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  CHAPTER ONE - The Mark Beneath Her Skin


A Burn Without Fire 
Arin Vale woke before dawn with her wrist on fire.
For several seconds, she did not move. She lay on her side beneath twisted sheets, breathing hard into the dark, waiting for the pain to become ordinary enough to name. The room around her held the stale warmth of an old radiator, the sour trace of forgotten coffee, and the wet mineral smell of rain slipping through the cracked window above the sink. Somewhere below her apartment, the sign over the closed tailor shop creaked in the wind, metal complaining against brick.
She had fallen asleep in her clothes again.
That was her first reasonable thought. She had worked a late shift at Mercy General, come home half-blind with exhaustion, and collapsed without showering. Perhaps she had slept with her arm caught beneath her. Perhaps she had cut herself on the loose spring beneath the mattress. Perhaps the pain was nothing more than nerves pinched too long and waking all at once.
Then the burn pulsed.
Arin sucked in a breath through her teeth and sat up so quickly that the room tilted. Her left wrist throbbed under the cuff of her sweater. A hot, living pressure moved beneath the skin, not spreading like an ordinary burn but pushing outward from a single point, as if something inside her wanted light.
She staggered out of bed and crossed the narrow apartment to the bathroom. The floorboards were cold beneath her bare feet. She knocked her knee against the laundry basket, swore under her breath, and slapped the light switch.
The bulb flickered twice before catching.
Arin shoved her sleeve up.
The mark wrapped around the inside of her wrist like a brand.
It was not a tattoo. She knew tattoos. She had spent enough nights at Mercy General entering intake records for drunk students and bleeding men with fresh ink gone wrong. Tattooed skin swelled. It scabbed. It blurred where the body rejected pigment. This looked burned into her, the outer edge charred black and delicate as lace, the center glowing beneath the skin in a deep red-gold circle. Fine lines curved through the sigil in patterns too precise for an accident, too symmetrical for a wound.
For a moment, she only stared.
Then she shoved her wrist beneath the faucet and turned the water as cold as it would go.
The shock made her gasp. Water struck the mark and ran over her fingers into the sink. Pink spread through the basin in thin threads. Arin looked for an opening in the skin, but there was none. No cut. No blood beading. No torn flesh. The mark pulsed again, and the water trembled as if something beneath it had breathed.
“No,” she whispered.
The word looked small in the mirror.
Her reflection stared back at her with wide brown eyes, tangled dark hair, and the grayish pallor of someone who had worked too many nights in fluorescent rooms. Her sweater hung off one shoulder. A crease from the pillow cut across her cheek. Nothing about her face explained the thing on her wrist.
She turned off the faucet and grabbed a towel. Her hands shook badly enough that she dropped it once before wrapping the cloth around the mark. Pressure helped ordinary injuries. Pressure stopped bleeding. Pressure gave frightened people something to do with their hands.
The towel warmed.
Arin backed away from the sink until her hip struck the narrow shelf beside the door. A framed photograph tipped forward and fell flat against the wood. She caught it before it slid to the floor.
Mara Vale smiled behind the glass, younger than Arin remembered her being in life. Her black hair was threaded with early silver. Her nurse’s badge hung crookedly from the pocket of her blue scrubs.
Arin had taken the picture from Mara’s hospital locker after the funeral because she could not bear the one the funeral home had chosen, the one where Mara’s face looked waxed and polite and nothing like the woman who had raised her.
Mara had died two years ago in a room that smelled of antiseptic and wilted flowers, her body thinned by an illness the doctors had called aggressive and unusual before they stopped trying to make their uncertainty sound professional. Cancer, they said at the end, because cancer was the word people accepted when cells betrayed them.
Arin had believed them because grief left little room for suspicion.
Now the mark beneath the towel pulsed when her thumb brushed the glass over Mara’s face.
Arin went still.
The bathroom seemed to shrink around her. Rain clicked softly against the window. The radiator hissed in the main room. Downstairs, a delivery truck rumbled over the broken pavement and vanished toward the market streets.
She tried to remember the night before.
Mercy General. The basement records office. The broken vending machine that had eaten her last two dollars. Her supervisor, Mr. Harlan, complaining about missing trauma intake forms. Rain on the walk home. The old church on Mire Street with its black doors and boarded windows. A smell like smoke, though there had been no fire.
Then nothing.
Her memory stopped there, clean and sharp, as though someone had taken a blade to the night and cut out the center.
