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        November 1486

      

      

      The quill rasped across vellum like a claw. Scratching, scratching, as if raking at a wound.

      Fog pressed thick and low against the gabled roofs of the German town of Speyer, curling from the frozen Rhine like a whisper, a secret, slipping through shutter cracks and under doors.

      Inside the narrow chamber above the Dominican convent, the monk bent over his desk, hollow eyes glittering over a nose that hooked like a hawk’s beak; ash-grey stubble shadowing his jaw. A single candle guttered, the light too small for the shadows it tried to fight. The air tasted of soot and tallow smoke, sharp with the tang of old sweat. As drips counted time from the eaves, Heinrich Kramer scribbled away, words wrenching their way out of him, too rapt to notice the flame singing a curl from the fringe around his tonsure. He didn’t even flinch. He just grinned, thin as a match.

      “…Cunning,” he muttered, his breath meeting the winter damp, his voice with the edge of a man who loved shouting. “Insatiable. Treacherous…” The nib squealed, caught in a groove. He lifted it, shook it hard. A bead of black bled onto the paper; a blot blossoming like a bruise. “Women are naturally prone to deception…” He wrote as if trying to keep pace with a fire spreading ahead of him, the pages’ margins crammed with arrows and furious little additions.

      He had not slept and did not intend to until it was done.

      Behind him, the other man stood still as carved oak, his hands resting clean on the back of a chair he had not taken. He had been there all evening, perhaps all winter. Jacob Sprenger, Prior of Cologne, hovered in the doorway’s penumbra, where the light pooled black as boiled pitch and gave back no edges. Taller, broader, his composure unblemished; a still pool over unfathomable depths. Only his eyes gave him away, seeming to catch too much of the flame whenever the candlelight caught them.

      “Bruder Henricus,” he said softly but came no nearer. He never did. He did not sit, did not lean, did not brush as much as a fingertip across those pages. No, he kept his cuffs immaculate, the pale cloth unshadowed by sweat or soot or ink. And whenever he felt the pull of the text, he disguised it under a patience so controlled it had the chill of age.

      The quill stopped. Kramer turned, just enough to show a profile, a slice of impatience. “Yes, Prior?”

      “Not ‘cunning’ first,” the other murmured. Even his voice had the hush of a graveyard. “Begin as the law begins. Name the crime. Strike, then explain the bruise.”

      Kramer raised the quill again. The rasp resumed. “Strike,” he echoed. “Yes. We strike and then we —”  His gaze snagged on the window, momentarily lost in thought.

      Somewhere outside, the cathedral bell tolled midnight.

      “You were eloquent at the trial in Innsbruck. The role of Inquisitor suits you,” Sprenger said, as if to bring his scribe back into the present. “The bishop was… ungracious.”

      Kramer’s mouth twisted into a sneer. “He was a coward. He feared the truth. He feared… her.”

      “Mm.” Sprenger tasted the syllable, then let it go. “And now the work shall be your reply.”

      “My revenge,” Kramer said, stabbing the quill back into the well. He laughed under his breath — one harsh exhale — and then he scribbled away again. He wrote like a man lighting a fuse, then another, and another. “A section on their bodies,” he murmured, “on how the Devil makes use of them. Yes. Yes! And examples, judicial testimony, cases, confessions—”

      “Careful,” came the whisper again from behind him. “Too much show, and some will call it theatre.”

      “Then we will call it law.” Kramer’s teeth showed; a hound gearing up for the hunt. He dipped, shook off excess ink like a speckling fountain. “We will cite Aristotle and Augustine. We will remind them that woman is colder, more moist, therefore more mutable.”

      “You will let her inborn nature take the blame,” Sprenger added, and a smile passed across his stillness.

      Kramer’s quill darted. “Femina est fraus naturae,” he hissed as he wrote. “The feminine is nature’s fraud.” The phrase thrilled him, his shoulders shuddering with the force of it. He leaned back, sniffed, and pressed two ink-blackened fingers to the tender hollows below his eyes. “It needs a title,” he rasped.

      Sprenger inclined his head in thoughtful agreement. “And when his work is bound, it shall bear a name of weight, a name that strikes like judgment itself.”

      Kramer turned around to meet the prior’s gaze. “An anvil?”

      Sprenger’s eyes narrowed, not quite pleased yet.

      “A hammer,” Kramer tried again.

      “Malleus…” Sprenger breathed the Latin like a spell.

      “A hammer — yes, a hammer against the wicked. Malleus Maleficium.” He jabbed his quill in the air, triumphant.

      Sprenger stepped nearer, at last. “Not maleficium. That is the general, the neuter, the faceless plural referring to ‘evildoers’ of any kind or gender. Too broad. Too dull.” He leaned closer, and his breath touched Kramer’s ear like a draft from a crypt. “Call it malefi-ca-rum. The feminine. Make the hammer fall exactly where it must.”

      Kramer blinked, startled. “Maleficarum…” He mouthed it again with force, as if the word alone could split a skull. He reached for the quill, found it, and found, too, that his hand trembled. He wrote the title huge across a fair new sheet:

      
        
        MALLEUS MALEFICARUM

      

      

      He underlined it, then underlined it once more. Sat back and stared at his own writing.

      “The Hammer of Witches,” the monk said solemnly. He shivered, overcome with arousal.

      He could already hear the pressmen saying it to each other, hear it carried into courts, whispered in chancelleries. He could hear his own name, tied to it like a bell to a tower, ringing in ears of those who dared to ridicule him before.

      He did not notice, or pretended not to notice, that all this time Sprenger’s hands had remained immaculate. He did not notice that his companion never touched the quills, never blotted, never smudged. He did not notice — until he did.

      “Now there remains but the question of which name comes first,” he said. “Mine? No, no… yours, of course. It must be yours. You outrank me. Better so; the slow-witted will take comfort in it. Yours to lead, mine to follow.”

      And then, for the first time, Sprenger moved as if struck. It was nothing — a tightening maybe, the barest seam-opening in the mask of the face. The light discovered a line at the mouth that hadn’t been there before; something ancient and displeased glanced out and was gone. But Kramer saw it; his ecstasy had not blinded him to everything. He leaned back, his chair creaking.

      “You will put your name to it, won’t you?”, he asked, his breath quick. Even to his own ears, the question sounded like a child’s. You will hold my hand, father, won’t you…?

      Sprenger looked past him to the window, where winter’s breath frosted the glass. When he spoke again, his voice was smooth as candle wax.

      “My dear Henricus… hammers, I’m sure you’d agree, are made for one hand,” he said. “Two hands on the same haft only quarrel about where to strike. Better to leave the grip to the man who loves the swing.”

      Kramer squinted, uncertain whether he had been flattered or fed. The candle’s flame made a small cymbal against his pupil.

