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Chapter1: The Dream Without Lights
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The first thing I ever loved in this life was a sound I did not understand.

Tick.

Tick-tick.

A small metal click, then a deeper turn under it, then the soft breath of mana moving through a lamp line fixed to the workshop wall. I did not have words yet. I barely had hands I could trust. My fingers opened and closed like they belonged to somebody else, fat and clumsy and useless, but that sound reached me cleanly.

Tick.

Turn.

Pulse.

I lay in a basket near the back of Alder Workshop and stared at the dark rafters above me while pale blue lamplight rose and dimmed in a steady rhythm. The light did not flicker randomly. It swelled, held, and eased. Beside it, a stripped gear assembly Marcus had left on the bench caught the glow across its teeth in intervals, silver, shadow, silver, shadow, silver again.

My chest tightened every time it came around.

Not from fear. From something worse than fear. Recognition.

I should not have recognized any of it. I was a baby. My neck wobbled if I tried to lift it too long. My whole world should have been milk, warmth, blankets, Claire’s voice, the dry smell of sawdust, the scrape of tools, the rough beat of my father’s boot heels. Instead, when the lamp pulsed and the gear edge flashed, a pressure opened behind my ribs, as if something very far away had just answered a call I had not known I was making.

I did not remember anything clearly then. That came in broken pieces, and not all at once. What I had at the beginning was sensation without context. A pull. A painful familiarity. A certainty that repeated motion mattered.

The workshop was quiet except for the slow breath of the mana line and the occasional creak of cooling timber. Outside, somewhere beyond the stone walls, water moved through Rivelk’s night channels with the hush of cloth being dragged over wood. I could not see the canal from where I lay, but I could hear it when the rest of the world settled down.

Flow. Turn. Pulse. Return.

I loved that pattern before I loved any face.

Then Marcus leaned over the basket, and that changed.

His face was a heavy shape at first, beard-shadow and tired eyes, the bridge of his nose cutting the light into two halves. He smelled of machine oil, iron dust, damp wool, and the cold outside. He had one of his gloves tucked into his belt, and there was grease under his thumbnail.

“You’re awake again,” he murmured.

His voice carried no surprise. He said it like he already knew I would be.

He lifted the lamp shield half an inch and glanced at the mana regulator fixed to the wall. Satisfied, he let it be. Then he looked at me and followed my gaze to the stripped gear assembly on the workbench.

“Hm.”

That was all. Just that. But he kept looking from the gear to me as if some private calculation had started in his head.

I kicked my blanket and made an angry little noise because I could not reach the thing.

He snorted once. Not quite a laugh.

“You like the ugly ones?”

I did not know the words, but his tone settled over me like a warm cloth. A moment later he hooked one arm under me, lifted me out of the basket with practiced care, and carried me across the workshop. The bench was too high for me to do anything useful, yet he held me at an angle where I could stare directly at the disassembled axle housing and the loose ring of gear teeth beside it.

Up close, it got worse.

Or better.

The metal edges were worn, the inner groove scored from years of strain. One tooth had a burr on it, slight but visible, and near the central collar I could see where some older repair had been done badly. Nothing in me should have known that. I was still at the age where I lost arguments against cloth. Yet my whole body reacted to the shape of it. My gaze snagged on imbalance the way a hand catches on a splinter.

Marcus felt the way I stiffened.

“Seeing ghosts in scrap already?”

His thumb settled against my side to support me. He shifted me when my head tipped too far.

I stared and stared. The workshop disappeared. The pulsing lamp, the bench, the cold stone floor under Marcus’s boots—all of it seemed to narrow around the circle of the gear ring and the place where it was not quite right.

Something in the back of my mind shuddered, and for one impossible instant I felt another night pressing against this one. Wet asphalt. Damp air with a little sweetness in it. Rows of light stretching away into dark. Music so far off it had turned into a heartbeat.

Then the feeling vanished before I could grab it.

I started crying hard enough to shock myself.

Marcus flinched. “Oi. What’d I do?”

He lowered me at once, big rough hands suddenly careful to the point of panic. I could not explain that I wasn’t crying because I was hurt. I was crying because something beautiful and enormous had brushed past me and gone away again before I could even look at it.

Claire came in from the house door with a ledger under one arm and stopped the moment she heard me. “What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Marcus.”

“He was staring at the old intake gear, then worked himself into a fit.”

Claire gave him a look that clearly said this was somehow his fault no matter what he claimed. She crossed the workshop, leaned close, and took me from him in one smooth motion. Her hands were warmer than his. She smelled like soap, paper, and dried herbs from the kitchen shelf.

“There now.” She rocked me once, then twice. “No more late-night machinery lessons.”

“He likes it.”

“He is several months old.”

“He still likes it.”

She glanced at the bench, then at me. My face was wet. My chest hitched. I kept turning my head toward the gear ring anyway.

Claire went still for half a second.

Then she clicked her tongue very softly. “Well. That’s not normal.”

Marcus folded his arms. “Good not normal or expensive not normal?”

“We won’t know until later.”

That became the rhythm of the house as much as the mana lamps or canal water. My father repaired what the town used. My mother counted what repairs cost, what clients delayed, what materials could wait, and which promises were worth believing. One of them believed nothing should move unless it was built to hold. The other believed nothing should be bought unless it could earn its place. Between them, the workshop stood.

And I watched it all from too-low places with a heart that kept jerking toward circles, pulses, sequences, and lines of light.
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Memory did not return like a door opening. It came like condensation gathering on glass.

A scent would cling too long.

A bit of sound would scrape somewhere deep.

A shape would pass through the edge of my sight and leave a bruise of certainty behind it.

By the time I could stand with both hands on the workbench and wobble from one foot to the other, I had learned that the workshop was full of repeating things. Belts ran around flywheels. Drying rigs cycled warm air through racks of cloth and paper. Small pump housings shivered when mana-fed pressure moved through them. Even the hammering had rhythm if Marcus was working a bent plate back into tolerance.

Nothing here was decorative. That was obvious even to a child.

The kingdom loved magic, but not loosely. Not like the stories told in taverns where spellfire solved everything and people stared with open mouths. In Alvein Arcane Kingdom, magic ran through brackets, valves, etched plates, measured channels, and approved standards. It lit rooms because someone set safe output ranges. It cooled cellars because someone maintained the insulation runes and paid for the mana stones. It moved water because gates, wheels, and regulator towers had been designed to share pressure without bursting the channels apart.

Useful. Measured. Necessary.

I learned that before I learned half the alphabet.

Marcus muttered to clients about warped flow plates and stress fractures.

Claire argued prices based on labor hours, copper cost, mana wear, and replacement risk.

No one in the workshop spoke of magic with awe. They spoke of it the way farmers spoke of weather, or bakers of ovens. It had to work. If it failed, something stopped moving. If something stopped moving, money bled.

Rivelk itself had that feeling.

Once I got old enough to walk without falling every ten steps, Claire began taking me with her on errands when Marcus had too much work and did not want me trying to crawl into half-open machines. She would put a small basket in my hands, not because I could carry anything useful, but because that was how children learned to walk with purpose in town.

