died because Zeph had been too young to understand that knowledge was not power; it was evidence, and evidence could be used against anyone who held it.

Zeph had learned that lesson. He had not spoken of the reports again. He had continued reading them in secret, stealing documents from the Engineering Corps archives, building a private understanding of exactly how fast his father was killing the constellation and everyone who lived beneath it. He had spent eight years learning to keep his face still while his father smiled at him across the dinner table and discussed the allocation of Aether rations as if the Rust Bottoms were a problem of logistics rather than one of basic humanity.

His neck was cold tonight. The iron conducted the chill of the high-altitude air, and the cold was pain, and the pain was a reminder that he was running out of time. The extraction rates were increasing. The ash output was worsening. The plague in his own body, which was tied directly to the depletion of the constellation's core, was accelerating in ways that did not match the Engineers' projections. He had done his own projections, in secret, using data his father did not know he had accessed. The models were clear.

He had fifteen years at most before the core collapsed.

Probably less.

He needed a solution. He needed one before the iron reached his face, because the day it reached his face was the day his father's court stopped seeing a prince and started seeing a liability. A disfigured heir was a weak heir. A weak heir was a threat to the bloodline. And threats to the bloodline had a way of disappearing.

He thought: I need something I have not found yet.

He thought: I need a miracle.

He had been thinking that for two years, ever since his right hand went dark and the feeling in his fingers became the feeling of metal against metal. He had searched the archives for records of plague reversal, for historical precedents of the iron receding, for anything that might offer a path forward. He had found nothing. The Engineers who had studied the plague a generation ago had concluded that it was degenerative and progressive and that the only effective treatment was regular Aether infusion, which slowed the advance but did not stop it.

His father controlled the Aether supply. His father decided, each quarter, how much of the extracted starfire would be allocated to the royal family's medical treatments. The King received the largest share, enough to keep him looking thirty-five though he was sixty-three. Zeph received enough to keep him alive, just barely, and to keep the plague from accelerating beyond the point where he could still appear in public without alarming the court.

It was not enough.

It had never been enough.

Zeph finished wrapping his neck and stood. He walked to the window of his chambers, which faced downward, toward the Rust Bottoms. From this height, the lower district was invisible, swallowed by the ash and the smog and the great dark ribs of the constellation that curved past the window. But he knew it was there. He knew people were dying down there, slowly, heavily, alone, because his father was draining the star faster than it could replenish itself.

He knew because he was one of them, in a different way.

The iron in his body was the same iron that fell as ash on the Rust Bottoms. The plague that was killing him was the same plague that was killing the scavengers and the factory workers and the children who could not afford the Aether treatments that would keep their lungs clear. The difference was that Zeph had a coat to hide his deterioration, and they did not.

He pressed his gloved hand against the cold glass.

Somewhere below, in the Scrap Fields, a girl was about to absorb a fragment of the Night Star. She did not know what she was absorbing. She did not know that the gold light would settle in her chest and change everything. She did not know that in three weeks she would be standing in the Royal High Vaults, her clockwork hands trembling, her gold-flecked eyes meeting his for the first time.

He did not know this yet. But the cold in his neck was a reminder: he had been looking for a miracle for two years, and one was about to find him.

He turned away from the window and began the slow process of preparing for the meeting he could not avoid, the mask of composure settling over his face like a second skin. He was very good at the mask. He had been wearing it for eight years.

The meeting with his father began at dawn.

Zeph stood at the King's right hand, his face still, his breathing even, his right hand gloved and hidden. The King spoke of extraction quotas and engineering reports and the need for increased efficiency in the lower districts. The advisors nodded. The guards stood motionless at the doors.

Zeph did not speak.

He had not spoken in these meetings for eight years. He had learned to make his silence useful, to position himself as a neutral presence, to cultivate the appearance of a prince who was competent and loyal and entirely without ambition. His father believed him. That was the only reason Zeph was still alive.

