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Chapter1: The Black Cat in the Summoning Circle
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The black cat landed in the middle of my graduation circle hard enough to smear blood across the moon-salt lines, lifted his head with obvious annoyance, and said, very clearly, “Do not scream.”

I screamed anyway.

So did two other apprentices behind me, which made me feel marginally less ridiculous for half a heartbeat before the entire testing hall dissolved into noise.

The cat flattened his ears. “Pathetic,” he muttered, as if I were the one who had fallen out of a broken summoning in front of twelve examiners.

I had been afraid of failure all morning. Not this kind. Never this kind.

A familiar-summoning certification was supposed to be predictable. Strenuous, yes. Humiliating if you stumbled, certainly. But still a matter of circles, offerings, will, and consent. You laid the lines, held the shape of your intent, invited a lesser moon-aligned creature willing to answer, and established the beginning of a lawful familiar bond under observation. If the bond took cleanly, you passed that portion of the graduation review. If it failed, at best you repeated the attempt under penalty. At worst, you joined the long list of apprentices who never became anything independent at all.

At worst, you lost your future with very neat paperwork.

I had spent the last three nights telling myself that panic was a luxury for people with family estates to retreat into. The only thing waiting for me after failure was a shuttered workshop, a tax claim, and the final legal unraveling of everything my grandmother had left behind.

Which was why, even with a speaking bloodied cat sitting in the middle of my summoning circle and staring at me like I was personally responsible for the laws of creation, my first clear thought was not This is impossible.

It was If this counts as forbidden summoning, I am ruined.

“Miss Penrose,” said Mistress Bell, one of the junior evaluators, in the thin voice of a woman trying not to panic in public. “Step away from the circle.”

I did not move.

Not because I was brave. I was not. My knees had gone weak enough that I doubted I could have stepped backward gracefully if the floor had opened under me. But there was something wrong with the air inside the circle, something that snagged against my senses like torn thread catching on a nail.

Threadsense had never been a glamorous talent. Nobody applauded when you could tell a ward was fraying before it burst or when you noticed the weakness in a lamp-chain before the glass blackened. It did not sparkle. It did not strike. It made me useful in ways that got assigned extra chores and very little admiration.

Right then, though, it told me the circle was not merely broken.

It was trying very hard not to come apart around him.

The moon-salt lines should have collapsed the moment an improper summoning entered them. Instead, they wavered and held in a jagged trembling pattern, like cloth stretched around a blade. Silver-white light leaked under the blood on the stone.

The cat followed my stare and seemed, for the first time, to realize he had arrived somewhere inconvenient.

His fur was black enough to swallow the hall’s lamplight. Not soft black, not warm black. Ink. Night-water. The sort of black that made his eyes seem brighter than they ought to be, pale and sharp and very much not the eyes of an ordinary familiar. Blood matted one side of his shoulder and flanks. There was ash on one paw. Something metallic burned in the air around him beneath the smell of hot salt and frightened people.

On his left shoulder, half-hidden in the wet fur, was a silver mark.

Not a collar.

Not a sigil drawn by hand.

A mark under the fur, luminous for an instant, shaped like a crest split by a vertical stroke.

My stomach dropped.

I knew that crest.

Everyone in Aurendale knew that crest.

Not because I had ever stood anywhere near the people entitled to wear it, but because the kingdom loved its stories of noble protection. Children bought cheap silver pins at festival stalls. Merchants hung painted cards in windows before military parades. The Order of Dawnshield’s highest knight carried the Silvercrest on his formal mantle and breastplate, and artists painted him so often that even I, who had more urgent things to do than admire court heroes, knew the shape on sight.

The Silvercrest Knight.

Leon Hartwell.

Except Leon Hartwell was a man.

A missing one, if gossip from the academy dormitories was true, though I had not believed half of that.

The cat opened his mouth slightly, showing very white teeth. “If you have any sense at all,” he said, still in that low controlled voice, “you will close your mouth and mend the outer ring before the rebound reaches the gallery.”

A pulse went through the circle at that exact moment, as if to prove him right.

Moonlight cracked upward from the stone in a hard bright arc. Someone in the back shouted. One of the observation charms over the exam floor burst like a glass bead, raining harmless sparks.

I dropped to my knees before anyone could stop me.

“Miss Penrose!”

“I know,” I snapped, and instantly regretted it, because I did not snap at instructors. It was a useless habit unless you were born important enough to survive it. But my hands were already moving. Needle fingers first, then thread-pinch, then the careful flattening motion Aunt Marjorie had taught me for stabilizing warped sigils on old storage locks.

Not power. Fit.

Not force. Placement.

I caught the nearest torn line with a patching weave and felt the circle shudder under my palm. It resisted me, not like a hostile construct, but like something trying to hold two wrong things together long enough not to break.

The cat went very still.

“You can see it,” he said.

I looked up sharply.

His pupils were narrow with pain. “The fracture.”

Another pulse ran under the stone. I smelled hot metal and rain, though there was no rain.

“Yes,” I whispered, before I could stop myself.

That was worse than the speaking, somehow. Not because he answered like a person, but because he had asked the question of someone he expected to understand him.

The hall around us had gone from uproar to a ring of held breath. Apprentices crowded behind the marked boundary. Evaluators stood with defensive sigils open but not yet cast. At the far end of the chamber, beneath the crescent window where the noon light silvered the polished floor, stood Hester Barlow.

She had not moved since the cat appeared.

Most people at the academy called her Mistress Barlow unless they were trying very hard to flatter her. Nobody did so to her face. She was not one of the decorative upper instructors who wore jeweled cuffs and spoke of theory like they had invented the moon. Hester Barlow wore practical dark grey, her hair pinned so tightly it seemed argumentative, and looked at every apprentice as if estimating whether we would survive our own mistakes.

She had failed me exactly once in my first year and told me, in a voice dry as old paper, that talent with repair magic was worthless if I kept apologizing while the room burned.

I had cried in a pantry afterward where she could not see me.

Now her eyes moved from my hands on the circle to the cat, then to the silver mark visible through the blood. Her face did not change.

“That is not a lawful familiar,” said one of the senior evaluators in a strained whisper.

“No,” Hester said. “It is not.”

Her gaze cut to me. “Penrose. Were you attempting any variation outside the approved form?”

“No.”

It came out hoarse but honest. Honest enough that shame burned with the fear in my throat. Because there were many different ways to ruin yourself in front of a review board, and “I have no idea why a bleeding aristocratic omen-cat appeared in my circle” was not a good one.

“I used the standard moon-call pattern, east alignment, rosemary ash, three drops of my own blood, no naming clause, no domination phrase, and no true-name invitation.” My mouth had gone dry, but the list came anyway. Once I started reciting procedure, I could keep breathing. “I checked the chalk twice. I checked the silver dust ratio. I did not alter the consent line.”

At the word consent, a murmur moved through the gallery.

It was the first thing drilled into us before we were allowed to touch familiar work at all. A lawful familiar contract required mutual willingness. More importantly, it required clarity. Compulsion corrupted the magic. Domination made it unstable. Any attempt to force a bond against the will of the answering creature was grounds for immediate expulsion, possible criminal review, and the permanent end of licensure.

Turning a person into a familiar was not merely illegal.

It was the sort of taboo people lowered their voices for.