The first time I saw the main square clearly, I stopped dead in the middle of the cobbles and nearly got my basket kicked out of my hands by a passing porter.

“Move, Owen,” Claire said.

I did not.

The square spread out in front of me with the tired dignity of something that had once expected more attention than it now received. There were old stone borders around planting beds that held mostly stubborn weeds. A dry fountain basin sat near the center, its decorative channeling runes dulled with age. Along one side stood a row of posts with capped mana fittings where market lights or temporary lines could probably be mounted. On the far end, beyond the bread stall and the cooper’s shed, I could see the huge remains of transport gearing near the riverside route: thick-toothed wheels fixed into stone housings, half retired, too large to imagine by hand.

My heart started beating too fast.

Not because the place was beautiful. It was not, not exactly. It was worn, gray, practical, busy in a tired way. But I looked at the spacing of the posts, the width of the square’s central path, the open approaches from three streets, and the sightline toward the water, and some part of me felt the shape of movement that was not there.

People should have flowed through here differently.

I had no reason to think that. I was little more than a toddler, staring at stone and old fittings while Claire adjusted a produce order with a woman who always shorted the weights unless watched closely. Still, I could not shake it. The square was wrong in a way I could not explain. Not broken. Not unsafe. Incomplete.

Claire noticed because Claire noticed everything.

“What is it?”

I pointed.

“At the posts?”

I nodded.

She studied them. “Old event line anchors, probably. Stop staring. We need onions.”

Event line anchors. The words lodged in me without meaning, but they warmed some hidden place.

We crossed the square. I kept twisting around to look back until Claire finally caught the hood of my little coat and tugged me forward.

“You’ll walk into a cart.”

I wanted to say there should be lights there. Not the usual lamps. More. In a row. Deliberate. Leading somewhere.

But my mouth was too small for the thought, and I did not understand it well enough to force it into speech.

So I carried onions and stared.
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As my body caught up with my mind, the world got stranger.

That should have made things easier. Instead it made the missing part sharper.

I learned the routes through Rivelk before I could write them. The town followed the water, or perhaps it had once followed it more honestly than it did now. There were canals with old stone guide grooves, locked side channels, warehouses built too large for current use, and loading frames whose hooks no longer carried enough weight to justify their upkeep. The newer floating transport lanes that passed near the region, though not through the heart of town, had bled work away year by year. Everybody knew it. Nobody said it dramatically. It was just there, in empty upper windows and unused mooring posts and the way some shops shortened their open hours in winter.

Yet magic still ran everywhere.

Public lamps were fed by the town grid, though the brightness dipped on some outer streets. Water valves sang softly when pressure shifted at dawn. Drying lines behind textile sheds gave off faint heated air. Message plates in the office quarter chimed when charged dispatches arrived from elsewhere. In summer, preservation boxes kept fish fresh longer than salt alone could manage. In winter, greenhouse frames glowed under frost.

It should have felt miraculous. Sometimes it did.

I would stand beside a maintenance housing and watch a mana indicator pulse through its safe cycle and think, This is amazing. Somebody made this. Somebody decided people should not have to live in the dark if they could afford not to.

Then the second thought always came.

If this exists, why does something still feel absent?

The older I got, the more humiliating that absence became. It was not hunger. I was fed. It was not fear. My family was steady in the way that mattered, never lavish, never soft, but never uncertain in the essentials. It was not loneliness either. Marcus was not a talkative father, but when he taught, he taught with full attention. Claire never wasted affection on sugary noise, but if I was sick, she sat up. If I failed at something, she made me try again instead of stepping in to rescue me. The workshop hands who came and went knew me by name. The town did too.

I belonged here.

So why did rows of lights make my throat ache?

Why did the smell of warm sugar from the baker’s street on cold evenings bring me so close to tears that I had to pretend smoke had got in my eyes?

Why did I stare at circular motion until the edges of my vision seemed to tremble?

I did not tell anyone. Children say strange things all the time, but I understood early that there was a difference between being odd and being unreadable. I could not tell Marcus I sometimes felt like a sound was about to begin when I saw evenly spaced lamps in dusk fog. I could not tell Claire that the town square looked to me like a stage waiting for a performance no one had scheduled.

So I learned to keep my mouth shut and my eyes open.

That suited the workshop well enough.

By the time I was five, Marcus had started letting me sit on a stool near the side bench while he worked on low-risk repairs. He did not trust me with tools unsupervised, and he was right not to, but he had noticed that I watched without fidgeting. Not just watched. Followed.

He would take apart a cracked circulation hub from a laundry drying rack and set the pieces down in order. Collar. pin. axle sleeve. gear cap. warped plate. If he deliberately placed one of them slightly wrong relative to the rest, my eyes kept jumping to it.

One evening he tested me.

I was sitting with my chin on folded arms, looking at a set of salvaged regulator gears from an irrigation wheel assembly. One outer ring had been filed for replacement fitting. Another still carried old mineral deposits in the inner groove.

Marcus said, without looking at me, “Which one goes first?”

I pointed to the cleaned inner collar.

“Why?”

I frowned. “If that one goes later, it bites.”

He looked over then. “Bites?”

I held my hands up and made a crooked turning motion. “It catches. Then it goes bad.”

“That from something you saw?”

I stared at the parts, embarrassed already by my own words. “No.”

He let the silence sit.

Then he reassembled the set in the wrong order just to make me watch what happened when the outer ring caught strain. It did not explode. Marcus would never risk that. But the motion shuddered exactly where I had felt it would. Enough to score. Enough to wear.

He took it apart again.

“Hm,” he said.

That sound again. Not praise. Not disbelief. A mark placed beside a thought he would return to later.

I pretended not to feel triumphant. I failed.

He noticed. His mouth moved at one corner, barely.

“Don’t get smug. Seeing a problem is easier than fixing the bill for it.”

From the front desk, where she was finishing a supply inventory, Claire said, “That should be carved over the door.”

Marcus grunted. “Would make clients nervous.”

Claire dipped her pen again. “Good.”

I smiled into my sleeves so neither of them could fully see it.

It was like that in our family. Affection came disguised as correction. Approval hid inside work.

I understood it.

Maybe that was why I loved the workshop even when it smelled of metal dust and old oil and damp timber. Things mattered here because they either held or failed. Nothing needed to be draped in false importance.

But at night, when the shutters were drawn and only the inner lamp lines remained, I would still sit very still and look at the pulse of mana through glass tubing and feel that old unbearable closeness to something I could almost remember.

Not battle.

Not glory.

Not power.

Something brighter. Larger. Crowded. Joyful in a way that had structure under it.

That last part mattered most, though I could not have told anyone why. The feeling did not come from simple brightness alone. It came when brightness repeated with intent. In sequence. In rhythm. Along a route. Around a curve. Across a turning frame.

Movement and anticipation bound together.

My body knew that before my mind did.
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The day Mina was born, the whole house changed shape.

I was old enough then to understand that the world had been preparing around me for months. Claire moved differently. Marcus took on more work with a harder face and shorter patience. An aunt from another street came by more often. Laundry doubled. Neighbors spoke in lowered voices for no good reason except that adults always seem to lower their voices around expected babies as if the concept itself might overhear.

