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First Edition

The old histories say the Circle Alliance lasted long enough for three generations to believe it would last forever.

That is how civilizations die, usually. Not in fire. Not in screams. In repetition. In the quiet assumption that tomorrow has already agreed to arrive.

I was there before the fractures began. Before the wars between the academies. Before the pilgrim fleets vanished crossing the black tide near Ortheon. Before the towers stopped answering one another across the relay lanes.

But this story begins much smaller than that.

It begins with a girl carrying ink-stained paper through the lower districts of Vael while the city was still asleep.

And because history enjoys its jokes, that girl was ignored by nearly everyone who mattered.
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Chapter One

The Lower Districts
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By the time the first transit barges drifted overhead, Hannah Vale had already been awake for two hours.

The lower districts never truly slept. Steam vents coughed beneath the streets through the night, and somewhere beyond her apartment wall, a machine arm hammered sheet metal in slow, exhausted intervals. But dawn changed the sound of the district. The night workers disappeared. Delivery carts returned. The air shifted from furnace heat to the colder mineral breath that rolled in from the eastern canals.

Hannah sat cross-legged beside the narrow table near her window, copying legal registry marks onto treated parchment while the room remained dark except for the pale blue drafting lamp clipped to the shelf above her head.

The lamp flickered every few minutes. The building stole current from the tram lines illegally, and everyone in the block knew it.

Her hand moved steadily anyway.

She copied faster than the shop’s senior clerks. More accurately too, though none of them admitted it aloud.

The symbols flowed beneath her stylus in disciplined rows: trade certifications, cargo permissions, municipal transfers. Thousands of tiny marks that determined who could sell, who could travel, who could survive another season in Vael without falling into debt.

Outside, the city groaned awake.

A freight horn echoed through the district.

Someone shouted from the street below.

The apartment smelled faintly of machine oil and boiled grain.

Hannah finished the final registry seal and flexed her cramped fingers before stacking the parchments carefully beside her knee. Her fingertips were permanently stained black near the nails. No soap in the district removed copyist ink completely. It settled into the skin like memory.

She stood and crossed the room toward the basin beside the door.

The mirror hanging above it had cracked years ago diagonally across the center, splitting her reflection into two uneven halves. She barely noticed it anymore.

What she noticed was the tower.

Even from here. Even through the narrow gap between buildings outside her window.

The Academy tower rose over Vael like something built by people who had never expected gravity to challenge them. White stone wrapped in silver conductive veins climbed impossibly high into the cloud line, catching the first light of dawn before the lower districts saw any sun at all.

The upper balconies glowed gold.

Down here, the streets were still gray.

Hannah washed the ink from her hands as best she could and looked toward the tower again.

Not longing.

Calculation.

There was a difference.

Most people in the lower districts looked at the Academy the way starving people looked at banquet halls: emotionally, hopelessly. Hannah studied it the way mechanics studied engines. If something existed, it could be understood. If it could be understood, eventually it could be entered.

The city insisted otherwise.

The city insisted bloodlines mattered. District mattered. Sponsorship mattered. Examination scores mattered only after all the other things had already decided your future.

A knock sounded against the door.

Three sharp taps.

Mrs. Talren from downstairs.

“You’re late,” the older woman barked through the metal panel.

Hannah glanced at the wall clock.

She wasn’t.

Mrs. Talren simply believed punctuality was a moral weapon.

“I’m coming.”

She slid the finished parchments into a weatherproof satchel, wrapped a gray scarf around her throat, and stepped into the corridor.

The building smelled like recycled water and old wiring. Pipes ran openly along the ceiling overhead. Condensation dripped steadily into rusted collection buckets. Somewhere above the sixth floor, someone had begun arguing before sunrise again.

Mrs. Talren waited near the stairwell holding a crate of folded fabric receipts against her chest. She was compact, hard-eyed, and perpetually irritated by youth. She looked Hannah up and down once with the expression of someone checking inventory.

“You finished the registry copies?”

“Before dawn.”

“Hm.”

This was approval from Mrs. Talren.

They descended together into the waking street.