The meeting ended. The advisors filed out. The King turned to him and smiled the smile that never reached his eyes.

"You look tired, son. Are you sleeping well?"

"I am sleeping adequately, Father."

The King's gaze drifted to Zeph's neck, to the high collar, to the edge of black silk just visible where the leather did not quite meet. "The plague?"

"Stable. The Aether treatments are effective."

"Good." The King clasped Zeph's left shoulder and squeezed. "We cannot have you slowing down. There is too much work to do."

"Yes, Father."

The King released him and walked to the window. "I have been thinking about the engagement. Seraphina's family is pressing for an announcement."

"I am aware."

"They are powerful allies. The wedding would consolidate support for the extraction increases."

"Yes, Father."

"You do not object?"

Zeph thought of Seraphina's gold hair and her sharp eyes. She was not cruel. She was practical. The idea of marrying her made him feel nothing except a vague sense of exhaustion.

"I do not object."

The King smiled. "Good. Then we will announce at the Solstice Gala. Prepare yourself."

He left.

Zeph stood alone in the empty meeting chamber, his gloved hand pressed to his chest, feeling the cold of the iron through the layers of leather and silk and the raw ache beneath.

The Solstice Gala was in three weeks. He had three weeks to find a solution, a miracle, something that would change the trajectory he was on before he was locked into a marriage that would bind him to his father's throne forever.

He had been looking for two years.

He had found nothing.

But somewhere in the Scrap Fields, forty levels below him, a girl with clockwork hands and gold beginning to flicker in her eyes was about to make a terrible decision. She was going to break into the Royal High Vaults. She was going to steal enough Aether to save her sister's life.

And when she did, the alarm would not sound, because the fragment in her chest had a signature the palace's sensors had not been calibrated to detect.

He would know it in twenty-two days. He would know it the moment he saw her, crouched beside the container bank, her clockwork hands pressed against the glass, her gold-flecked eyes turning to meet his in the blue light of the Vault.

The warmth from her chest would reach across the space between them and touch the cold in his for the first time in eight months.

And everything would change.








  CHAPTER ONE: Aris

"The Things You Find in the Dark"



The Scrap Fields smell like hot copper and old smoke on a good day.

On a bad day, which is most days, the air carries the particular stench of burning circuitry and metallic ash. A fresh drop from the Spire coats everything for six hours. It settles in your hair, your lungs, the joints of your clockwork hands. It grinds there until you clean it out with a wire brush and patience you do not have.

Today is a bad day.

Aris moves through the debris with the economy of someone who has been scavenging for six years. She does not waste energy. She reads the pile the way others read text. The surface layer is junk, broken components and structural waste. The middle layer holds usable parts. Copper wire. Glass insulators. Iron pins. The bottom layer, if she is lucky and careful, holds real finds.

She is always careful.

She is not always lucky.





Her clockwork hands are her own design. Copper and gold filigree over an articulated iron frame, each finger bending at four points. The pressure sensors can detect a hairline fracture in solid copper. She built them because she had to. The factory accident that took her real hands also took her future. The owner had saved three hundred marks by skipping the quarterly inspection. Aris lost her ability to work in the only sector that hired Rust Bottoms teenagers.

She tries not to think about what she lost.

She needs glass insulators today. A man in the Salvage Quarter pays two marks each for intact insulators of a specific gauge. She needs fourteen marks by Thursday. Isla’s next Aether treatment costs thirteen. She leaves herself a one-mark margin for catastrophe.

The margin has saved her life three times.

She has found seven insulators. She needs five more.

The debris pile is fresh. Good. She digs deeper. Four meters down, her left pressure sensor catches something that stops her cold.

Not a component. Not any material she has catalogued in six years of working this field.

Warm.

Not the residual heat of discarded machinery, which dissipates in predictable patterns she has learned to read. Something deeper. Slower. Rhythmic, almost. Like a second pulse beneath the rubble.

