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A NOTE ON THE WORLD
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The empire of Ashveil has stood for three hundred years on foundations its architects did not fully understand. Its capital, Valdenmere, is built above something older than any of its institutions — something that has been waiting, with the patience of stone, for the relationship it was promised to be restored.

The Ashbound are people marked by Veil magic — a capacity the empire has classified as dangerous, restricted, and systematically suppressed for as long as it has existed. The word they use for themselves is not the word the empire uses.

The Dispersal Edicts are real. Their consequences are real. The people who survived them are real.
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This is Book One. The story begins the night an enforcer unlocks a cell door he was sent to seal.

BOOK ONE

All the Ways I Fought You
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Chapter One
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The thing about being condemned was that it left you with very little to do.

Seraphine had been in the holding cell beneath the Conclave's east tower for eleven days. She knew it was eleven because she had been scratching marks into the mortar between the stones with the edge of her thumbnail, and she had not yet lost count, which meant she had not yet lost her mind, which she considered a minor personal victory given the circumstances.

The cell was not cruel, exactly. The Conclave was too calculated for cruelty. Cruelty implied emotion — a warden who hated you, a system that wanted you to suffer. What the Conclave offered instead was indifference refined to such a precise degree that it felt worse. The straw was clean enough. The water arrived twice daily in a clay cup that was neither too large nor too small. The single torch in the corridor outside her barred door gave just enough light to see by and not enough to read by, which she suspected was intentional, because the Conclave understood that the mind deprived of occupation would eventually turn on itself.

Seraphine had spent eleven days refusing to let hers.

She was doing it again now — sitting with her back against the cold stone wall, legs crossed, eyes open, methodically cataloguing everything she knew. It was the only thing she had left that the Conclave hadn't taken.

Fact: High Adjudicator Vonn was found dead in his private chambers on the fourteenth day of the cold season. Cause of death recorded as magical combustion — specifically, an uncontrolled surge of Ashbound fire magic.

Fact: Seraphine Vale was the only Ashbound mage in active service to the Conclave at the time of his death.

Fact: Seraphine Vale was not in the Adjudicator's chambers that night, was in fact on the other side of the palace complex attending a requisition hearing that ran until the second bell of midnight, a fact attested to by no fewer than six witnesses, none of whom had been called to speak at her tribunal.

Fact: The tribunal lasted forty minutes.

Fact: She had been convicted before she walked in.

She pressed her thumb against the wall and added the twelfth mark. Then she stopped, because it was only the eleventh day, and inaccuracy was a luxury she couldn't afford.

Outside, somewhere in the palace above, life continued. She could hear it in the occasional muffled footstep, the distant toll of the hour-bell, the faint and infuriating sound of the night guard humming something she couldn't identify. The empire did not pause for the imprisonment of one disgraced mage. The empire, as the Conclave was fond of reminding everyone, was larger than any single person within it.

Seraphine had always found that particular argument most convincing when it wasn't being applied to her.

She closed her eyes and let herself think about the Adjudicator's death for the hundredth time, picking at it like a loose thread.

Vonn had been seventy-one years old, politically powerful, and — she had learned this through careful years of observation — deeply afraid of something. She had noticed it the way she noticed most things: not with a dramatic revelation but with an accumulation of small details. The way his hands moved when certain topics arose in council. The way his eyes tracked certain people in certain rooms. The way he had, three weeks before his death, requested her specifically for a consultation about a warding problem he described as routine and which was clearly not.

She had gone. She had looked at the ward in question — an old seal, set into the foundation stones of the east tower, practically humming with the kind of magic that had no business being in a building this size — and she had told him it was destabilising. That someone had been feeding it. That if it continued at the current rate the seal would rupture within the season.

He had looked at her with those frightened old eyes and asked her, very quietly, if she could tell who had been doing the feeding.

She had said she needed more time.

He had died four days later.

She had been arrested two hours after his body was found.

The coincidence was not subtle. Whoever had killed Vonn had moved fast, which meant they had been prepared, which meant they had known she was getting close to something. She turned this over in her mind, examining it from different angles, because it was the one piece that comforted her — not because it made her situation better, but because it meant the truth existed somewhere. Evidence existed somewhere. The frame was a real frame, which meant there was something real inside it, which meant that if she could get out of this cell and find it—

The door at the end of the corridor opened.

Seraphine did not move. She had learned, in eleven days, to resist the reflex of hope. Guards came twice a day with water. Occasionally the warden appeared to confirm she was still alive. Neither arrival warranted repositioning herself or adjusting her expression. She stayed where she was, back against the wall, and waited to see which category this fell into.

The footsteps were wrong.

She had memorised the gait of every guard on her rotation. This was a different weight, a different rhythm — unhurried but deliberate, the walk of someone who knew exactly where they were going and had no particular feelings about it either way. Not the warden. Not a guard she recognised.

She opened her eyes.

The man who appeared on the other side of her cell door was not in guard's grey. He was in the Conclave's black, but wearing it the way some men wear a coat they've owned too long — with a certain unconscious disregard, collar open one button too many, the formal lines of it somehow made informal by the body inside it. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with the kind of physical presence that changed a room's geometry. Dark auburn hair. A jaw that looked like it had met a fist more than once and considered the experience educational. Scars on his left forearm visible below the rolled sleeve.

His eyes were the colour of old copper, and they were looking at her with an expression she couldn't read, which was unusual. Most people who came to look at her in this cell were readable. Curious. Contemptuous. Uncomfortable. Apologetic, occasionally, which was in many ways the worst.

This man looked at her the way someone looks at a calculation they're working through.

"Seraphine Vale," he said. Not a question.

"That depends," she said, "on who's asking and what answer would be most useful to give."

Something shifted at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile. "Cael Draveth. Conclave Enforcement."

She knew the name. Everyone in the palace knew the name, the way they knew the names of things that were best to avoid — storms, structural failures, Conclave Enforcers. Draveth specifically had a reputation that was stated in very few words by people who did not appear to enjoy stating it.

She studied him through the bars with the same calm she had been practicing for eleven days. "You're here to execute me."

"I'm here to deliver a formal notice," he said, "and then, yes."

"How considerate." She tilted her head. "What does the notice say?"

