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The primary difficulty with traveling aboard an enchanted paddle steamer powered entirely by philosophical debate is that whenever the scholars reach a polite consensus, the ship immediately loses headway and begins to drift toward the nearest jagged reef.

Bram Caldwell gripped the salt-encrusted brass railing of the promenade deck, his knuckles white under a stinging spray of cold Atlantic foam, and prayed with every fiber of his being for someone in the boiler room to say something unforgivably rude.

Belowdecks, the muffled bellowing of two tenured metaphysicians echoed up through the bronze ventilation cowls like the roaring of dyspeptic bulls trapped in a tin shed.

"I tell you, Phipps, existence precedes essence!" roared a voice that sounded like river gravel being tumbled inside an iron cask. "A teacup is merely an arbitrary social designation until someone pours the Earl Grey!"

"Nonsense, you post-structuralist charlatan!" shrieked a counter-tenor from across the stoked hearth. "The ideal form of the teacup exists immutably in the aether, entirely independent of your pathetic, tepid bourgeois beverage! Your thesis is an intellectual cesspool, Phipps, and your monograph on ontological biscuits was laughed out of the Royal Society!"

A tremendous clonk-shudder vibrated through the timbers beneath Bram’s boots. The pressure needle on the deck-mounted steam gauge—calibrated not in pounds per square inch, but in Degrees of Academic Indignation—leaped instantly from Simmering Resentment past Vicious Sarcasm straight into Ad Hominem Fury. The twin paddle wheels thrashed the frothing brine into a furious white lather, and the SS Categorical Imperative surged forward through the gray swells of the Pelagic Reach at a brisk fourteen knots.

Bram exhaled a long, shuddering breath that smelled faintly of boiled cabbage, cold sea salt, and unresolved tension. A thin wisp of aromatic exhaust puffed from the brass smokestack above, smelling not of burnt anthracite, but of dried pipe tobacco, crushed chalk, and pure, concentrated institutional malice.

"Keep going, gentlemen," Bram muttered under his breath, turning up the heavy wool collar of his travel coat against the biting nor’easter. "Accuse him of plagiarism. Challenge his bibliography. We have at least two more nautical miles of open chop before the harbor breakwater, and I would prefer not to drown in the name of epistemological modesty."

At his feet, his luggage gave a violent, petulant shudder.

It was an ordinary student trunk—or at least it had started the voyage as one. It was constructed of heavy heart-of-oak, bound with riveted brass corner-brackets and wrapped in thick, oil-treated pigskin. Unfortunately, somewhere around the second evening of the coastal passage, the ambient thaumaturgical exhaust from the paddle steamer’s engines had seeped through the hold and reactivated a dormant transmutational enchantment in the grain of the wood.

The trunk had promptly sprouted six stubby, jointed legs fashioned from its own brass casters, shed its travel stickers, and developed a severe, debilitating case of maritime melancholia.

The trunk clicked its brass hasps together like a pair of irritated castanets, squeaked mournfully through its keyhole, and began scuttling sideways across the wet deck toward an open scupper, clearly determined to cast itself into the churning, gray-green depths.

"No, you don't," Bram said, lunging forward and planting his knee squarely across the lid.

The trunk groaned, its brass handles drooping with dramatic misery, its casters scrabbling uselessly against the slick fir planks.

"We went over this in the harbor at Port Vane," Bram whispered sharply, leaning his full weight onto the stubborn luggage. "You contain four pairs of heavy wool trousers, six reams of ruled parchment, two spare inkhorns, and seven pairs of hand-knitted winter stockings. You are a repository of dry goods. You are not a pelagic creature. You will not find spiritual solace among the benthic mollusks, and even if you did, the salt water would ruin my dictionary."

The trunk let out a faint, hollow wheeze through its keyhole, vibrated with deep philosophical resignation, and retracted its brass wheels a quarter of an inch, sullenly feigning the posture of an ordinary, inanimate box.

Bram sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose where the cold air had settled into an ache. He was exhausted. His ears rang with a dull, persistent, low-frequency ache that had nothing to do with the clattering paddle wheels and everything to do with the fact that his magical baseline was, according to the official registrars of the Skyfold institution, an absolute administrative disaster.