Arin set Mara’s photograph upright with careful fingers. The towel around her wrist had gone warm enough to feel feverish. She unwrapped it and stared at the mark again.
It glowed brighter now.
She thought of infection first because infection made sense. Then chemical burn. Then someone drugging her and marking her while she slept. Then hallucination, though hallucinations did not turn sink water pink.
She needed a clinic.
She needed a doctor who would look at her wrist and give it a name that belonged to the world she understood.
Arin dressed with clumsy speed, pulling on jeans, boots, and a long coat with fraying cuffs. She wrapped her wrist in gauze from the first-aid tin under the sink, then covered the gauze with a black scarf tied tight enough to hide the glow. The mark throbbed against the knot.
Before leaving, she looked once more at Mara’s picture.
“You would know what to do,” she said softly.
The apartment gave her only the answer of rain against glass.
The City Notices
Morning had not fully reached Veyrbridge when Arin stepped onto Mire Street.
The city existed in the blue-gray hour between night workers and early commuters. Shop shutters stayed down. Puddles gathered in the cracks of the pavement, reflecting neon signs that had not yet blinked off. Steam rose from grates along the curb and drifted around the ankles of pedestrians moving with collars turned up against the weather.
Arin kept her marked wrist tucked close to her ribs.
The urgent-care clinic stood six blocks away near the tram station. She had passed it a hundred times without needing it, a narrow brick building wedged between a pawn shop and a bakery that sold cardamom buns to nurses coming off night shift. She fixed her eyes on the clinic’s green sign and walked fast.
Halfway there, the woman at the coffee cart dropped a paper cup.
Hot coffee splashed across the sidewalk. The woman did not curse or jump back. She stared at Arin’s left hand, where the scarf had slipped enough for a thread of red-gold light to show beneath the gauze.
Arin pulled her sleeve down.
The woman crossed herself.
Arin quickened her pace.
At the tram stop, a man in a courier jacket stepped into line ahead of her, then froze. He lifted his head slightly, nostrils flaring. His shoulders tightened beneath the wet nylon. When he turned, Arin saw eyes too amber to be ordinary.
His gaze dropped to her wrist.
He left the line without a word, walking straight into the street as a taxi blared its horn and swerved around him.
Arin’s mouth went dry.
She told herself people were strange in cities. She told herself the courier had remembered somewhere else he needed to be. She told herself the coffee vendor might be frightened by blood, by bandages, by anything.
Then a pale man in a black funeral suit stepped out from the shelter of a closed flower shop.
He moved with the stillness of someone accustomed to others making room. His hair was white-blond, slicked back from a narrow face, and his eyes were a washed-out gray that seemed almost colorless. He did not look at Arin’s face. He looked at her wrist.
The mark burned so sharply that she nearly cried out.
The man came close enough for her to smell old smoke in the wool of his coat.
“Source,” he whispered.
The word entered her like cold water.
Arin backed away. “What did you say?”
The man’s expression changed. Not fear exactly. Recognition, sharpened by hunger. His lips parted as if he might speak again, but a bell rang from somewhere down the street. Church bells, though the old church on Mire had been empty for years.
The pale man looked toward the sound.
When Arin glanced that way and then back, he was gone.
Her heartbeat beat against the mark.
She stopped caring about the clinic. She stopped caring about doctors and reasonable explanations. She turned down the nearest side street, walking first, then running when the sensation of being watched crawled between her shoulder blades.
The city seemed to look back.
People she had never noticed before noticed her now. A woman with violet beads braided into her hair pulled a child behind her and crossed to the other side of the road. A street sweeper in municipal orange muttered something in a language Arin did not know and touched two fingers to his throat. At the mouth of an alley, three figures in dark coats shifted apart as she passed, and their faces turned after her in perfect unison.
Arin clutched her wrist through the coat.
The mark pulsed.
Something answered from deep beneath the street.
First Blood
She made it as far as the shuttered pharmacy behind Brindle Square before the first man stepped in front of her.
He wore a gray mask that covered the lower half of his face and a hood pulled low over his eyes. At first glance, he might have been a mugger. Then Arin saw the weapon in his hand. It was not a knife, not exactly. Silver hooks curved from a black handle, each hook threaded with tiny glass beads filled with dark fluid.
Two more figures appeared behind her.
Arin stopped beside the pharmacy’s loading door. Rainwater dripped from the rusted awning overhead.
The man in front tilted his head. “Show us your wrist.”
Her breath came too fast. “I do not have money.”
“We did not ask for money.”