He reached into his coat and produced a folded document with the Conclave's triple seal pressed in black wax. He held it up so she could see it through the bars, which was technically the required procedure and also, she noted, ensured she could not touch it. The Conclave was nothing if not thorough.

She read it without moving. Her eyesight was good. The document informed her, in the Conclave's preferred register of formal cold, that she had been found guilty of the magical assassination of High Adjudicator Vonn by the tribunal convened for that purpose, that her sentence was death, and that the sentence would be carried out at the first light of the following day. It was signed by all seven sitting Adjudicators, which was unusual. Normally one or two signatures sufficed. Seven meant they wanted this done and done completely.

"They're frightened," she said.

He folded the document and returned it to his coat. "That's not the response most people give when they read that."

"Most people aren't innocent."

"Most people aren't," he agreed, in a tone that didn't commit to anything.

She looked at him more carefully. There was something in that answer — in the careful neutrality of it — that was different from what she'd expected. An enforcer delivering an execution notice did not need to agree with the condemned's claim of innocence. He didn't need to say anything except the required words. The fact that he had said something slightly beyond required was a small anomaly, and Seraphine had built her entire career on small anomalies.

"Do you believe I did it?" she asked.

"What I believe," he said, "isn't relevant."

"Humour me. It's my last night."

He looked at her for a long moment. The torchlight moved in the draught from the door he'd left open — she noted that too, the open door, another small thing — and caught the copper in his eyes.

"The timing is convenient," he said finally, which was not an answer and was also, she understood, everything he was permitted to say.

Something settled in her chest. Not hope — she was too careful for hope — but a kind of cold, clear alertness. The kind that meant information.

"Thank you for the notice," she said.

He nodded once, turned to leave.

"Draveth."

He stopped but didn't turn back.

"The seal in the east tower foundation," she said. "Ask someone what it's for. Ask someone who isn't on the council."

A pause. Long enough to mean something.

"Get some sleep, Vale," he said, and walked back down the corridor, and the door at the far end opened and closed behind him.

Seraphine sat in the dark for a long time after that.

Then she began, methodically, to think about what she would need in order to not be dead by morning.



The options were limited. She catalogued them with the same precision she applied to everything.

Her magic was suppressed — the null-iron cuffs on her wrists saw to that, heavy and cold and faintly humming with the Conclave's counter-sigil work. She could feel her power the way you can feel a limb that's gone to sleep: present, distant, buzzing with trapped potential. Not gone. Suppressed. There was a difference, and for three weeks before her arrest she had been quietly investigating the difference with the careful, unhurried curiosity that had always been her primary survival mechanism.

Null-iron worked by interrupting the connection between an Ashbound mage's intention and their magic. The theory, as taught at the Conclave's academy, was sound: no intention, no connection, no power. The theory, as Seraphine had discovered through eleven days of quiet experimentation, had a flaw.

The cuffs interrupted directed intention. The large, purposeful, I am going to do this specific thing kind of magical thought that the Conclave's technicians had designed them to suppress. What they were less effective against was the other kind — the unfocused, ambient, non-directed kind that an Ashbound mage with a great deal of patience and very little else to do could learn to work with.

She had been working with it for eleven days.

She could not, at present, melt the bars of her cell door. She had tried that on day two and produced nothing except a faint warmth in her palms and a headache. She could not, at present, do anything that required the kind of focused magical intention the cuffs were built to block.

What she could do — what she had been quietly, carefully teaching herself to do — was something much smaller. And much stranger.

She could feel the stones.

Not see them, not move them. Just feel them — their age, their history, the way magic had passed through them over decades and left traces, the way the foundation of this tower had been built on older foundations, layer beneath layer, each one carrying residue of whoever had built it and whatever they had built it for. The palace was very old. The east tower, specifically, was very old. And the seal she had told Vonn about — the destabilising, over-fed seal she had identified three weeks before his death — was directly below her.

She had been thinking about this since day three.

She put her hands flat on the floor now, cuffed wrists resting on the cold stone, and let herself go quiet. Not meditation — she had no patience for the Conclave's formal meditative traditions — but a particular quality of stillness she had developed on her own, young and frightened in a training dormitory, learning to hear the world instead of just seeing it.

The stone spoke to her the way old things speak: slowly, and in a language more sensation than sound.

Below her, deep in the foundation, the seal pulsed.

It was not healthy. She had known that when she looked at it three weeks ago, but from here, now, with eleven days of quiet attention behind her, she could feel how much worse it had gotten. Someone was still feeding it. Even after Vonn's death, even after her arrest, whoever had been manipulating the seal had continued their work, which meant they were either very confident they wouldn't be caught or very close to whatever threshold they were building toward.

She thought about Vonn's frightened eyes.

She thought about what it might mean for someone to want a very old, very powerful, deeply destabilised magical seal to reach its breaking point.

She thought about seven Adjudicators signing a death warrant.

Get me out of this cell, she thought at the seal, which was not a real request because she didn't believe seals could hear requests, and also she had more dignity than to beg foundations for assistance. But she kept her hands on the floor and her attention on the pulse of it, and she filed away everything she could feel, because information was the only currency she had left.

Somewhere above her, the hour-bell rang twice.

The night deepened.

She waited.



At the fourth bell — two hours before first light, two hours before a man she'd met once would arrive to kill her — the door at the end of the corridor opened again.

She was on her feet before the footsteps finished their first echo.

Not a guard. Not the warden. The same weight, the same deliberate rhythm she had memorised three hours ago when it walked away.

Cael Draveth appeared outside her cell door again, and this time he was not carrying a formal notice. He was carrying a ring of keys and wearing an expression that suggested he had recently made a decision he was not entirely at peace with.

Seraphine stared at him.

He looked back at her with the same unreadable copper eyes. "I asked about the seal," he said.

A beat of silence.

"And?" she said.

"The person I asked," he said, selecting a key from the ring with the matter-of-fact efficiency of someone who had done this — had opened cells, had moved people in the dark — many times before, "told me to stop asking questions and go home."

"That must have been informative."

"It was." He found the key, fit it to the lock. The mechanism turned with a sound that felt, to Seraphine, like the loudest thing she had ever heard. "The person who told me that is Adjudicator Marev, who signed your death warrant and who — I happened to notice — has been accessing the east tower's foundation records for the past four months."