Tucked into the oilskin pocket inside his coat was his official parchment scroll. The ink was still slightly raised, stamped with the wax seal of the Central Examining Board:

Caldwell, Bramwell T. — Admitted under Special Dispensation: Acoustic Dampening (Sub-category: Domestic Quietude / Snore Suppression, Grade II).

The admissions clerk in the regional capital had taken one cursory glance at Bram’s placement examination—wherein Bram had panicked, instinctively muted an entire three-story lecture hall, and caused four crystal chandeliers to plummet thirty feet in utter, dead silence without a single glass drop fracturing against the floorboards—and concluded that the boy was simply very good at keeping the peace. It was the bureaucratic equivalent of looking at an unexploded siege mortar and cataloging it as a decorative doorstop.

Bram did not merely suppress snores. He heard the universe’s existential baseline.

To Bram, reality was not a collection of mute, solid objects resting quietly in space. It was a ceaseless, deafening, multi-part choir of physical and metaphysical vibrations. Cold granite hummed a flat, grinding drone like an iron wheel turning against slate. Spun glass whistled in a shrill, brittle E-natural that made his fillings ache. Human intent sounded like a nest of agitated hornets buzzing inside a copper kettle. And whenever Bram dampened a sound, he was not merely throwing a blanket over a noise; he was reaching into the weave of reality, taking the vibrating thread between his metaphysical thumb and forefinger, and pinching it dead.

The terrible catch, which the admissions board had completely failed to grasp, was that nature intensely disliked an empty measure. Whenever Bram dampened a space too thoroughly, the surrounding reality became deeply distressed by the unnatural void and attempted to fill the silence with bizarre, localized emotional confessions. Just two nights ago, he had tried to mute a whistling draft around the porthole of his stateroom, only for the brass latch to burst into tears and confess that it felt profound professional guilt for failing to keep out the damp.

"Land ho!" the lookout bawled from the swaying crow's nest above, his voice whipping away in the wind. "Or at least, the colossal architectural apology that passes for it!"

Bram hauled his recalcitrant trunk upright by its hemp handle and leaned against the deck railing, squinting through the tearing gray sea mists.

Rising out of the jagged, black basalt cliffs of the Western Archipelago was the maritime campus of Skyfold: the Sunken Cloisters of Oakhaven.

It looked less like an academy of magic and more like an ancient Gothic cathedral that had fallen down a sheer cliff, broken several of its limbs on the rocks, and decided to make the best of things at the water’s edge. The uppermost spires were anchored to the windswept clifftops, their dark slate roofs bristling with brass lightning rods, weather vanes shaped like terrified wading birds, and enormous stone gargoyles that were currently vomiting torrents of rainwater back into the sea.

Below the clifftops, an intricate web of flying buttresses, dripping stone staircases, and colossal tidal aqueducts clung to the vertical rock face, descending hundreds of feet directly into the crashing surf.

And beneath the waterline, visible through the emerald-tinted swells, lay the true bulk of the institution.

Enormous glass rotundas, protected by heavy iron cages resembling the ribcages of stranded leviathans, glowed with pale, sulfurous lantern light fathoms beneath the surface. Long, submerged galleries covered in thick forests of bladderwrack and purple sea anemones stretched between the submerged rocks like the burrowings of an aquatic mole. Massive brass intake gates, each the size of a municipal watermill, turned with ponderous, hydraulic groans, swallowing the tide in great foaming gulps and exhaling plumes of frothing white water through deep-sea sluices.

"Attention, incoming transfers, probationary artisans, and miscellaneous academic refuse!" the first mate bellowed through a heavily dented brass speaking trumpet, marching down the companionway with a waterlogged clipboard. "Prepare your transit passes, your luggage straps, and your metaphysical clearance tokens! We dock at Low Pier in three minutes! The Cloisters wait for no man, mostly because the tide was legally bound to the academic timetable during the Siphon Treaty of twelve-forty-eight, and the Bursar docks our wages if we miss the ebb!"