The one behind her laughed softly. “Cut it out if she makes this difficult.”
The first man glanced over her shoulder. “Orders said intact.”
“Orders changed when the Syndicate started moving.”
Syndicate. The word meant nothing and still landed badly.
Arin backed toward the loading door. The metal handle dug into her spine. “I do not know what you think I have.”
The first man’s eyes narrowed. “That is usually true with things like you.”
He reached for her.
Arin swung the tote bag she carried to work. It hit his arm with a dull thud, scattering pens, crumpled receipts, and an old paperback across the wet pavement. He caught her sleeve before she could run. The scarf slipped from her wrist.
Red-gold light spilled into the alley.
All three men went silent.
The man behind her breathed, “Saints preserve us.”
The first man recovered faster. He grabbed her arm and twisted. Pain shot up to her elbow. Arin cried out and clawed at his hand, but he was stronger, his grip hard enough to bruise bone. One of the silver hooks kissed the inside of her forearm.
The cut was shallow.
It should have bled downward.
Instead, the blood rose.
A thin red thread lifted from the wound and hung in the air between them. The man holding her made a sound of disgust and tried to pull away. The thread snapped toward him, wrapping around his wrist once, twice, three times, bright and wet and impossible.
He screamed.
His weapon hit the ground.
Arin stared at the blood binding him and forgot to breathe.
The mark flared.
Every light in the alley burst.
Glass rained from the pharmacy sign. The security lamp above the loading dock exploded in a white flash. Somewhere inside the building, an alarm began shrieking and then died mid-wail as if strangled.
The man with the blood around his wrist fell to his knees. Smoke rose from his glove.
Arin stumbled back, horrified by him, by herself, by the red thread that obeyed nothing she understood. The other two hunters reached for weapons.
A dark shape dropped from the roof behind them.
The first hunter died before Arin saw the blade.
The second turned, raising a silver pistol. The newcomer caught his wrist and broke it with a sound like a branch snapping. The pistol clattered away. A knee drove into the hunter’s ribs. He folded. A gloved hand struck the side of his head, and he collapsed without another sound.
The third hunter, the one still bound by Arin’s blood, tried to crawl away.
The newcomer stepped on his wrist. The blood thread recoiled from the polished black boot as if it knew better than to touch him.
Arin lifted her gaze.
The man standing over the bodies was tall and broad-shouldered beneath a dark coat that hung with military neatness. Rain slicked his black hair away from a face cut in severe lines: straight nose, hard mouth, eyes the color of winter steel. He wore black gloves, and one gloved hand held a narrow blade already dark with blood.
It was not the first weapon Arin had seen that morning, but it was the first one that looked as if it had been made for the hand holding it. Slim, dark, balanced, with a handle worn smooth where his fingers closed. Not ornamental. Not borrowed. Personal.
He looked at the bodies, then at Arin.
Not her face.
Her wrist.
“Do not run,” he said.
The calm in his voice frightened her worse than shouting would have.
Arin ran.
She made it three steps before he caught her.
His gloved hand closed around her marked wrist.
The world burned.
Not metaphorically. Not like pain alone. Heat ripped through Arin’s arm and into her chest, and with it came a memory that did not belong to her.
Stone beneath small knees. Blood under both palms. A boy’s breathing held tight behind his teeth. A man’s voice above him, patient and cruel, saying obedience was cleaner than fear. A bowl of dark liquid. Hands forced down. Pain opening in both palms like mouths.
Arin came back to herself against the pharmacy wall with rain on her face.
The man had released her.
He stood two paces away, his gloved hand curled against his side. Smoke rose from the leather. For one instant, his expression was not cold. It was shocked, almost young.
Then it vanished.
The hunter on the ground groaned, “Syndicate dog.”
The man did not look down. His boot shifted once. The hunter’s jaw cracked against the pavement, and the groan stopped.
Arin pressed her burned wrist to her chest. “Stay away from me.”
“I cannot do that.”
His voice had returned to that terrible evenness. He was not out of breath. His coat was barely disturbed. If not for the blood on his blade, he might have been waiting in the alley for an appointment.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“Kael Veyr.”
The name meant nothing to her. The way the remaining conscious hunter flinched at it meant more than the name itself.
“What do you want?”
His gaze flicked to the mark. “To keep you alive long enough for people more dangerous than these men to decide what to do with you.”
“That is not reassuring.”
“It was not meant to be.”
Arin moved toward the mouth of the alley. Kael moved with her, not fast, not hurried, simply placing himself between her and the street as if he had known where she would step before she did.