The cat’s ears twitched once. If he was capable of looking grim in that shape, he managed it.

Mistress Bell found her voice. “Then what is this?”

I had a dozen answers and none of them useful.

A mistake.

A curse.

The end of my life.

The cat beat me to it. “An interruption,” he said.

Several people gasped, which annoyed me enough to steady me slightly. He had already spoken twice. We were past gasping.

Then the bells began.

Not the academy bells for meal hour or changing classes. These came from the city towers, deep enough to shake dust from the high beams of the summoning hall. One. Two. Three. A pause. Then the long descending sequence every citizen of the capital knew and hated.

Emergency royal notice.

The sound seemed to freeze everyone where they stood. Even the cat’s fur lifted.

I turned toward the crescent windows without thinking. Beyond the academy roofs, the white spires of the upper district caught noon light. Another bell answered from farther away, then another, rippling outward over the city in widening alarm.

A speaking crystal mounted beside the main doors flared to life so suddenly one apprentice yelped and nearly dropped her ward slate.

Static hissed.

Then a clipped amplified voice filled the hall.

“By order of the Crown and the Office of State Security, all licensed practitioners and affiliated institutions are to report unusual contract disturbances immediately. The Silvercrest Knight, Sir Leon Hartwell of the Order of Dawnshield, is missing from secured royal quarters. Repeat: Sir Leon Hartwell is missing. Suspicious magic, unfamiliar summoning phenomena, oath distortions, and unregistered familiar manifestations are to be reported at once.”

Nobody breathed.

The cat made a sound low in his throat that was not a growl and not fear either. It sounded older than either.

Then every eye in the room turned back to me.

No, not to me.

To the circle. To the black cat in it. To the silver mark at his shoulder, now pulsing once under the fur like a heartbeat caught in metal.

I felt the room decide what it was seeing before anyone said it aloud.

Someone whispered, “Saints.”

Someone else said, “That cannot be—”

A third voice, too eager in its horror, finished it for them. “She summoned him.”

The words hit harder than the bells.

I looked from face to face and watched the conclusion settle over them. Poor apprentice. Borderline scores in offensive casting. Desperate for independent status. Dead grandmother with a private workshop at risk. Not well connected. Not protected. The exact sort of person the institution could afford to turn into an example.

“I did not,” I said, pushing myself upright. The circle flickered behind me. “I did not summon Sir Leon Hartwell.”

The cat looked up at me with an expression I was beginning to realize meant You are technically correct and practically doomed.

“Then explain it,” said Senior Evaluator Gann.

He was the kind of man who believed volume could replace thought. His sleeves were heavy with rank-thread, his beard groomed like a legal argument, and he had failed three apprentices last winter for “instability of temperament,” which seemed to mean crying while poor. He stepped forward with an authority sigil already lit on his wrist. “Explain why the royal warning arrives as your aberration appears. Explain why your circle has taken on binding behavior. Explain why that animal carries a knight’s crest.”

My heart was beating hard enough to hurt.

“I can explain the circle,” I said. “Partly.”

Gann’s brows drew together, probably because that was not the answer of a frightened girl about to beg.

“It’s not binding properly,” I said. “It’s catching on something already damaged. There’s strain in the contact. Fractured edges.”

Hester’s eyes sharpened.

“Not force from my side?” she asked.

“No.” I swallowed. “If anything, the circle is trying not to complete.”

The black cat gave the smallest possible tilt of his head. Approval, maybe. Or surprise.

Gann looked disgusted. “You expect us to believe your defense is that the forbidden event is resisting you out of courtesy?”

I should have let Hester answer him. That would have been smarter. But my fear had gone hot by then, and hot fear in me had always turned stubborn before it turned sensible.

“I expect you to listen before you condemn me for something I did not choose.”

Silence thudded down.

I heard, absurdly clearly, the soft clink of the key in my pocket as I shifted my weight.

My grandmother’s workshop key always felt heavier during the worst moments. Plain iron, old-fashioned, not especially pretty. It had lived for years on the ribbon around Aunt Marjorie’s neck and then, after the funeral, in a cloth packet with the deed copies and debt notices and a letter full of practical instructions written in her dry slanted hand.

You may cry if you must, little thimble, the letter had said. But fix something after.

I could nearly feel the shape of the key through the fabric of my skirt.

Fail this certification, and I lost the right to petition for Independent Witch review.

Lose that review, and Moonthimble Workshop passed to liquidation or state-managed reassignment.

If I were judged guilty of unlawful contract work before I ever held a license of my own, the workshop would be taken out of my reach before I ever turned the signboard back toward the street.

I would not let that happen because of a catastrophe I did not call.

Before anyone could answer, the cat tried to stand and failed.

It happened fast enough that only I was close enough to catch the real extent of it. One forepaw slid on blood-wet stone. His shoulders trembled. Under the black fur, a hard silver light lanced along his side in branching lines, like old scars flaring under the skin.

Not a simple transformation, some raw practical part of me thought at once.

Not disguise either.

He is being held together wrong.

The insight hit with the certainty of Threadsense. Not words, not theory. Pattern. Strain. A table leg bearing too much weight. A cracked basin ring singing before it split. A ward woven with good material around a rotten center.

The cat bared his teeth and forced himself upright a second time.

The silver light flared brighter.

And then every observation lamp over the central floor burst together.

Darkness slammed down for an instant.

People shouted. Defensive magic flashed. I dropped by reflex, throwing my arms over my head. Something small and hot hit my wrist and skittered away. The air filled with the smell of spent enchantment.

In the black half-second before the emergency sconces ignited, something moved against my knees.

Soft fur. Sharp breath. Weight.

The cat had thrown himself toward me.

The wall sconces blazed gold again.

I was kneeling with a bleeding black cat half under my arm and one hand clenched in his scruff.

He looked as offended as any living being had ever looked.

“So,” he said through his teeth, “you do know how to hold a cat.”

My first answer to that was not one I could have repeated politely before the exam board.

What came out instead was, “You are getting blood on my apron.”

It was a very stupid thing to say to an impossible talking cat who might or might not be the missing greatest knight in the kingdom, but shock makes strange choices.

One apprentice laughed in a wild wrong place sort of way, then slapped both hands over her mouth.

The cat’s ears flattened harder. “My apologies.”

That did it. I stopped shaking just enough to get angry.

Not at him. Not exactly. At the whole filthy absurdity of the situation. At the evaluators staring as if I had done this on purpose. At the bells still tolling outside. At the fact that even now, buried beneath terror, some practical corner of my mind was calculating how difficult it would be to get blood out of well-washed linen without wasting soap.

I shifted my grip more securely, one hand under his chest, the other supporting his hindquarters the way I would have held any injured animal.

Again that strange flash of certainty came over me. Towel first if he bolts. Keep weight under the ribs. Watch the ears. He will try to act like he doesn’t need help.

The thought arrived already finished, as if I had known it for years.

Maybe I had. Or maybe living in rooms where leaks, stubborn hinges, and half-starved alley cats all demanded immediate management had trained the same habits into me from too many directions to separate anymore.

The cat tensed once at being lifted, then stilled.

Interesting, said his look. Also humiliating.

Hester Barlow descended from the evaluator’s platform at last.

“Clear the hall,” she said, not loudly, but in a tone that cut through everything else. “Now.”