Still, when Mina finally arrived, she did not feel like an event. She felt like an insertion point. Like the missing peg around which a wheel could now turn.

She was red, loud, and impossibly small. The first time I was allowed to sit beside the bed and look at her properly, she had one fist pressed near her cheek and a deep fold between her brows as if being alive was already unreasonable.

“She looks angry,” I said.

Claire, pale and exhausted and somehow still sharper than anyone else in the room, said, “That means she belongs here.”

Marcus stood near the door with his arms folded, the way he stood around anything breakable he cared about too much to touch casually.

“She’s got your face,” he told Claire.

“That poor child.”

I looked from one of them to the other, then back to Mina. She opened her eyes for a moment, unfocused and dark, and I felt something in my chest soften so suddenly it almost hurt.

Mina changed my sense of time.

Before her, days moved in tasks and observations. After her, they also moved in future questions. What would she see? What would she think was normal? Would she look at the workshop and the town and the practical miracle of everyday magic and never once feel that terrible missing place I could not name?

Part of me hoped yes.

Another part resented the possibility.

As she grew from bundled noise into a child with a laugh that arrived faster than thought, I started noticing Rivelk through the idea of her. Not just whether something worked, but whether it invited delight before it explained itself.

The town did not do that often.

It fed people, lit streets, moved goods, and kept water where water needed to go. It did not arrange wonder on purpose.

Children found their own. We always do. We chased reflected light in canal shallows, played along warehouse edges, dared each other to touch cold iron housings in winter, and invented kingdoms out of loading platforms no one used anymore. But those were thefts from a world not built for us, not gifts designed with us in mind.

I knew that difference instinctively, and it infuriated me long before I had the language to argue it.

Mina, of course, simply asked things.

“Why is that wheel so big if it doesn’t turn?”

“Why do the lamps in the square only get bright on market days?”

“Why is this street pretty only when banners are up?”

Children are merciless that way. They notice temporary joy with perfect accuracy.

I answered as best I could. Sometimes Marcus did. Sometimes Claire told us both to stop blocking the storeroom and move.

But their questions stayed in me.

Especially when we walked the riverside.

Rivelk’s riverside district had old bones. That was the only phrase for it. The warehouses near the canal were too broad in the door and too high in the roof for the amount of current trade they handled. Stone mooring steps led down to water that no longer welcomed the kind of traffic it had been cut to guide. There were iron anchor points set into the embankment, not all of them in positions that made sense for cargo. Some lined up with strange regularity along open space where no permanent stalls stood now.

I asked Marcus about them once while he checked a pressure lock near the gatehouse.

“Were there more cranes here before?”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Some.”

“That’s not what all of these are for.”

“No.”

He tightened the housing bolts, then straightened. “Some were for temporary structures.”

“What kind?”

“Festival sheds. Platforms. Lighting braces. Maybe railings.”

He said it casually, like listing timber types.

I went very still. “Festival?”

“Before your time.”

I wanted to ask a dozen things. How big? How often? What did it look like? Why did it stop? Instead I watched the old anchor points and the spacing between them. They formed intervals my eye liked immediately.

Marcus noticed my silence.

“Don’t romanticize old things just because they’re old,” he said. “A lot of them stopped for good reasons.”

That was the sort of warning he gave when he thought I was drifting into useless imagination.

He was not wrong to be wary. The town had no spare money for decorative nostalgia. Broken things cost enough without adding dead dreams to the repair list.

Still, as we walked home that evening, I kept looking back at the riverside open ground and imagining lines crossing it. Not random lines. Deliberate ones. Paths of approach, pauses, turns, open views.

The image would not settle. It stayed just beyond sight, sharp enough to ache, blurred enough to evade.
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The first time I saw the town lamps all lit at once under mist, I forgot to breathe.

It was late autumn. Not deep cold yet, but the kind that gets under sleeves. Claire had kept me longer than usual at a supplier’s office because the man there had tried to bill for a higher-grade mana glass than he had actually delivered, and she was not a woman who allowed being cheated for the sake of politeness. By the time we stepped back outside, dusk had fallen into the streets and the first mist from the waterways had begun to drift low over the stone.

One by one, the street lamps along the square approach brightened.

Not with a dramatic flare. With civic efficiency. A gentle charge, a swell of blue-white, then a leveling into stable output. The lamps were set at measured intervals down the road, each glow softened by mist until the whole line became a chain of floating circles receding into evening.

Something struck me so hard behind the eyes that I stopped in place.

There it was again.

Not a memory exactly. A pressure. A shape trying to become one.

Lights in rows.

Dark around them.

Voices far off and many.

A curve ahead. A turn of something larger than a person. Gold reflected on wet ground. Music with percussion under it. Sweetness in the air, thick and warm and almost burnt at the edges.

My hand went to Claire’s sleeve without thinking.

She looked down. “Cold?”

I shook my head.

The lights kept stretching away. Their spacing mattered. Their repetition mattered. I knew it with a certainty that made no sense. My skin had gone tight. The mist smelled of canal water and iron, but under that, from some bakery shutting its ovens for the night, came a faint drift of caramelized sugar.

My knees weakened.

For a wild second I was no longer in Rivelk. I was older and taller and tired down to the bone. My shoes were wrong. My shoulders ached. There was rain on a road reflecting long bands of color. Somewhere behind me or ahead of me—I could not tell which—there had been laughter. Not one person. Many. The kind of laughter that hangs in the air after a place closes, as if it clings to the railings and signs and pavement. I felt loss before I understood what had been lost.

Then Claire squeezed my hand once, firm enough to anchor me.

“Owen.”

I blinked hard. The square returned. Stone. Mist. Shop shutters. A cart wheel hitting a seam in the road. Ordinary evening sounds.

“What is it?” she asked.

I opened my mouth. Closed it again.

Nothing I had would fit.

She studied me for a beat longer, then adjusted the parcel under her arm. “Walk. It’ll be full dark soon.”

I obeyed, but I kept looking at the lamps until the angle broke.

That night I could not sleep.

I lay on my narrow bed in the room under the eaves and listened to Rivelk settle. Somewhere far off, a watergate mechanism shifted with a groan and thunk. Wind brushed the roof tiles. Mina muttered in her sleep in the next bed over, then rolled and went quiet again.

I stared at the dark until my eyes adjusted enough to catch the faintest line of light at the doorframe from the workshop lamp below.

Rows of lights.

A rotating glow.

Distant cheers.

The idea hurt because it felt real, and because I knew with the same terrible certainty that it did not exist here.

Not in this town. Not in this kingdom, for all its magic. Not as something lasting. Not as a place built to gather wonder and hold it steady night after night.

I did not know yet what I would do with that knowledge. I was only a boy in a repairman’s house, lying awake above a workshop full of broken things. But that was the first night the lack became a shape instead of a fog.

Something essential was missing from this world.

And somewhere inside me, older than this body and sharper than any memory I could fully catch, a voice I did not yet know how to call mine answered:

It should exist.
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Winter made the workshop louder.