❖

Vael’s lower districts spread beneath the elevated transit rails in dense layers of concrete housing, repair shops, crowded markets, and narrow alleys where electrical cables hung low enough to touch. Vendors were already unfolding awnings for morning trade. Steam drifted upward from food carts. Delivery drones moved overhead in disciplined lanes toward the commercial sectors.

The city above them shimmered in reflected glass and silver towers.

The city below carried it.

A group of Academy students passed at the intersection ahead. Not real students yet — preparatory candidates from one of the sponsor academies. Their dark blue coats marked them instantly.

They moved differently than district workers.

Cleaner.

Certain.

One of them glanced toward Hannah briefly before looking away with practiced disinterest.

Not cruelty.

Something worse.

Absence.

“Watch your shoulder,” Mrs. Talren muttered beside her.

Hannah realized she had stopped walking.

The students disappeared into the upper tram lift. Mrs. Talren watched them go with the flat expression of a woman who had stopped being surprised by such things decades ago, then turned back to the street without comment. That silence was its own kind of education.

Hannah moved again.

They parted at the corner of Silt Lane — Mrs. Talren toward the fabric district, Hannah continuing south beneath the transit shadow toward Master Edrin’s shop. The walk took twelve minutes along streets she knew well enough to navigate without looking up. She looked up anyway. Old habit. The tower was always visible from somewhere in the lower districts if you knew which gaps between buildings to find.

❖

The copyist shop sat beneath the shadow of Transit Pillar Eighty-Seven, squeezed between a machine repair stall and a ration office whose queue already stretched halfway down the block.

The sign above the shop had lost three letters years ago.

Inside, the air smelled of paper dust, heated polymer, and binding glue.

Master Edrin stood behind the front counter sorting municipal requests into stacks without looking up.

“You’re early,” he said.

“I’m on time.”

“Then the clocks are broken.”

His voice remained flat, but Hannah caught the corner of the smile he hid behind the ledger. That too was routine.

He held out his hand.

She passed him the registry copies.

He examined the pages in silence for nearly a minute.

No corrections.

No errors.

Master Edrin exhaled slowly through his nose.

“You could make a fortune correcting government clerks.”

“They’d have to hire me first.”

“They won’t.”

Simple. Direct. True.

He stacked the parchments carefully.

Then paused.

“There was another courier from the Academy district yesterday.”

Hannah felt something tighten invisibly beneath her ribs. Her expression did not change.

“And?”

Master Edrin reached beneath the counter and produced a thin gray envelope sealed with the Academy insignia. The silver crest caught the light sharply.

She stared at it without moving.

Third refusal.

Same seal.

Same weight.

Probably the same phrasing.

Master Edrin set it gently on the counter.

“You don’t have to open it here.”

“Yes I do.”

Her fingers touched the envelope.

That was the object. Not the tower. Not the alley view. The paper itself. Every refusal arrived on the same silver-thread stock imported from the northern manufactories. Smooth as polished stone. Expensive enough that a single envelope probably cost more than a week of wages in the lower districts.

The Academy spent money rejecting people elegantly.

Hannah broke the seal.

Her eyes moved quickly across the page.


We regret to inform you...




Insufficient district sponsorship...




Current admissions standards...




Future applications may be submitted...



The language shifted every cycle.

The outcome never did.

Behind her, the shop door opened and closed as customers entered. Outside, transit engines roared overhead. Life continued with enormous indifference.

Master Edrin watched her carefully. Most people, after enough refusals, stopped applying. The city counted on exhaustion.

Hannah folded the letter once.

Then again.

Precise. Controlled.

“When is the next examination cycle?” she asked.

Master Edrin blinked.

“Two months.”

She nodded slowly.

Not discouraged.

Thinking.

“You already outscore half the sponsored applicants,” he said quietly.

“Apparently not the correct half.”

He looked at her for a moment with the expression of a man who had spent thirty years watching the city grind capable people into different shapes and had never entirely made his peace with it. He did not say any of that. He set the ledger down instead.

Hannah turned toward the narrow alley window behind the counter.

From this angle, the Academy tower stood perfectly framed between two collapsing warehouse walls, impossibly distant and impossibly near at the same time. The morning light had finally reached the upper sections of the city.

The lower districts remained in shadow.

“I applied like they told me to,” she said.