      Sprenger, gentle, added, “Besides, one name makes a better prayer. A congregation cannot cry two saints at once. They stumble, and the miracle goes elsewhere.”

      Kramer stared at him, lids twitching. But then the pleasure rose again, a little tremor under his skin. Recognition was a wine; and he wanted to drown in it.

      “Yes,” he said faintly. “Yes, that rings true.” He bent. “One hammer.” His hand trembled with haste. In the margin he wrote: Henricus Institoris, the Latinised version of his name he’d given himself. He flourished a loop, crossed the T as if cutting a rope.

      Sprenger’s eyes half-lidded, and the crack in the mask closed as if soldered.

      “Good,” he said. “Now make the second part unassailable. The judges will need a ladder, not a sermon. Give them rules, procedures, proofs. They will thank you for a clear path to follow.”

      And once again, Kramer scribbled away. His hand cramped but he did not pause, his mutters swelling into rants, as if driven by something greater than himself. He was exhausted, and the exhaustion made him light, almost angelic. He swayed with it, the way a penitent sways before fainting. And he pictured himself lauded, saw pulpits and magistrates — even the slow curve of history — bending to the shape of his words.

      And all the while, Sprenger stood near, his gaze steady, his murmured suggestions falling into Kramer’s ears like drops of poison.

      “Take care with the wording here,” the Prior murmured at one point.

      But now Kramer waved him off without looking. “Yes, yes,” he said, in that harsh, delighted way of his. “I have it. I see it. Leave me to it.”

      Sprenger moved toward the window then. The glass reflected his face, pale and austere in Dominican habit, but in the moonlight something else surfaced: a figure older than the Church, older than the very walls of this convent. His lips curled faintly as he raised a finger and traced two letters into the frost — M and G — the name Kramer had never known, the name his quill would never write, lingering right there in the curling strokes.

      Not Jacob Sprenger.

      Mardequai Guise.

      He tilted his head, birdlike, as if listening for a voice only he could hear.

      Behind him, with the urgency of a man deaf to all but his own convictions, Heinrich Kramer dipped his pen and struck, and struck, and struck. At his shoulder, the candle hissed. A moth, silver-winged and beautiful, had met her end in the flame, leaving only the faint curl of smoke.
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        Present Day

      

      

      I rarely cry. Not because I am strong, exactly, but because I was stitched shut with threads too fine to see, taught to hold myself together against every breaking. Yet the ache gnawing at me now is older than restraint, and before I can stop it, a scream tears out of me, and my sight drowns in hot tears.

      “Hold her,” someone snaps.

      Hands shove me flat against the stone table. It’s warm, almost alive. I realise with a start that it’s not stone at all but something… organic, pulsing faintly beneath my skin. Mycelium. The entire surface is woven from it, pale tendrils spreading like lace across dark substrate.

      My skin sticks to it. Or it sticks to me. I can’t tell which.

      Voices chant around me, foreboding and low. I’m surrounded by faces I have never seen before; witches whose mouths move in rhythms more primal than language.

      The air hums with Anima. I don’t know where it begins and I end. It claws at me, weaves into me, makes me feel like I’m being unravelled from the inside out.

      And I try to focus, to anchor myself in something real.

      The room sharpens through my pain-blurred vision. It’s not a hospital room, more like a living chamber. Plants everywhere. Massive specimens in terracotta pots line the walls, species I don’t recognise, their leaves broad and dark, veined with silver. Vines cascade from the ceiling, their flowers closed tight like fists.

      Tendrils wrap around my arms, my legs, my wounded shoulder, drawing from the plants, from the fungi, and channelling it into me.

      The healers are pulling Anima from the entire room.

      My gaze snatches from face to face, ceiling to floor, searching for an anchor, for anything that isn’t pain.

      At last, my eyes lock onto something…a bird. A raptor perching on the windowsill, haloed by the harsh light pouring in, watching me with a stare that cuts cleaner than any blade. Head slightly cocked, golden eyes narrowed as if measuring my soul. An eagle. No, smaller. A kestrel? A hawk?

      “Eagles fly… above the storm…” I mutter, reaching my hand out to the bird, just when another surge rips through my shoulder, molten fire flooding into bone. My back arches, and the bindings cinch tighter; bands of Anima hardened into vines that cut into my wrists, my ankles. I try to buck, to scream again, but the sound comes out broken, a sob swallowed by the flood of pain too vast for breath.

      The mycelium tendrils tighten, holding me steady as the healers work.

      I feel the shift in the room as they draw deeper. The massive plants shudder, their leaves curling slightly. The mycelium network dims, its glow fading as it gives everything to heal me.

      Nature pays the price for my recovery.

      My stomach twists. My chest constricts. Anima burns, reshapes, scours away the black shards left by Orna Morrígan’s spell. And I want to hold onto myself... I’m Alva Hausmann, twenty-six, witch, twin sister... I’m in Kenya, at the Chyulu Academy...

      But then the pain cracks me open, and through the fissures she comes.

      Ruth.

      Her memories invade, spilling into me like smoke through a lock.

      The healing chamber dissolves at once.

      I’m back on the island of Sylt, back at the Reich Weather Division in Northern Germany. But not as I’ve seen it before in Ruth’s memories. This is after. After the storm she conjured. After the destruction she caused.

      The sky above is the colour of old bruises, purple-black clouds still churning, still angry, though the worst has passed. Rain falls in scattered drops, hissing where it hits surfaces still hot from lightning strikes.

      I’m walking. Ruth is walking. Feet crunch over debris. Shattered glass. Twisted metal. Wood reduced to splinters.

      Bodies.

      Soldiers. Scientists. Witches who didn’t make it out. Some burned beyond recognition. Some crushed beneath fallen beams.

      Ruth doesn’t stop to check them. She keeps walking through the destruction with steady steps. She reaches the centre of what used to be the main research tent. Now just a crater.

      She tilts her head back. Looks up at the roiling sky. And she calls. A summons that resonates through the air like a struck bell.

      The clouds part. A shape descends.

      Black wings against bruised sky. Forked tail. Golden eyes that catch what little light remains. A raptor lands on a broken beam beside her. Settles its wings. Fixes her with a stare that holds intelligence beyond any bird.

      Ruth smiles. Not the twisted, cruel smile I’ve seen before. Something else. Something almost tender.

      “You and I,” she says. “Together, we’ll survive anything.”

      The bird cries out, and the sound bridges realities.

      Suddenly I’m in both places at once. The island and Chyulu. Past and present grinding against each other.

      The bird on the beam becomes the bird on the windowsill. The one still watching me now, in this healing chamber, as the mycelium table pulses beneath me and the healers chant their desperate prayers.

      “Steady her!” one of the healers barks.

      A hand presses to my forehead. Anima surges, and the plants in the room shudder violently. One of the massive specimens cracks its pot, roots spilling out like entrails.

      The mycelium beneath me dims almost to nothing.