Timber tightened. Metal complained. Requests came in faster because cold found every weakness people had ignored in warmer months. Marcus worked from dawn to well after dark more days than not, and when he got tired enough the silence around him changed quality. It turned from ordinary reserve into dangerous focus. That was when Claire forced food into his reach whether he admitted hunger or not.

I liked winter for practical reasons I could name and private reasons I could not.

Practical: more machines came in, so there was more to watch. More housings opened. More mechanisms exposed their guts. Pump lines, heat distribution valves, circulation belts, compact conveyor rigs from warehouse interiors, even a damaged kitchen lift platform from one of the better inns. The workshop became a study hall for motion.

Private: the nights sharpened light.

A lamp in summer could disappear into the thickness of evening. A lamp in winter stood against black and declared itself.

I began making excuses to linger downstairs after supper. If Marcus was still at the bench, he let me stay as long as I stayed out of the way. Sometimes he gave me scraps of wood and told me to copy a housing profile or trace bolt spacing from old repair sheets. Sometimes he said nothing at all and simply moved a stool into the pool of light.

Those were the best nights.

One such night, with frost silvering the edges of the shutter slats and Mina already asleep upstairs, Marcus opened a crate of old parts from a decommissioned canal guide assembly. Most of it was junk: corroded brackets, split sleeves, bent retaining pins, cracked formula plates with their etching gone muddy from age. But buried under the rest was a compact inspection wheel from some older signaling or metering device, still intact except for a missing latch.

He set it on the bench and turned it once by hand.

Click-click-click.

Even damaged, it had cadence.

My whole body leaned forward before I meant it to.

Marcus noticed. “You hear it too.”

I hesitated. “Hear what?”

“When something wants to run right.”

That answer stayed with me for years.

He did not say smoothly. He did not say fast. He did not say beautiful. He said right.

He turned the wheel again. One point in the rotation gave a dry scrape, almost hidden under the rest.

“There,” I said instantly.

His brow lifted.

I pointed to the lower side of the housing. “It drags there.”

“Could be the missing latch.”

I shook my head, suddenly certain despite having no proof I could explain. “Not only that.”

Marcus turned the wheel a third time, slower. The scrape came again.

He took the housing apart and found, tucked just inside the rim, a slight distortion where the old bracket impact had shifted the alignment by a hair.

He looked at it. Then at me.

“You shouldn’t have caught that from sound alone.”

Heat flooded my face. I hated being looked at too directly.

“I didn’t.”

“No?”

“I just... knew where it would be.”

He did not speak for several breaths.

Then he grunted softly and handed me the cleaned latch pin. “Hold that.”

That was his answer to anything he had not sorted out yet. Not rejection. Work.

So I held the latch pin, and when he reset the housing and turned the inspection wheel again, the clicks came clean and even, and a ridiculous swell of satisfaction rose in me at something so small that I nearly laughed.

Marcus heard the breath of it and looked sideways.

“You enjoy strange things.”

“Yes,” I said before I thought better of it.

He barked one short laugh. “Good. Strange things are half our income.”

Claire, from the desk, without raising her head from the accounts, said, “And the other half is people ignoring maintenance until strange things become expensive things.”

The workshop lamp pulsed once as the regulator adjusted load. The repaired wheel clicked in Marcus’s hand. Outside, winter wind moved over the canal.

For a moment I felt whole in a way I rarely did.

Not because the absence was gone. It wasn’t. It never was. But because I was close to its edge and not falling through.

That, I think now, was how my childhood began shaping itself around the dream before I knew it was one. Not from grand revelations. From repeated contact. Sound. Motion. Rows. Timing. The rightness of things that moved safely and returned where they should.

The world around me was practical, disciplined, and full of hard-earned intelligence. I loved that about it. Truly. Even then I did.

But love and dissatisfaction can live in the same place.

Especially when you are too young to explain why beauty without delight feels unfinished.

***
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Spring in Rivelk came first through water noise.

Snowmelt from farther inland thickened the channels. Gates that had muttered all winter began speaking in deeper throats. The town’s old stonework darkened with damp, and narrow weeds pushed green through cracks as if embarrassed by their own optimism.

I was taller by then, old enough to be useful in insulting little ways. Carry this note. Sweep that corner. Sort these washers by size. Take lunch to your father. Keep Mina from climbing the parts rack. The ordinary labor of being the child of working people had fully claimed me.

I did not resent it. Work meant access.

And access meant seeing more of Rivelk’s systems than most children did.

Sometimes Marcus took me with him to site repairs outside the workshop. Those were the days I learned the town best. We would cross the square, pass the office quarter, cut toward the canal houses or riverside gates, and I would watch how the public infrastructure sat within daily life like a skeleton under skin. People treated it as background until it failed. Only then did they remember how much their routines depended on controlled flow.

That fascinated me.

A street was not only a street. It was width, drainage, turning room, visibility, lamp interval, shop front temptation, bench placement, and whether people naturally slowed there or wanted to hurry through.

A gate was not only a barrier. It was timing, backup, pressure release, failure sequence, human access under stress.

A square was not only open space. It was gathering capacity, route split, stall line, sound spill, line of sight.

I did not think in those terms all at once yet, not cleanly. But the pieces were already forming.

Marcus saw some of it. Not all.

One afternoon near the riverside, while he and another repairman from the west street checked an old gear housing that no longer powered much of anything important, I wandered to the edge of an unused warehouse platform and looked out over the open ground beyond the embankment.

Rivelk was plain from there. Honest, a little worn, stubbornly serviceable. Smoke rose from kitchen vents. Laundry lines stirred between buildings. A pair of transport barges moved slowly along a still-used side channel. Beyond them stood old posts, empty stone brackets, dormant fittings, and too much space that once must have been arranged for more than cargo.

My chest tightened again with that now-familiar ache.

I could almost see it layered over the present.

Not clearly. Never clearly enough. But enough to know that light belonged there. Motion belonged there. Waiting belonged there too, not as inconvenience, but as part of anticipation. People should have had a reason to come toward that space at dusk instead of away from it.

Marcus called my name and I turned at once. He did not like repeating himself.

When I came back, he looked at where I had been staring.

“What now?”

“Nothing.”

He snorted. “That usually means too many things in your case.”

I hesitated, then asked, “Was this place busier before?”

“Yes.”

“With transport?”

“And other things.”

“What other things?”

He wiped his hands on a cloth. “Seasonal use. Temporary markets. Events. Before my time, mostly. Some while I was young.”

“Was it better?”

Marcus considered the question seriously, which was one of the things I loved most about him. He did not talk down to children unless they were being fools.

“It was louder,” he said at last. “Not always better.”

That answer bothered me all the way home because it was fair. Fair answers are harder to fight than cruel ones.

Still, that evening, standing by the workshop door while the first spring lamps came on across the street, I felt it again. The line of light. The breath of expectation that should have followed.

Nothing did.

People went home. Doors shut. Practical magic kept doing practical things.

And somewhere far beyond recall, beyond language, beyond even grief, I could almost hear cheers curling through the dark from a place made on purpose for delight.