“And now?”

Her reflection appeared faintly in the shop glass beneath the tower. Small. Ink-stained. Forgotten by the city that built its future on people like her.

Hannah folded the refusal letter a final time and slipped it carefully into her satchel beside the completed registry copies.

“Now,” she said softly, “I apply differently.”


People speak romantically about lost civilizations once enough time has passed.




They imagine poetry where there was probably plumbing. Wisdom where there were likely arguments about taxes and broken machinery.




The dead become profound very quickly.




That is one of history’s least admirable habits.




Still, I will admit this much: the cities beneath Jeron deserved their myths.




Especially the Seventh.



❖
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Chapter Two

The Seventh City
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The Seventh City had no dawn.

Its lights brightened by increments so small the eye never caught the transition. One hour the corridors glowed bronze and dim against the stone. Some unknowable interval later, the same walls reflected a colder silver-white illumination from the latticework overhead. No sun rose. Nothing crossed the sky. Time announced itself only through clocks and human agreement.

Kael preferred it that way.

He woke in his quarters beneath Archive Hall Three to the steady hum of the ventilation columns and the distant vibration of transit lifts moving through the lower tunnels. He dressed slowly in the gray utility layers common to the archive levels and crossed the room toward the worktable beneath the suspended lamp.

The lamp itself fascinated him more than it should have.

No visible fuel source. No filament. No detectable heat. It had been hanging there for perhaps three thousand years, according to the oldest estimates, glowing with perfect consistency while entire governments rose and vanished around it.

The people who built the Seventh City had understood permanence in a way modern civilization no longer attempted.

Kael ran one hand along the wall beside the lamp.

Cold stone. Slight vibration beneath the surface. Water movement somewhere deep below the inhabited levels.

The city breathing.

People from the surface worlds always described the underground settlements of Jeron as oppressive. They spoke about the absence of sky the way sailors spoke about drowning. Kael had once spent four months studying surface journals brought down through the trade lifts. Nearly all of them used the same language eventually: buried, trapped, enclosed.

None of them understood.

The Seventh City was not buried.

It was held.

There was a difference.

He gathered the last of his survey papers into a satchel already crowded with notes, sketches, and copied inscriptions. Most of the pages concerned the western vaults beneath the deep foundations — chambers large enough to contain structures inside themselves, lined with symbols no one had translated successfully.

He had spent six years there.

Six years documenting corridors that curved against mathematical expectation, staircases that descended farther than the measured depth of the planet’s crust should have permitted, and doors so enormous they suggested inhabitants the size of myths.

He loved every meter of it.

That was the problem.

❖

A soft tone sounded from the corridor outside his room.

Morning transit signal. Archive workers changing levels.

Kael sealed the satchel and stepped into the hall.

The corridor stretched long and narrow beneath vaulted ceilings carved directly into black stone older than recorded history. Light panels embedded overhead cast their steady white glow across the polished floor. The walls carried traces of the original builders everywhere — geometric lines etched so precisely into the stone they looked melted rather than carved. No one living knew how they had done it. Children in the Seventh City grew up touching those marks with their fingertips the way other civilizations touched religious relics.

A transport carriage passed silently through the adjoining corridor.

Two maintenance workers nodded as Kael crossed toward the central lift columns. The older one — a broad-shouldered man who had worked the archive levels longer than Kael had been alive — glanced at the satchel with the particular expression of a community watching one of its own choose a direction it cannot follow them into. Not disapproval. Something quieter. The specific gravity of a shared world about to become slightly smaller.

“Leaving today?”

Kael nodded.

“Why?”

It was the question everyone asked eventually.

Kael adjusted the strap over his shoulder. “Because the city has stopped answering me.”

The workers exchanged a glance that suggested this clarified nothing.

To Kael, it clarified everything.

❖

The central transit shaft descended through the heart of the Seventh City like the inside of a machine too large to comprehend. Platforms moved continuously up and down the cylindrical void while thousands of lights burned steadily along the walls beneath layers of bridges and suspended walkways.

No weather.

No wind.

No changing seasons.

Only architecture.

The city felt less constructed than discovered. As though the first settlers had simply stumbled into something waiting patiently beneath the planet and never entirely understood what they had inherited.