      They’re pulling everything. Using everything.

      Ruth’s laughter rises through me, and then I hear her. You really think you can get rid of me? You were born of me.

      My body jerks. The mycelium tendrils tighten, holding me as something dark writhes up my spine.

      I try to ground myself in the pain, in the sensation of the table beneath me, in the smell of blood and earth and burned Anima.

      But this time, Ruth steps free of me, whole and solid, as though the surgery has carved her out of me. She stands at the foot of the table, shadows clinging to her like silk, her smile twisted, sharpened. Her eyes gleam obsidian. Her lips part.

      “Your wound may close, Mädchen, but you will never be whole,” she whispers. “Unless you surrender to me.”

      The healers don’t see her. Their voices rise, their chants cracking under the strain. The plants dim. The mycelium network goes dark.

      But I do. I see her.

      And she’s getting closer.
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      I wake to the damp hush of the cloud forest. For a moment, I don’t know where I am. There is only the sound of rain ticking on leaves, the mist greeting the open shutters, and the smell of earth so rich it’s almost sweet. My shoulder throbs, stitched with fire, but the chants are gone. The vines are gone. Ruth is gone.

      A chair scrapes softly. I flutter-open my eyes fully, and there he is.

      Cornelis.

      He sits at my bedside, half in shadow, his long frame folded into a too-small chair. His coat wrapped around him like a blanket, his hair dishevelled. He looks like he hasn’t moved in hours, but the sharpness in his gaze tells me he hasn’t slept either.

      “You’re awake.”

      I try to smile, but it twists into a grimace. “I don’t feel awake.”

      He exhales, a laugh or maybe a sigh, then looks away toward the window. For a moment I let myself just watch him… the angle of his jaw, that almost commanding stillness only immortals seem to muster.

      I clear my throat. “Where am I?”

      “Chyulu Academy. The healer’s wing,” he replies, and I look around the room, which is simple yet warm: stone walls laced with roots, charms dangling from the ceiling, a fire crackling in a small fireplace. Beyond the open shutters, birds twitter somewhere high up in the forest canopy.

      Cornelis shifts in his chair, leaning forward. His eyes sweep over me, clinical at first, then softening. “They tell me your surgery went well.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Two days.”

      I brush a strand of hair from my face, surprised at how smooth it feels, and how my skin smells faintly of eucalyptus instead of sweat and blood — a small mercy, considering what a ruin I must have been when they laid me on that slab.

      “I didn’t think you’d be here to witness my recovery, you know, all things considered.”

      The last time I saw Cornelis, he held himself behind walls so high I could barely glimpse the man behind them, every word measured, every gesture calculated to remind me of the distance he intended to keep.

      “You’re going to need a friend… all things considered.” He dips his chin in a stiff nod. Not entirely ‘friendly’, as though the words taste bitter and he’s forcing them past his teeth. “But what you need even more is to regain your strength. I should let you rest.” He claps his knees and rises, wide strides as he makes his way to the door.

      “Cor — wait, please don’t… don’t go.”

      He must have been rooted in that chair for hours, maybe the whole night, guarding me as I drifted in and out of fever-dreams. Yet now that I’m awake, he can’t seem to bear the sight of me.

      He pauses at the door, hand already on the knob, but then he lets go of it and turns back toward me, his eyes finding mine, two flints sparking in the dark for the briefest of moments.

      I push myself a little higher against the pillows, wincing as pain lances through my shoulder. My mouth feels dry as caked sand, my vocal cords hurting from disuse. “You said I’ve been asleep for two days. What’s been happening — you know — out there?”

      Cornelis clears his throat. “Well, it’s safe to say the world isn’t what we left it,” he says and walks toward a small table where he pours a glass of water from a flask. “Washington has declared emergency rule when people began rioting in the streets. Churches across the world are filled to the rafters. Women — witches or not — are being accused of all kinds of heinous acts. Oh, and Orna Morrígan has stepped in as Head Elder, while Gathoni N’yongo still rots in a London high-security prison.”

      Anger burns in my chest at the sound of her name. Of course, Orna would be the one stepping forward, not Mardequai. He would never risk his own face in the open. The druids have removed themselves from the Reveal, their immortality still hidden from the world. He needs a witch to stand in plain sight. Orna fits the role perfectly, carrying out his orders like a puppet on strings while he stays in the shadows.

      Cornelis hands me the water and I thank him, clutching the glass with both hands, then drinking greedily, my throat swallowing it down like cracked earth drinking rain.

      “And my sister?” I ask, wiping my mouth.

      The sight of her still haunts me: pale but unbowed, her suit torn, Anima vines twisting around her arms like serpents as government witches dragged her across Millennium Bridge while I struggled for air, shattered, useless to help her.

      Cornelis’ eyes narrow, as if he expects his next words to sting. “Nothing from Saltholm, I’m afraid.”

      And then the entire truth crashes into me all at once: Sofia locked away at Saltholm Prison, the memory of her eyes the moment they dragged her away from me. The spring’s whispers return too — the prophecy etched in water and light, revealing the unbearable truth that Mardequai severed the connection every witch once had to her past lives, cutting us adrift from the very memory of who we are — and that Sofia and I, of all people, are meant to restore it. All of this presses down on me against the backdrop of a world unravelling. Airports frozen, people rioting, whole nations clawing for order while the old rules crumble to ash. I can hardly breathe beneath the tide of it.

      “What on Earth am I going to do…?” I gasp, hugging my knees to my chest and burying my face in my hands.

      “First, you’re going to fully recover, that’s what you’re going to do.” Cornelis is close, startlingly close. I lift my head to find him on the edge of the bed, the mattress now dipping beneath his weight. “And then we’re going to take it one day at a time.”

      “…. We?”

      He nods, his tone softening as he repeats the word. “We.”

      For a heartbeat, it feels almost right. His knee brushing mine, the warmth of him steady beside me. Until it threatens to soften too much, to cross into something else. That’s when he pulls away, moving back as if retreating from a flame.

      “I really should let you rest.” He stands quickly, too quickly, then crosses to the door.

      And this time I don’t stop him.
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      Pippa Watson waits in a meeting room of bleached brick and buzzing lights like a mistake in the blueprint, a bright correction in a world built for dim. White blouse. Indigo suit. Braids coiled tight and lips painted the colour of ripe plum. A coat folded across one arm like a promise she never forgets to keep. Ember spots her through the narrow pane as the guard marches her forward, the cuffs biting through cloth into her wrists. Pippa stands taller when their eyes catch. She draws a breath, holds it.

      Ember takes her in like a long drink.

      She is marched in, the guard gripping her elbow, pressure precise. He wants her to flinch. She does not.

      The room looks like someone scrubbed all hope out of it. A line of slab tables runs down the centre, each one split by a pane of glass. Inmates sit on one side, visitors on the other. Plastic chairs are bolted to the floor, their backs facing out toward narrow aisles where guards patrol. Salt freckles the edges where the glass panels meet.