I stood there until Claire called me in twice.

The second time, sharper, I finally moved.

As I pushed the door closed behind me, the last strip of lamp glow narrowed and vanished, and the emptiness it left felt larger than the street itself.

That was when I knew the feeling would not go away.

This kingdom had light.

It had motion.

It had mana, skill, money, law, craft, and enough ingenuity to make whole towns function on designed flow.

But whatever place my body remembered in fragments—whatever turning brightness and layered excitement kept brushing the edge of my mind—nothing like it existed here.

Not yet.
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Chapter2: The Broken Turning Disk
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I knew it was wrong before Mina touched it.

She had both hands wrapped around the painted handle, her face bright in that open, trusting way children have when they believe the world will keep its promises for at least another minute. The toy had come back that morning from a neighbor who did rough repair work when he wanted extra coin—small jobs, cheap jobs, jobs people regretted later. He had straightened the frame, replaced one peg, polished the brass cap enough to make it shine, and declared it good.

From across the workshop, I saw the disk set into the top frame and felt my stomach drop.

“Don’t,” I said.

Mina blinked at me. “Why?”

Because the weight was wrong. Because the center pin sat clean to the eye but not truly centered. Because once the handle turned fast enough, the wobble would widen, the carved birds fixed around the rim would start to slap air unevenly, and either the cap would jump loose or the whole upper frame would kick hard enough to tear out of her hands.

I did not know how I knew all that. I just did.

She started to crank it anyway. “It’s fixed.”

I was moving before the first full turn.

The toy was light, not much bigger than a dinner plate, a child’s spinning display with six little painted river birds circling a shallow mirrored center. When the handle on the side was turned, the upper disk spun and the birds seemed to chase each other around a painted blue ring. It was the sort of thing people bought at market because it looked more expensive than it was.

I caught Mina’s wrist.

“Not fast.”

Her mouth fell open. “Owen.”

“Not fast,” I repeated, harder this time.

Claire looked up from the front desk where she was sorting invoices by supplier mark. “What now?”

Mina twisted to complain, but I had already taken the toy from her. Not snatched. Marcus hated snatching. I took it cleanly, one hand under the base, one on the side handle, and turned it once, slowly.

Even at that speed the error prickled up my arm.

A tiny rise in resistance at one point in the circle. A slip immediately after. Not visible enough for anyone watching casually, but there. Waiting. The central spindle was not true. Maybe not the spindle itself. Maybe the collar seated around it. Maybe both. One side carried a whisper more weight than the others, and the repaired side peg had been set with too much pressure. It would pull when the speed climbed.

Marcus was at the rear bench, working on a laundry pulley housing with half the casing open. He did not look up yet. “If you break it, you pay for it.”

“It’s already wrong.”

That got his attention.

He turned on the stool and watched as I crouched near the door where the light was better. Mina followed with the outraged seriousness of a younger sister who suspects theft in every delay. I held the toy level and spun the disk by hand, not using the handle this time, just a finger against the rim.

There.

At one point in the turn, the rim dipped so slightly most people would never catch it. A heartbeat later the handle shivered in my grip.

“See?” I said, though I knew no one else did yet.

Mina crossed her arms. “I don’t.”

Claire rose from her chair, came around the desk, and looked over my shoulder. “Looks fine.”

“It isn’t.”

Marcus sighed through his nose, wiped one hand on a cloth, and got up. He had the expression he wore when a machine insisted on becoming a family matter. “Show me.”

I set the toy on the packing crate by the wall and turned the handle slowly. The birds began circling. Blue wings. Red beaks. Polished brass cap flashing every turn. I watched the rhythm instead of the shape. One-two-three-four, hitch. One-two-three-four, hitch.

“There,” I said again.

Marcus narrowed his eyes. “Where?”

“The top is pulling.”

“Pulling where?”

I pointed at the far edge of the rim. “Down there, then back. If you turn it hard, it’ll jump.”

Mina made a face. “You’re making that up.”

I almost wished I were. It would have been easier.

Marcus took the toy, turned it himself, then turned it faster. The birds blurred. The mirrored center caught the workshop lamps in broken flashes. For three turns nothing happened.

Then the cap gave a sharp metal chirp.

Marcus stopped at once.

That sound was tiny. Tiny enough that Claire would not have heard it from the desk. But Marcus did. His fingers closed around the frame.

Again, slower this time.

Chirp.

He held the handle still and brought the toy close to his face, his gaze flattening the way it always did when something simple threatened to become embarrassing for whoever had last touched it.

“Hm.”

Claire looked from him to me. “Well?”

“Cap’s shifting.”

“I said that.”

Marcus ignored me, which usually meant I had in fact said something useful. He set the toy on the workbench and loosened the brass cap with a thin wrench. Under it sat the spindle collar and the repaired peg assembly. He removed the disk carefully, laid out the pieces, and tapped the spindle with a fingertip.

There was the problem. Not dramatic. Just enough.

The axis pin had been seated a breath off true. Whoever repaired it had forced it straight from above instead of checking the lower bite. It sat almost right, which was worse than plainly broken. Plainly broken things warn you.

Marcus let out a slow breath.

Claire folded her arms. “So?”

“So if she’d run it hard enough, the collar might’ve climbed.”

“Might’ve?”

He gave her a dry look. “You want odds or safety?”

She clicked her tongue and crouched to Mina’s level. “That’s why your brother stopped you.”

Mina looked at me with immediate betrayal. “Why didn’t you just say that?”

Because I had not had the words. Because what I felt first had not been cap, collar, or spindle. It had been wrongness moving through a circle.

I hated that I could not explain it.

Marcus lifted the pin and rolled it across the bench. It skated slightly to one side, the bend too small to see unless the light struck it right. “Cheap work,” he muttered.

Claire straightened. “We’re not paying him again.”

“We weren’t anyway.”

Mina tugged at my sleeve. “Can you fix it?”

I looked at Marcus. He looked back at me for a long second, then set the thin wrench down near my hand.

“Show me what you thought you saw.”

That was how he tested me. Not with praise. With work.

I swallowed and touched the rim of the disk. My pulse was too loud in my ears, partly from satisfaction, partly from something less pleasant. That old sensation from the nights in the workshop was back, only sharper now that the motion sat right in front of me. The whole toy seemed to hold a pattern just under the surface, and the moment I focused on it, other possibilities opened too quickly in my head. How fast the handle could turn before the shake widened. What would happen if the peg loosened. Where Mina’s thumb would be if the frame kicked out.

I did not like how much I could see at once.

“The peg pushes harder on this side,” I said. “So the top leans there. Not much. But it comes around and comes around and gets worse when it’s fast.”

Marcus asked, “How much faster?”

I stared at the toy, then turned the handle a fraction. “Not very.”

“That an answer?”

I felt heat climb my neck. “I don’t know numbers.”

“Good. Because I didn’t ask for numbers.”

Claire snorted softly from behind us.

Marcus touched the side handle. “Show me.”

I set my fingers over his and turned the toy. Slow at first. Then a little faster. The wobble did not appear as shape anymore. It appeared as pressure, like the circle itself had begun to drag against an invisible edge each time it passed one point and crossed another.