Gann sputtered. “Mistress Barlow, we cannot simply—”

“You can either move the students before the next backlash or explain to the headmistress why three dozen apprentices were caught in contract shrapnel.” Hester’s gaze did not leave me. “Bell, lock the outer doors. Gann, stop talking and establish a silence ward. Nobody leaves with a rumor they can embellish.”

The last part was not for safety. It was damage control.

Which meant she had recognized, as I had, that the rumor had already become dangerous.

People obeyed her because people generally did when they wished to continue having functional limbs.

The hall shifted into motion. Apprentices were ushered out in clumps, all of them craning their necks for one last look at me. At the cat. At the disaster in the center of the floor. Poppy Reed, halfway to the door, stared with her hand pressed to her mouth and her eyes huge. Bright Poppy, who could usually make a joke out of any social collapse, had none ready now.

That made it worse.

“Penrose,” Hester said. “Can you hold the circle stable for one minute more?”

“Yes.”

I wasn’t sure it was true. I said it anyway.

“Do so.”

She crouched on the opposite side of the blood-smeared ring, surprisingly quick for a woman everyone described as old only because they were stupid enough to mistake severity for age. Up close, her face was lined but sharp, her eyes an uncompromising grey-blue that missed very little.

“Animal,” she said to the cat, as if daring him to correct her. “If you are capable of reason, do not move.”

The cat stared back. “I was managing splendidly until you all became theatrical.”

Hester’s eyelids lowered a fraction. “Yes,” she said. “Well. That confirms the day is cursed.”

If I had not been so frightened, I might have laughed.

Instead I felt the circle snag under my palms again and leaned into the work. The lines wanted closure. Not full closure. Something meaner and more fragile than that. A catch. An accidental knot formed where the cat’s presence and my summoning intent had collided.

I could feel it now, faint and fine and wrong.

A thread between us.

Not a complete familiar bond. Those settled with clarity once mutual terms took shape. This felt like the first loop of a stitch pulled tight in the dark and left unfinished.

The cat’s head turned sharply toward me.

He felt it too.

The moment stretched.

Then voices sounded in the corridor beyond the hall doors—boots, more than one set, hard and fast.

Royal searchers.

The silence ward Gann cast muffled the sound, but only partly. My mouth went cold.

Hester heard them too. Her expression changed by exactly one degree.

“Bell,” she said without looking away from us, “how many entrances to this hall currently recognize palace authority?”

“All of them,” Bell whispered.

“Annoying.”

Gann bristled. “Mistress Barlow, if the palace is already responding, then surely the correct course is immediate surrender of the subject and detainment of the apprentice—”

Hester stood up so quickly the hem of her coat snapped.

“The correct course,” she said, “is determining whether we are handling an active contract aberration, a targeted interference event, or a palace matter already larger than this academy. Since you are manifestly unfit to tell the difference at a glance, you may do everyone a favor and remain quiet until called upon.”

Gann flushed a dangerous red.

I would have appreciated the defense more if I had not been standing at the center of it like a condemned object.

The cat shifted in my arms and hissed once under his breath.

Not at Hester.

At the hall doors.

A fresh wave of silver distortion lit under his fur, stronger this time, dragging a raw breath out of him before he could hide it.

I looked down instinctively. The branching light had spread along his ribs in narrow lines like cuts made of moon-metal.

Oath magic, some part of me thought, though I had never seen its damage directly.

Not household. Not guild. Not anything lawful I knew.

Hester saw where I was looking.

Her voice, when she spoke again, was sharper and lower. “Penrose. Tell me precisely what you feel in the line.”

I swallowed. “Two structures.”

“Meaning?”

“My call, but... not accepted. Diverted, maybe. Or intercepted. There’s another claim on him already.” I hated how that sounded, hated the ownership implied in the word claim, but I could think of nothing else. “Not a familiar bond. Something older. Tighter. Damaged.”

The cat’s eyes closed for a moment.

When they opened, he looked directly at Hester.

“Enough,” he said. “If you are capable of intelligence, remove her from this room before the palace arrives.”

Even Gann went silent at that.

Not because of the command in it, though there was command. Because of the tone. No cat had ever sounded like that. No ordinary man either, if I was honest. There was habit in it. Rank so ingrained it had become part of the bones.

Hester held his gaze for two full seconds.

Then she said, “Bell. Fetch me an evidence basket and a blanket.”

Bell blinked. “An evidence—”

“A laundry basket, if your sense of dignity requires plainer language,” Hester said. “Move.”

That should not have made me feel better.

It did.

Because it meant she was not handing me over immediately.

Gann found his outrage again. “You cannot be considering concealment.”

“I am considering containment,” Hester said. “A concept perhaps unfamiliar to men who mistake panic for procedure.”

She turned to me before he could recover.

“Penrose. When Bell returns, you will place the animal inside the basket. You will take it to Holding Room Three.”

My pulse jumped.

Holding. Not surrender. Not yet.

“Yes, mistress.”

“If anyone asks,” Hester went on, “you are under internal disciplinary review for unlawful circle variance pending examiner clarification. Which you are.”

Not kind, then. Strategic.

“I understand.”

Her gaze flicked, very briefly, to the pocket where my hand had curled against the outline of my workshop key without my noticing. I could not tell whether she recognized the gesture or merely noticed desperation when it made itself obvious.

“Do not misunderstand me, Penrose,” she said. “If this is your doing, I will personally see your petition for licensure burned.”

The threat should have chilled me.

Instead the shape of it steadied me.

Hester Barlow threatened like a person who preferred facts before judgment. If she had already decided me guilty, she would not bother.

“I know,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed, not unkindly. “Good.”

The boots outside drew closer.

The cat’s claws flexed once against my sleeve. He smelled of rain and iron and singed cloth, though he wore fur and not cloth at all.

“Do not let them touch me,” he said under his breath so low only I could hear.

For one tiny irrational second, my temper rose again.

As if I had any intention of doing the easy sensible thing and handing him to armed royal officers in the middle of an exam disaster.

Then I remembered who I might be holding.

And why the bells were ringing.

My skin went cold from scalp to heel.

Bell returned with a square-sided wicker basket usually used for transporting potion-stained linens to the laundry room and a folded blanket that looked too nice for the purpose. I wondered if she had stolen it from a guest chamber. Good for her.

I lowered the cat carefully. He endured it with the strained dignity of a man stepping into his own grave while refusing to admit the step was awkward. The moment the blanket touched him, his eyes shut once in pure involuntary relief.

Warmth, then.

Good to know.

I covered him fully except for his face. He did not protest the arrangement, which told me more about the amount of pain he was in than any speech could have.

The moment the blanket settled, the unstable thread in the circle tugged again.

So faint. So dangerous.

I looked down and saw, just for an instant, a strand of silver-white light running from the ruined edge of the summoning ring to the basket handle in my hand.

No one else reacted.

Either they did not see it, or it existed on the thinner level of contract-sense that only people with my sort of thread-reading could notice.

The cat opened one eye.

He had seen it.

The hall doors boomed under a hard official knock.

“By authority of the Crown,” called a man outside, “open immediately.”

Hester did not raise her voice. “Holding Room Three. Go.”

I went.

The basket was heavier than it looked, not because of the cat alone, though he was not small, but because fear adds weight to everything. My shoes slapped the polished corridor stones. The silence ward blurred the bells but not my own breathing.