The door swung open.

She didn't move.

He looked at her. "There's a threshold," he said. "Between being someone who follows orders and being someone who—" He stopped. Looked away briefly. "I don't do this."

"Clearly," she said. "You seem very uncomfortable."

"I am," he said. "Come out of the cell, Vale."

She studied him for a moment longer — a last, careful calculation. He could be a test. The Conclave used tests; she knew that. But the discomfort on his face was the kind that didn't perform well, too specific, too flat to be constructed. And the thing he had said about the threshold — between being someone who follows orders — had the quality of a sentence that had been thought many times before being said once.

She walked out of the cell.

He handed her a dark cloak — plain, nondescript, stolen from somewhere — and turned toward the far end of the corridor. "I have a way out of the tower. After that you're on your own."

"I need to get to the east tower foundation first," she said.

He turned back. "We're leaving the building."

"The seal is going to rupture. I don't know when but I know it's soon, and when it does—" She paused, translating sensation into language, trying to find words for what the stone had been telling her. "It won't be quiet. The seal is old and over-fed and it's holding something back. Whatever that something is, Marev wants it loose."

He looked at her for a long moment.

"You can feel that," he said. "Through the null-iron."

"The cuffs suppress directed magic. They don't suppress— I don't have a word for it. Listening."

Another long look. She could see him deciding, could see the decision move across his face the way weather moves — slow from a distance, and then suddenly very close.

"The foundation access is two levels down," he said. "We have ninety minutes before the shift change."

Something shifted in her chest again. Still not hope. But something adjacent to it, sharp and functional and cautiously alive.

"Then we should go," she said.

He turned and walked. She followed.

The corridor stretched ahead of them, lit by torches spaced too far apart, the palace sleeping around them like a held breath. Seraphine pulled the cloak over her cuffed wrists and walked beside the man who had come to execute her and had, for reasons he hadn't fully articulated, changed his mind.

She did not thank him. It was too early to thank him. Something told her this was the beginning of a very long and very complicated night, and she needed all her attention on what came next.

She kept her hands pressed against the wall as they walked, feeling the stone, following the pulse of the seal downward into the dark.

Behind them, her empty cell waited in the torchlight like a question that had been answered wrong.
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Chapter Two
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The east tower had three ways down.

Seraphine knew this because she had spent two years working in the palace complex and had made it her business, from the first week, to know the architecture of every building she spent significant time in. It was not paranoia. It was the habit of someone who had grown up understanding that exits were more important than entrances, that the way out of a room mattered more than the way in, that the people who got trapped were always the ones who had only ever thought about arriving.

Cael Draveth apparently knew the same three ways down, which told her something about him.

He led her past the first staircase — the main one, wide and well-lit and used by the night guard on their rounds — without slowing. Past the second, a servants' passage that she knew connected to the kitchen wing and which would, at this hour, have at least two kitchen workers beginning the morning's bread. He turned left at the corridor junction she would have turned left at, descended a half-staircase she had found in her second month and used occasionally when she wanted to move through the palace without being tracked, and stopped at the door at the bottom.

He looked at it. Then at her.

"You know this passage," he said. Not accusatory. Noting a fact.

"I know most passages," she said. "Is that a problem?"

"It's useful," he said, which was apparently all he had to say about it, and opened the door.

The lower corridor was older than the one above — noticeably older, the stonework shifting from the empire's characteristic dressed granite to something rougher and darker, laid in a different era by different hands with different priorities. The torches down here were unlit. Cael produced a small brass lamp from inside his coat, struck a light with practiced efficiency, and moved forward without checking whether she was following.

She was following. She was also running her right hand along the wall as she walked, fingertips brushing the stone, feeling the pulse of the seal getting stronger with every step downward. It felt like walking toward a sound that was too low to hear with ears — felt rather than heard, in the chest, in the back of the teeth.

"How much further?" she asked.

"Foundation level is two more flights. The access point Marev has been using is at the base of the east wall." He glanced back at her. His lamp threw his face into sharp relief — the line of his jaw, the scar crossing it, the watchful set of his eyes. "You said the seal is over-fed. What does that mean?"

"It means someone has been adding power to it over a long period of time. Building it up past its original capacity." She kept her hand on the wall. "Think of it like — a dam. The seal was built to contain something. Hold it back. If you keep adding water to the reservoir, eventually the dam can't hold."

"What is it containing?"

"I don't know yet." She paused. "Vonn knew. Or he was beginning to know, which is why he asked me to look at it. And why someone killed him before I could find out."

Cael was quiet for a moment. They descended the second staircase, steeper than the first, carved directly into the bedrock. Down here the palace stopped pretending to be administrative and showed its true age — this was foundation, old foundation, the original structure that everything above had been built on top of and around over centuries of additions and renovations and careful imperial forgetting.

"Marev," he said. "She's been on the council for nineteen years. If she's connected to this—"

"She's not just connected to it," Seraphine said. "She's running it. Or running part of it. Someone with council access, sustained over months, feeding the seal consistently — that's not an accident and it's not a junior operative. That's someone with resources and tenure and no fear of being noticed."

"She signed your death warrant."

"Yes."

"She would have done that whether you were guilty or not."

"Yes," Seraphine said again. "Because I got close enough to the seal to notice it. And I told Vonn, and Vonn started asking questions, and now Vonn is dead and I was supposed to be dead by morning." She paused. "You're the instrument of that plan, technically."

He made a sound that was not quite acknowledgement and not quite disagreement. "Technically."

The staircase ended at a low archway. Beyond it, the foundation level opened into a wide, low-ceilinged space that smelled of old stone and cold air and something else — something sharp and electrical that had no business being underground and which Seraphine recognised immediately as active magic, a great deal of it, in a very confined space.

She stopped in the archway.

The seal was not what she had imagined from above.

She had felt it — had spent eleven days feeling it, learning its pulse, building a picture of it through sensation alone. She had imagined something formal. The Conclave liked its magic formal: geometric, precise, annotated, the kind of work that looked like mathematics written in light. Controlled things. Ordered things.

This was not a controlled thing.