“Stop there,” I said suddenly.

Marcus did.

“Any faster and it starts wanting to climb.”

“Wanting?”

I hated the word as soon as it left my mouth. It sounded childish, vague, exactly the kind of thing that made adults politely stop listening. But Marcus did not dismiss it.

He took the toy apart, straightened the pin properly, reset the collar, filed the peg seating down by a hair, then put the whole thing back together. When he spun it again, the chirp was gone.

Clean. Even. Right.

Mina grabbed it as soon as he let go and turned it with both hands. The river birds flew in a bright painted ring. No wobble. No jump.

She laughed.

That should have ended the matter.

Instead it made the inside of my head feel stranger than before.

***
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I spent the rest of the morning pretending I had not felt Marcus watching me.

He never hovered. Hovering was wasted movement in his mind. But once he started paying attention to something, that attention stayed on you like weight. While Claire handled the midday orders and Mina carried her repaired toy around the front room as if it had survived war, I sorted washer sizes on the side table and tried not to think about the spindle collar.

It did not work.

Every time something turned in the workshop after that, I noticed it too sharply. The flywheel on the belt rig near the rear wall. The small hand drill Ivor from the cooper’s lane had traded us for hinge work. The regulator fan inside a drying box casing Marcus had left open. My eyes kept finding the center, then the pull, then the point where the turn stopped being clean and started pushing against itself.

Most of the machines were fine.

That almost made it worse.

Wrongness stood out now like a raised nail on polished wood.

At midday Claire sent me to fetch lunch trays from the kitchen. On the way back through the narrow passage between house and workshop, I stopped beside the wall where old spare parts hung by category. Hooks, collars, joints, handles, brake shoes, guide pegs, axle sleeves. Rows. Metal and wood, sorted by size and use, each set repeating the last with small practical variation.

I stared long enough that the soup in one bowl nearly sloshed over the rim.

There was comfort in ordered repetition. Maybe that was all. Maybe I was making too much of it. But the comfort carried a sting under it, as if I were standing in front of a language I almost understood.

Claire opened the workshop door with her hip and frowned at me. “Are you going to feed us or admire inventory?”

I hurried in before she could take the trays away and assign me something worse.

Marcus ate standing up, one hand still blackened from grease because he refused to stop long enough to wash properly if the work was half-open. Mina sat on the crate nearest the front and made the painted birds on her toy circle once between bites until Claire told her if broth got in the spindle she could clean it herself.

I kept waiting for Marcus to say something about the morning. He did not.

Only when Claire went to check the front account chest and Mina wandered off after a strip of blue ribbon did he speak.

“You get that feeling often?”

I looked up too fast. “What feeling?”

He kept his gaze on the pulley housing in his hands. “Don’t play stupid. You’re bad at it.”

I stared at the table. Outside, a barrow rolled past on the street stones. The workshop lamps were off; daylight reached well enough through the front windows. Dust floated between us.

“Sometimes,” I said.

“Sometimes what?”

“I see where it goes bad.”

“Before it goes bad?”

I nodded.

“With turning things only?”

I thought about the laundry rig, the toy, the regulator fan, the old inspection wheel from winter. “Mostly.”

“That’s not an answer either.”

“It’s the best one I have.”

He grunted. Not annoyed. Thinking. “Does it hurt?”

The question surprised me enough that I answered honestly. “Sometimes it makes me feel strange.”

“What kind of strange?”

I searched for it. “Like I can’t stop looking. And if I keep looking, I feel sick.”

Marcus finally glanced at me then. There was no alarm in his face. That helped. “You tell me if it gets worse.”

I nodded again.

He returned to work, but his next words came a moment later. “Seeing a fault early is useful. Letting it blind you isn’t.”

That was fatherly concern in his language. I heard it.

So I swallowed my confusion and tried to take the lesson as if I already understood how to follow it.

***
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In the weeks after Mina’s toy, broken things kept finding their way to me.

Not officially. Marcus would never have allowed that. But once a family notices you catch something unusual, they start testing the edges of it whether they mean to or not. A warped top from the next street’s carpenter. A small hand fan with decorative blades and a sticking shaft from a clerk’s niece. A grain sorting rattle-wheel with one side wearing faster than the other. Nothing large. Nothing dangerous enough for Marcus to risk my fingers around it unsupervised.

He would set the object down near me, not looking at me directly, and say, “Anything?”

Sometimes I had nothing and said so.

That seemed to reassure him more than if I had been right every time.

Other times my gaze would catch on one part immediately, and the answer arrived too fast for comfort.

“The lower teeth aren’t matching.”

“That screw was forced.”

“The weight’s pulling toward the painted side.”

“The handle’s smooth, but the joint under it isn’t.”

Marcus never praised the answer itself. He checked. Always checked. If I was wrong, he told me plainly. If I was right, the conversation turned practical at once.

“Fine. Then what causes it?”

“Fine. Then how do you stop it returning?”

“Fine. Then why didn’t the owner notice?”

That last question mattered more than the rest.

Most people used things without watching how they moved. Not because they were stupid. Because they were busy. A useful object that worked well disappeared into routine. Only workers like Marcus, Claire, and the guild mechanics thought often about the chain between design, maintenance, and failure.

I started realizing that delight might be similar.

The thought came to me while helping Claire count dyed ribbon stock from the mercer’s delivery.

People notice what stops working because it interrupts survival. They notice less readily what was never built for delight in the first place.

That should not have mattered to a boy my age. It did.

Maybe because the missing thing had already rooted too deep in me.

Maybe because every time I saw some practical magic functioning beautifully, I felt both admiration and complaint in the same breath.

This world knew how to make systems serve life. Why did it act as if joy did not also belong under that word?

I could not have argued it yet, not against an adult, not in a straight line. But the question had begun.

And once a question like that begins, it never really stops.

***
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The day I pointed out the axis distortion adults had missed, rain was tapping the front windows in thin hard lines and the workshop smelled of damp wool, hot metal, and varnish.

I remember the weather because the weather decided the customer.

If the afternoon had been clear, Mistress Holn would probably have sent her boy instead. Instead she came herself, wrapped in a dark travel cloak and carrying a lacquered case with both hands as if it held either treasure or scandal.

Claire saw the expression on her face and moved her straight to the side bench before the other waiting clients could start listening too carefully.

“What is it?”

Mistress Holn set the case down and opened it.

Inside lay a finely made tabletop display toy, much richer than Mina’s little bird spinner. This one was built around a circular river scene under glass, with tiny silver boats fixed to a turning ring, painted reeds at the edge, and a central tower of blue crystal that caught light when the mechanism ran. A hand crank folded discreetly into the side, but the whole piece had a small mana receiver plate as well, meant to maintain smooth rotation once activated.

It was expensive enough that I straightened where I stood.

“It was a gift for my daughter,” Mistress Holn said. “The jeweler’s assistant says the repair is complete, but it still feels... off.”

Claire’s eyes flicked over the box lining, the brass trim, the maker’s mark on the inner lid. Price calculations lit behind her face. “Why bring it here instead of back there?”