The SS Categorical Imperative swung broadside to the cliffs, its starboard paddle wheel slapping the brine in a frantic, stuttering cadence as the scholars below reached an abrupt, terrifying armistice regarding the validity of Kant’s synthetic a priori propositions. Deprived of fuel, the engines died with a hollow wheeze, and the steamer coasted on its own momentum alongside a long, black-timbered wharf that jutted out from the base of the rock like an arrogant tongue.

The pier was covered in an impressive, glistening carpet of dark green kelp, white salt crust, and barnacles.

Tens of thousands of barnacles.

As the ship’s heavy hemp mooring hawsers were hurled through the drizzle and looped over the rusted iron bollards by dockworkers in greasy oilskins, Bram dragged his trunk down the slippery wooden gangway. The moment the soles of his boots struck the sodden planks of the wharf, an eerie, rasping chorus of tiny, wet voices rose from the pilings beneath his feet.

"Oh, marvelous. More students," wheezed a barnacle clinging to the iron banding three inches from his left boot. "More transient biological ephemera arriving to project their pathetic subjective anxieties onto an entirely indifferent littoral shelf. How completely derivative."

Bram froze, one foot hovering over a brackish puddle.

"Do not flatter yourself by pausing, boy," hissed a second cluster of crustaceans huddled around an iron bolt. "Whether you step upon this rotting timber or cast your fragile carcass into the abyssal trench, the thermodynamic dissipation of the universe proceeds entirely uninterrupted. Your semester credits will turn to ash, just like the dynasties of the First Era. Move along, you are intercepting our ambient plankton, not that nutrients carry any intrinsic moral value."

"Are... are the mollusks delivering lectures?" Bram asked, looking frantically toward the nearest dockworker, a thickset man with a short pipe clenched between teeth that resembled weathered shale.

The dockworker didn't even look up from his cleat hitch. "Pay 'em no mind, lad. Balanus existentialis. Common cliff barnacle. They colonized the drainage pipe coming out of the Department of Moral Metaphysics forty years back. Can't scrape 'em off without a written dispensation from the Academic Senate, and the Senate won't sign it because the registrar counts the crustaceans as non-voting adjuncts to balance the departmental budget. Just give 'em a nudge with your heel if they start citing the German pessimists."

"I am an adjunct!" shrieked a tiny limpet clinging to the underside of the planking. "I have contributed three peer-reviewed commentaries on the futility of locomotion to the Tidepool Gazette!"

Bram swallowed hard, hoisted the leather strap of his trunk—which was currently attempting to wedge its brass feet into a split in the timber—and hurried down the wharf toward the colossal archway carved directly into the black basalt of the cliff.

Above the arched portal, a heavy bronze placard had been bolted into the rock with iron studs the size of tea saucers:

THE SUNKEN CLOISTERS OF OAKHAVEN

Skyfold Maritime Division: Hydraulic Discipline, Sub-Aquatic Artifice, and Applied Buoyancy

Notice: Physical reality operates at approximately seventy-four percent efficiency below Level Three. Keep your elbows tucked in, and report all un-tethered metaphors to the Scullery Overseer.

Directly beneath the arch stood a small, salt-encrusted tollbooth constructed from green-painted iron and reinforced glass. Inside sat the Toll-Mistress, a woman who appeared to be composed entirely of damp linen, severe cheekbones, and centuries of administrative disapproval. A thick monocle fashioned from curved, bottle-green sea glass covered her left eye, magnifying it to the size of a hen’s egg, and an enormous ledger bound in rough sharkskin lay open on the counter before her.

"Name, institutional classification, and clearance token," she said without lifting her gaze from the page, her steel dip-pen scratching across the vellum with the sound of a crab claw tearing through dry leaves.

"Bram Caldwell," Bram said, offering his stamped parchment scroll through the brass wicket. "Transfer from the Mainland Preparatory Annex. Track Four-B."

The bottle-green monocle swiveled upward, catching the gray light of the bay and refracting it into an emerald beam that scrutinized Bram from his sodden hair down to his salt-stained boots.

