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CHAPTER ONE


The bells tolled with the sound of death.

I kept to the streets, cloak up, with a harmony of silence laid over me—a single muted note on the ukelin in my pocket, enough to soften my footsteps on the wet cobblestones. The chording was second nature by now, drilled in until it was less decision than reflex. The rooftops would have been faster, but they were the paths people like me were expected to take.

And if there was one rule the Guild required, it was to avoid detection.

The cloak and the shadows wouldn’t survive serious scrutiny, but they offered deniability—and at this hour, deniability was enough.

By the time I reached the end of the street and caught a glimpse of the large manor house along the road, I had fully prepared myself, both mentally and otherwise, for what was to come. The job itself was straightforward. At least, that was how it seemed, though there was an element that could become more complex, simply because of where I was going.

I reached the corner and caught sight of Carris approaching from the far side. We had agreed to come at this from different directions, so that if one of us was stopped, we wouldn’t both be caught. He had agreed to avoid the rooftops as well, though that discussion had not gone well. He had been frustrated by my pushing him to avoid that path.

We’d been working together for the better part of six months, since Leo—the new Maestro, though I still had trouble thinking of him that way—had arranged the pairing. A swordsman to complement a chording user, he’d said. Carris had no formal standing in the Guild hierarchy, no chording talent, no instrument. What he had was a blade and the willingness to walk into rooms that might kill him, and in six months I’d learned those were worth more than rank.

He was broader than me and a few years older, with the weathered look of a man who’d spent most of his life outdoors—sun-darkened skin, close-cropped hair going early to gray above the ears, hands that looked like they’d been broken and reset more than once.

A single guard stood in the shadows of the home.

And as a three-story building, there were plenty of shadows to be found. A tall, towering apple tree in the front yard cast additional shadows, and with the slight breeze that drifted along the street, it caught the branches, sending the fruit-laden limbs swaying. There was something about that breeze—the way it shifted, carrying a coolness that shouldn’t have been there—that made the hair on my arms rise for a reason I couldn’t name. The sensation passed before I could examine it.

With a brief tap of the string, I used another chording, testing whether there was anything else I needed to be careful with. A man like my target would undoubtedly have protective fabrications placed around the home, which would require a level of finesse to avoid. Thankfully, I was nothing if not prepared for such eventualities.

Carris, on the other hand, tended to be less cautious. There was a blessing, and a curse, to working with somebody who didn’t fear detection. He operated alongside the Guild but was not part of it, a skilled blade given assignments when needed.

The Maestro. Even now, months after Leo had returned and claimed that title, I still had to remind myself that the word no longer meant what it once had. Leo was the Maestro now. And it was Leo who had sent me here.

I tried to stay out of that aspect of Guild operations. I was not the Maestro, and I was not the one to push the Guild agenda, though there were times, especially lately, where I had questioned the direction the Guild had taken. Even under Leo’s leadership, the work still tasted the same.

He’d built his philosophy on understanding over control. On listening to the Song rather than imposing on it. But the Maestro’s seat was a seat of control—it demanded decisions and enforcement, along with the weight of authority pressed down on others. I wondered sometimes whether the seat changed whoever sat in it, the way a current reshapes the riverbed. Or whether Leo was reshaping the seat itself. I hadn’t decided yet. I wasn’t sure Leo had, either.

Clearing those thoughts from my mind, I focused on what I was going to need to do. I would remove the first guard and then get inside. At that point, I anticipated a trio of additional guards, but between myself and Carris, that shouldn’t prove too difficult. It was what we would find once we reached the second level, and the type of defenses there, that concerned me.

I also wondered if we could do it in time.

The entire purpose of this mission was to prevent a shipment of explosives from getting out of the city. That was the reason I had been willing—and in this case, eager—to take the job. I’d seen firsthand how such explosives could devastate villages, and even larger towns. A man like Mercer Trem, the merchant who was our target, traded in death and violence.

And he would no longer be able to do so.