      The air tastes metallic, as if the Atlantic has come inside to sit with them. Fluorescent light pools on the glass and throws a hard reflection of Ember’s own face back at her. Black hair growing out, brown returning at the roots. Green eyes naked without kohl. Cheekbones sharper from the food here. Her slate-grey overall pulls at the shoulders where it has not yet learned her shape.

      The guard, Ullman is his name, walks her to the seat, shortens the chain one link too tight, and forces her to hunch toward the shelf. “Try anything clever, Wild, and you’ll regret it.” He enjoys the smallness he makes of her. His is the ease of a man who knows he will never meet a fair fight.

      She looks at his reflection in the glass, not at him.

      “You look awful,” Pippa blurts, covering her mouth with her hand. She recovers, lowering it, straightening. “I mean… thinner.”

      “Compliments already?” Ember says, hating the rasping in her throat. “You really know how to flatter, darling.”

      From beneath her coat Pippa retrieves a brown paper bag and rests it on the desk beside her, folded and refolded along the top.

      Ullman steps into the aisle and grabs it before she can so much as unpack its contents. “Search protocol.”

      “These items were already approved when I entered,” she informs him.

      Ullman ignores that completely, takes the bag to a metal table, which elicits an eye-roll from Ember. He tears the fold with two quick tugs, then lifts each item as if he is the host of a tv show: A small bar of lavender soap, edges wrapped in wax paper. He grimaces at the scent, then drops it into a bin marked Disposal.

      “Hey!” Pippa protests.

      “Don’t,” Ember warns. She sounds almost bored.

      Next, Ullman pulls out a comb of dark wood. He twirls it once in his fingers, as if turning a new toy.

      Pippa tightens her jaw. “These are hygiene basics. You know that.”

      Ullman looks her over like she is a smudge on glass. Then he leans on Ember’s chair. “She doesn’t need these. Rats don’t need grooming.”

      Ember’s anger rises hot in her throat. “Maybe you should keep it for yourself, Ullman. You look like someone mowed your head with a blunt blade.”

      The insult hangs there for a second. Witches at the other tables catch it and look up. A ripple of stifled laughter moves through the room.

      Ullman’s eyes sharpen. He crouches, and Ember smells the tang of old sweat in his uniform. “Say that again.”

      Ember meets his stare. “You heard me.”

      A silence drops. Then Ullman smiles, slow. He rests the brush on his shoulder like a baton, taps the handle twice against his neck. “Careful, prisoner.” And for a moment there, Ember expects him to do something — to slam the brush against the back of her head, or worse: end visiting hour then and there for her. But before he can act, the intercom crackles overhead. “Sergeant Ullman, control requests your presence at gate three.”

      He straightens, irritation passing over his face, then smooths it back into composure. He does not throw the brush away. He carries it out with him when he leaves.

      The door seals with a hiss. The room grows quieter.

      “What is his problem?” Pippa blurts out as soon as the door shuts behind him. “You’re allowed personal hygiene items. He can’t do that to you. I’m going to speak to somebody, I…”

      “It’s good to see you,” Ember interrupts. “You look… impossible. Like this place didn’t dare to touch you at all when you entered.”

      Pippa’s mouth tilts into that crooked smile of hers. “I was searched three times getting in.”

      “You still won.”

      Pippa scoffs, clearly flattered, her eyes examining Ember through the glass. “So how bad is it,” she asks.

      Not is it bad. How bad.

      “Well, food tastes like cardboard gone swimming,” Ember replies, wiping a strand of hair from her face. “Lights burn all night. But at least I’m not allowed to smoke or drink in here. It’s like a detox, really. My skin has never been more ravishing.” She forces a smile, but it doesn’t last long. She swallows, averting her gaze.

      “Are they hurting you?” Pippa’s words softens so much they seeps straight through Ember’s walls.

      Ember meets her gaze again, holds it a tad too long. “Nah…” She crosses her arms and leans back in her chair as much as the chains allow. “Don’t worry, pet. They bark more than they bite, really.”

      A lie, and they both know it.

      From within the control room, Ullman taps the window with the brush, for no reason other than to watch both of them startle. He throws a comment over his shoulder, and the guards behind him break into harsh laughter, muffled by the glass.

      “I was told they’re all immortal,” Pippa says. “The guards here. Is it true?”

      Ember nods once. “Every last one. The island itself is their weapon. Built out of salt so no witch can raise a hand against them. Step onto Saltholm and your Anima folds, locked down before you can even breathe. Nothing here relies on magic. Everything runs on metal and machines.”

      She rolls her shoulders, a slow stretch that does nothing to ease the stiffness, then lets them sag again.

      They do not need to name aloud what both of them already know: The stories that ripple out from Saltholm are not inventions. Ember has lived them now, and each bruise tells its own version. The guards here were born for this place, shaped to it like iron poured into a mould. Most of them sired during the last comet passing in 1918, raised from the start with one purpose: to keep witches in their place.

      That training shows in the way they look at her, at all of them. Every act carries the same bent truths: that witches are reckless, that they are like naughty children who need a firm hand. Any weakness these men sniff out is being mocked, labelled as proof that witches without Anima are nothing but frauds. And always, underneath it all, the conviction that the magic in women is a crime, not a gift.

      Pippa studies her, then asks, “And the salt? How are you coping?”

      Ember huffs a laugh. “I’ve had my fair share of exposure therapy at Chyulu. Eating spoonfuls of salt till my tongue went dead. Sitting in brine baths that stripped the skin raw… Salt does not technically cancel Anima, you know. It grounds it. With time, you can build up some tolerance.” She pauses, shakes her head. “But nothing prepares you for Saltholm. This place is built on raw, unrefined salt, layer after layer packed deep. The stuff here isn’t the kind you shake on food. It carries minerals that bite harder and hold a charge that seeps straight into your bones. Even the ground sweats with it. You breathe, you drink, you touch the walls… every bit of you takes it in.”

      “What does it feel like?” Pippa asks.

      “Like someone scooped you clean and left only the shell. But hey, at least it’s lighter to carry around, am I right?” Ember rubs the shackle bite on her wrist and flashes Pippa a grin that breaks too fast.

      For a drawn-out moment, the two women study each other in the flat light. The room smells like bleach and ocean, not the good kind. But underneath it all, Pippa smells like rain and coffee and those subtle orange soap notes that sit in Ember’s memory like mornings before all this.

      “Listen,” Pippa says, suddenly urgent. “We have less time than I want.”

      “Same,” Ember says.

      Pippa glances at the control room, then back. “I have the Celestial Stone,” she hisses breathlessly. Ember’s gaze wanders down to Pippa’s clothes, her hands.

      Pippa shakes her head. “Not on me. I stashed it somewhere safe.”