"Track Four-B," she read aloud, her thin lips curling with pure, distilled bureaucratic pity. "Acoustic Dampening. Snore suppression. Pillow enchantments. Keeping the Dean’s tea cozy from vibrating when the boiler valves cycle. Exquisite. Another towering intellect dispatched by the capital to defend Western civilization against the perils of moderate ambient hum."

"I can do more than quiet a bedroom," Bram said instinctively, though he knew the cardinal rule of Skyfold was never to volunteer competence to anyone holding an official ledger.

"Undoubtedly," she said dryly, bringing a heavy bronze seal down onto his parchment with a sharp thwack that smelled of burning pitch. "Every freshman believes he is an unmined lode of metaphysical genius until his first subterranean plumbing practicum. That will be four silver groats for harbor maintenance, Mr. Caldwell. And the Saltwater Toll."

Bram reached into his pocket, counted out the four coins, and hesitated. "The syllabus didn't mention a Saltwater Toll. I thought tuition covered the transit dues."

"Tuition covers the water you displace," she snapped, leaning forward so sharply that the smell of vinegar and cold seaweed wafted through the bars of the wicket. "The Saltwater Toll is metaphysical, boy. You are entering an environment maintained under four hundred atmospheres of concentrated structural irony. The Atlantic Ocean does not tolerate unresolved psychological tension; it causes the brass fittings to pit. One minor personal regret, please. Spoken clearly and without rhetorical ornamentation into the copper funnel on your left."

Bram turned his head. Mounted beside the ticket window on a swiveling iron arm was an ancient, battered copper funnel, its green-stained pipe plunging directly down through a hole in the wharf planks and disappearing into the black, sucking water below.

"A regret?" Bram asked, his brow furrowing.

"We are running low on negative buoyancy this term," the Toll-Mistress explained, tapping her pen against the sharkskin ledger with mechanical impatience. "If incoming students fail to provide sufficient emotional gravity upon entry, the dormitories on Level Three have a tendency to lift off the bedrock and float toward the surface during the full moon. Move along, Caldwell. We have the entire junior class of Hydro-Kinetic Cartography queued behind you, and their maps are already attempting to migrate."

Bram glanced over his shoulder.

Behind him, a line of students in dark teal oilskin coats had indeed accumulated along the wet wharf. Near the front stood a sharp-featured girl with wild, dark curls escaping from beneath a canvas sou'wester. Her arms were wrapped securely around an iron cylinder, from which three rolled-up nautical charts were currently protruding, their stiff parchment edges flapping frantically like the wings of distressed gulls. When she noticed Bram looking, she shot him a glare of such ferocious, sleep-deprived intensity that he spun back toward the copper funnel at once.

He leaned down, cleared his throat, and brought his lips within an inch of the cold, verdigris-coated rim.

"When I was nine years old," Bram whispered into the pipe, "I told my grandmother that her spiced plum tarts tasted of damp wool, even though she had stayed awake until three in the morning baking them for my name-day."

The copper funnel gave a deep, rattling, wet gasp, as if a great mouth beneath the sea floor had just drawn in a lungful of air through an iron straw.

Down between the green-slimed pilings, the water churned violently. A solitary, violet bubble of light broke against the surface of the bay with a soft plop, and the entire wooden wharf settled approximately half an inch deeper into the black harbor mud with a long, contented groan of its timber joints.

"Adequate," the Toll-Mistress muttered, checking the level of a mercury column mounted behind her stool. "A bit pedestrian in its moral scope, but the specific gravity was solid. Take your clearance scroll, Mr. Caldwell. Proceed through the portal, down the Grand Descent to Level Two, and report to Quartermaster Reyes for your pneumatic gear. If you experience a high-pitched ringing in your ears, swallow twice. If you experience a high-pitched ringing in your left femur, lie flat on the flagstones and begin reciting your lineage."

"Thank you," Bram said, snatching his papers. He caught his luggage by its leather strap. "Come along, you."

The trunk dug its brass casters into the wood, dragging its heels with a squeak of protest, but Bram yanked it over the stone sill and crossed into the belly of the cliff.