Carris and I locked eyes for a moment, and then I nodded to him in the agreed-upon signal, leading him to scramble around the back side of the building.

A ten-foot-high stone wall surrounded the property, which would make getting inside more complicated. I would approach the main entrance, while he would circle around back, scale the wall, and climb across the grounds. There was no intention of making this look like anything but an assassination, so we didn’t have to hide our involvement.

That was a good thing, especially when working with someone like Carris.

If it were up to me, I would have rather made it look like an accident and not a targeted assault, but there were times when such things were necessary. Beneficial, even. Sometimes it was about the message as much as it was about the job.

With another muted tap on the string, I darted across the street and then paused in the shadows underneath the wall. My hand drifted, almost without thought, to the small lump in my inner pocket—the memory stone the priests of Yur had given me. It hummed faintly beneath my fingers, warm against the night’s chill. A comfort I hadn’t expected to rely on, but one I’d grown accustomed to in the months since leaving the cliff-city. I let my fingers linger there for a moment before using the fabrication I carried to propel me upward. After grabbing the lip of the wall, I threw myself on top of it, then lay there just a moment to study the manor house grounds.

From atop the wall, I had an opportunity to survey everything. The quiet that lingered around me let me pick up on certain aspects of the night.

I had learned that during my training—a technique refined further after what I’d experienced in Yur. The detection of the disconnect, the dissonant nature of what might happen around me. And beneath it, if I let myself listen the way Leo had taught me, there was something else: the faintest trace of the Song, that deeper current running beneath all the structured noise of the world. I didn’t reach for it—not here, not now—but its presence steadied me.

I hadn’t sent word to Asarina in three weeks. The thought surfaced unbidden, the way thoughts do when you’re waiting in the dark, and your body is still but your mind isn’t. The communication orbs this far west were unreliable, and Jocelyn, my handler now that Leo was the Maestro, had warned me the network in this region might be compromised—messages intercepted, read, redirected. I told myself the silence was operational security. That Asarina would understand. She’d spent years working in the spaces between loyalty and secrecy long before I’d learned how.

But understanding and accepting are different things.

I remembered the smell of iron gall ink on Asarina’s hands—sharp, faintly metallic, nothing like perfume. Just what her skin smelled like at the end of a working day, after hours bent over Council documents for Nyban, bridging factions the way only someone outside the Guild’s formal hierarchy could. And the sound of her breathing after she fell asleep, when her shrouding dropped completely so that her presence in the dissonance was as open and unguarded as a sustained note with no harmony to hide behind.

I let the memory settle, then put it away. Not gone, only filed. Somewhere I could reach it later, when the road was longer and the silence worse. Right now I needed to be here, on this wall, in this dark.

I waited a moment before I moved again.

Dropping down to the other side of the wall, I hesitated. I tapped the string again, listening, wanting to ensure there was silence around me. Though there was something there—a connection that was faint but present—it was enough that I could keep myself wrapped in the quiet night.

I started forward, reaching the line of hedgerows up ahead, when the sense of interrupted resonance struck me.

I froze immediately and hurriedly tapped a quick, harsh chord, muted at the edges. The combination was useful, and hopefully effective, as I didn’t want to play the chording too loud. There was too much danger of revealing my presence, but I needed to create the resonance shield regardless.

I also had to be careful with it. This kind of shielding could reveal not only my presence but the Guild’s involvement—the sort of thing that would draw unwanted attention very quickly.

I spun and reached for the spool of wire at my belt.

Two men came at me.

They both bore blades in hand, and neither looked concerned about my presence. Given the hour, they knew I was here for a nefarious purpose, but they also didn’t seem worried that I’d come alone.

The first lunged. I unfurled the wire, caught his arm, and pulled. The wire did what it always did—bit deep, severed clean. He shrieked.

The sound was too loud in the night.

