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​Chapter One

​The Last Day Above Ground
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The Great Hall of the University of Caerbridge smelled of beeswax, aged oak, and that particular strain of ambition that hovers above people convinced they are on the verge of becoming someone important. Gwendolyn Fairhollow stood at the lectern—the one with the brass eagle—and thought the smell was exactly right. The Hall was a masterpiece of Enlightened architecture: three tiers of dark-wood galleries supported by columns whose spiral fluting drew the eye upward, toward the vaulted ceiling. There, like artificial constellations, hung chandeliers powered by pure aether. They did not flicker the way common candles did. They burned steadily, confidently, in a shade of pale gold—a light that cast no shadows, because shadows were imprecise, and at Caerbridge, precision was the highest virtue. Gwen loved that light. It was quantifiable. One could measure its intensity with a brass photometer, record the result in a column, compare it against the standard. Aetheric light had nothing of fire's capriciousness. It was science in its purest, most beautiful form.

Before her, in twelve rows of burgundy-velvet-cushioned benches, sat the graduating class. One hundred and forty-one people in official robes—deep navy silk with brass clasps at the shoulders, each clasp embossed with a departmental crest. She could make out the crests of Transmutation, Applied Aethermancy, Field Theory—but her eye kept searching for one in particular: the crossed key and magnifying glass of the Department of Magical Classification. Tomorrow, the Brass Drawing Machine in the Office of Assignments would decide their futures. Every Caerbridge graduate knew the procedure: the machine analyzed five years of academic results, competencies, magical potential, and interest profiles, then assigned a position accordingly. Impartially. Precisely. Mathematically. Gwen had no cause for concern. She held the highest marks in the class, flawless scores in Decimal Classification, three commendations for the systemization of protective spells, and Professor Wenlock's letter of recommendation—which contained the words exceptional analytical precision, underlined twice. The Machine had no feelings, no biases, no bad days. It calculated, and the numbers were on her side.

"Honored Deans, Professors, Graduates," she began, and heard her voice echo off the vaulted ceiling. The Hall had perfect acoustics, of course. It had been designed according to Bellamy's Resonance Equations, which Gwen had studied in her second year and still considered among the most elegant proofs in the history of Enlightened Magic.

"We stand today on the threshold."

The speech lay in her pocket, written on an index card in five colors of ink—each color denoting a different rhetorical register, per Heloise Brandt's Manual of Academic Persuasion. But Gwen had no need to consult her notes. She had the speech memorized, had known it by heart ever since, three weeks ago, the Dean of the General Faculty had announced that the class valedictorian would deliver the commencement address, and Gwen had seen her name at the top of the ranking list and felt something that—after careful self-analysis—she had classified as justified satisfaction at a measurable achievement.

"For five years, the University of Caerbridge has taught us that magic is not a whim," she said, the words flowing smoothly, measured as precisely as drops from a pipette. "It has taught us that magic is a force that can be quantified, understood, and mastered. That the age of charms and superstition has passed, gone for good, giving way to the age of reason."

In the front row, Dean Aldric Thornbury gave a single nod of cold satisfaction. Beside him sat Chancellor Erasmus Volk—older, stiffer, his face as motionless as if carved from the same stone as the Hall's pillars. Gwen did not know the Chancellor personally. Hardly anyone did. He appeared at ceremonies, signed documents, and disappeared back to his office on the top floor of the Rector's Tower, where—according to rumor—the windows were always shuttered. Gwen did not deal in rumors. Rumors were unclassified and unverifiable.

"Enlightened Magic has given us lanterns that never go out," she continued, gesturing toward the chandeliers. "It has given us bridges that do not sway. Aetheric communicators that carry a message from Caerbridge to Yorkhaven in three seconds rather than three days. It has given us a future built on facts, not faith."

She heard the murmur of applause and felt something warm spread through her chest. Not emotion—emotions were interfering variables. It was the awareness that she was standing exactly where she was supposed to be. That all the years of study, all the nights at her desk, all the perfectly filled columns in her notebooks—had been leading to this moment. To the lectern with its brass eagle, to one hundred and forty-one pairs of eyes, to a future that was logical, ordered, and hers. Gwen adjusted her brass-framed glasses—round, with tiny screws at the hinges that she had calibrated herself, because the factory setting had skewed the lens by two degrees, and two degrees was the difference between seeing and seeing accurately—and delivered the final line:

"Caerbridge has shaped us. Now we will shape the world."