Aris stops moving debris.

She uncovers it with both hands, careful as surgery. The thing is roughly the size of her fist, edges irregular, as if it was broken from something much larger. The surface is dark, almost black, threaded with faint seams of deep gold. They do not glow so much as simmer. Like embers before they catch.

Salvage rules are clear. Unidentified artifacts go in a separate bag. You bring them to an appraiser. You do not risk direct contact with unknown materials from the Spire’s discards.

She touches it anyway.





The gold seams ignite.

The sensation is not pain. Pain has a shape, a duration, a familiar arc she knows well. This is something different. Something that bypasses her nervous system entirely and addresses whatever lives underneath it. Some layer of herself she did not know existed until this precise moment.

The warmth moves up her arms. Not through the copper and iron of her clockwork hands. Through the flesh above them. Through the scars at her wrists where the machinery took her real hands. Those scars have been numb for two years. Nerve damage, the clinic doctor said. Permanent.

She feels this.

The warmth travels up her forearms, past her elbows, into her chest. It settles beneath her ribs on the left side. It stays there. Pulsing.

Then the fragment crumbles to dark ash. The wind carries it away in seconds.

Gone.

Aris sits in the debris field, her hand flat against her sternum. Through her coat, through her shirt, she feels the warmth beneath her ribs. Not with her clockwork fingers. With her chest. With the part of her that is still flesh and still hers.

She should go to a clinic. She should report the fragment.

She does neither.

She collects her remaining insulators, climbs out of the pile, and walks home with her hand pressed to her chest and seven words running a loop in her mind.

I do not know what that was.

She tells no one.

Not Gideon, who would want to weaponize it. Not Mira next door, who would panic. Not Isla, who would lie awake worrying when she needs every hour of rest she can get.

She tells herself it will fade.

She tells herself this for three weeks.

Then the gold starts appearing in her eyes.





The first time she notices, she is mid-argument with a scrap dealer at the market. She is pressing her advantage on the price of a copper coil when he stops talking entirely and just stares at her face.

“What’s wrong with your eyes?”

“Nothing.”

“They’re gold.”

She goes home. She stands in front of the cracked mirror above the basin and looks. Her irises are dark amber, always have been. The color her mother called muddy. The color Isla called like good whiskey, warm all the way down. But in the center of each iris, small flecks of gold have appeared. Not reflected light. Not surface shine. Something internal. Something that pulses faintly when she watches it long enough.

She touches her palm to her sternum. The warmth answers.

She does not know what it is doing to her. She does not know if she should be frightened. What she knows is that she cannot afford to be either unknown or frightening in the Salvage Quarter. Strange things attract Spire attention. Spire attention ends careers, or worse.

She buys tinted goggles at the salvage market that afternoon. Dark glass, cheap frame. They make the world look like permanent twilight.

She has spent most of her life in twilight. She adjusts.





Gideon notices immediately, because Gideon notices everything and catalogues it for future use.

He is standing outside the Forge Born meeting space when she arrives for the weekly supply distribution. Arms crossed. Scarred jaw set in the expression she has learned to read as dangerous quiet. The look that means he already knows something is wrong and is waiting for her to confirm it.

“New look.”

“Found them in the Fields. Good glass.”

“Aris.”

“Gideon.”

“You’re lying. You look at the floor when you lie. You’ve done it since you were twelve.”

She does not deny it. The truth about the fragment is not something she can share. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Gideon would see the gold in her eyes and think weapon, advantage, leverage. He would not be wrong, exactly. But the warmth beneath her ribs does not feel like a weapon. It feels like something that chose her. Which is its own terrifying mystery she has not yet solved.

“Let it go,” she says.

He does. He does not stop watching her. But he lets it go, and Gideon letting something go is its own kind of gift.





Isla sees it three days later.