We passed two apprentices flattened against the wall who stared openly at the covered basket in my arms and then at the blood across my apron. One made the sign against curses.

Very encouraging.

The cat said nothing until I had taken the back stair, not the front, and shoved through the narrow service passage used by cleaners and delivery boys.

Only then, from under the blanket, came a low voice.

“Left.”

I almost dropped him. “You know the academy?”

“Left,” he said again, more sharply.

I turned left.

“Down.”

I went down.

By the time I reached Holding Room Three, I had stopped pretending I did not understand what that meant.

He had been here before.

Not as a cat, I hoped. But enough to know where a seldom-used disciplinary room sat in the older southern wing.

I should have asked questions at once.

I did not. Some survival sense, practical and ugly, told me that every answer would only make the walls smaller.

Holding Room Three was a plain chamber with a table, two chairs, one barred crescent window too narrow for a full-grown woman to squeeze through, and a warded door meant to discourage both panic and theatrics. I set the basket on the table with aching arms, shut the door behind me, and turned the manual lock as well.

Then I leaned against the wood and tried not to throw up.

My whole body had begun to shake in earnest now that movement had stopped.

I could hear distant muffled voices from somewhere deeper in the building. Boots. Orders. The palace had arrived. Maybe not the whole palace, but enough of it to end me if things went wrong.

When I looked up, the cat had pushed his head out from under the blanket.

He watched me for a second with those pale hard eyes.

Then he said, in a much quieter voice than before, “You are not fainting very efficiently.”

That offended me back into function.

“I’m trying to do it politely.”

“Do it later.”

I straightened, pressed both palms on the table, and stared at him.

Up close, away from the hall and the glare and everybody else’s fear, he looked worse. Blood had dried in the fur along his side. One ear was nicked. His breathing had the shallow controlled rhythm of someone enduring pain by sheer discipline and inconvenience. The silver crest at his shoulder was clearer now, fur parted around it by blood and sweat. Not painted. Not ornament. Branded into whatever spell had made this body.

I was suddenly, horribly certain.

“Are you,” I said, and then had to start over because my voice cracked, “are you Sir Leon Hartwell?”

His eyes did not leave mine.

After a beat, he said, “Yes.”

The room seemed to tilt.

The Silvercrest Knight.

The kingdom’s bright blade. Parade darling. Court-protected hero. Famous enough that children played at rescuing each other with toy cloaks tied around their necks. Distant enough from my life that I had never expected to be within ten streets of him, much less alone in a locked room with him bleeding into a laundry basket.

And he was a cat.

I sat down because my knees made the decision for me.

For three full seconds I could not say anything at all.

Then practical horror won over historical horror.

“You can’t be here.”

His stare sharpened with a trace of acid humor. “An insight worthy of honors.”

“No, I mean—obviously you are here, I’m not blind, but you cannot be here in my certification exam. I need that certification. I need the license review after it. I have one path left to keep my workshop and now half the capital probably thinks I dragged the kingdom’s hero out of a royal vault with illegal summoning.”

He blinked once.

A strange expression crossed his face. Not pity. Not impatience. Something more like surprised attention.

“You lead with the workshop.”

“Because it exists,” I said. “And because it is mine, if I can keep it. Or was supposed to be mine. Or could be mine if the academy and the licensing office and every other useful clawing institution in this city stop changing the rules every time a person without rank gets near a door.”

The words came too fast. I shut my mouth hard.

Wonderful. I had just ranted at the most celebrated knight in Aurendale while he sat bleeding in a basket.

He watched me for another moment.

Then, unexpectedly, he said, “Reasonable.”

That was almost worse.

I scrubbed one hand over my face and tried to pull the room back into shape.

Questions. I needed questions. Not the impossible large ones first. The workable ones.

“How badly are you hurt?”

He hesitated. “Badly enough.”

“Not useful.”

“No.”

I exhaled through my teeth.

“Can you move?”

“Yes.”

“Can you keep talking?”

“For now.”

That answer frightened me more than if he had said no.

I moved around the table and crouched near the basket. He did not pull away when I lifted the blanket farther, though his shoulders went taut.

The silver-lit lacerations along his side were even clearer now. They ran under the fur like splits in a mirror, too straight in some places, too branching in others. Oath marks. Contract damage. I had no right to know that, not properly. But my Threadsense crawled under my skin in instinctive revulsion.

This was not one curse.

This was a system of bindings failing all at once and refusing to let go cleanly.

A whisper of silver pulled at the edge of my vision.

I looked down.

That thread again.

Fine as spider silk, bright as moonlit water, stretching from somewhere just below my collarbone to the cat’s chest.

I sucked in a breath.

He followed my gaze, saw what I saw, and his ears angled back.

“So it did catch,” he said quietly.

“You know what that is?”

“Enough to be concerned.”

That was not enough for me. “Is it a familiar bond?”

His expression hardened. “No.”

The answer came fast enough that relief and new fear hit at once.

“Then what?”

“An incomplete contact line.” He seemed to choose the words reluctantly, like a man admitting to blood on borrowed carpet. “Your summoning intersected with an existing oath structure attached to me. The result was... inelegant.”

“Inelegant.”

His eyes narrowed. “Would you prefer disastrous?”

“Yes,” I said. “At least that would be honest.”

To my astonishment, the black cat looked offended for half a second and then, equally astonishingly, amused.

It changed his face. Or what passed for face in that shape. The severity in him loosened just enough for me to glimpse something warmer and more dangerous beneath it.

Then pain reclaimed his attention and the moment vanished.

Outside in the corridor, bootsteps passed the room and kept going.

Neither of us moved until the sound faded.

My pulse climbed into my throat.

“They’re searching for you.”

“Yes.”

“And the palace was informed almost instantly.”

“Yes.”

The flatness of it made me look up.

“You expected that.”

His silence answered before his mouth did.

“Not this exact form,” he said at last. “But I expected speed.”

A trap, then. Or something near enough to one that the distinction no longer mattered.

I should have called for Hester.

I should have opened the door and put this impossible burden into older, stronger, more politically survivable hands.

Instead I heard myself ask, “If I let them take you, what happens?”

The room went very quiet.

Leon Hartwell—because if he said he was that man, then somehow impossibly he was—looked at the barred window, not me.

“I am returned to state custody,” he said.

The phrasing was wrong in a way that made my skin prickle.

Custody, not care.

Not protection.

Returned.

The silver line between us tightened faintly, as if reacting to the shape of the words.

“And to me?” I asked.

This time he met my eyes.

“You are accused of forbidden summoning, unlawful contract interference, or treasonous concealment.” His voice had gone low and hard again, the voice from the circle, the one that had expected obedience from rooms larger than this one. “Possibly all three, depending on who reaches you first.”

My fingers dug into my skirt.

There it was. The clean elegant destruction of my future, spoken aloud.

A laugh almost escaped me, sharp and ugly and unbelieving. I bit it back.

The workshop key pressed against my thigh through the fabric, a plain old piece of iron and all the life tied to it. The cracked front window I still needed to reglaze. The half-dead rosemary boxes on the sill. The folded signboard in the back room. Aunt Marjorie’s notes tucked into drawers full of mismatched screws, lamp-wicks, thread rolls, and little labeled packets that smelled like comfort and work and not being owned by anybody.

I could not lose it.

I would not lose it.

Not to this.