Kael stepped onto a descending platform.

The air smelled faintly metallic near the lower engineering levels. Far below, water turbines rumbled in vast hidden chambers.

He loved that sound too.

❖

At Council Hall, the elders were already waiting.

There were five of them seated behind the curved stone table beneath the archive seals of Jeron. No throne. No elevation. The Seventh City distrusted spectacle instinctively.

Elder Var reached him first.

“You are still leaving.”

Not a question.

“Yes.”

Var folded his hands slowly. His skin had the pale coloration common to people who spent their lives underground.

“The surface settlements have sent scholars here for centuries,” the elder said. “None returned with answers greater than the ones already present.”

Kael considered this.

“That may be true.”

“And still you go.”

“Yes.”

Another elder leaned back slightly in irritation.

“The Above changes constantly. Governments collapse. Alliances fracture. They erase their own histories every few generations. The Seventh City endures precisely because it does not chase noise.”

Kael looked around the chamber.

The walls here predated the council itself by thousands of years. The lighting systems still functioned flawlessly. Beneath the floor, ancient machinery circulated air through levels no living citizen had fully mapped.

Everything stable.

Everything preserved.

Everything incomplete.

“That is exactly the problem,” he said quietly.

The chamber fell silent.

Elder Var studied him with tired understanding.

“You believe the answers are elsewhere.”

“No.” Kael shook his head. “I believe the questions are larger than this city.”

That landed differently.

Not rejection.

Not rebellion.

Something more dangerous to the Seventh City than either.

Curiosity without borders.

Var exhaled slowly.

“We did not stop you because stopping people is not our way.”

“I know.”

“We also do not understand you.”

Kael almost smiled at that.

“I don’t fully understand me either.”

That, at least, earned the faintest approval from the elders.

The meeting ended without ceremony.

The Seventh City preferred departures cleanly done.

❖

He spent what remained of the day alone in the western vaults.

Not working. Not documenting. Just walking the corridors he knew better than any other space in the city, trailing his fingertips along the ancient inscriptions the way a person touches the walls of a house they are leaving for the last time while telling themselves it is not the last time.

The light here was older-looking somehow, though he knew it was identical to every other panel in the city. The corridor curved slightly at the four-hundred-meter mark in its characteristic way that defied the building logic of every other structure on the planet. He had never determined why. Six years and he had never determined why.

He left that question in the wall with his fingerprints and went to find the ascent platform.

❖

Hours later, Kael stood alone near the upper ascent tunnels with his satchel beside him and one hand resting against the stone wall.

He touched the ancient carvings absentmindedly while waiting for the final lift. That was how he always interacted with the city. Physically. Others saw ruins. Kael saw intention.

The walls beneath his fingertips carried microscopic ridges arranged in repeating patterns no modern tool could replicate. He had spent months once studying a single corridor because the angle of the inscriptions shifted subtly every eighty-three meters in relation to the planet’s magnetic field.

No one else had found this thrilling.

He had.

Still did.

Which made leaving harder than anyone realized. Not because he feared the surface. Because the city had become the structure around his mind itself. Every corridor familiar. Every light predictable. Every silence measurable.

The ascent platform arrived with a low mechanical hum.

Kael stepped aboard.

The tunnel rose gradually. For the first several minutes, nothing changed. Stone walls. Artificial lights. Engine vibrations. Then, slowly, the architecture began to thin. The walls widened. The air changed texture. A draft moved across his face.

Actual moving air.

Kael stiffened immediately.

The sensation felt wrong.

Uncontained.

The platform continued upward. Ahead, pale light appeared beyond the final tunnel gate. Not white. Not artificial. Something broader. Unstable.

The platform stopped.

For several seconds, Kael did not move.

Then, carefully, he stepped forward.

The surface sky stretched above Jeron in impossible scale. Gray-blue clouds moved across distances too large for the eye to organize properly. Light poured downward from a source he could not directly look at without pain. Wind crossed the stone landing platform in uneven currents that touched his clothes and hair unpredictably.

Nothing here held still.

Nothing had walls.

The horizon itself disturbed him most. Underground, every space ended eventually.

This did not.