They are in the clinic. Isla lies on a narrow bed, a thin blanket pulled to her chin, her dark hair spread across the pillow. The silver veins of the Ash Lung are visible at her throat now. Fine and branching. Almost pretty if you do not know what they mean. That the disease is climbing. That it is winning. That it has been winning for seven months.

“Take off the goggles,” Isla says.

“The light in here bothers me.”

“The light in here is the same it always is. Take them off.”

Aris takes them off.

Isla studies her face for a long moment. The gold flecks have spread. Larger now. Scattered through the amber like sparks through smoke. Isla’s expression does not change. She has always been steadier than Aris, even when Aris is the one who is healthy.

“What did you find?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“That’s not a denial.”

“No. It isn’t.”

Isla reaches out and takes her left hand. The one with better pressure sensitivity. She holds it with both of hers, carefully, the way she used to hold Aris’s real hands when they were children and the dark felt too large.

“Don’t get killed,” Isla says. “I’d rather have Ash Lung than be alone.”

“You have Gideon.”

“Gideon is terrifying.”

“He grows on you.”

“So does mold.” Isla’s eyes close. Her breathing is shallow, her chest rising in the careful rhythm of someone who has learned to conserve even breath. “Promise me.”

Aris watches her sister’s face. The silver veins at her throat catch the low clinic light. She makes the only promise she has always been able to keep.

“I’m coming back.”

She sits beside Isla until she falls asleep. Then she walks home through the dark Rust Bottoms streets and makes the calculation she has been avoiding for three weeks.





Isla is running out of time.

The doctors said four months, maybe five, when the silver veins first appeared at her collarbone. That was before they reached her throat. The window is smaller now, and the Aether treatments are the only thing slowing the progression. They cost more than Aris can earn in a month of perfect scavenging.

She needs a different kind of score.

The thought arrives fully formed, the way dangerous ideas always do. The Royal High Vaults.

She does not dismiss it. She has learned not to dismiss ideas simply because they are dangerous. Dangerous ideas are sometimes the only ones that work.

The Vaults are the most secured location in the Spire. Iron Guard patrols. Signature sensors calibrated to detect starfire energy. Locks that have not been breached in fifty years. The last person who attempted it disappeared. People in the Rust Bottoms say he was made an example of. They do not specify what kind.

But Aris has something the last person did not.

A fragment of something old and powerful, absorbed into her chest, doing things to her body she does not yet understand. Gold in her eyes. Warmth in her sternum. And Gideon’s suppression tincture, developed for the Forge Born to mask starfire signatures during runs near the upper Spire. She has tested it twice now. It works exactly as well as Gideon said it would.

She has three weeks before the Solstice Gala.

The palace will be crowded. The guards will be distracted. Half of them reassigned to the event perimeter, the ceremony, the management of a thousand aristocratic guests who require managing. The Vaults will be as undermanned as they ever get.

Three weeks to plan.

She stands on a rooftop in the Salvage Quarter and looks up at the Spire through the smog. It glows blue and gold above the ash-stained skyline. The same lights she has been looking at her whole life from the wrong side of the wall.

The people up there have never breathed ash. They have never lost their hands to faulty machinery. They have never watched someone they love diminish by degrees because the medicine exists and the money does not.

She thinks, I am going to break into the Royal High Vaults.

She thinks, I am going to do it in three weeks.

She is afraid. She plans anyway, because fear has never once stopped Isla’s disease and planning might.





She goes home. She spreads the schematics she has been collecting for two years across the floor and kneels in the center of them. Guard rotation schedules bought from a disgraced Iron Guard for four marks. Architectural drawings stolen from a Spire contractor’s waste pile. Gideon’s Vault approach notes from a job he abandoned.

She does not yet know that in three weeks she will be standing in the Vaults with her clockwork hands trembling, looking up at a prince who is slowly turning to iron. She does not know that the thing in her chest will reach across the space between them toward the cold in his, and that nothing after that moment will resemble anything she is planning tonight.

She does not know any of it.