      “How?” Ember asks.

      “The Thames,” Pippa says. “That day on the Millennium Bridge. I saw you and your sister quarrelling, and how the stone went over the side.”

      Ember blinks, the words cracking something open. Pippa, waiting below the bridge on a narrow boat, motor idling, eyes fixed upward for her signal. The plan had been clean. Too clean, as it turned out: Ember would leap, land in the boat, and they would tear downriver until the city shrank behind them. Then the Channel. Then the horizon. Then... anywhere.

      Her throat tightens. She can practically see Pippa’s braid whipping in the wind, one hand on the tiller, the other resting on her own. That sunset they had sworn to chase together still burns behind Pippa’s eyelids now, a colour Ember has not dared to recall. Until now.

      “After the police moved away, I went back,” Pippa continues. “I dove at dawn. It took a long time, but I found it.”

      She seems so proud of herself then, so… hopeful.

      “You should not endanger yourself like that,” Ember murmurs, her eyes scanning the room to make sure no one’s listening. “It’s illegal to possess an unregistered magical artefact, especially one of that strength. Not to mention the consequences if Mardequai finds out you have it.”

      Pippa shakes her head. “He’s still in Scotland. He left orders with Micaela and me to look after the London house. I don’t expect him to be back anytime soon. He must be lying low, with all the unwanted attention he’s had recently.”

      “Attention…?”

      “I think he underestimated what the tabloids would dig up after you burst onto the scene. That they would even make the connection between you and him.”

      “Nah… doesn’t seem like him to lack that foresight. I doubt there’s anything about this entire mess he did not see coming.”

      Pippa scoffs. “Speak for yourself. Even Mardequai makes mistakes, you know? Did you ever stop to think, for example, how it happened that he’s known in the non-magical world by his real name?”

      Ember weighs Pippa’s words. She’d never thought about it until now. Every druid she has ever heard of keeps entire drawers filled with names and documents, whole lives stacked in folders ready to be pulled out when the years demand it. In the magical world they usually remain who they are, bound to their true names unless voicing a different preference. But in the human world they must keep cycling through new masks, each lasting no longer than a single mortal lifetime.

      “Huh.” She shrugs. “How did that happen?”

      Pippa tilts her head. “Have you ever noticed that painting of the haunted woman in his study?”

      Ember stiffens. “La Dame Sacrifiée?” The image rises in her mind. A woman standing against darkness, beautiful and commanding at once, with eyes that seemed to look through the viewer rather than at them. Her throat strangely exposed, angled as though offered to an unseen blade that hovers just beyond the canvas edge. It had always unsettled Ember.

      Pippa nods. “Did you know he was the one who painted it?”

      “He did?”

      “He did, centuries ago. But it didn’t stay in his possession. He must have lost it, I don’t know how. Then, in the seventies, it resurfaced at an estate sale. And he just could not help himself; he had to have it back. Problem was, the art world wanted proof. Provenance, family line, ownership records… all that jazz. So, he stepped forward as Mardequai de Guise. Claimed descent from the painter himself by playing the heir of the same name. It worked, but the painting made more headlines than he must have anticipated, ended up in catalogues and art journals and what not. Till this day, his real name remains attached to it, written down for anyone to see.”

      Ember rubs her spell-casting finger, a subconscious habit she’s picked up in here. “Why was that painting so important to him? And how do you know all this, anyway?”

      “What does that matter now?” Pippa hisses, leaning in. “I… I want to get it to you, the Celestial Stone I mean. You can get out with it. I know you can.”

      Ember’s hands tighten on the edge of the table until the chain rattles. Her eyes drop to where Pippa’s fingers rest, so close she could almost fold them into her own. She swallows, hard, then lifts her gaze back up. Something in her chest caves a little at the light in Pippa’s face. She almost wants to lie, to nod, to let that light stay.

      Instead, she exhales through her nose, slow. “In here the stone is as useful as a gun without bullets,” she says. “The salt eats everything. Anima has nowhere to land. Trying to work any magic here is like trying to light a match under the ocean.”

      Pippa breathes. She does not argue. She nods once, as if adjusting a plan on a whiteboard in her head. “Then I have to get you out another way.”

      Ember almost laughs. It comes out as a small sound that aims for humour and clips it by an inch. “You bring me soap and a brush. Now you promise me the door. You are greedy today.”

      “I am desperate today.”

      “Same,” Ember says again.

      They sit like that for a while. Chairs scrape as another witch rises to leave. A guard’s radio crackles then goes silent again.

      “I wish I could hold you right now,” Pippa whispers.

      Her hands lift as if she might touch Ember’s face through force of will, then she sets her palms flat against the glass instead. Ember mirrors the gesture. Palm to palm, the line of each finger matches on the other side, and the glass fogs in twin blooms. Ember’s pulse slows, her entire body drawn to that small circle of contact.

      “I’ve been meaning to tell you something,” she says. “Something you deserve to know.” A beat of hesitation, then the truth finally spills out of her. “We… we’ve been together, you know — before.”

      Pippa frowns. “I know we have,” she says, and her eyes soften with a memory Ember envies. She means the night in Mardequai’s safe house, the night after Ember tore the veil away and showed the world what witches are. That was when they kissed, quick and reckless and — as far as Pippa knows — for the first time.

      “No, before that…,” Ember confesses. “Like, we’ve actually… been together. You do not remember because I altered your memory. That first night I returned to London, at the townhouse. We made a mess of the kitchen. I erased it straight after because I didn’t want to deal with the consequences. There, that’s the whole truth, and you deserve to know it.”

      Pippa does not lean back. She does not go pale. She does not even blink that much.

      “All right,” she says. “Then my body remembers. That explains… so much, actually.”

      Ember’s eyes narrow. “Why are you not angry? I — I lied to you. For months.”

      “People lie all the time, and about worse things than that.” Pippa shrugs. Her hand stays steady against the glass, but her eyes move to an indistinct point on the tabletop. The calmness unsettles Ember more than rage would have. Forgiveness that quick, that easy, doesn’t feel like Pippa. Is it pity because she sees Ember locked in here? Or is something else moving beneath that calm, something Ember cannot reach from this side of the glass?

      But before she can make sense of it, boots sound in the corridor. Then the latch unlocks.

      “I… I will find another way, I promise,” Pippa rushes the words, tears brimming in her eyes. “And I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

      Ullman returns with two other guards, and the room chills instantly.

      “Time,” he barks, then speaks to Pippa with a smile that makes Ember want to rip his head off. “How about you bring me a gift next time, huh? I’d know just what to do with it.”

      Pippa ignores him. She holds Ember’s gaze. “I will come back,” she promises.