Kael’s breathing shortened abruptly. The openness pressed against him like pressure in reverse.

Too large.

Too exposed.

The sky looked unfinished.

He stood there perhaps five seconds before turning and walking back into the tunnel.

Not running.

But close enough that the distinction felt dishonest.

The underground air wrapped around him again. Contained. Stable. Known.

Kael stopped beside the inner wall just beyond the tunnel mouth and steadied himself with one hand against the stone. Above him, somewhere beyond hundreds of meters of rock and machinery and history, the sky continued existing in all directions at once.

Even silence here had structure. He could measure it. He could map its edges and predict its duration and trust it to remain what it was.

Out there, silence had no walls either.

He stared toward the tunnel entrance for a very long time.

Then finally said aloud to no one:

“I’ll try again tomorrow.”
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Chapter Three

The Temple of the First God
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The bells began before sunrise.

Not loud. Nothing crude or urgent. The sound moved through Vael in measured intervals, low bronze notes spaced far enough apart for silence to gather between them. The city had learned to wake inside those silences. Bakers lit ovens. Porters rolled carts onto narrow streets still wet from the night’s mist. Lamps were extinguished one by one along the merchant roads leading toward the upper district where the temple stood above the city like a pale cliff carved by human hands.

The Temple of the First God had no visible roof from the streets below. Only pillars. White stone ascending into brightness. The upper structure disappeared behind curtains of morning haze and reflected light, which was intentional. Almost everything about the temple was intentional.

Inside, six hundred people waited in complete silence.

The sanctuary was circular, descending inward toward a polished black floor that reflected the ceiling so perfectly it gave the impression of depth beneath the congregation. A person standing at the center appeared suspended between two worlds: one above, one below. The effect unsettled first-time visitors. Regular worshippers no longer noticed it consciously, which made it more powerful.

Light entered through narrow cuts in the eastern wall. Not windows. Calculations. The angles had been designed centuries ago so dawn reached the center platform at precisely the same moment each morning during the greater cycle months. Today the first beam arrived exactly as the bells stopped.

Elior stepped into it.

The movement was timed well enough to feel natural.

He wore no crown. The High Voice never wore one during the morning rites. The simplicity mattered. White robes bound at the waist with silver cord. Bare hands. No jewelry except the ring of the First Line resting against the inside of his wrist where only fragments of it appeared beneath the sleeve when he lifted his arm. The congregation could see enough to remember it existed.

Several people lowered their heads immediately.

Elior stood still for three breaths before speaking.

“When the world was broken,” he said softly, “the First God entered silence so that we would not be alone inside ours.”

His voice carried without effort. The sanctuary had been built for resonance. Even a whisper reached the highest seats.

A woman near the front closed her eyes.

“The old kingdoms vanished. The oceans consumed cities whose names even memory rejected. The sky itself changed.” He paused. “And still we endured.”

Now he began to move.

Not pacing. Never pacing. The ritual had geometry to it — three steps forward into the light, a turn slightly left, an open palm toward the eastern wall. The congregation knew the language without needing to think about it. That was the point.

“Not because we were strong enough alone. Not because we deserved survival more than those who vanished. We endured because the First God gave humanity order when chaos would have been easier.”

A murmur passed through the sanctuary.

Elior let it happen. Then he continued before it fully settled.

“Order is mercy.”

That line always landed.

He saw it in their faces. Relief. Recognition. People wanted the world explained to them. More than food sometimes. More than justice. Meaning made suffering tolerable. A meaningless wound became unbearable. Elior understood this better than anyone alive, and he had long since stopped feeling dishonest about it. What he offered them was real: structure, continuity, protection from the terror of randomness. The symbols arranged carefully, the ritual repeated faithfully, the man standing in the center of uncertainty and saying the world possessed shape and intention — these were not false comforts. They were the oldest comforts available.

Whether or not the shape was what he claimed it to be was a different question.

One he had learned not to ask too directly.

He continued the rite while attendants moved silently along the outer aisles carrying shallow silver bowls filled with pale smoke. The incense smelled faintly metallic beneath the sweetness. The scent lingered in clothing for hours afterward. Another intentional detail. The faithful carried the temple home with them whether they realized it or not.