Leon shifted in the basket, then winced as the silver damage brightened under his fur.

Instinct overrode fear. I reached toward him without thinking, stopped only when his eyes flashed to my hand.

“May I?” I asked.

The question hung between us strangely.

Maybe because of the thread.

Maybe because the whole day had become a demonstration of what happened when consent was not treated as a living thing.

He stared at me for a beat that felt longer than it was.

Then he gave a stiff, almost formal dip of his head.

“Yes.”

I set my fingers lightly against the uninjured side of his neck first, not the wound. Warm. Too warm. His fur was softer than his expression had prepared me for, which felt unfair somehow. I let Threadsense open carefully, just enough to read the outer strain without pushing deeper.

At once the pattern flared across my awareness.

My own summoning lines. The torn unfinished catch between us. Underneath both, a dense lattice of oath-binding so tight and overused it made me want to pull my hand away on pure reflex. Layer after layer. Duty. Command. Protection. Silence. Return. Obedience. Something had driven too many contract nails into the same beam until the wood itself had begun to split.

My breath hitched.

He felt it.

“What do you see?” he asked.

“Damage,” I whispered.

A humorless little sound left him. “Astounding.”

“No.” I forced myself to keep my hand steady. “I mean structural damage. Not just the shape you’re in. Whatever holds you... it’s tearing itself where it pulls.”

He went still again, and this time not from pain alone.

Perhaps I should have pretended ignorance. Perhaps that would have been safer. But I had spent too many years fixing things other people preferred not to examine closely. Once I saw strain, I could not unsee it.

“This isn’t just transformation,” I said. “It’s oath-linked.”

His gaze sharpened in a way that confirmed more than any answer.

“Lower your voice,” he said.

So I was right.

Cold slid through me, clean and exact.

Outside, another set of boots approached and stopped somewhere nearby. A male voice asked a question. Another answered. Papers rustled. Then the steps moved away again.

I let out the breath I had been holding.

When I looked back, Leon was watching me with an expression I could not read.

“What?” I asked.

“You did not call the guard.”

“Should I have?”

“That depends whether you prefer survival to principle.”

I almost laughed again, but this time there was nothing sharp in it.

“I prefer both,” I said. “I’m greedy that way.”

For the first time since he had appeared in my ruined circle, the corner of his mouth moved.

It was not quite a smile.

It was enough.

Then the silver thread between us pulled once, hard.

Not physically. Not like a rope. More like a line snapping taut in my chest.

I gasped and grabbed the edge of the table.

Leon’s head jerked up. His pupils blew wide.

For a second I felt—not thought, felt—the shape of someone else’s will somewhere far away reaching through old oath channels and finding absence where obedience should have been. Cold command. Search. Possession dressed as duty.

It struck and slid off me.

Or off us.

The sensation vanished so fast I nearly doubted it had happened, but Leon had gone rigid in the basket, every muscle drawn taut.

“They’re looking,” he said.

My skin crawled.

“For you through the oath?”

“Yes.”

“Can they find you through me?”

His silence was answer enough, and all the blood seemed to drain from my body.

I took my hand off him and stood up too fast.

The chair scraped. I did not care. The room had become too small. The city outside too close. Somewhere in the building people were searching, questioning, deciding. Somewhere beyond that, whoever had made this possible was reaching through contract lines like hooks through meat.

I crossed to the window, then back again, then stopped because there was nowhere to go.

Think, Clara.

Not despair. Fit.

Not force. Placement.

The same rule again.

The academy would not protect me if the palace chose to crush me under procedure. Hester might slow things. Not stop them. Not if this truly touched royal authority. If I surrendered him, I was finished. If I kept him, I was finished differently unless I could somehow stay ahead of everyone stronger than me.

My hand drifted to the key in my pocket.

Moonthimble Workshop sat in the lower trades district, two streets off Lamplight Row, with a bent sign bracket, a soot-stained chimney, and old wards that only half worked if the front shutters were closed wrong. It was not impressive. It was not protected. It was mine in the thin brittle legal sense that matters only if you are strong enough to keep paper from being eaten by larger paper.

It also had back rooms, repair benches, and the sort of privacy no polished institution ever notices because it does not believe ordinary places can matter.

A ridiculous thought.

The only thought I had.

I turned back to the basket.

Leon was still rigid, silver pain lit under the fur like trapped moonfire.

He looked up at me and understood something from my face before I spoke.

“No,” he said immediately.

“Oh, that is promising,” I muttered. “I haven’t even suggested anything yet.”

“You are thinking of moving me.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

His eyes narrowed. “You are twenty, unlicensed, under suspicion, and very likely being watched.”

“I know my age.”

“You are in no position to hide a state-level security problem.”

Something in me flared at that. Maybe because it was true. Maybe because I was so tired already of being told what my position in the world was.

“No,” I said, stepping closer, “I am in exactly the position to hide what powerful people fail to see. Which is anything plain, anything practical, and anything that does not arrive wrapped in authority.”

He stared at me.

So did I, once I heard myself. It sounded far bolder aloud than it had inside my skull.

I pressed on before courage could leak out.

“If they search the academy first, staying here is madness. If they formally accuse me, I lose any chance to protect my petition or my workshop. If they separate us and that line between us is enough for them to call it contract interference, then I’m done anyway.” My voice dropped. “So unless you have an excellent alternative hidden under that blanket, I am taking you somewhere the palace doesn’t think matters.”

For a moment he only breathed.

Then he said, very quietly, “You do not know what I bring with me.”

I believed that. Entirely.

The silver thread shimmered again in the edge of my sight, thin and unstable and real.

“Neither do you,” I said. “Not fully.”

His ears tipped back. Not anger this time. Something more wary.

“No.”

The honesty of it settled between us.

I picked up the blanket properly, tucking it around him before he could protest the indignity. Then I lifted the basket again. My arms still hurt. My apron was still bloody. My future was still hanging over a pit.

But the shaking in me had changed.

Fear was still there. So was shock. So was the very sensible knowledge that I was about to make my situation dramatically worse by choice.

Underneath all of it, though, another feeling had taken hold.

Refusal.

Not wild rebellion. Not foolish heroics. Something quieter and meaner.

I would not collapse because the day had decided to become impossible.

Bootsteps sounded again in the corridor, closer this time.

Leon raised his head under the blanket and looked straight at me.

His voice, when he spoke, was stripped of all dry humor.

“Listen carefully, Clara Penrose.”

Hearing my full name in that tone made every nerve in my body tighten.

“If you let them see me,” he said, “you lose your future. If you hand me over, you may lose more than that.”

The silver line between us pulled once, bright as a blade in moonlight.

His eyes did not leave mine.

“Hide me,” he said, “or they will take everything.”
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Chapter2: One Month Before Ruin
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By the time they brought me into the disciplinary chamber, the blood on my apron had gone stiff.

I noticed that before anything else because my mind was being difficult on purpose. There were larger problems in the room. My future was sitting on the far side of a long table with ink, stamped forms, and three people who could erase it cleanly. The palace had searchers in the building. A legendary missing knight was hidden in a laundry basket two corridors away under a borrowed blanket. My familiar assessment had turned into what was almost certainly a criminal matter.

And still some part of me, calm in the worst possible way, registered that the stain would be troublesome if left to set completely.

I hated that part of myself a little.