The applause was orderly and rhythmic, as befitted the graduates of a university that regarded chaos as a defect and spontaneity as a form of intellectual laziness. She allowed herself a smile—brief, measured, professional—and stepped down from the podium. Below, tables waited with tea and almond biscuits arranged in concentric circles on silver trays. Gwen took one—exactly one, because a ceremony was not a picnic—and went to stand by the window. Through the glass, the Caerbridge campus spread out in its finest form: paths scattered with pale gravel, manicured lawns, buildings of grey stone draped in carefully managed ivy. On the corner of Bellamy Square stood an aetheric lantern—tall, brass, its globe shaped like a lotus—and she thought there was something deeply reassuring about a world in which even the ivy grew according to plan.

Tomorrow the Machine would decide, and it did not make mistakes.

In a year—two at most, if the procedures required patience—she would publish her first monograph on the systemization of protective spells in the Department of Classification. In five, she would have her own laboratory. In ten—a chair. Gwendolyn Fairhollow had a plan. Written in her notebook in five colors of ink, with a timeline and milestones. And though the Machine had never seen that notebook, Gwen was absolutely certain it would produce exactly the same result.

Because logic was logical. And numbers did not lie.



The Office of Assignments occupied the third floor of the Administrative Wing, in a room that someone—most likely a clerk possessed of neither taste nor imagination—had decided to tile in mustard yellow. Gwen arrived the following morning at eight-oh-three, because eight o'clock on the dot would have seemed eager, and eight-oh-five would have been careless.

The Machine stood in the center of the room like an altar to bureaucracy. It was two meters tall—a brass construction of tubes, gear wheels, glass bulbs filled with aether, and at least seventeen levers whose functions had never been publicly explained. At the top, a drum engraved with department names and positions rotated steadily. Below, behind gilded doors, a tray waited for the result—a copper plate on which the Machine would stamp each assignment in lettering so elegant it seemed to suggest that, whatever one's fate, it at least deserved a beautiful font.

Gwen liked the Machine. It was the quintessence of everything she believed: that the right data, fed into the right system, produced the right result. No favoritism. No bias. Pure justice.

Six people stood ahead of her in line. No one spoke. The Office of Assignments was not a place for small talk—it was a place where the future materialized on a copper plate, and people either smiled with relief or turned so pale that the mustard-yellow tiles became the most alive thing in the room. She watched. One graduate—Applied Herbology. A rational assignment; the profile matched. Another—the Field Aethermancy Laboratory. Also logical. The Machine worked beautifully, the drum turning with a quiet, rhythmic tick, and Gwen felt something like pride that she lived in an age when even the future could be calculated.

"Next. Gwendolyn Fairhollow."

She stepped up to the Machine. The clerk—a thin woman in an ash-grey corset, a fountain pen tucked behind her ear like a weapon—fed Gwen's graduate portfolio into the intake slot. The Machine swallowed the documents with a soft, mechanical click.

The drum began to turn.

Gwen stood straight, hands clasped behind her back, and permitted herself the ghost of a smile. Department of Magical Classification. The crossed key and magnifying glass. Her own desk, a brass lamp, drawers full of catalog references. In a year—a monograph. In five—

The Machine made a sound.

It was not a pleasant sound. It resembled the screech of a fingernail on a chalkboard—if the chalkboard were metal and the fingernail were glass. The drum lurched, stopped, reversed direction, then stopped again with a clank that sent two of the glass aether bulbs trembling dangerously.

The gilded doors swung open.

She took the copper plate. The lettering was even and elegant, as always.

SUBTERRANEAN ARCHIVE — LEVEL −7 POSITION: JUNIOR SCROLL ARCHIVIST START DATE: TOMORROW

For three seconds, Gwen stared at the plate. Then she turned it over to check if there was a correction on the back. There wasn't.

"This is a mistake," she said.

The clerk didn't so much as look up.

"The Machine does not make mistakes."

"I have the highest marks in the class. Three commendations from Classification. A letter from Professor Wenlock. My profile is—"

"The Machine analyzes parameters beyond the academic curriculum. The result is final."

Gwen opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again.

"I would like to file an appeal."

The clerk sighed with the resignation of someone who had heard that sentence a thousand times and ignored it just as many, then pulled a form from the drawer. It was a sheet of pale pink paper printed in type so small that Gwen had to lean in to read the header: Appeal Form 27-B/stroke/6, Revised Edition, Eleventh Version, Annex to Assignment Regulations §114, Subparagraph C, Clause on the Irrevocability of Fate.

"Please complete in triplicate," said the clerk. "In black ink."

Gwen reached for her fountain pen and drew the form toward her. At that exact moment, the edge of the sheet curled, as though the paper had its own opinion on the matter of appeals, and the form slid off the desk. She caught it at the last second—but it wrenched itself from her fingers, took to the air, and drifted to the floor three meters away, landing under a chair with the graceful indignation of an irritated butterfly.

"Appeal forms are saturated with decisional ink," explained the clerk in a tone that implied this was as obvious as the law of gravity. "They resist completion. The procedure requires firmness."