Her pulse hammered. “I am going to the police.”
“No.”
“The hospital, then.”
“No.”
“You do not get to say no.”
Something changed in his face, a tightening at the edge of his jaw so brief she almost missed it. “Today, I do.”
She hated him then with a clarity that steadied her. She grabbed a broken piece of pharmacy glass from the ground and swung it toward his throat.
Kael caught her wrist before the glass touched him. He did not squeeze hard enough to break bone. He only held her still. The mark flashed between them, angry and hot.
Kael’s gloved fingers trembled once.
Arin saw it.
So did he.
His mouth hardened. He released her just long enough to slide the dark knife into a sheath hidden inside his boot, the motion practiced and exact. Then he drew a strip of black silk from inside his coat.
“You can hate me later if you survive long enough,” he said.
“I hate you now.”
“That will have to do.”
He wrapped the silk around her wrists. It looked too soft to be a restraint. Then it tightened like a living thing.
Arin fought. She kicked his shin, drove her shoulder toward his ribs, tried to sink her teeth into his hand when he lifted her. He absorbed each attempt with grim patience, adjusting only enough to keep her from injuring herself.
That restraint enraged her more than cruelty.
Beyond the alley, church bells rang again from the empty building on Mire Street.
Kael looked toward the sound.
For the first time, she saw urgency enter him.
A Claim Is Never a Mistake
The old church had stood abandoned for as long as Arin had lived above the tailor shop. Its doors were black with rain and age. Its stained-glass windows had been boarded from the inside, though colored light sometimes moved behind them at night when no electricity should have worked.
Kael carried her through a side gate and down a narrow stairwell hidden behind a wall of dead ivy. Arin twisted against his grip until the silk bit into her skin.
“Put me down.”
“No.”
“You cannot just take people.”
“I can.”
“You mean you do.”
His eyes cut briefly to hers. There was no apology in them. There was something worse, something like recognition. “Yes.”
The stairwell descended beneath the church into colder air. The smell changed from wet stone to iron, ash, and old incense. A door waited at the bottom, black metal without a handle. Kael pressed his palm to it. For a moment, red lines crawled beneath the surface, mirroring the shape of scars Arin had seen in the memory.
The door opened.
Arin’s mark pulsed hard enough to make her vision blur.
“What is this?” she demanded.
Kael stepped through with her. “An entrance.”
“To what?”
“The Nocturne Syndicate.”
The name from the alley returned with teeth.
Arin forced herself to keep talking because silence made the fear too large. “I do not belong to any syndicate.”
“No,” Kael said. “But the mark says someone believes otherwise.”
“The mark is not mine.”
“It is on your skin.”
“That does not make it mine.”
“No,” he said after a moment. “It does not.”
The answer was not what she expected. It was too quiet, too close to agreement. She looked up at him, searching for mockery and finding none.
“Then let me go.”
“I cannot.”
“Because of your Syndicate?”
“Because every faction in this city will feel that mark waking. The first hunters came within an hour. The next will be better prepared.”
She swallowed. “What am I?”
Kael did not answer immediately.
They reached a landing where another door waited. Behind it, something hummed with deep mechanical life. The mark on Arin’s wrist burned hotter.
Kael looked down at her then, and for the first time since the alley, his control seemed less like certainty and more like a wall built against something pressing from the other side.
“A claim,” he said.
Her stomach turned. “I told you. I belong to no one.”
“Claims rarely ask first.”
The words struck something raw and furious inside her.
Arin lunged, not because she thought she could escape, but because her body refused to be carried meekly into the dark. She drove her bound hands toward his throat. Kael caught the silk between his fingers and turned with her momentum, pinning her against the wall without crushing her.
The mark flared between them.
He inhaled sharply.
For one heartbeat, she felt his pain as if it lived under her own skin. Old wounds. Scarred palms. A boy who had learned not to scream.
Then he stepped back.
“You can hate me,” he said, voice lower now. “You can fight me. You can refuse every word spoken below. But do not mistake the people coming for you as kinder because they smile.”
“I will mistake nothing about you as kind.”
His expression closed again.
“That may keep you alive.”
He opened the second door.
As he carried her through, something struck the stones behind them with a wet sound. Arin twisted enough to see a dead raven lying at the foot of the stairs, black wings spread, throat stitched with silver thread.
Kael did not see it before the door closed.
The last thing Arin saw was the bird’s beak opening around a strip of pale vellum, as if the dead thing had been trying to speak.