The disciplinary chamber was one of the academy’s old rooms, all dark paneling and high crescent windows, built in a century when institutions liked to resemble respectable tombs. The long table divided the room neatly into power and not-power. I had been placed on the not-power side on a narrow chair with one leg shorter than the others. Whether that was accidental or traditional humiliation, I could not tell.

Senior Evaluator Gann sat in the center with a stack of files angled in front of him as if paper itself admired him. Mistress Bell was at his left, pale and tense, one hand resting on a sealed statement slate. To his right sat a legal adjunct from the licensing office whom I had never met before, a thin woman with polished spectacles and a mouth shaped for disapproval. Hester Barlow was not present.

That absence pressed on me more than I wanted to admit.

A junior warder stood by the door, not looking at me directly. His wrist held a containment band keyed to the room. It did not make me feel calmer.

I kept my hands folded in my lap because if I did not, I would touch the workshop key in my pocket every few seconds like a superstition.

“Miss Clara Penrose,” Gann said, in the solemn tone of a man who enjoyed hearing himself define disaster, “you are being reviewed under provisional disciplinary authority for possible unlawful summoning, unauthorized contract interference, destabilization of academy examination grounds, concealment of prohibited magical phenomena, and conduct likely to endanger state security.”

The list should have sent me into tears.

Instead it made me angry enough to stay upright.

“That is generous,” I said before I could stop myself. “You’ve included almost everything.”

Mistress Bell closed her eyes for one second.

Gann’s mouth tightened. “Sarcasm will not improve your position.”

“My position has not shown much interest in improvement.”

That was the wrong thing to say. I knew it as soon as it landed. But there is a point in a person’s fear where politeness starts tasting like blood.

The licensing woman lifted a page. “The examinee admits deviation in tone and conduct before evaluators and displays insufficient remorse.”

I stared at her. “Insufficient—”

Gann cut across me. “Let us begin with the summoning form. Did you or did you not cast the approved familiar invitation under academy supervision?”

“I did.”

“Did you introduce any naming clause, claim clause, or external focus?”

“No.”

“Did you attempt to draw from outside the usual response range?”

“No.”

“Then how did an unidentified speaking beast manifest carrying a royal crest and a destabilized contract signature?”

I had no answer that he would accept because the true answer was I do not know, and institutions like his preferred guilt to uncertainty. Uncertainty had a way of embarrassing senior people.

“I don’t know,” I said anyway. “But I know what I did not do.”

“And that is?”

“I did not force a bond. I did not attempt human transformation. I did not summon Sir Leon Hartwell.”

The name changed the room.

Not visibly, perhaps. Bell only swallowed. The licensing woman lowered her page by half an inch. Gann did not move at all. But the silence shifted. Before, they had been reviewing a student. Now they were sitting too close to a possibility with royal edges.

“That name,” said the licensing woman, “is not for you to invoke lightly.”

I laughed once. It came out tired and wrong. “I’m sorry. I forgot the talking black cat with the Silvercrest was a subtle matter.”

Bell’s fingers tightened around the statement slate.

Gann looked like he regretted every failure in his life that had not happened to me personally. “You are in no position to be flippant.”

“No,” I said. “I am in the position of being accused of a state-level offense because my exam circle broke around something already broken.”

That got Bell’s eyes on me at once.

Gann gave me the sort of look men reserve for inconvenient truths spoken by the wrong person. “Explain.”

I did, because once I was asked about structure and strain, words came more easily than fear. I described the sensation in the circle, the way the contact had caught instead of settled, the layered damage under the manifestation, the sense of an existing claim or oath structure snagging against my lawful call. I spoke of the circle trying not to complete, of backlash tension, of frayed edges rather than imposed dominance. I did not mention the silver thread I alone seemed able to see between myself and the cat. I did not mention how wrong the oath-damage had felt under my fingers.

I especially did not mention that the missing knight knew the academy service passages.

When I finished, the room was quiet for a different reason.

Bell spoke first. “That accords with part of what I observed.”

Gann turned toward her slowly. “Part.”

“Yes,” Bell said, and to her credit, she did not retreat from him. “The ring did not behave like a typical coercive seizure. It was unstable around an existing interference pattern. I do not know the source of that pattern.”

The licensing woman made a note with a silver-nibbed pen. “Yet the manifestation remained linked to the examinee.”

“That was apparent,” Bell admitted.

My stomach tightened.

Gann seized the opening. “Then we return to the essential fact. Whatever the initial mechanism, Penrose became the point of attachment.”

I could hear the words the way they would look on paper. Point of attachment. Not person. Not apprentice. Not frightened human being one disastrous step from losing everything. A pin in a diagram.

I pressed my nails into my palm and kept my face still.

The licensing woman adjusted her spectacles. “Miss Penrose, what is your intended career path if certified?”

I blinked at the shift. “Independent Witch.”

“And your petitioned basis?”

I knew at once what they were doing. Not only the hearing. The valuation.

Who am I in practical terms. Who claims me if no one else does.

I answered anyway because refusing would only serve them better.

“Inheritance petition tied to Moonthimble Workshop,” I said. “My late grandmother’s property. Small independent practical-magic workshop, previously licensed under Marjorie Penrose.”

“Assets?”

“A street-facing shop, rear workroom, upper storage, one attached living space, degraded household wards, and an outstanding city maintenance claim because the western gutter collapsed last winter and the owner died before it was repaired.” I heard the bitterness in my own voice and did not smooth it. “Also debt.”

The licensing woman wrote that down too.

Gann tapped the table with one blunt finger. “You were aware, then, that failure of certification would sharply reduce your standing for independent review.”

“There is no need to make it sound elegant,” I said. “If I fail, I lose the workshop.”

Bell looked at me then with something almost like sympathy. Almost. Sympathy inside institutions rarely survives contact with paper.

The licensing woman said, “Motive pressure.”

I could have climbed across the table and shaken her.

“No,” I said. “Desperation is not the same as guilt.”

“In law,” she said coolly, “it often introduces opportunity.”

“And in life,” I said, “it also introduces victims.”

Gann slapped his palm flat on the table. “Enough.”

The sound cracked through the room.

I shut my mouth because I had already done enough damage to the version of myself who might once have passed this hearing by being obedient, tearful, and easy to arrange.

A paper was turned. A seal clicked. Somewhere outside the chamber, footsteps passed in numbers too even to be students. Search patterns, my mind whispered at once. Palace searchers did not wander like apprentices.

The hearing went on.

They asked about my coursework. My practical marks. My weaker combat casting. My grandmother’s records. Whether Aunt Marjorie had ever engaged in contract theory beyond her professional scope. Whether I had been left private notes. Whether I had copied unregistered old forms from her workshop ledgers. Whether I had spoken recently with outside practitioners, unlicensed witches, or anyone attached to noble households.

Each question cut in its own way.

Not because they found anything. They did not. But because I could feel the shape of the suspicion widening around me to include anything ordinary enough to be mine.

No father with influence. No court sponsor. No safe family name. Dead grandmother. Small property. Practical girl. Ideal subject for quiet pressure.

It was humiliating in a fashion I had never been able to prepare for. Not the public embarrassment of making a mistake. Something colder. The slow stripping-away of personhood while people with seals discussed how desperate you had been allowed to become.

At one point Gann asked, “Did your grandmother ever instruct you in true-name handling?”