The transition from the outdoor pier into the interior of the Sunken Cloisters was like stepping from a blustery afternoon straight into the throat of an immense, water-cooled clockwork engine.

The wind died instantly, replaced by a dense, humid pressure that tasted of cold slate, hydraulic oil, wet felt, and centuries of dried ink. The walls of the Grand Descent were not masonry; they were raw, glistening black basalt, carved with deep, spiral channels through which thin ribbons of sea water coursed in continuous, mathematically precise loops. At regular intervals, heavy brass lanterns shaped like coiled nautilus shells cast pools of thick, amber illumination across the spiral stairs, which coiled downward into the dark like the interior of a fossilized ammonite.

And everywhere, there was the noise.

To any other student, the Grand Descent was merely loud—a thunderous, echoing chaos of falling water, the heavy thud of sea-boots, the distant slamming of pneumatic hatches, and the high-pitched hiss of steam vents releasing pressure into the sea.

To Bram, it was an overwhelming, three-dimensional tapestry of sound.

He slowed his pace on the curved stairs, one hand resting lightly against the weeping basalt wall. He closed his eyes for a fraction of a second, letting his acoustic senses unfurl through the stone.

The cliff was singing.

It was a titanic, prehistoric resonance—a low, grinding drone in the key of B-flat that vibrated straight through the bones of his feet, the sound of billions of tons of continental rock pressing against the Atlantic floor. But woven through that natural stone frequency were the ancient, foundational wards of the academy itself.

The original architects had not constructed the Sunken Cloisters with mere mortar and trowels; they had built them with acoustic intention. They had woven spells like braided steel cables through the pores of the basalt, dampening the hydraulic shear, commanding the porous rock to hold its breath against the staggering, lightless weight of the ocean deeps.

The wards sounded like an orchestra of iron harps, each string drawn to an impossible tension, vibrating at a frequency so tight it made Bram’s molars ache with sympathy. It was an astonishing, complex web of reality-stitching that held millions of tons of cold water at bay.

Except...

Bram stopped dead on a wide stone landing between Level One and Level Two. His trunk bumped into the back of his calves with a dull, hollow thud, but he scarcely noticed.

He placed both bare palms flat against the wet rock.

Deep down, leagues beneath the spiral stairs, down where the foundations met the abyssal silt of the continental trench, the harp had a broken string.

It was not an open fracture—not yet. It was a stutter.

Huuuuuuuuum... huuuuuuuuum... tick-shudder... huuuuuuuuum.

Every seventh measure, the resonance broke. A tiny, jagged, microscopic hiccup rippled through the stone, an erratic beat that felt less like structural fatigue and more like a massive, submerged machine catching its teeth on a foreign gear.

Bram’s acoustic instincts flared with unbearable intensity. The stutter grated against his nerves like a rusted iron nail scraping across a clean slate. Without thinking, he drew a deep breath through his teeth, focused his intent into the palms of his hands, and pushed inward.

He did not channel magical power; he did not cast a ward. He simply found the exact frequency of the stutter and pinched.

He muted the micro-fracture. He absorbed the jagged edge of the vibration into the muscles of his own forearms, smoothing the ripple until the basalt sighed and resumed its clean, droning B-flat.

"There," Bram breathed, his shoulders dropping. "Better."

Unfortunately, his dampening had to displace the energy somewhere.

Directly above his head, a decorative copper downspout—carved into the likeness of a roaring dolphin—cleared its throat with an alarming, metallic gargle-splat.

"I never wanted to carry drainage!" the dolphin wailed in a shrill, brassy, operatic soprano, streams of gray scullery water gushing from its mouth like tears. "I was cast for the orchestra at the Grand Opera of Cadwallon! I had the bore for it! I had the bell! But no, they bolted me to a basalt groove and told me to evacuate the grease-trap overflow! The indignity! The absolute, soul-crushing Philistinism of the maritime trades!"

Bram yanked his hands away from the wall as if the stone were white-hot iron.

"Hush!" Bram hissed, looking frantically up and down the stairwell. "Be quiet! You're a drainpipe!"