The seal covered the entire floor of the foundation chamber — every stone, from wall to wall, carved with interlocking sigils that had been old when the palace was young. In the lamplight she could see that the carvings had been refreshed recently: the original lines worn smooth by centuries, new cuts beside them, deeper and sharper, following the same patterns but with a precision that suggested someone had not only found the original design but understood it well enough to reinforce it. The sigils glowed — faintly, variably, some bright and some nearly dark — with the residue of whoever had been feeding it.

And in the centre of the chamber, where the sigils converged in a pattern that her eye followed instinctively toward some point of origin she couldn't quite locate, something was pushing back.

She could feel it the way she had felt it from above, but unmediated now, without two floors of stone between her and it: a pressure, enormous and patient, pressing against the seal from below. Not human. Not magical in any way she had been taught. Something older than the magic that was supposed to be containing it, something that had been pressed down here long enough that it had learned the shape of its container and was exploring the weaknesses with the unhurried curiosity of something that had nowhere else to be and all the time in the world.

"Oh," she said quietly.

Cael came to stand beside her. He held the lamp up. In its light she could see his face change — the careful blankness of it shifting, just slightly, into something she might have called unease on a man more willing to show it.

"What is it?" he said.

"I don't know what it is." She walked into the chamber slowly, placing her feet carefully between the sigil-lines. "But I know what it isn't. It isn't a person. It isn't a made thing. It's—" She crouched at the nearest cluster of carvings, studying them. "These are containment seals. Old empire, pre-Conclave, at least four hundred years. They were built to hold something that was here when the palace was built on top of it." She looked up at him. "The Conclave built their administrative centre on top of a containment seal and then either forgot about it or buried the knowledge."

"Or chose not to address it," Cael said.

She looked at him. "Yes. Or that."

He crouched beside her, holding the lamp lower. She could feel the heat of it near her cheek, could feel him looking at the same sigils she was looking at, and there was something strange about the proximity — the warmth of another person after eleven days of solitude, specific and startling in a way she hadn't expected.

She refocused.

"The feeding Marev has been doing," she said. "It's not strengthening the seal. I thought at first — I assumed — but looking at it now—" She traced the pattern with her eyes, not touching. "She's been weakening it. Systematically. The new cuts look like reinforcement but they're not. They're introducing micro-fractures into the original design. Very subtle. Very patient."

Cael was very still beside her.

"She wants it to rupture," he said.

"She's been engineering it to rupture. And the tribunal, the death warrant — she needed me gone before I could explain to anyone what I was seeing." Seraphine sat back on her heels. The enormity of it settled over her the way cold air settles, slowly and from all directions at once. "Vonn figured it out. Or was close enough that she couldn't risk him getting closer. So she killed him and used me as the explanation."

"Why?" Cael said. "What does she want loose?"

Seraphine looked at the centre of the chamber, at the convergence point she still couldn't quite see properly — as if something about it resisted direct observation, slid away from the eye the way certain optical illusions did, not invisible but somehow adjacent to visible.

"Something powerful," she said. "Something the old empire thought important enough to build a containment system that survived four centuries. Something that Marev thinks she can use." She paused. "Or something that has been communicating with her. Telling her what to do to free it."

The silence that followed had a different quality than the silences before it.

Then Cael said, "Can you stabilise it?"

She looked at her wrists. The null-iron cuffs sat heavy and dull in the lamplight. "Not like this."

He reached into his coat again. She tensed — couldn't help it, eleven days of cell and threat — and then he produced not a weapon but a small iron key, flat-headed, different from the ring he'd used upstairs.

He held it out to her.

She looked at it. Then at him.

"The cuffs," she said.

"The cuffs," he said.

"If you remove those," she said carefully, "I am no longer a contained and condemned prisoner. I am a free Ashbound mage with full access to my abilities in a room full of unstable old magic."

"I'm aware."

"That requires a significant amount of trust in someone you met three hours ago."

"I didn't say I trust you," he said. "I said the seal needs stabilising and you're the only person in this building who can do it." He kept the key extended. "Those are different things."

She looked at him for a moment. He looked back with that copper-eyed steadiness that she was beginning to understand was not blankness — was not the absence of expression, but a particular quality of attention. He was watching her the way she watched things: carefully, without conclusions yet.

She took the key.

The cuffs came off with a sound like an exhaled breath — her breath, she realised, releasing something she hadn't known she was holding. Her magic came back like circulation returning to a numbed limb: pins and needles first, a bright painful rush, then warmth, then the deep settling wholeness of being fully herself again.

She put her hands flat on the floor of the chamber.

The seal screamed at her.

Not in words. Not in any language. But the impression was unmistakeable — distress, urgency, the magical equivalent of a structure under too much load, every joint and beam and bearing surface past its limit and communicating that fact in the only way available to it. She could feel every fracture Marev had introduced, could feel the original design trying to compensate and failing, could feel the pressure from below rising with a patience that was somehow more frightening than urgency.

I see you, she thought at it, which was not a technical approach but was the only one available to her.

The pressure shifted slightly. Took notice.

"I can slow it," she said. Her voice came out oddly steady given that her hands were shaking. "I can't repair the fractures without tools I don't have. But I can reinforce the original sigils enough to buy time."

"How much time?"

"Weeks, maybe. If Marev doesn't interfere again." She began to work — not with the large, directed magic the Conclave had trained her in, but with the ambient kind, the listening kind, the hands-on-stone kind she had invented for herself in a cell over eleven days. She moved through the chamber on her knees, following the sigil-lines, feeling for the fractures and pressing her attention into them like a finger into a crack in plaster. It was painstaking. It was delicate. It was nothing like the formal magic she had been trained to practice.

It was, she realised distantly, the most purely herself she had felt in years.

Cael held the lamp and didn't speak. She was aware of him moving when she moved, keeping the light where she needed it, which required him to track her without being asked — to watch what she was doing closely enough to anticipate where the light should go. She noticed this in the part of her mind that noticed things automatically, that never fully switched off, and she filed it away with the other small anomalies.

The work took nearly an hour.

When she finally sat back, the seal was quieter. Still damaged. Still dangerous. But the frantic quality of its distress had diminished to something closer to a dull ache, the pressure from below no longer actively exploiting the fractures, as if whatever was down there had felt the reinforcement and decided to wait.

Seraphine was exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with sleep.

She looked up and found Cael watching her with the same careful attention he had been giving everything since he unlocked her cell.