My whole body went still.

The answer, technically, was no. Not directly. Aunt Marjorie had taught me that names mattered, that you never reached into a bond where you had not been invited, that practical magic failed the instant it forgot the person inside the problem. She had said, once, while repairing a child’s over-tight familiar leash, that some knots should not exist in the first place and others should only be undone by the hands trusted to touch them.

But she had not called that true-name instruction.

“No,” I said carefully.

Gann watched me.

I held his gaze long enough to make it clear I knew exactly why he had asked.

The room cooled further.

Finally the licensing woman set down her pen. “Given the royal notice and the possibility of a transformed high-value individual, this matter may exceed academy competence.”

May.

As if the palace had not already arrived.

Bell spoke, quieter than before. “The subject has not been confirmed.”

Gann turned on her again. “You saw the crest.”

“I saw a crest,” Bell replied. “I also saw a destabilized magic event that does not fit standard coercive summoning models.”

The licensing woman folded her hands. “Even if the manifestation was not initiated unlawfully, if Miss Penrose has become a tether point to a royal oath-protected individual, she cannot be permitted independent practice.”

The words landed cleanly.

There it was.

Not evidence. Not trial. Not truth.

Cannot be permitted.

I looked from one face to another and understood in a way that was almost a relief how little the actual event mattered now. Whatever had happened in the summoning hall, it threatened lines above my rank. The easiest solution was to take away my path, my status, my right to stand alone, and call the result prudence.

The workshop key seemed to burn against my leg through the pocket.

Moonthimble Workshop. Front shutters warped from last winter’s damp. A stove that needed lining. Three cracked moon-lamps in need of new wicks. Aunt Marjorie’s cutting table. Her bent-backed chair by the window. Shelves of useful things saved because throwing them out would have been a kind of laziness. The place had never been grand. That was part of what I loved about it.

It had room for broken things without pretending they had ceased to deserve care.

I had wanted, with an embarrassing fierceness, to earn it lawfully. Not simply inherit ruins. Build a life. Keep the signboard. Open the front door. Take commissions no one else found important enough. Let people bring in the sorts of everyday magical damage that only becomes urgent when it is your life and not a court’s inconvenience. A bad stove-ward in winter. A cracked wash-rune. A child’s frightened familiar refusing a collar after being mishandled. The tiny practical griefs that make a home fail by inches.

All of it now balanced against people who had likely never once stood in a room deciding which repair could be postponed because you could only afford one.

Gann lifted a sealed recommendation form.

“Pending transfer to royal inquiry,” he said, “the academy may place a provisional block on Miss Penrose’s certification and suspend all licensure recommendations.”

My breath caught.

It should have been familiar, that feeling. Panic. Yet what I felt instead was a terrible bright stillness, as if my insides had gone hard enough not to break in public.

“You can’t,” I said.

“I assure you, we can.”

“No,” I said again, and now my voice was steadier. “You can do it. That is not the same thing as being entitled.”

Gann’s eyes flashed. “Miss Penrose, do not test the limits of leniency.”

“What leniency?”

Bell’s hand moved on the table, just enough to stop him from speaking over me.

For a second I thought I had misseen it. Bell rarely interrupted rank. But there it was, small and real.

“The subject’s practical conduct in the hall prevented greater damage,” she said.

Gann stared at her as if she had begun reciting fish prices. “Irrelevant.”

“No,” Bell said, and there was strain in her voice now, but also resolve. “Not irrelevant. Her stabilization likely prevented wider backlash through the examiner gallery. If we are establishing conduct under pressure, that belongs in the record.”

The licensing woman did not look pleased by this complication.

Neither did I trust it, not fully. Kindness from institutions so often turned out to be a temporary defect. Still, something in my chest loosened by a thread’s width.

Before Gann could dismiss Bell’s statement, the chamber door opened without a knock.

Every head turned.

Hester Barlow entered with the calm of a woman who either did not notice tension or considered it furniture. She closed the door behind her herself, which meant the warder had not stopped her. Nobody stopped Hester Barlow when she had decided to be somewhere. This was one of the academy’s more reliable laws.

She carried a slim leather folder under one arm and looked from Gann to Bell to me in a sweep that missed nothing.

“You’ve started without me,” she said.

Gann bristled. “This is a disciplinary hearing, not a faculty debate.”

“Then you will be comforted to hear I am not here to debate.” She took the empty chair at the far end of the table without waiting for permission. “I am here to prevent you from making a catastrophic procedural error because panic has inflated your sense of jurisdiction.”

The licensing woman drew herself up. “Mistress Barlow, royal notice has already—”

“Yes,” Hester said. “Which is why you should all be especially careful not to hand the palace a convenient scapegoat while ignoring the academy’s own exposure.”

That got silence.

Hester opened the leather folder and slid three documents across the table so neatly they stopped in front of Gann as if placed there by spell.

“What is this?” he asked.

“Inspection history of Moonthimble Workshop under Marjorie Penrose,” Hester replied. “Guild references tied to practical repair and safe familiar handling. Prior assessment records for Clara Penrose’s fieldwork and strain-reading. Also a note from the late Mistress Vale, since I know some of you only value dead authorities.”

My throat tightened.

I had not known she had those.

I had not known she had kept them.

Bell reached for one of the pages. The licensing woman leaned in despite herself. Gann glanced down and scowled harder with every line, which I took as a good sign.

Hester folded her hands.

“Miss Penrose’s strengths have always been badly categorized by people who think a useful magic must either explode or flatter them. She is not reckless by habit. She is practical, stubborn, and irritatingly prone to rescuing unstable structures at personal inconvenience.”

I stared at her.

That was not kindness either. It was something stranger. Recognition stated in unfriendly terms.

Gann looked up sharply. “Are you proposing exoneration?”

“No.” Hester’s voice went hard enough to cut. “I am proposing that if a transformed oath-protected state asset intersected with an academy familiar exam, then there are three possibilities. One: Penrose engineered an absurdly advanced illegal working beyond her documented capacity and with no hidden trace left in the circle, in which case our entire training system is a joke. Two: an external interference event hijacked a lawful summoning, which exposes academy vulnerabilities. Three: the palace has been handling something far more unstable than its notice admits, and it broke on our floor.”

Nobody said anything.

Because all three possibilities were ugly, and because Hester had arranged them so the academy looked bad in every scenario except the one where I was merely a villain of impossible competence.

I could have kissed her for it.

I did not. I like having my face.

The licensing woman said carefully, “Even so, the apprentice remains compromised.”

“Yes,” Hester said. “Which is why immediate permanent suspension would be both lazy and premature.”

Gann gave a disbelieving laugh. “Premature?”

“You want to punish a visible problem quickly so you can reassure yourselves the institution remains sound.” Hester’s eyes were glacial. “Unfortunately, the magic involved has not finished humiliating you.”

Bell’s mouth twitched. I could not tell if she was suppressing a wince or a laugh.

Hester turned then, finally, to me.

“Miss Penrose, state your intended petition once.”

I swallowed. “Independent Witch License. Inheritance and restoration of Moonthimble Workshop.”

“And why?”

The answer was in me too quickly to disguise.

“Because it was my grandmother’s,” I said. “Because I know the work. Because I can keep it alive. Because if every place that takes ordinary damage is handed over to people who only care when things become expensive, then half the city will end up living in broken wards and smiling through it.”