“The Circle remains unbroken,” Elior said. “The blood of the First Line remains faithful. The covenant remains alive within us.”

The congregation responded in unison.

“Within us.”

The sound rolled upward into the dome.

❖

The service continued for another hour.

Petitions were read. Blessings granted. Elior descended from the platform twice to touch the foreheads of the ill. He remembered names easily, which people mistook for affection and often became a kind of affection afterward.

An older man with trembling hands began crying before Elior even reached him.

“My son returned from the southern roads yesterday,” the man whispered.

Elior rested a hand against his shoulder.

“Then the gods have already answered part of your prayer.”

The man broke completely after that.

Later, when the congregation finally dispersed into the growing brightness outside, several hundred people left convinced they had encountered something sacred.

Perhaps they had.

❖

The sanctuary emptied slowly until only attendants remained, gathering incense bowls and extinguishing the lower lamps. Elior disappeared through a side corridor hidden behind the eastern columns.

The private chambers beneath the temple were much smaller than most people imagined.

A desk. Shelves. Maps. Two narrow windows cut high into the stone. The rooms of powerful men were often disappointingly practical once ceremony ended.

Elior removed the outer robe and draped it carefully across a chair. Without the sanctuary around him he seemed younger, though only slightly. The performance required precision, and precision was tiring in ways physical labor was not.

He sat.

For a moment the room was simply quiet. Outside the narrow windows the city was fully awake now, carts and voices and the low groan of the transit rails carrying sound up through the temple stone. In here, nothing moved. Elior had chosen these rooms partly for that quality — their capacity to hold stillness while the city pressed against the walls.

A servant entered. She had worked the private corridors long enough that her footsteps were nearly inaudible, learned silence the way a craftsman learns a tool. She set a sealed correspondence folio on the corner of the desk without looking directly at him.

“From the western archive and the Theron observers,” she said.

“Leave them.”

She withdrew without sound.

Elior opened the folio.

The first reports concerned trade routes along the northern coast. Grain shortages in two river settlements. Minor disputes between provincial magistrates. He read quickly, retaining almost everything.

Then he opened the Theron file.

The seal bore the broken-circle mark used by field observers assigned to the outer territories.

Recent movement among the witches.

Unusual gathering near the southern ruins.

Possible coordinated search activity.

Elior read the final page more slowly.

Repeated references to a woman in Vael’s lower districts.

No confirmed identity.

Interest level increasing.

He leaned back slightly.

The witches of Theron rarely moved without purpose. They were old even when speaking of themselves as young. Dangerous in ways most political enemies were not. Political enemies could be negotiated with because they desired recognizable things: land, authority, survival.

The witches desired knowledge.

That made them unpredictable.

Elior read the report once more, then slid it into a separate drawer beneath the desk.

Not alarmed.

Not yet.

But his fingers remained resting against the drawer a moment longer than necessary before he stood again.
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Chapter Four

The Regent's House
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Bashan had learned, by the age of twelve, that formal dinners were not meals.

Meals involved hunger, interruption, warmth, and somebody reaching for bread before it had fully stopped moving across the table. Meals require appetite. These events required choreography.

The servants in the Regent’s House began setting the long dining table nearly three hours before the guests arrived. Bashan knew because he had walked through the room twice that afternoon pretending to look for a document he did not need. Silver arranged at mathematically precise distances. Crystal glasses are angled identically. Candles are placed not for illumination but for atmosphere. The room itself seemed less constructed than rehearsed.

By the time he dressed for the evening, the house already smelled faintly of wine, polished wood, and the expensive flowers Chancellor Petra insisted on importing from Meron for state functions despite nobody particularly liking them. She had been managing these occasions for three Regents and had strong opinions about flowers, seating arrangements, and the precise moment a conversation had gone on long enough. Bashan had once watched her redirect an entire diplomatic negotiation using only table placement and the strategic timing of the dessert course. He respected her enormously and found her faintly terrifying.

“You’re late,” Thane said from the doorway of Bashan’s chambers.

“I’m standing here.”

“You were supposed to be standing here five minutes ago.”

Bashan adjusted the cuffs of his dark coat. “You continue to confuse punctuality with morality.”