"Well," she said.

"Well," he said.

She became aware, suddenly, of the full weight of her situation. She was in the foundation chamber of the palace that had imprisoned her, with a man who had come to execute her and had instead removed her restraints and held a lamp for an hour while she worked magic that, technically, she was forbidden to practice. Dawn was approaching. In approximately ninety minutes, someone would go to her cell and find it empty.

"I need to leave the city," she said.

"Yes."

"And I need to find a way to expose Marev before she realizes the seal has been reinforced and finds another approach."

"Yes."

She looked at him. "What are you going to do?"

He was quiet for a moment. She watched him work through it — could see the calculation happening, the weighing of things, the same careful deliberation she had been watching since the corridor outside her cell. He had come here tonight because of a threshold, he had said. Between being someone who follows orders and being something else. He was standing at that threshold now in a way that was literal as well as figurative, and she found herself curious — genuinely, uncomplicatedly curious — about which side he would step toward.

"I can't go back," he said finally. "Not after this."

"No," she agreed.

"If they find out I released you and then tampered with evidence of a sitting Adjudicator's activities, they'll—" He stopped. Reconsidered the sentence. "It won't be a tribunal."

"No," she said again.

He looked at the seal. Then at her. Something in his face settled — not acceptance exactly, more like the moment before acceptance, when the decision is made but hasn't been spoken yet.

"I know the city's exit points," he said. "I know which guards I can trust and which I can't. I know Marev's movements well enough to stay clear of her for the next few hours."

"That's useful," she said carefully.

"I also know," he said, "that you have information about the seal and about Vonn's death that needs to reach someone outside this city who isn't compromised. And I know people. Outside the city. People who have been watching the Conclave for reasons that are—" He paused again. "Adjacent to ours."

"You're offering to come with me," she said.

"I'm pointing out," he said, "that we have temporarily aligned interests."

She almost smiled. "Temporarily."

"Until your name is cleared and Marev is exposed. After that—" He shrugged, a minimal gesture. "After that we reassess."

She stood. Her legs were stiff from an hour of working on stone floors. She brushed dust from her knees and looked at him — this man who had come to kill her and had instead spent an hour holding a lamp in a foundation chamber while she repaired something old and frightened that had nothing to do with either of them.

Temporarily aligned interests, she thought. That's one way to put it.

"How long to get out of the city?" she said.

"If we move now, before the shift change — an hour. Maybe less."

She picked up the null-iron cuffs from the floor and looked at them. Then set them down again. "Then we should move."

He nodded. Turned toward the archway.

"Draveth," she said.

He stopped.

"Why?" she said. Not the seal, not the evidence, not the tactical reasoning he had offered. The real question. The one that had been sitting in the chamber with them since he unlocked her door. "You could have walked away after you delivered the notice. You didn't have to ask about the seal. You didn't have to come back."

He stood with his back to her for a moment.

"The timing was convenient," he said. "You said that. In the cell."

"I said it," she agreed.

"I said it too," he said. "To you. In a holding cell, eleven days after your conviction, in a way that—" He stopped. "I knew what I was doing when I said it."

She looked at his back. At the set of his shoulders.

"You came to deliver a notice and you left a door," she said.

"I left a door," he said.

A beat of silence.

"Thank you," she said, which she had not been planning to say. It came out quietly, without weight, the way honest things sometimes did.

He didn't answer. He walked through the archway and she followed, and behind them the seal pulsed in the dark — quieter than before, but still there, still waiting, the pressure from below patient as geologic time.

They climbed back through the palace's bones toward the surface, toward the cold pre-dawn air, toward everything that came after a door opened in the dark.

Above them, in a cell on the upper corridor, eleven scratches in old mortar waited to be misunderstood.
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Chapter Three
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The city of Valdenmere was beautiful in the way that things built by frightened people are beautiful — obsessively, over-ornately, with the kind of detail that speaks less of pride than of distraction. Every surface the Conclave had touched was carved or gilded or inlaid with the triple-seal motif that appeared on everything from palace gates to drainage covers, as if repetition could make authority feel less contingent. The streets of the upper city were wide and clean and lit at night by oil lamps that were replaced before they could gutter, and the whole effect was of a place that was performing safety rather than embodying it.

Seraphine had always found it exhausting to look at.

She found it less exhausting now, moving through it in the dark before dawn with a hood pulled low and a man she didn't trust walking two paces ahead of her, because now she was looking at it the way she should always have been looking at it: as a system, with exits.

Cael moved through the upper city with the particular ease of someone who has spent years learning where the eyes are and how to avoid them. He didn't hug the walls — that was amateur work, drew attention, made you look like something that needed to hide. He moved down the centre of streets when they were empty and at a natural civilian pace when they weren't, slightly slower than purposeful, slightly faster than wandering. She matched him without being told. He didn't look back to check.

The upper city gave way to the mid-tier through a series of descending roads that the city's residents called the Steps, though they were not steps but gradients, long and winding, wide enough for the merchant carts that used them during the day. At this hour they were empty except for the occasional late drunk and a pair of Conclave watchmen making their circuit at the far end of the second road.

Cael stopped walking.

Not dramatically — just a slight reduction in pace that she felt before she processed it consciously, and she stopped too, half a beat behind him.

The watchmen were too far away to see their faces. They were moving parallel to them, not toward them, but their route would bring them across the top of the Steps in approximately two minutes, and the Steps offered very little in the way of shadow.

She stood beside Cael in the recessed doorway of a closed textile merchant and waited.

He was close. Closer than she had let anyone stand in — she did a quick, private calculation — quite a long time. She could feel the warmth off him, could hear him breathing, and was aware with the part of her mind that noticed things automatically that his breathing was slower than hers by a significant margin. Either he was genuinely calm or he was very good at performing calm, and she had not yet gathered enough data to determine which.

"You do this often?" she said, barely a breath of sound.

"Move people through cities in the dark?" He didn't look at her. "Occasionally."

"For the Conclave?"

"Mostly."

"And now against it."

A pause so brief it might not have been a pause at all. "Apparently."