      Ember’s chest heaves and she fights the burn in her eyes, holding the tears back by force alone.
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      Over the coming days, I walk the corridors of Chyulu Academy, my shoulder still tender beneath the loose tunic the healers gave me. It’s been three days since they carved Orna’s curse from my flesh and stitched me back together. The wound is healing — I can lift my arm now without gasping, can turn my head without the world tilting — but the ache is far from gone.

      Now the Academy unfolds around me, and it feels like I’m walking through one of my childhood dreams. Arched halls carved directly into living stone, their walls smooth as glass in some places, rough as bark in others. Vine-wrapped beams support ceilings that seem to breathe, expanding and contracting with the rhythm of the forest beyond. Staircases spiral around massive strangler figs that pierce through floors, their roots drinking from hidden streams that babble somewhere in the walls.

      Indeed, I’ve dreamed of this place. Read about it in old books as a child, listened to the accounts from witches who’d studied here. The Chyulu Academy of Higher Magic, pinnacle of magical education, where only the most gifted students are invited to learn.

      And now I’m here. Not as a student. As a fugitive recovering from attempted murder, among other things.

      Students pass me in clusters, speaking in languages I don’t recognise. Swahili, I think. Or Kikuyu? Some speak English with accents that place them from everywhere — Lagos, Mumbai, São Paulo, Jakarta. The Academy draws talent from across the globe.

      They glance at me as I pass. Some stare. Apparently, word travels fast, even in a remote place like this.

      I keep walking.

      A gong sounds somewhere deep in the structure, vibrating through the stone beneath my feet. Classes changing. I follow the flow of students up a spiral stair, letting myself be carried along until I reach a broad gallery where morning light pours through high windows.

      The lecture hall opens before me, tiered seating carved from the same stone as the walls, descending toward a circular floor where a professor stands. She’s maybe fifty, grey locks wrapped in brilliant cloth, her hands moving as she speaks.

      I slip into a seat at the back, and no one stops me.

      “…manipulation requires precision,” the professor is saying. “Raw power means nothing without control. Let me demonstrate.”

      She extends her hand. Anima gathers. I can feel it pulling from the air, from the stone, from the plants growing in pots along the gallery’s edge. The professor shapes it with minute adjustments of her fingers, her will. The Anima becomes visible as a sphere of golden light hovering above her palm.

      She makes it dance. Splits it into three smaller spheres that orbit each other. Compresses them back into one. Stretches it into a ribbon that weaves through the air like a snake. Every movement precise. Intentional. Beautiful.

      “Now you,” the professor says.

      The students respond. Twenty hands rise. Twenty spheres of light appear, wobbling and flickering as their creators struggle to maintain form and stability. Some collapse almost immediately. Others hold for several seconds before dissipating.

      One student, a girl of maybe nineteen, with her hair in dozens of tiny braids, manages to split her sphere into two. They orbit each other for almost ten seconds before one winks out.

      The professor nods. “Very good. Remember: no forcing the Anima into shape. Rather, invite it. The Anima wants to flow. It wants to move. Your job is to allow it, to give it direction without strangling it.”

      I watch, something cold settling in my chest.

      I’m twenty-six years old but haven’t practiced magic since I was thirteen. These students, just past their teenage years, can do things I can only dream of, can shape Anima with the kind of control I’ve never possessed.

      I think about Millennium Bridge, where during the fighting my power flooded out like soda from a bottle that’s been shaken too much. A tidal wave of Anima that I only knew how to control when I surrendered to the darkness within me, to Ruth. And that is something I must never let happen again.

      “Anima without discipline is merely chaos,” the professor lectures from down below.

      And that’s exactly right. That’s what I am, isn’t it? Chaos pretending to be a witch.

      After class ends, I linger. The students file out, their chattering rising and falling like music. The professor gathers her materials, then she slips out a side door at the front.

      When the last student leaves, I stand. Descend the stairs toward the circular floor where the professor demonstrated. I don’t even know what I’m doing. Just know I need to try. Need to prove to myself that I’m not completely hopeless.

      I extend my hand. Reach for Anima.

      It comes immediately. Eagerly. Too much. Always too much.

      I try to shape it the way the professor did. But the moment I attempt to give it form; it floods through my fingers like water through a broken dam. The sphere I’m trying to create expands violently, filling half the room with brilliant golden light before I manage to cut the flow.

      The light dissipates. My hand shakes.

      “Shockingly amateurish.”

      I spin. The professor stands in the doorway at the back of the hall, watching me. I don’t know how long she’s been there, how she even got there so quick.

      “You have immense natural ability,” she continues, not unkindly. Simply stating fact. “That much cannot be denied, and it comes as no surprise, given your bloodline.”

      That’s when I recognise her voice, more than her appearance. She was one of the healers patching me up.

      “But you’ve clearly never learned any control,” the professor continues. “Without addressing that fundamental gap, you’ll remain as dangerous as they make you sound out there. Dangerous to yourself, and to others.”

      The words land like blows, one by one.

      “How do I fix it?” I ask her, desperate for anything she is willing to teach a non-student between classes.

      “Time. Training. Patience.” She tilts her head. “Though I suspect you’re short on all three.”

      Just then, my shoulder throbs like a reminder.

      “Can I ask you something else?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Why did you need to use the plants, the mycelium to heal my shoulder? Why couldn’t you draw from your own Anima directly?”

      The professor considers me for a moment, as if deciding how technical to make her answer.

      “Because healing and balancing are different processes,” she says finally. “Healing requires vast amounts of raw Anima, more than any single witch can safely channel from her own reserves without killing herself. The plants, the mycelium network, they store concentrated life force in ways our bodies cannot. They’re intermediaries. Transformers, if you will.”

      She gestures as if shaping the concept in the air between us.

      “Think of it like this: you cannot digest stone, but a plant can draw minerals from stone and transform them into nutrients your body can use. Similarly, we cannot directly access the deepest reservoirs of earth’s Anima; it’s too raw, too vast, incompatible with human vessels. But mycelium and certain other living things? They’ve evolved to process it. To make it accessible.”

      I think about the massive plants wilting, the mycelium dimming almost to nothing.

      “They nearly died for me.”

      “They gave what they could,” she corrects gently. “And with time, with care, and with our nurturing, they’ll recover. That’s the exchange. It’s no different than brewing a chamomile tea when you have a cold, if you think about it. That’s the difference between a healer and a parasite.”

      “Thank you,” I say, and not just to her.
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      The strange feeling starts as I’m crossing one of the elevated walkways between buildings. A prickling at the back of my neck. The unsettling sensation of being observed.

      I stand and look around. The walkway is empty. Above, wooden beams crisscross beneath the canopy, supporting the structure. The Academy’s watchtowers rise in the distance, their platforms empty. Nothing moves.

      But the feeling doesn’t go away. It intensifies. Like something is tracking my movements from above, and with intent.

      I look up again. The trees tower overhead, their branches disappearing in the mist.

      Nothing I can see. But I feel it still.