“I confuse it with not irritating your father before the first course.”

“That seems optimistic regardless of timing.”

Thane snorted softly and stepped aside as Bashan moved into the corridor.

The Regent’s House occupied the upper rise overlooking central Vael, positioned high enough that the poorer districts became texture rather than detail from its western balconies. Bashan had always hated that. The city looked cleaner from above. Simpler. The distance turned actual lives into geometry.

Tonight the house glowed with institutional warmth. Council servants moved through the halls with practiced silence while aides from half the ministries lingered near doorways pretending not to listen to one another. Somewhere deeper inside the residence, musicians were tuning string instruments for the reception that would follow the dinner.

“A trade delegation from Eron,” Thane murmured as they descended the main staircase. “Two agricultural ministers from Meron. One shipping consortium representative pretending not to be drunk already. And Elior sent a proxy.”

“Which one?”

“Tall. Severe. Looks like he disapproves of oxygen.”

“That narrows it considerably.”

Thane smiled despite himself.

The doors to the dining hall opened before them.

Conversation softened immediately. Not stopped. Never stopped entirely. But shifted. Adjusted around his arrival like water changing course around stone.

Bashan hated that too.

People bowed. Some subtly, some theatrically. Council members acknowledged him with measured warmth calibrated precisely to his usefulness. Merchants studied him with commercial interest. Younger nobles attempted casual familiarity that always felt heavily practiced.

He knew all of them.

That was the exhausting part.

Bashan moved through the room with the ease of long repetition, greeting guests by name, asking after illnesses, children, negotiations, weather conditions on worlds he had visited only ceremonially. He could perform this version of himself almost without thought now. The attentive heir. The pleasant future Regent. Educated but approachable. Serious without severity.

He was very good at it.

Which was unfortunate.

At the far end of the room Aldric stood near the head of the table speaking with Petra and two representatives from Eron’s shipping guild. His father looked older tonight than he had a month ago. Not weaker. Just heavier somehow, as though governance accumulated physically over time.

Aldric noticed Bashan immediately.

“There you are,” he said as Bashan approached.

“I was informed punctuality had become morally significant.”

Aldric’s mouth twitched faintly. Petra’s eyes moved briefly to Thane with the expression of a woman who had already identified the source of the problem and filed it for later. Thane maintained perfect innocence.

One of the Eron delegates extended a hand. “Your Highness. We were just discussing the western shipping corridor.”

“My condolences,” Bashan said.

The delegate laughed harder than the remark deserved. Bashan watched him do it and felt tired in a very specific way.

❖

Dinner began shortly afterward.

The conversation flowed exactly as these conversations always did: trade projections disguised as anecdotes, marriage negotiations disguised as compliments, territorial disputes discussed indirectly through agricultural tariffs and shipping routes. Nobody said the thing they meant first. Sometimes nobody said it at all.

Bashan sat halfway down the table to Aldric’s right, positioned where he could be seen but not yet central. Across from him sat Lady Teren of Meron, who spent twenty minutes explaining drought conditions in the southern provinces while simultaneously attempting to determine whether Bashan intended to marry within the year.

He answered carefully enough that she could continue believing whatever version pleased her most.

Halfway through the second course, the Temple representative spoke for the first time.

“The High Keeper regrets he could not attend personally,” the man said. “Preparations for the solstice observance require his full attention.”

“Of course,” Aldric replied smoothly.

The priest inclined his head slightly. “He also wished to express appreciation for the Council’s continued attention to institutional integrity at the Academy.”

There it was.

Not the subject itself. The placement.

Bashan watched Petra lower her wineglass by less than an inch.

Aldric dabbed his mouth with a cloth napkin before responding. “The Academy receives the same oversight as any state institution.”

“Certainly,” the priest said. “The High Keeper merely observes that periods of social uncertainty often begin when standards become difficult to maintain.”

The table quieted by degrees.

Not silence. Never silence. But attention.

Bashan looked at the priest properly for the first time. Mid-forties perhaps. Severe in the way Thane had predicted. Intelligent eyes. A man accustomed to speaking carefully because he served someone who understood the value of implication.

“Standards for what?” Bashan asked
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