  
  CHAPTER TWO - The Court That Called It Protection


Below Mire Street 
Arin woke in a room without windows.
For a little while, that was all she knew. The ceiling above her was smooth black stone veined with dull red light. The air tasted faintly of salt. Something soft lay beneath her cheek, cleaner than her own pillow and smelling of smoke-dried linen. Her left wrist throbbed in time with her heartbeat.
Then memory returned.
The alley. The blood rising from her wound. Kael Veyr’s gloved hand around her wrist. The stairs beneath the church. A dead raven on the stones.
She sat up too quickly and nearly vomited.
The room was small but not filthy. A narrow bed stood against one wall. A metal sink and toilet occupied a recessed corner screened by a half partition. There was no mirror. No visible camera, though Arin trusted that meant nothing. Red glass cut across the door in a horizontal strip at eye level, and black salt had been poured in precise lines along each corner of the room.
Her wrist had been bandaged.
The gauze was white and professionally wrapped. Light leaked through it, red-gold against the cloth.
Arin swung her legs off the bed. Her boots were gone. So was her coat. Someone had left her in her jeans and sweater, though the sweater sleeve had been cut neatly from wrist to elbow to make room for the bandage.
She crossed to the door and pushed.
Pain speared up her arm.
Arin staggered back, clutching her wrist. The mark pulsed angrily beneath the gauze. The black salt in the room’s corners hissed, though no flame touched it.
A shadow moved beyond the red glass.
Kael appeared on the other side of the door.
He looked exactly as he had in the alley: black coat, black gloves, dark hair still damp from rain, face composed with almost inhuman discipline. A strip of clean bandage disappeared beneath his collar near the shoulder, the only evidence that the night had touched him too.
Arin pressed her good hand against the door. “Open it.”
“No.”
Her laugh came out thin and wrong. “You are very fond of that word.”
“It prevents confusion.”
“I know exactly what this is.”
“Do you?”
“A kidnapping.”
His eyes held hers through the red glass. “Yes.”
The honesty stole the next words from her mouth.
Kael did not soften. “There is water in the sink. Food will come shortly. Do not touch the salt lines. Do not try the door again unless you want the ward to burn deeper.”
“You say that like you care whether it hurts.”
“I care whether pain makes the mark unstable.”
“That is not better.”
“No.”
He started to turn.
“Wait.” Arin hated the urgency in her voice, but fear had worn through pride. “What is happening to me?”
Kael looked back.
The red glass made his eyes darker, almost black. For a moment, he seemed to consider how much truth a locked room deserved.
Then footsteps approached behind him, several people moving with purpose.
“You are about to be introduced,” he said.
“To who?”
“The people who will all call this protection.”
The lock clicked open before Arin could ask anything else.
The Nocturne Court
Two guards entered first.
They wore tailored gray coats over body armor and carried weapons that resembled short batons until Arin saw the metal veins running through them. Neither guard looked directly at her wrist. That seemed deliberate.
Kael stood aside. “Walk.”
Arin looked at the open door, at the guards, at Kael. Her bare feet touched cold stone. “And if I do not?”
“Then they carry you. I would rather they did not touch you.”
The words were not gentle. They were practical. She hated that she believed him.
She walked.
The corridor outside the room was wider than she expected, carved from dark stone and lit by red lamps set into the walls. Pipes ran overhead, some metal, some glass, some filled with moving shadows rather than water. Voices echoed from distant chambers. Somewhere below, machinery turned with a deep, steady rhythm.
They passed rooms with glass fronts. In one, a woman stitched black thread into a man’s forearm while he bit down on leather. In another, two figures in formal suits signed a document that drank blood from their thumbs. A child with silver eyes sat on a bench between two guards, humming softly to a cracked porcelain doll.
Arin stopped looking.
Kael noticed.
“The underlevels are easier to survive when you do not stare too long,” he said.
“Is that advice?”
“It is a warning.”
“You collect those.”
“I give them where they might be useful.”
The corridor opened into a vast chamber built inside what had once been an underground bank. Arin recognized the old architecture from Veyrbridge history displays: marble columns, brass railings, teller windows converted into alcoves. But the vault doors along the walls were open now, each one leading into deeper rooms lit by different colors of ward-light.
At the center of the chamber sat a long black table.
The people around it did not pretend to be ordinary.