“Because last time they said it was fine, and half a day later the motion locked.”

Claire smiled without showing teeth. “Reasonable.”

Marcus wiped his hands and came over. He had that deliberately neutral expression he used with wealthy clients who thought money could substitute for explanation.

“What was wrong with it originally?”

“Dropped.”

“How far?”

“I don’t know. Desk height.”

“Since repaired?”

Mistress Holn gave a single stiff nod. “Twice.”

That told Marcus enough. Anything repaired twice in the same rich household had likely been repaired once for speed and once for pride.

He lifted the display carefully from the case and set it on the bench. Even still, it was beautiful in the way fine unnecessary things often are. Not gaudy. Controlled. The silver boats were tiny, each one etched with different sail lines. The painted water beneath them had layers of blue that shifted under light. Around the base ran little decorative cutouts of fish and wave crests.

My chest tightened at the sight of the circular arrangement.

Not because I wanted the object itself. Because I wanted it to run.

Marcus turned the fold-crank once. The boats began their slow sweep under the glass. The central blue crystal caught and broke the afternoon light into cold glints.

At first it seemed smooth.

Then my eyes found it.

A tiny hesitation not in the boats, but in the tower line itself. The center was holding motion wrong. Not enough to stop the display immediately. Enough to grind wear into every turn until one day it would seize or crack something more costly than the original drop.

Marcus turned it again. Slower. Then faster. He watched the ring, the sails, the receiver plate, the outer housing.

Mistress Holn said, “You feel it too?”

He did not answer at once. That meant yes, but not why.

Claire looked up from the invoice pad she had already taken out. “Could be a warped gear.”

“Could be.”

“Or the receiver plate.”

“Could be.”

She narrowed her eyes. “That answer’s getting lazy.”

Marcus ignored her and bent lower over the casing. He loosened the side panel and checked the visible gear train. Nothing obvious. He touched the crystal tower with one finger while turning the crank with the other.

My mouth was already open before I knew I was going to speak.

“It’s the axis.”

The room paused.

Not dramatically. No one dropped anything. No thunder rolled. But the kind of pause that changes a room is often small.

Marcus straightened halfway and looked at me. Claire turned too. Mistress Holn’s brows went up in polite alarm, the kind wealthy women reserve for children who unexpectedly join adult discussions.

Marcus said, “What axis?”

“The center.”

He almost smiled at that, but only almost. “You’re going to have to be more useful than that.”

I stepped closer to the bench. The display under glass seemed to press patterns toward me now that I had committed myself. The turning ring. The decorative outer rail. The crystal tower. The mana receiver feeding steadiness into the motion. And under all of it, a line that should have gone clean through the middle but didn’t. It leaned. Barely. Just enough that the movement corrected itself each turn by dragging through a point of false center.

“It was put back straight from above,” I said. “But underneath it still sits wrong.”

Marcus’s face changed. Just a little. Interest sharpened.

“The tower pin?”

“No. Lower.”

“The bearing collar?”

I leaned in until my nose almost touched the glass. “Maybe that. Or what it sits in.”

Mistress Holn said, not to me but to Claire, “He cannot possibly know that from looking.”

Claire folded her hands. “He usually irritates us by knowing impossible things from looking.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It’s the one I have.”

Marcus lifted the glass housing off entirely, exposing the inner ring and central tower assembly. He checked the visible top collar first. Fine. He loosened the tower and removed the upper pin. Fine enough. Then he turned the whole piece and opened the lower access plate under the base.

There it was.

The seat cup under the central axis had been reshaped after the drop, but whoever repaired it had compensated from one side only. To the eye it looked level. Under motion, the axis rode a false center.

Marcus made a low sound in his throat.

Claire leaned in. “Well?”

“He was right.”

Mistress Holn stared at me as if I had just answered in another language. “How?”

I wanted an answer badly enough to resent her for asking. “I don’t know.”

That at least was true.

Marcus removed the lower cup, set it on the bench, and rolled the central pin against a measuring strip. “Not the pin. Seating.”

Mistress Holn said, “The jeweler’s assistant said the top alignment was perfect.”

Marcus did not look up. “Top alignment is not the whole object.”

“No.”

“No,” he repeated, and there was enough dry weight in it that she went quiet.

I stood very still while he worked. The rush that came when I was right did not feel clean. It felt good, yes, but also unsteady, because each time it happened the question got worse instead of better.

How am I seeing this?

The tower display sat disassembled on the bench in a careful circle of parts. Outer glass cover. Sail ring. upper collar. decorative cap. receiver strip. lower seat cup. Marcus reset the cup with thin shims first, tested the axis, then discarded the shims and recut the seating properly because he hated temporary solutions pretending to be craft.

Mistress Holn remained because rich clients always remain once real work starts.

Claire, seeing opportunity, moved seamlessly into discussion of repair grades, liability, and the remarkable difference between decorative polishing and correct structural restoration. She could skin a man with numbers and have him thank her for the education.

I barely heard any of it.

I was watching the display as Marcus rebuilt it.

Watching the line return.

When he finally turned the crank again, the boats glided in an even circle under the glass, and the blue crystal tower at the center held perfectly true. No hesitation. No hidden drag. The sort of movement that made your breath calm without your permission.

Mistress Holn let out a small surprised sound. “That is better.”

Marcus set the display down. “Yes.”

She looked at me again. “You truly saw that from the outer motion?”

I wished she would stop talking to me like a trained animal had unexpectedly counted coins. “I saw it was wrong.”

Marcus said, while wiping his hands, “That part’s true.”

Mistress Holn collected the case and named a price ceiling in the manner of someone accustomed to controlling rooms. Claire named a higher one. They met somewhere profitable. By the time the woman left, still glancing back at me once on her way out, my headache had begun.

Not bad. Just pressure above the eyes.

Marcus noticed before I said a word.

“You sit.”

“I’m fine.”

“You look pale.”

“I’m always pale.”

“That’s your mother’s fault. Sit anyway.”

Claire, without looking up from the receipt she was finishing, said, “If he falls over, I’m billing the floor for inconvenience.”

I sat on the low stool by the side shelf and pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes until the workshop stopped feeling too bright.

The strange thing was, the headache did not feel like illness. It felt like the afterimage of looking too hard at something that wasn’t only visible.

That frightened me more than pain would have.

***
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By evening the rain had deepened into steady weather. The street outside shone dark and slick. Water tapped the gutter channel beside the workshop wall and drummed softly off the storage shed roof.

Mina had long since tired herself out and fallen asleep on a folded blanket near the stove after making her bird toy circle until Claire threatened permanent confiscation. The front half of the workshop was dim now, shutters partly drawn against the wet, lamps lit low to save draw. Marcus worked on quietly, filing a replacement catch plate for a storage lift bracket.

I sorted stripped screws into jars and pretended not to be waiting.

Eventually he said, “Come here.”

I did.

The repaired display for Mistress Holn had already gone, but Marcus had left the lower seat cup on the bench. The damaged one. Next to it lay a fresh-cut replacement cup and a narrow measuring rod.