      My heart starts racing. I turn sharply, heading for the nearest entrance into the mountain itself. Away from the open walkways. Away from whatever is up there.

      The corridor beyond curves. Descends. And then it opens.

      The Academy library reveals itself gradually as I wander deeper into the structure. The ceiling disappears into shadow far overhead. Shelves line the walls, climbing higher than ladders could ever reach. But there are no ladders. Instead, narrow stone bridges span the space at various heights, connecting galleries that spiral up and up until they fade into darkness.

      Books everywhere. Scrolls. Tablets. Objects I don’t have names for — crystal formations that pulse with stored knowledge, wooden totems carved with symbols that shift when I look at them directly, tapestries woven with text in languages I’ve never seen.

      It smells like paper and stone and something earthy. Moss, maybe, or the vines that wrap around several of the pillars supporting the higher galleries.

      I descend a short flight of stairs into the main floor. The space is quiet but far from empty. Students occupy scattered tables, bent over texts or speaking in whispers that carry strangely in the space.

      Then I see him.

      Cornelis sits in an alcove tucked beneath one of the spiral staircases, half-hidden by a pillar. A table spreads before him, covered in documents and books stacked in careful piles. He’s bent over something, one hand braced against the table’s edge, the other holding a pen that moves across paper in quick, precise strokes.

      I watch him a bit longer from a distance.

      We haven’t spoken since that first day after my surgery. He’s been avoiding me, I’m certain of it.

      And I have looked. More than I want to admit.

      Now here he is.

      I approach him before I can talk myself out of it.

      He senses me before I can speak.

      His head lifts, his shoulders instantly tense when he sees me. Then something flashes across his face. Surprise, maybe. Or… was that guilt? But for what?

      He moves quickly. The document he was studying gets folded, slipped beneath a larger book.

      “Alva.” My name sounds formal in his mouth, and that annoys me. We had been past this already. We had been further along. Much further. “How’s your… how’s your shoulder?”

      “Better.” I gesture at the alcove. “Mind if I sit?”

      He hesitates. Just a fraction of a second. Then: “Of course.... I mean — no, of course I don’t mind.”

      I settle into the chair across from him, trying not to wince as my shoulder protests the movement. His eyes track the gesture, but he doesn’t comment.

      The table between us is chaos organised into meaning I can’t decipher. Maps marked with annotations. Books in languages I don’t recognise — Dutch, maybe, and something with characters that might be Arabic. Loose papers covered in his handwriting, neat and cramped.

      And beneath the largest book, the corner of whatever he hid when I approached.

      “You’ve been busy,” I say.

      “Yeah, it’s just…well, research.”

      Of course, he does not elaborate.

      “For?” I ask.

      “My father.” He leans back into the distance between us. “Indeed, you’ll be pleased to hear that your prophecy has officially made you his top priority.”

      My eyes narrow. “I still don’t understand what it means to him, exactly.”

      I told Hannes Kettering everything I saw at the spring, every sliver of ancient memory. How Mardequai had severed witches from their past-life memories four hundred years ago. And how the prophecy promised restoration by the hands of magical twins.

      Hannes had listened to all of it, equal parts fascinated and worried.

      I barely managed to finish speaking before the pain took me under, my body finally giving out as Orna’s curse split fire through my side.

      “You will,” Cornelis says. “Understand what it means to him.”

      “When?”

      He meets my eyes. Holds them. “Soon.”

      The word hangs between us. Another deflection.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you are really researching?” I nod toward the hidden document. “I saw you hide something when I walked up.”

      “It’s nothing.” His hand moves to the book covering the document.

      “If it were nothing, you wouldn’t have hidden it.”

      “I’d rather not say until I’m certain. It’s… complicated.”

      “I’m not simple.”

      He almost smiles. Catches himself. “No. You’re definitely not.”

      Tension builds in the space between us. Not hostile… not exactly. Something else. Something that makes me aware of how close we’re sitting. How his fingers rest on the table’s edge, inches from mine.

      I stand suddenly. Need space. Need to move before I do something stupid like reach across the table and… No. Alva. No.

      I move toward the shelves behind him, scanning titles I can’t read, needing to look anywhere except at him.

      “Look, I’m sorry. I just don’t want to get anybody’s hopes up. Least of all my own.”

      “You don’t have to tell me.”

      I reach for a book on the top shelf. Have to stretch. Have to lean forward over the back of his chair, my body angling past his shoulder.

      He goes very still.

      And now I’m really close. If I leaned down, my lips would be inches from his temple…. But why would I do that?

      My fingers brush the book’s spine. I pull it from the shelf.

      Neither of us moves.

      Until the book slips from my fingers. Hits the table with a dull thud. Papers scatter. Including the one he hid.

      We both reach for them at the same time. His hand covers mine on the table’s surface. And neither of us pulls away.

      Our faces are inches apart, I can see flecks of green in his blue eyes. And I feel his breath against my cheek.

      “Alva,” he says. My name is a warning. Or a plea. I can never tell which with him.

      My other hand rests on his shoulder for balance. I feel his muscle tense beneath it.

      The papers lie scattered between us, forgotten. I can just about see words on one of them. The one he hid. My name, and Ruth’s.

      “I should…” I start.

      His free hand comes up. Hovers near my waist but doesn’t quite touch. Like he’s fighting the urge to pull me closer.

      “Yes,” he says. Swallows. “You should.”

      One of us needs to move.

      But I don’t want to move. And he’s not moving either.

      Instead, his thumb brushes across my knuckles; the gesture so small yet so deliberate it sends electricity up my arm.

      A door slams somewhere in the library. Loud. Echoing.

      We both jerk back. His hand leaves mine. I straighten, nearly stumbling in my haste to put distance between us.

      A student hurries past the alcove, arms full of books, completely oblivious to what they just interrupted.

      Cornelis is already gathering the scattered papers. Not looking at me.

      I want to say something else. But I don’t.

      Instead, I turn. And walk away.

      It’s ony at the top of the staircase that something makes me glance back. Just once. He’s still in the alcove, silhouetted against the lamplight, head bowed over the papers again. But his right hand — the one whose thumb brushed my knuckles mere moments ago — rests on the tabletop. I watch as he opens and closes his fingers. Once. Twice. A slow flex, as if testing whether our touch still lingers there.

      Then he catches me watching. Our eyes meet across the distance.

      I look away first.

      But my hand still tingles, too. And I can still feel the heat of his breath against my cheek. And I know — absolutely know — that this is far from over.

      Whatever this is.
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      The guards lead Ember down the corridor. The chain stays short enough to bite. Women watch from doorways and narrow windows. In the cell block, a bucket sits where a leak has found a seam in the concrete. The water inside it looks tired.

      Ullman walks inside the cell with Ember. Two guards follow, broad and bored, their shoulders filling the doorway. He takes his time, closing the door with a click, then sets a canvas toiletry bag down on the cot as if it were a gift. Only after arranging it neat as a surgeon does he slip a hand into his pocket.