Gwen went after it. The sheet slid another two meters. For the next twenty minutes, Gwendolyn Fairhollow—class valedictorian, author of flawless Decimal Classification worksheets, a woman who had calibrated her own glasses to within two degrees—chased a sheet of paper around the Office of Assignments. When she finally pinned it to the windowsill with her elbow and reached triumphantly for her pen, the ink had turned red.

"No," she whispered.

"Red ink indicates a systemic refusal," the clerk announced, eyes never leaving her own documents. "Forms must be completed in black ink. Red is reserved for Dean's Office correspondence."

"My pen has black ink."

"Evidently not."

Gwen shook the pen. A red drop fell onto the form, which immediately curled up with outrage and began rolling toward the door. She lunged after it, knocked over a chair, banged her knee against a desk the color of the wretched tiles, and finally stood on the sheet with both feet, breathing as though she'd sprinted the length of the campus.

"Please do not trample official documents," said the clerk.

At that moment, a door opened at the back of the office—one Gwen hadn't noticed before—and a man emerged in a navy frock coat with brass buttons. Short and bald, with a face expressing roughly the same amount of sympathy as the mustard-yellow tiles.

"Miss Fairhollow?"

"Yes."

"I am Dean Thornbury's secretary. The Dean sends word."

He extended an envelope. She took it, opened it, and read.

The letter was brief. Three sentences, written in the careful, dark ink she recognized—the same shade used on all official Dean's Office correspondence. And it was remarkably specific for a message concerning an assignment that—theoretically—should have been of no personal interest to the Dean at all.

The assignment of the Brass Drawing Machine is final and incontestable. The position in the Subterranean Archive is to be assumed tomorrow at eight o'clock. Failure to appear will result in the revocation of one's magical license.

There was no signature. No salutation. Not even a Sincerely.

Gwen stared at the letter and, for the first time in five years, could not classify what she felt. It was not anger—anger would at least have been logical. It was something worse. Something like colliding with a wall that should not have been there—because no equation had accounted for it. The Machine did not make mistakes. And yet the Dean had responded as though he had known the result before Gwen had ever approached the drum.

She folded the letter and put it in her pocket, next to the index card with her speech—the same pocket where, just yesterday, her five-color plan for the future had rested.

She walked out of the Office of Assignments.



The entrance to the underground levels was at the back of the Administrative Wing, around a bend in the corridor, beside a board bearing a faded map of the building. She paused in front of it. All seven underground levels were marked—each floor descending into the next, rectangles labeled with department names in progressively smaller print, as though the cartographer had gradually lost faith that anyone would ever read this far. She knew those names. Every Caerbridge student knew them, at minimum from the jokes told in the dining hall—the underground levels were the stuff of punchlines, not ambitions. No one completed five years of study hoping the Machine would send them down.

She took a breath and adjusted the strap of her bag. Inside: her notebook with its five-color annotations, her fountain pen (still red, which was irritating), a brass magnifying glass, three spare pencils, and a pocket compass. She had no idea what use a compass would be to an archivist, but Gwendolyn Fairhollow did not go anywhere without measuring instruments. She set her foot on the first step. The stone was smooth and concave at the center—hollowed by thousands of feet that had descended before her.

Level Minus One. 
Department of Experimental Aethermancy.
The corridor still looked almost normal. Walls of dressed stone, a vaulted ceiling, aetheric lanterns in brass fixtures every three meters. The light was even, golden, precise. From behind closed doors came the faint hum of equipment and the sharp smell of ozone. Experimental Aethermancy—a respectable department, somewhat eccentric, but well regarded. First turn: left.

Level Minus Two. 
Institute of Magical Meteorology.
The stairs narrowed. The stone grew darker, damper. The aetheric lanterns still burned, but more thinly—as though the aether itself were less willing to ignite down here. A notice on the wall read: Forecast for Tuesday: aetheric fog, 78% magical humidity. Beneath it, someone had added in pencil: As usual. Meteorology—dull, but still within the bounds of respectability. Second turn: right.

Level Minus Three. 
Institute of Historical Alchemy.
The first aetheric lantern was dead. She passed it and felt a brief chill at the back of her neck. The air carried a smell of sulfur and something sweet—like scorched honey. Historical Alchemy—the department that professors upstairs mentioned with the polite, slightly strained smile one reserved for a relative who collected ceramic cats. Third turn: left, then straight.

Level Minus Four. 
Department of Taxonomy of Minor Creatures.
Every other lantern was out. Those still burning flickered—which was impossible, because aetheric light did not, by definition, flicker. Moss covered the walls, and behind frosted glass doors, something small and many-legged scurried across a sill. On the
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