"A drainpipe with an inner life!" the dolphin shrieked, splashing a pint of brackish water directly across Bram's left sleeve. "Do you have any concept of the aesthetic horror of having cold lentil broth forced through your embouchure twice a day? Oh, the void! The howling, damp void!"

"Hey! You! The snore-patrolman!"

A voice cut through the downspout’s lamentation like an iron cleaver through cod.

Bram spun around.

Standing three steps above him was the girl from the wharf—the one whose charts had been attempting to take flight. She had shoved her nautical maps into the iron tube across her shoulder, though one stubborn, dog-eared corner of parchment was still fluttering violently against the canvas lid. Her dark curls were plastered to her forehead by the drizzle, and woven into her hair were several thin, dried strands of luminous green sea-kelp that crackled with tiny, emerald-colored sparks whenever she blinked.

She marched down the steps, her heavy sea-boots splashing in the runoff, and pointed an ink-stained finger straight at the sobbing copper dolphin.

"Did you just hex that scupper?" she demanded.

"I didn't hex anything," Bram said, stepping back and nearly tripping over his trunk, which had tucked its legs away and was pretending to be an ordinary block of wood. "It had an airlock. I was merely... equalizing the pressure."

"You didn't equalize anything," she said, leaning in until her gray eyes were level with his. She smelled of dried salt, bitter chicory, and ozone. "Pressure equalization creates a sharp cavitation hammer. I’m a third-year hydro-cartographer, Caldwell. I’ve spent two years mapping the hydraulic conduits of this tomb. That wasn't a hydraulic shift. The ambient resonance of this entire staircase just plummeted four decibels, and now the plumbing is having an operatic breakdown."

"I am an artist!" the copper dolphin gurgled from the wall.

"Shut up, Herbert," she snapped without looking at it.

The dolphin gave a sulky metallic rattle and fell silent, dripping slowly into a drainage grating.

She turned her gaze back to Bram, her eyes dropping to the silver embroidery on his lapel. "Acoustic Dampening. Track Four-B. They put you in snore suppression. Unbelievable. The registrar must be drinking bilge spirits again."

"It’s an entirely respectable specialization," Bram said, feeling an irrational need to defend his absurd placement. "Rest is vital to institutional focus."

"Don't give me the prospectus speech," she scoffed, turning and continuing her descent down the spiral stairs. "Listen to the walls, Caldwell. Really listen to them."

Bram followed her down, his trunk trotting anxiously at his heels. "I was listening. That’s why I touched the stone."

"Then you know the sea-wall wards aren't holding the water back," she said, her voice dropping to a low, intense whisper as they passed beneath the heavy iron lintel of Level Two. "They're holding the floor down. Something is in the outer trench, Caldwell. Something massive, something mechanical, and it’s been drilling into the bedrock for three weeks."

"A machine?" Bram asked, remembering the ancient treatises he had read on reality architecture.

"A siphon," she said grimly, pausing at the threshold of a vast, vaulted gallery where hundreds of bronze pipes met like the ribcage of an iron whale. "The Dredgers are out there. And if they keep pulling on the seabed's seams, this entire academy isn't going to flood. It’s going to fall straight through the bottom of the world."

Before Bram could reply, the thick glass ceiling thirty feet above them gave a long, terrifying groan.

Through the green-tinted panes, two fathoms beneath the surface of the bay, the water shifted. A colossal, jagged shadow, bristling with salvaged iron trusses and trailing clusters of glowing deep-sea lanterns, drifted across the dim daylight, followed by the muffled, hollow impact of heavy metal striking the continental shelf.

CLANG.

Every brass valve in the gallery sang in unison. The water in the aqueducts surged backward against the grade, and that same cold, jagged stutter raced up through the soles of Bram’s boots, rattling his teeth in his jaw.

The girl looked back at him, the kelp in her hair flaring with a sharp, brilliant flash of emerald fire.