      Ember sees the outline before it emerges, and her stomach knots. She scoffs, almost tired of his predictability.

      “What now, Sergeant? Another lecture?”

      Ullman has brought the brush.

      He draws it out with delight, turning it once in his grip as though admiring fine craft. He weighs it in his palm, drags the bristles across his own sleeve. Ember knows what’s coming before he steps in. She sets her jaw.

      The blow lands sharp across her face, the wooden handle cracking against bone. The bristles scrape fire along her cheek. She tastes copper.

      Ullman exhales through his nose, pleased.

      “What a waste.” Ember spits, blood flecking the floor. “Should’ve used it to scrub out your rotten teeth instead.”

      Ullman looks amused. “When will you ever learn? Insults are currency you don’t have to spend in here, witch. Or hang on… I guess in here, a witch is just a bitch.”

      The two guards behind him snort, one slapping the other on the arm.

      “You keep saying here, as if the salt is your spine,” Ember says, her eyes narrowing. “Take me outside and we will see how brave you really are.”

      He ignores her challenge. He sets the brush on the concrete shelf that pretends to be a table. Only then does he open the kit.

      Ember sighs; it’s not over yet.

      He spreads the contents like cutlery: Scissors. Shears. A straight razor.

      “She’s pretty, that little bird of yours. Might get me some of that next time she comes,” he sneers. The other guards cackle, the sound ugly and eager.

      Heat floods Ember’s chest then, and she imagines her Anima snapping awake, filling her arms, twisting through her veins until her hands are claws of fire. She sees herself ripping his throat open with roots sprouting sharp as spears, sees brambles knotting around his ankles until they grind bone, salt walls cracking as she drives him back screaming. For a split second she feels the phantom power in her muscles. But, as always, nothing comes.

      “You think you’re pretty, too, don’t you?” Ullman grabs her by the chin, forcing her head up. His thumb digs into the hinge of her jaw. “Let’s fix that.”

      Ember jerks back, but the other guards step in now, catching her arms and wrenching them tight. She kicks, but the chain shortens her reach. The cot slams into her knees, forcing her down. Ullman grips her hair at the crown, fist tight.

      “Hold still now, little rat,” he says.

      She shrugs once. The hold tightens. She swings her cuffed hands toward Ullman’s face. He leans back enough to miss the hit, but she graces his chin. Blood shows in a sharp thread, surprise flaring in his eyes.

      He nods at the guards. Their grips turn from firm to cruel. Her knees knock the cot. She kicks, catches one shin, then a thigh. The contact feeds her, but it doesn’t save her.

      Ullman takes up the scissors, steel flashing under the strip light. He does not hurry. He seizes a fistful of her hair and saws through it in jagged bites, the blades catching strands and tugging at her scalp before they finally shear. Locks fall all across her shoulders, scatter over her lap, spill onto the floor. Another handful, another uneven cut, the teeth grinding so close to her skin she feels the sting of metal grazing flesh.

      She breathes sharply through her nostrils.

      “Look at me,” he says.

      She refuses. She fixes her gaze on the brush lying on the shelf. Meant for care. Meant for gentleness.

      He drops the scissors with a clatter and takes up the razor. Cold water slicks her scalp, then the blade drags across it, scraping rough, too fast, too careless. Skin breaks in thin lines. Warmth trickles down the side of her face, follows the curve of her jaw. The guards alter their grip, hauling her upright, pinning her like a specimen.

      A memory arrives: a kitchen in the moonlight, Pippa’s braid hooked around Ember’s finger, a laugh that broke against her mouth and turned into a sigh. Ember holds onto it like a knot holds onto rope. Ullman turns the clippers off and picks up the razor. The blade rasps. The sound is small but obscene.

      When he is finished, he steps back. He examines the work with his head tilted. He lifts the brush and runs its bristles once over her bare scalp as if to polish it. She jerks at the contact. The guards release her wrists. Her arms fall heavy, sudden and sore. Hair scatters across the salted floor, black and brown in a mixed storm, like seaweed on a beach after a rough tide.

      Ullman drops the brush back on the shelf and wipes the razor clean, neat as ever. “There, much better,” he says.

      Ember sits up slowly. Her head feels lighter and raw, every nerve a new mouth. She places both feet on the floor and looks at the mess he has made. She breathes in through her nose until the sting in her eyes drains away. She won’t give him her tears. She mustn’t. Fighting for strength, she imagines her Anima somewhere deep inside her. Dormant not dead. And she pictures the Celestial Stone thumping slow and powerful as a heart, somewhere inside a dark, safe place.

      “Get out,” she spits.

      Ullman smirks but he obeys. The other guards follow. The door shuts. The lock catches.

      And then silence collapses in around Ember. She stays upright on the cot, her pulse a drumbeat in her throat, until her body finally betrays her. Hot tears blur her vision. Her fists curl useless against the chain. Salt stings the raw skin of her scalp where his blade has cut, but the humiliation scorches deeper than the pain ever could.

      She bends forward, pressing both hands to her head. A sound breaks from her chest, half sob, half snarl. She tastes blood and salt, and through it, something wilder.

      And in this moment, it feels like the only thing that still belongs to her.

      They took her dignity. Her freedom. Even her magic. But not her fire. Not the spark that flames the ember.

      It coils hotter, sharper than ever now. Until her chest heaves with it.

      Ember lifts her chin to the door, lips twisting into something that is not quite a smile. Not yet. Tears streak her face, salt on salt, and she drags her palm over her bare scalp.

      They want her small. They want her silent. But instead, the rage rises.

      She will make them choke on it.
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      I’m in my room when I hear it.

      Not the gong, that’s normal, marking the hours, calling students to meals or meditation. This is different. Voices rising from somewhere below. Urgent. Tense. The kind of murmur that makes your skin prickle even when you don’t know what it means.

      I move to the window. My room overlooks one of the lower courtyards, a space I’ve watched students cross dozens of times over the past week. Now two figures stand in its centre, speaking with one of the Academy administrators. Both wear silver garments that mark them as government officials. I recognise the colour from Millennium Bridge. One is tall and thin, the other shorter but broader. Even from this distance, I can feel something wrong about them. The way they stand. The way the administrator’s posture has gone rigid. One of them glances up and catches my eye — and then my door crashes open.

      I spin. Cornelis fills the doorway, breathing hard like he ran the entire way here. His eyes find mine immediately.

      “We need to leave,” he says. “Now.”

      “What?”

      “No time.” He crosses to where my bag sits against the wall, the same bag I arrived with, still mostly packed because I never fully unpacked. He tosses it to me. “Can you walk? Run if necessary?”

      “My shoulder is nearly healed. I can, but what is even happening?”

      He moves to the window. Glances down at the courtyard. “Orna has sent
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