The words rang too loud in my own ears. Heat climbed my neck. I had said too much.

But Hester only watched me.

Not soft. Not gentle. But very, very direct.

Then she nodded once and turned back to the others.

“There. The motive you have mistaken for criminal ambition is actually livelihood.”

The licensing woman was not convinced. “Livelihood has moved people to worse acts.”

“Certainly,” Hester said. “But so has institutional appetite.”

A silence followed that one with teeth in it.

Gann pushed the documents aside as if they offended him physically. “What exactly are you proposing?”

Hester’s expression did not change, but something in the room tightened.

“A conditional review period,” she said. “One month.”

My heart hit my ribs hard enough to hurt.

Gann stared. Bell straightened. Even the licensing woman lost her polished calm for a beat.

Hester went on as if she were discussing broom maintenance.

“Miss Penrose’s certification is neither granted nor revoked. Instead, she enters a one-month probationary assessment under academy oversight. Within that time she must reopen Moonthimble Workshop in compliant condition, complete three public practical commissions under record, and demonstrate the safety of her familiar-related conduct to the satisfaction of appointed observers.”

I forgot to breathe.

One month.

Not freedom. Not pardon. But not the end.

Gann looked scandalized. “You would let a compromised apprentice resume practice?”

“I would let a monitored candidate prove whether her practical magic stabilizes or worsens the problem,” Hester said. “Which is more than this hearing has accomplished.”

The licensing woman frowned. “Public commissions introduce liability.”

“Everything introduces liability,” Hester replied. “That is what life is.”

Bell, slowly, said, “Three commissions?”

“One minor, one moderate, one formal assessment case,” Hester said. “All documented. All visible. If Penrose is unsafe, it will surface. If she is stable, we gain better evidence than frightened speculation.”

Gann slapped the table again, though less effectively this time. “This is outrageous.”

“No,” Hester said. “Outrageous is handing a twenty-year-old apprentice to palace panic before we establish whether the event attached to her because of criminal intent, targeted interference, or some structural property the palace would rather keep unnamed.”

At that, everyone went very still.

I did too.

Because that was the first time anyone in authority had said aloud what I had only been feeling in the cracks of everything: the palace was moving too quickly. Too smoothly. Not like people confronting a fresh impossible disaster, but like people already prepared for a version of it.

The licensing woman’s pen tapped once against the table. “You are implying prior knowledge.”

“I am implying,” Hester said, “that if royal searchers reached academy grounds within minutes of an examination anomaly, then someone’s nerves were already stretched over this matter. Whether that implicates the palace, the Order, or another office is not ours to declare. But I will not let this academy help bury the question by conveniently ruining the nearest vulnerable girl.”

The room went silent enough that I heard my own pulse.

For a moment, humiliatingly, I thought I might cry after all.

Not because I trusted the rescue. Because someone had finally named the shape of the trap.

I looked down at my hands before anyone could see too much in my face.

The workshop key bit into my thigh through the pocket. One month. One month to restart a dead workshop, complete three commissions, survive palace attention, and somehow not be crushed by the unstable line tying me to a cursed knight in a laundry basket.

It was absurd.

It was beautiful.

It was the first piece of air I had had all day.

Gann recovered first, which was unfortunate.

“And what of the manifestation?”

The word made my stomach turn.

Hester’s answer came without hesitation. “Contained pending magical clarification.”

Contained where? I thought wildly, but did not dare say it.

Bell looked at Hester sharply. If she knew exactly where Leon was being kept, she gave no sign. If she guessed that contained meant not where the palace expected, she wisely kept that to herself.

The licensing woman considered the proposal, her face unreadable behind her lenses. “The condition of safe familiar-related conduct is critical.”

“Agreed,” Hester said.

“If the candidate fails any single commission, displays coercive contract symptoms, or obstructs royal inquiry—”

“The probation ends,” Hester said.

Gann leaned back with the dissatisfied air of a man being forced not to smash a plate in public. “This is an exceptional indulgence.”

“No,” Hester said. “This is a narrow professional response to a mess larger than your appetite for punishment.”

Bell cleared her throat. “I support provisional review.”

That shifted something.

The licensing woman glanced at her, then at the paperwork again. Then, slowly, she nodded once.

“I will sign on the condition that all findings remain reviewable by the licensing office, and that the final commission include observer testimony.”

My head rang.

Gann looked from one woman to the other as if surrounded by collective stupidity. Perhaps, from his perspective, he was.

Finally he snapped the folder shut.

“Very well. One month provisional review. But let the record show that this hearing finds Miss Penrose under severe suspicion and that her independent standing is not to be presumed.”

I wanted to say that my independent standing had never been presumed in my life.

I kept my mouth shut because I wanted the one month more.

Papers were drawn forward. Seals prepared.

The licensing woman read out the terms while Bell copied them onto a fresh slate.

Clara Penrose, academy apprentice of practical Hearthweave orientation, placed under one-month conditional review beginning immediately.

Requirements:

Moonthimble Workshop must be reopened in legally serviceable condition.

Three public commissions must be completed and recorded.

Candidate must demonstrate safe management of familiar-linked magical activity.

Final independent recommendation to be determined after review.

Failure of any requirement voids consideration.

I listened so hard the words seemed to bruise the inside of my skull.

When Bell passed the slate toward me, my hand shook just once before I steadied it.

“Sign,” Gann said.

I read every line first.

Aunt Marjorie had taught me that too. Never sign in gratitude. Gratitude is how people slip cages shut.

The terms were harsh. Deliberately so. There were gaps in them big enough to hide trouble. “Safe management” could mean almost anything if someone wished it to. “Observer testimony” could be twisted by the wrong witness. There was no promise of fairness after success, only reconsideration.

But there was still a path.

That mattered.

I signed.

The moment the pen left the slate, relief hit me so hard it was almost pain. Fragile relief, thin and trembling, but real. I had not fallen yet.

Then anger rose underneath it like heat under a pan.

Because this had never been a gift.

I had been brought to the lip of destruction and offered a narrow plank while the same people who built the pit called themselves reasonable.

Hester seemed to read enough of that from my face to be satisfied.

“Good,” she said. “Now you have work to do.”

The hearing should have ended there. In some kinder world, perhaps it would have. I might have been allowed a private minute to collect myself. I might have asked for copies of the terms. I might have gone directly to the workshop in daylight with my remaining dignity arranged in usable pieces.

Instead the chamber door opened again, and this time no academy warder stood in the gap.

Two men in royal dark stepped inside, cloaks damp from outside air, silver insignia gleaming at the collar. Not ceremonial guards. Search division. Their clothes were too plain to be decorative and too fine to be local. One was broad-shouldered and fair, the other narrow and neat-faced, both wearing the expression of men accustomed to entering rooms where other people’s lives had already begun collapsing.

Every muscle in my body locked.

The fair one bowed slightly to the table, not to me. “By order of the Crown, we request transfer of all materials and testimony relevant to the academy disturbance.”

Request. The sort of word used when refusal was not expected to survive.

Gann started to rise at once. Of course he did.

Hester spoke before he could complete the movement. “The hearing is ongoing.”

“It need not be,” the neat-faced searcher said. His gaze skimmed over me once, efficient and cold. “The incident concerns a missing protected individual.”

Bell’s fingers tightened on
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