He tapped the damaged part with one thick finger. “Explain it.”

I looked at the cup, then at him. “The shape?”

“The failure.”

I swallowed. “It’s not really centered.”

“That much we know.”

“It catches the line wrong under the tower.”

“Why?”

“Because the turn keeps trying to correct itself.”

Marcus leaned back against the bench. “Trying to correct itself.”

I braced for mockery. It did not come.

Instead he asked, “What does that mean?”

I took the rod and held it over the cup. The words came badly. The feeling came clear. “When it turns, it wants the middle. But the middle it has isn’t the real middle, so every time it goes around it pushes into the bad place and pulls out of it again.”

He watched my hands. “And you see that from the top.”

“Not exactly.”

“What exactly, then?”

I stared at the rod. The workshop noise seemed to retreat around us. Behind Marcus, the lamp line pulsed once through a regulator cycle. Outside, rain moved through the gutter.

“I feel where it stops being safe.”

There. Said.

It sounded ridiculous the moment it hit the air.

I wanted to take it back, but Marcus only looked at me for a long time, tired eyes sharp under the lamplight.

Then he asked, “Only with turning?”

“Mostly.”

“Anything else?”

I thought of road width. Of lamp spacing. Of the old square making my chest ache. Of the riverside anchor points lined like missing instructions. “I don’t know.”

He gave a low grunt and took the rod from me. “Useful if true.”

I laughed once before I could stop it. “That’s all?”

“What do you want, terror?”

“A little, maybe.”

His mouth twitched. “People in this family don’t get to be surprised by odd talents. We repair other people’s mistakes for a living.”

The laugh escaped me properly that time, short and helpless. It hurt my head less than silence.

Marcus set the rod down. “If you’ve got a good eye, we use it. If it starts costing you sense, we rein it in.”

“That simple?”

“No.” He picked up the catch plate and inspected its edge against the light. “Nothing’s simple. But that’s the direction.”

From the desk, Claire said, “And if this turns into some expensive academic curiosity, the direction changes.”

Marcus ignored that. I did not.

“Academic?”

Claire looked up. “Some aptitude examiners would drool over pattern sensitivity if they thought it could be turned toward public works. Or military signaling. Or grid balancing. The kingdom loves a useful oddity.”

I looked between them. I knew about aptitude testing in the broad way children know about rain before they know weather: it would happen around twelve, people took it seriously, and adults sometimes lowered their voices around the subject because test results nudged lives onto tracks that became difficult to leave.

The thought made my skin feel cold.

Marcus said, “He’s not there yet.”

“No,” Claire said. “But if he keeps doing this in front of clients, people will start talking before then.”

I should have felt proud. Instead I felt cornered by a future I had never asked for.

Useful oddity.

The phrase sat badly in me.

Because what if whatever I had was useful, yes—but not for anything this kingdom considered worth building?

The headache pushed once behind my eyes and eased. Rain kept falling. Mina slept on. The workshop smelled of warmed metal and damp wood.

I looked at the hanging rows of spare collars and brake pins on the wall and thought, not for the first time, that I was standing inside a world brilliant at deciding what mattered and terrible at noticing what it had left out.

I had no proof of that yet.

Only the ache.

Only the strange certainty that each time I saw a clean circle or an orderly line of lights, some larger answer kept moving just beyond reach.

***
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A few days later, Hugh Fenwick arrived with mud on his boots and three separate complaints before he crossed the threshold fully.

“The south gate clerk’s gone blind, the lane by the old embankment is swallowing cart wheels again, and whoever repaired my kettle handle ought to be banned from touching metal.”

He planted the kettle on the front counter like evidence in a trial.

Claire did not even glance up from the ledger. “Good afternoon, Hugh.”

“Barely.”

“That means you’re healthy.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I came for Marcus.”

Marcus emerged from the rear bench area carrying a half-cleaned pump vane. “You came because nobody else in town will tolerate your tone before noon.”

Hugh snorted. “Then thank fortune you’re not nobody.”

He was older than any of the regular clients who still climbed the workshop steps without assistance, all wire and bone and weather-beaten angles. His coat had once been decent and was now mostly persistence. The lines around his eyes looked carved by squinting into wind off open water. People said he had spent decades working the river systems, first under contract, then under the old municipal works office before budget shifts and bureaucratic changes buried half the jobs he knew better than the men currently holding them.

As a child, I had already learned two things about Hugh Fenwick. First, he complained in complete paragraphs. Second, Marcus listened when he did.

Hugh saw me near the side bench and jabbed a finger in my direction. “That the boy who stares at mechanisms like they insulted his ancestors?”

Marcus said, “Depends who’s asking.”

“I am.”

“Then yes.”

Hugh grunted in satisfaction, as if a private rumor had been confirmed.

While Marcus examined the ruined kettle handle and Claire began extracting the actual history of the damage from Hugh’s performance, I went back to sorting replacement latch springs. Or pretended to. Hugh’s eyes moved too sharply for a man his age. I could feel them land on me every now and then.

Eventually he said, “Come here, lad.”

I looked at Marcus first. He did not object.

Hugh had set a small brass meter housing on the counter beside the kettle, probably another item he had brought in under the same fog of complaints. It had a little inspection wheel on one side and a cracked plate over the front scale.

“Turn that.”

I did.

The inspection wheel clicked under my fingers, rough on the third notch.

Hugh watched my face instead of the device. “Well?”

“The third tooth drags.”

He barked a laugh. “Good. I was worried all the stories were nonsense.”

Claire looked up. “There are stories now?”

“There will be if you let rich women leave this place impressed.”

I knew instantly he meant Mistress Holn. News traveled faster through Rivelk than water through a good gate.

Marcus took the meter housing, opened it, and found the worn tooth exactly where I’d said. Hugh looked annoyingly pleased with himself.

“Pattern-eyed,” he muttered.

“I have a name,” I said before I could stop myself.

That only amused him more. “Excellent. Spine too.”

Marcus repaired the meter while Hugh wandered the workshop, touching old parts like a man greeting former coworkers. He stopped by a stripped canal lock indicator, snorted at the quality of the original machining, then moved on to an obsolete mooring tension wheel propped near the wall.

“You still keeping this junk?” he asked.

Marcus said, “You still calling useful salvage junk?”

“If I don’t insult it, it gets proud.”

He bent closer to the tension wheel and rolled it once with his fingertips. The thing gave a thick reluctant turn and stopped badly.

My eyes locked on it.

Even from where I stood, I could feel the dead point in the circle. Old damage, maybe. Or poor storage warping the lower ring. The wheel had probably spent years under strain before retirement.

Hugh noticed me noticing.

“That one bother you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It stops ugly.”

He threw his head back and laughed hard enough to cough.

Claire said, “Please do that farther from the paperwork.”

Hugh wiped his mouth with the back of one hand and looked at Marcus. “You hear him? Stops ugly.”

Marcus did not smile, but there was a live glint in his eyes I recognized. “He says worse when he thinks no one’s listening.”

“Good. Means he’s honest.”

Hugh rolled the wheel again and watched it lurch to a halt. “You
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