She only knows her sister is dying, and she is the only one who can stop it, and she has always been better at the impossible than the easy.

She begins to plan.








  CHAPTER TWO: Zeph

"The Mathematics of Staying Alive"



The quarterly extraction report sits on Zeph's desk. He has read it four times. It says the same thing every time.

The central vein's output has declined seven percent in the past three months. The projected decline for the next quarter is twelve percent. At this rate, the Spire's lighting and heating systems will begin experiencing brownouts within eighteen months.

His father's solution, outlined in the Chief Engineer's neat script, is to increase extraction by fifteen percent to build a reserve buffer.

Zeph signs the approval form. Not signing would require an explanation. Any explanation that includes the words "this will accelerate the depletion cycle" would lead to a conversation he is not yet positioned to survive.

He sets down his pen.

His right hand rests on the desk. Through the glove, he feels the texture of the leather against the iron. Not warmth. Iron does not hold warmth well at this altitude. He feels pressure, temperature, and the particular ache of cold metal contracting against nerves that still run through it. The nerves are the worst part. Every touch translates as a specific, precise agony that he has learned to absorb without flinching because flinching invites questions.

He breathes. In. Out.

Three precise raps on the door. Jaxon's knock. They established the pattern two years ago. Consistency prevents misinterpretation.

"Enter."

Jaxon steps inside and closes the door. Full armor despite the early hour. The morning inspection has already run. It is later than Zeph thought.

"The Iron Guard's overnight report." Jaxon sets a folder on the desk. "Nothing significant. A Forge Born rally in the Rust Bottoms, sector seven. Standard dispersal."

"Casualties?"

"Three arrests. No deaths."

Zeph nods. "And the resource shipment?"

Jaxon's expression does not change. But the pause before he answers is one beat longer than routine. "Delivered. The clinic in sector four has enough Aether for three months of treatments."

"Good."

Neither of them says anything else. Neither of them needs to. The space between "delivered" and the silence that follows holds the full architecture of Zeph's double life. The stolen Aether. The rerouted shipments. The clinics in the lower forty levels that receive anonymous deliveries of medicine the Spire officially does not distribute that far down. Two years of quiet theft dressed as bureaucratic error, and Jaxon has never once asked for an explanation or a thank you.

"The quarterly extraction approval," Jaxon says, looking at the signed form on the desk.

"Yes."

"It will worsen the ash output."

"Yes."

"And the plague."

"Yes."

Jaxon picks up the folder. There is nothing to say. They are both playing a long game that requires Zeph to remain exactly where he is, exactly as compliant as his father expects, for exactly as long as it takes to find a way to end this without detonating the city.

It is not a comfortable game.

But it is the only one they have.




After Jaxon leaves, Zeph works through the quarterly court correspondence.

Invitations. Petitions. Trade proposals. Three separate letters from Lady Seraphina Laurent suggesting that the question of their engagement should be revisited given the current political climate. Each letter is more elegantly worded than the last, which is Seraphina's way of saying she is losing patience without ever actually saying she is losing patience.

He files all three in the drawer reserved for things he is not going to deal with today.

He opens the drawer below it. This one has a lock that only his key fits. Inside sits a single document. The Engineering Corps report from twenty years ago. The original. He stole it from the archives six months after the iron first appeared on his chest, and replaced it with a version missing the critical three pages.

He has read those pages enough times to recite them from memory. He reads them again anyway, because the numbers change nothing and change everything and he needs to feel the weight of them before the day begins.

Page one describes the depletion feedback mechanism. The central vein is not a well. It is a living system, and the Spire is draining it faster than it can replenish itself. The analogy the original engineer used was bleeding. You can lose blood and survive. You cannot lose blood indefinitely.

Page two contains the projected timeline for catastrophic core failure. Fifty years at the extraction rates of twenty years ago. Fifteen years if extraction continued to increase at the rate the King was demanding.












































