"Welcome to the Sunken Cloisters, Caldwell," she said, her voice hard as flint. "Try not to let the plumbing talk you to death."
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Chapter 2: The Rhythm of the Glass
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The Department of Pneumatic Artifice and Sub-Aquatic Ballast was located on Level Two and a Half, an architectural compromise that existed only because the original masons had dropped a plumb line into a pocket of localized non-Euclidean space and decided it was vastly easier to build an extra flight of stairs than to admit their mathematical errors to the regional surveyor.

To reach it, Bram had to follow Vesp down a damp, sloping corridor where the mortar smelled strongly of pickled herring, sulfur, and ancient paraffin. His luggage trotted dutifully at his heels, its brass wheels clicking against the wet flagstones with a nervous, hurried cadence that suggested it was terrified of being left behind in a dark corner to be eaten by giant isopods.

"Watch the third step," Vesp warned over her shoulder, not breaking her brisk stride. "The gravity on that riser was installed sideways during the winter solstice of ninety-two. If you step on it squarely, your left knee will attempt to fall toward Portugal."

Bram hopped carefully over the offending stone, his ears twitching as he passed it. To his acoustic senses, the rogue step emitted a faint, disgruntled twang, like an over-tightened banjo string waiting for an excuse to snap a man’s shin.

At the end of the sloping hallway, a pair of heavy watertight doors stood propped open with a rusted iron anchor. Above the hatch, painted in flaking red lead, a sign proclaimed:

REPAIR, RETRIEVAL, AND BUOYANT APOLOGY

C. Reyes, Journeyman Artificer (Probationary)

Notice: Please wipe your feet before entering. The floor has enough issues with its self-esteem without your silt.

Inside, the workshop looked as if an iron foundry had collided with a salvage yard at high velocity and then decided to ferment. Brass pipes of every conceivable gauge snaked across the ceiling, weeping tiny, rhythmic drops of green oil into copper saucers. Workbenches groaned under the weight of dismantled pressure gauges, heaps of vulcanized rubber gaskets, jars of glowing alchemical grease, and several large, mechanical contraptions whose sole function appeared to be rotating while making ominous, wet whistling noises.

In the center of the chaos, perched on an upturned wooden crate, sat a young man with skin the color of sun-baked terracotta, a shock of untidy black hair dusted with iron filings, and thick leather overalls held up by braided fishing line. He was holding a delicate jeweler’s screwdriver in one hand and a steaming mug of chamomile tea in the other.

Resting on the bench before him was an enormous, deeply polished brass diving helmet. It had three circular glass viewports, a lattice of protective copper mesh, and a pair of small, curved brass exhaust horns that looked suspiciously like floppy ears.

"Come now, old boy," the young man was saying to the helmet in a soothing, maternal purr. "It’s only saltwater. It’s what you were cast for. Four hundred pounds of virgin bell-metal, forged in the royal armory of Cadwallon! You aren’t going to let a little dissolved sodium chloride defeat your spirit, are you?"

The diving helmet gave a muffled, hollow metallic rattle. A thin wisp of steam puffed from its left exhaust horn, accompanied by a sound like a small, terrified kettle whimpering behind a locked pantry door.

"He says the benthic zone is entirely too dark and full of things with unhygienic teeth," the young man translated without looking up. "And quite frankly, Barnaby has a point. Last Tuesday a dogfish licked his front viewport and he had to spend two hours in the polishing cabinet just to stop shuddering."

"Corin," Vesp said, leaning against a stack of rusted ballast ingots. "Put the tea down. You’re coddling the hardware again."

The artificer looked up, his face breaking into a wide, grease-smudged grin that instantly erased the gloom of the corridor. His teeth were startlingly white, and behind his thick, circular spectacles, his dark eyes danced with the frantic, caffeinated energy of someone who considered sleep to be a personal insult from the gods of productivity.

"Vesp! Light of my subterranean misery! Did the charts behave on the paddle steamer, or did you have to sit on them all the way from the mainland?" Corin set the screwdriver down and wiped his greasy palms on his thighs. "And who is this soggy specimen? Don't tell me—the registrar finally sent me an apprentice to help clean the sludge traps. Tell me he knows how to use an adjustable spanner. The number
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