The watchmen reached the top of the Steps, turned, began their crossing. Two minutes of stillness. Seraphine watched them move across the far end of the road with the careful attention of someone filing every detail. Young — both of them. The walk of people who hadn't been doing this long enough to have the particular boredom of routine. They were talking to each other, their voices inaudible at this distance but their body language readable: relaxed, easy, not alert.

They hadn't heard anything yet.

The watchmen crossed and continued out of sight down the far street.

Cael moved. She moved with him.

"The people you mentioned," she said as they descended. "Outside the city. Who are they?"

"People who have concerns about the Conclave's current direction."

"That's a very careful way to say rebels."

"It's a very careful way to say people with concerns," he said. "Some of them were once employed by the same institution we're currently fleeing. Some were always opposed to it. The distinction matters to some of them more than others."

She thought about this. "You've been in contact with them."

"I've been — aware of them."

"For how long?"

He was quiet for a moment. They reached the bottom of the Steps and turned east, toward the mid-tier's market district, which at this hour was a maze of empty stalls and covered carts, excellent for moving through without being seen.

"Three years," he said.

She looked at his profile. He was watching the street ahead with the same steady focus he gave everything, and she read the answer in the way he said it — not the number, but the flatness of it. The specific flatness of a fact that had weight attached.

"Three years ago," she said. "What happened three years ago?"

Another pause. Longer.

"An order," he said, "that I followed."

She waited.

"A village," he said. "In the northern provinces. Ashbound settlement — unauthorised, which is to say they were living on land the Conclave hadn't allocated to them, which is to say they were living." The flatness in his voice had not changed but something beneath it had. "I was sent to — disperse them. The official language was relocation. The practical reality was—" He stopped walking for a moment, just a half-second, then continued. "I followed the order."

Seraphine walked beside him through the empty market and felt the shape of what he wasn't saying.

"And then?" she said.

"And then I went home," he said. "And I kept working. And I kept following orders. And I spent three years being very good at my job and telling myself that the job was necessary and that the institution was—" He exhaled. Very quiet, very controlled. "And then you sat in a cell and read a death warrant through bars and said the timing is convenient in a voice that made it clear you'd been sitting in the dark for eleven days thinking and hadn't concluded a single comfortable thing."

She was quiet for a moment.

"And that," she said, "was the threshold."

"That was the threshold," he said.

They moved through the market in silence. She turned this over in her mind — added it to what she already had, integrated it, adjusted her picture of him. A man who had done something he couldn't undo and had spent three years building a case for why it had been necessary, and who had then encountered something small and specific that had dismantled the case entirely. Not an argument. Not evidence. Just a voice in a cell, saying an obvious thing.

She understood this mechanism. She had experienced her own version of it — not the same action, not the same weight, but the same structure. The thing you don't let yourself look at directly until something forces your eyes to it.

She did not say any of this. It was too early, and they were still inside the city, and she had eleven days of solitude and no patience left for false intimacy.

"The northern village," she said instead. "The settlement."

"Yes."

"Was there a healer there? Ashbound healer?"

He glanced at her. "I don't—" A pause. "There may have been. There were children. I remember — I remember there were Ashbound marks on several of the adults. A healer is possible."

Seraphine thought of the things she knew about the empire's purges of Ashbound settlements. The numbers, which were reported inaccurately. The survivors, who existed in the spaces between official records because they had learned, necessarily, to be invisible.

"If there was a healer," she said, "they may have gotten out."

"I hope they did," he said, and it came out so plainly, so without ornamentation, that she felt it land somewhere she hadn't expected.

She looked at the road ahead and said nothing.



The eastern edge of the mid-tier bled into the lower city through a district that the official maps labelled the Tradesman's Quarter and that everyone who actually lived there called the Tangle — a dense, organic, pre-empire neighbourhood of narrow streets and buildings that had been added to and subdivided and rebuilt so many times that they no longer had clear exteriors, just continuous walls with windows and doors cut into them at intervals that made sense only from the inside.

The Conclave's watchmen patrolled the Tangle's edges and rarely entered it. This was presented officially as respect for the district's community governance structures and was practically an acknowledgement that the Tangle's residents had a well-documented habit of misdirecting, misinforming, and occasionally losing watchmen who came in uninvited.

Cael turned into the Tangle without hesitation.

Seraphine followed with the first genuine sense of relief she had felt in eleven days, because the Tangle's stone was old and layered and complex and absolutely full of information, and she could feel it through her boot soles as she walked — history dense as sediment, the residue of generations of people who had built and rebuilt and lived so persistently in one place that the place remembered them.

She kept her hands at her sides and focused.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

"There's a woman," he said. "Runs a cartage business in the north quarter. She has a wagon going out through the Merchants' Gate at first light — legitimate run, filed papers, regular driver the guards know by face. She moves people sometimes. For the people I mentioned."

"She knows you?"

"She knows of me. Whether she'll want to help, given—" He paused. "Given that I am currently in breach of about fourteen Conclave ordinances, is less certain."

"How much time do we have?"

He looked at the sky — the quality of the dark was changing, the absolute black of deep night beginning to thin at the edges, colour not yet present but implied. "Forty minutes. Maybe less."

"Then we move faster," she said.

He moved faster. She matched him.

The Tangle's streets were not built for speed — they wound and doubled back and occasionally ended in small courtyards that required backtracking — but he navigated them with the confidence of someone who had been here before, and she navigated them with the confidence of someone who could feel the city's grain through their feet and knew instinctively which direction was north and which was toward water and which was toward the old roads that predated the empire's grid.

They didn't speak. The silence was functional — the silence of two people who had established enough of a working language to not need to fill space — and she found it more comfortable than she had expected to find any silence with this particular man.

She was thinking about the seal.

The reinforcement she had applied would hold for weeks, she had said, and she believed it, but the truth was more complicated than that. The reinforcement was good work — her best work, she thought, the most genuinely skilled thing she had done in years — but it was stopgap work. The fractures Marev had introduced were deep and deliberate, and the original seal design had not been built to sustain this kind of asymmetric stress. Even without further interference, the accumulated damage would propagate. The thing below would keep pressing. The seal would eventually fail.

And she had no idea what would happen when it did.

This was the part she kept returning to. Not the politics — the politics she could map, could reason through, could construct a response to. The thing below the seal was something else. Something that had been contained before anyone now living was born, contained by people who considered it important enough to build a foundation under a palace on top of it, contained and then forgotten except by whatever records Marev had clearly found and read and decided to weaponize.