A woman with silver hair and ink-black lips watched Arin through a veil of hanging chains. A broad man with amber shifter eyes leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over a chest thick with scar tissue. Two figures so pale they looked carved from candle wax spoke softly to each other, their mouths too still. A cluster of witches in dark green sat behind bowls of water that reflected faces not present in the room.
At the head of the table sat Marcellian Voss.
He looked younger than authority should have allowed, perhaps in his early forties, with dark auburn hair brushed back from a smooth, elegant face. His suit fit him perfectly. A signet ring gleamed on one long finger. His eyes were a deep red-brown that might have passed for human if he had bothered to blink often enough.
When he smiled, no warmth entered the room.
“Arin Vale,” he said. “Welcome to Nocturne.”
Arin stopped several feet from the table. Kael stood at her right shoulder, close enough that she could feel his presence without touching him.
“I did not come willingly,” she said.
Her voice held. Her hands did not. The tremor in her fingers made the black silk around her wrists whisper against itself, and she curled them into fists before anyone could look too closely.
“No,” Marcellian agreed. “But very few people arrive in the underlevels by preference. Preference is a luxury usually purchased after survival.”
The court watched her reaction. Arin knew enough about predators to recognize an audience.
She lifted her chin. “Send me home.”
A murmur moved through the room. Not amusement exactly. Interest.
Marcellian folded his hands. “Your home is already known to at least three hunting parties, one Choir cell, and a private collector who has paid for two failed relic extractions in the last month. Returning you there would be negligence.”
“Kidnapping me is better?”
“Protecting you is better.”
“That word is getting crowded.”
His smile sharpened. “Protection often feels unpleasant to those unaccustomed to danger.”
Arin looked around the chamber, at the armed guards, the blood bowls, the vault doors, the people studying her bandaged wrist as if deciding where best to cut. Her pulse beat so loudly in her ears that she nearly missed her own answer.
“I am becoming accustomed very quickly.”
Someone at the table laughed under his breath.
Marcellian did not. “You are alive because my enforcer reached you before less disciplined interests did. That gives us temporary custody.”
“Temporary custody,” Arin repeated. “Is that what you call ownership before the ink dries?”
Kael’s gaze flicked toward her, but he did not speak.
Marcellian’s fingers tapped once against the table. “You are not owned.”
“Am I free to leave?”
“No.”
“Then your vocabulary is doing a lot of work.”
This time the room went silent.
The silence frightened her more than the laughter had. Her mouth had moved faster than her judgment, and now every strange, hungry face at that table had turned toward her. Arin forced her shoulders not to curl inward. The mark beneath her bandage warmed, as if fear fed it.
Marcellian studied her as one might study a blade found in a child’s hand, not offended, not impressed, but recalculating. “I understand fear often disguises itself as defiance.”
Arin’s wrist burned.
She wanted to tell him that he did not understand anything about her. She wanted to scream. She wanted Mara with a ferocity so sudden it nearly bent her in half. Instead, she pressed her bound hands together and let the pain sharpen her voice.
“If you are going to decide what happens to me,” she said, “stop pretending you are doing it for my comfort.”
Marcellian leaned back.
“Kael,” he said. “You brought us someone with teeth.”
Kael’s answer was flat. “I noticed.”
The Source
Ilyra Sorn approached Arin with a silver case in one hand.
She was tall and slender, with brown skin smooth as polished wood and black hair braided close to her scalp. Her eyes were ordinary dark eyes until she opened the case and the instruments inside reflected in them. Then something red surfaced in her pupils like a submerged ember.
“May I examine the mark?” she asked.
Arin almost laughed. “Do you care what I say?”
“Yes,” Ilyra said. “Not because refusal will stop the examination, but because consent changes the quality of blood response.”
Kael’s shoulders shifted slightly.
Arin caught it because she had begun watching him the way one watched locked doors, for signs of weakness.
“What does that mean?” Arin asked.
“It means forced contact tells us one thing. Willing contact tells us another.”
“No.”
Ilyra nodded once, as though Arin had answered a question on a form. “Then we begin with observation.”
She did not touch Arin. Instead, she passed a thin silver lens over the bandage. The gauze darkened. Lines of light rose beneath it, revealing the sigil’s shape through cloth and air. Several court members leaned forward.
One of the witches whispered, “Impossible.”
Ilyra’s expression did not change, but her breathing slowed. “The structure is Source-class.”
The word from the pale man outside the tram station returned.
Source.
Arin’s throat tightened. “Stop saying that like it means something.”
“It means a great deal,” Marcellian said.
Ilyra closed the lens and addressed the