The empire had been built on a secret. That was, historically, not unusual. The question was what kind of secret.

"Here," Cael said.

They had stopped outside a building that looked, in the thinning dark, like every other building in this part of the Tangle — three storeys, narrow, a workshop of some kind on the ground floor with the shutters closed. But there was a light inside, visible at the edges of the shutters, and the smell of horses from somewhere behind the building, and Seraphine could feel through the soles of her boots that this particular building was on significantly older foundations than its neighbours. Old roads ran under the Tangle, older than the empire. She filed this away.

Cael knocked. Three times, pause, twice. Then waited.

A long silence. Then footsteps, unhurried, and the sound of a bolt drawn back, and the door opened to reveal a woman who looked at them with the calm, assessing expression of someone who had been in this situation before and had developed opinions about it.

She was perhaps fifty, with the kind of face that had been weathered into something permanent and specific — not beautiful in the conventional way the palace's residents valued, but very distinctly herself, dark-eyed and sharp-jawed, her grey-streaked hair pulled back practically. She was holding a lamp in one hand and had not, Seraphine noticed, let go of whatever she was holding in the other — keeping it behind the door's edge.

Her eyes moved from Cael to Seraphine and back.

"Draveth," she said. No greeting, just identification.

"Maret," he said. "I know this isn't the arrangement."

"There is no arrangement," she said. "I was told to be aware of you. I was told you might come sometime. No one told me it would be—" she glanced at the sky, "—forty minutes before my driver arrives and—" she looked at Seraphine, "—with company."

"This is Seraphine Vale," he said.

Something moved across Maret's face. "The mage they convicted."

"The mage they wrongly convicted," Cael said. "And sentenced to die at first light."

"First light is—"

"Soon. Yes."

Another assessment. Maret's eyes on Seraphine were not unfriendly but were very thorough, the look of someone who had learned to read people accurately because inaccuracy had consequences. Seraphine met her gaze and held it and didn't offer anything beyond what was already visible.

"You were Vonn's mage," Maret said.

"I was a court mage who Vonn consulted," Seraphine said. "I was investigating something in the palace foundation when he was killed. Whoever killed him needed me removed before I could explain what I'd found."

"And what had you found?"

"A very old containment seal that someone on the council has been systematically destabilising for four months." A pause. "It's below the east tower. It's holding something that predates the empire. And the Adjudicator responsible for my conviction is the one feeding it."

Maret looked at her for a long moment. Then she looked at Cael. "You verified this."

"I saw the foundation chamber," he said. "I saw her work."

"The seal was deteriorating," Seraphine said. "I reinforced it. It will hold for now. But Marev will know what I did when she goes back to continue her work, and she will find another approach, and eventually—"

"Eventually the thing gets out," Maret said.

"Yes."

A silence. The lamp flame moved slightly in a draught from somewhere. Behind the building, one of the horses shifted its weight and breathed out.

"My driver arrives in thirty minutes," Maret said. "He goes out through the Merchants' Gate with a legitimate load — wool bolts for the eastern provincial markets. The papers are clean and he is known to the gate guard." She looked between them. "The cart has a concealed section. It fits two people uncomfortably."

"We've established a working relationship with discomfort," Cael said.

Maret's expression moved. It was not a smile but it was adjacent to one. "Come in," she said. "I'll get you travelling clothes and food. You look—" she looked at Seraphine, who was wearing a prisoner's linen under a stolen cloak, "—like something the cell produced."

"Accurate," Seraphine said.

She stepped inside.



The room Maret brought them to was small and warm and smelled of wood shavings and something cooking somewhere deeper in the building. There was a table with two chairs and a bench against one wall, and on the bench Maret deposited, with the efficiency of someone who had done this before, two sets of travelling clothes — nondescript, practical, the kind of thing that would make them look like provincial merchants or minor tradespeople, nobody anyone would look at twice.

She left them to change and went to find food.

Seraphine put the travelling clothes on with the focused practicality of someone who had stopped having feelings about privacy approximately eleven days ago. The shirt was slightly too large and the boots were slightly too small and both were significantly better than what she'd been wearing.

She became aware, partway through lacing the boots, that Cael had changed with the same absence of ceremony and was now sitting on the bench, elbows on knees, looking at the floor with the expression of a man doing internal accounting.

She sat in one of the chairs and looked at him.

"The village," she said. "Three years ago. You've been — compensating. Since then."

He looked up. "That's one word for it."

"What word would you use?"

He was quiet for a moment. Outside, somewhere, the city was beginning to stir — the first distant sounds of early risers, the quality of silence changing from night-empty to morning-expectant.

"I don't have one yet," he said finally.

She nodded. She understood that too — the state of not having language for a thing yet, the thing existing and pressing against the inside of you while you looked for the words that would let you say it out loud and have it be real.

"When we get out of the city," she said, "and we're not using all our attention on not being caught — I need to know everything you know about Marev. Her resources, her contacts, her access to the foundation records. And everything you know about your contacts outside the city."

"Agreed," he said.

"And you need to know everything I know about the seal. The sigil-work, the fractures, what I felt below it." She paused. "Because I think this is bigger than one corrupt Adjudicator and one unstable foundation, and I think if we're going to address it we need more people, and those people need to understand what they're dealing with."

He looked at her steadily. "You think it's a coordinated plan. Not just Marev."

"I think Marev is smart and I think she's patient and I think she has been doing very delicate, very sustained work over four months without being detected. That kind of work doesn't happen without resources and it doesn't happen without reasons." She paused. "And I think the thing below the seal is not passive. I think it has been — communicating. And Marev is not the first person it's spoken to."

The silence was different from the previous silences. Heavier.

"You felt that?" he said.

"I felt the quality of the pressure from below," she said. "It wasn't random. It was — directed. Intelligent." She looked at her hands. Her Ashbound marks were faintly visible in the warmth of the room, the silver-grey tracery that ran from her wrists to her forearms, residue of her magic working after a long suppression. "Whatever was sealed down there has been waiting for a very long time. And it's not confused about what it wants."

Maret returned with bread and dried meat and two cups of something hot that turned out to be a root tea Seraphine didn't recognise and drank entirely without tasting, grateful for the warmth.

"Twenty minutes," Maret said. She looked at Seraphine's arms — at the Ashbound marks — with an expression that was carefully neutral in a way that suggested the neutrality was chosen. "You'll want to cover those."

"Yes," Seraphine said.

Maret produced a pair of long-cuffed gloves from somewhere and set them on the table without comment.

They ate. Outside, the sky continued its slow transition. Somewhere in the palace above the city, in approximately fifteen minutes, a guard would go to check on a condemned prisoner and find an empty cell and a pair of null-iron cuffs on a foundation floor.

Seraphine ate her bread and thought about the seal and thought about what Cael had said about the village and thought about the thing below that was intelligent and patient and had been waiting for four centuries.

She thought: This is going to be considerably more complicated than proving my innocence.

She thought: I am going to need to not be dead for quite a long time.

She looked across the table at Cael, who was eating with the same focused efficiency he applied to everything, and who had come to execute her and had instead held a lamp in a dark room while she listened to old stones, and who had used the word threshold for a decision that most people would not have examined enough to name.

She thought: Well. Temporarily aligned interests.

She thought: Sure.



The cart was exactly as uncomfortable as advertised.

The concealed section was beneath the wool bolts — a narrow, flat space accessed through a panel in the cart's floor, lined with what appeared to be old horse blankets and smelling powerfully of lanolin and sawdust. It fit two people in the way that small spaces fit two people: by requiring them to decide, very quickly, how they felt about proximity.

They lay on their sides facing the same direction, her back to his front, because it was the only configuration that worked, because the space was approximately the width of a man's shoulders and not significantly more, because there was no discussion about it — they climbed in, the panel closed over them, and that was the shape of things.

Seraphine stared at the panel above her and focused on her breathing.

She was aware of him with an intensity that was purely practical — the warmth of him, the steadiness of his breathing, the fact that his arm was behind her because there was nowhere else for it to go and he had placed it there with the same matter-of-fact efficiency he brought to everything, not making anything of it. She matched his breathing pace deliberately, using it as a calibration.

Above them, through the cart's floor, they could hear the driver — Maret's man, young-voiced, easy — talking to someone as he led the horses out of the yard and into the street.

"Morning run," he was saying to what sounded like a neighbouring business. "Wool to Casvert. Three days out, four back. Tell your wife I'll bring the good dye she wanted if she pays me back for last time."

Ordinary. Completely ordinary. The sound of a city waking up, conducting its business, existing.

The cart moved.

Seraphine felt the cobblestones through the wood beneath her — the pattern of them, the age of them, the city's geological memory pressing up through the wheels. She felt the Tangle's old roads give way to the mid-tier's newer surfaces and then to the upper city's dressed stone and then, as they approached the Merchants' Gate, to the wide flat paving of the gate road, which had been laid three hundred years ago and rested on foundations older than the empire.

She felt the seal, very faintly, at this distance — a pulse, slow and suppressed, like a heartbeat heard through walls.

The cart stopped.

A guard's voice: "Papers."

The driver: "Here. Wool run to Casvert, standing order from the Merchant House Bellan."

A pause. The sound of papers being examined with the bored thoroughness of someone who had been doing this since before dawn. The shift of a guard's boots on the paving stone. A horse blowing air through its nose.

Seraphine did not breathe.

Beside her — behind her — she felt Cael equally still, the deliberate stillness of someone who had been in this situation before and knew that stillness was the correct response and had the discipline to maintain it.

"Bellan house," the guard said. "You're early this week."

"Merchant wants it there before the festival crowds hit the roads," the driver said. Easy. Bored. The voice of someone telling the truth about a small thing.

Another pause.

The papers were returned.

"On you go," the guard said.

The cart moved.

Seraphine breathed.

She felt the city fall behind them — felt it in the stone and then felt the stone change, the road surface shifting from the Conclave's dressed granite to the older provincial road beneath, the empire's overlay giving way to the older country, and she felt that transition with a physical relief that had nothing to do with the physical and everything to do with the fact that she had been inside Valdenmere's walls for four years and had not understood until this moment how much of herself she had compressed to fit inside them.

The cart rolled on. The city receded. The road ahead was dark and cold and entirely open, and somewhere on it, at some distance she couldn't yet calculate, there were people who knew things she needed to know and had concerns about the same institution she had just finished betraying by surviving it.

Behind her, after a long time, Cael said quietly: "We're clear."

"I know," she said.

"You can breathe."

"I am breathing."

"You've been breathing like someone solving a problem."

She almost laughed. It came out as something smaller and more surprised. "That's just how I breathe."

A pause.

"I know," he said. And there was something in it — something careful and specific — that she chose, for now, not to examine.

The cart rolled east.

Above them the sky was lightening fast now, the absolute dark breaking up into the greys and deep blues of early morning, and somewhere in Valdenmere behind them, in an empty cell, eleven marks in old mortar recorded eleven days of a woman who had been told she was finished and had spent the whole time thinking of ways she wasn't.

The road opened ahead of them, and the city disappeared behind, and the empire stretched out vast and complicated in every direction, full of people who did not know yet what was living under their foundations.
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Chapter Four
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The road to Casvert took three days under normal circumstances.

Seraphine knew this because she had, in her second year at the palace, been sent to the eastern provinces to consult on a warding problem at a minor noble's estate, and the journey had taken three days in a post-carriage with decent suspension and a driver who knew the road. In a wool cart with a concealed floor section and two fugitives in it, she estimated slightly longer.

They stayed hidden for the first two hours.

This was Cael's call — made without discussion, simply communicated by the fact that he didn't move and didn't suggest moving, and she took the unspoken reasoning and agreed with it. The first two hours were the dangerous ones: the window in which the alarm would be raised, the city gates put on alert, the watch expanded. The Merchants' Gate guard who had waved them through would, at some point in those two hours, hear the announcement and think about the wool cart and decide whether to report it or not. If he was loyal to the Conclave's apparatus, he would report it. If he was the kind of guard who filed things under not my problem — and a significant percentage of people were, in Seraphine's experience, the kind of people who filed things under not my problem — he would not.

She spent the two hours listening to the road.

The concealed section was less uncomfortable once she stopped thinking about it as a space
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