And in the half second before the other man moved, my mind was somewhere else. Not entirely, not enough to freeze me, but enough. Enough that when the image rose, it did so with the force of something I hadn’t been ready for: my mother’s voice, quiet and sure, telling me the gift came from my father. He could shape it with just his voice. No instrument. No wire. No awkward conduit between intention and sound. I had spent years compensating for the fact that I couldn’t do what he’d done, building technique around the absence of a gift I’d never had the chance to learn. And in moments like this—bloody wire in hand, the crude mechanics of what my skill actually required—I felt the gap more than usual.

The second man jabbed. I was late by a fraction—the kind of fraction that doesn’t matter until it does. His blade caught the edge of my forearm, a shallow cut that burned more than it should have. The pain snapped me back.

I tapped a note on the taut wire, formed the resonance shield tighter around myself, and moved. He lunged again. I sidestepped and tried a soft lullaby meant to calm and subdue, but something in the dissonance resisted, some contour of the night deflecting the note wrong. It wasn’t going to work.

So I flicked the string. A crescendo blast.

The force sent him backward. I was on him in a heartbeat, and then it was over.

I murmured a soft prayer, apologizing for the necessity, and pressed my sleeve against the cut on my forearm. Shallow. It would keep. But it shouldn’t have happened at all, and I knew why it had. And knowing didn’t help.

Focus. Asarina wasn’t here. My father’s ghost wasn’t here. The only things here were the job and the dark and the building ahead.

I darted forward. By the time I reached the manor, there was more activity inside.

I didn’t have much choice but to pull the door open, where I found Carris waiting.

“So much for stealth,” he grunted.

Three bodies lay in different positions behind him. An arcane lantern glowed with a pale blue light, which was supposedly more difficult for intruders to move through, though we both knew the truth about that. It didn’t make any difference whatsoever.

“Three?” I asked, arching a brow.

“How many did you handle?” Carris asked.

“Two, but they surprised me.”

Three men in the time it had taken me to take care of two, and he’d done it without chordings, without fabrications, without anything except steel and instinct. That was Carris.

I strode in, pulled the door closed, and cocked my head to the side, listening. Carris didn’t have access to chordings, but he was a very skilled fighter. I could see how quickly he had dispatched these three.

“Didn’t go upstairs yet,” he said. “Decided I wanted to wait for you first.”

“Because you made too much noise,” I muttered.

“That had something to do with it.”

“Well, I didn’t care for the noise, either. It couldn’t be helped.”

“If you didn’t use that stupid wire, you wouldn’t go yanking people’s limbs off,” Carris said.

“You saw that?”

“I saw a man without one arm scrambling over to the side of the yard. He was getting weaker, so I don’t think we have to worry about him.”

It was something to consider, though. There was always the possibility that even a one-armed man might not bleed out as quickly as expected.

“Let’s get moving,” I said.

He shrugged. “This is your job.”

“It’s our job.”

He smiled, then motioned for me to go ahead.

In a way, he wasn’t wrong. It was my job, as I was in the Guild hierarchy. But he had been given increasing responsibilities lately, and there was a possibility that someone was grooming him for greater things. If so, I needed to be careful with how I worked with him.

At the top of the stairs, I froze again. I had been picking up on a strange contour—some shift in the dissonance that I couldn’t quite identify. Just a steady current that lingered.

“Be careful here,” I said.

“I’ve been careful the entire time,” Carris said.

“Be extra careful here.”

He grunted, but at least he was listening.

The hall was empty, and I didn’t know what to make of it.

I readied the spool of wire, holding it outstretched, and tapped slowly, softly, using the resonance to pick up on any contour of power that might be here.

It was layered in the walls and all along the hall. Everything was tied to a fabrication, and considering the wealth here, it was a significant one.

But nothing worked against us.

“There should be guards here,” I said.

“Should be, but aren’t?” Carris asked.

I nodded. “Aren’t.”

“Not even behind the doors?”

There was no question about whether I was picking up something accurately. He and I both knew that if I was using the right resonance, I would be able to identify anything present. And I could not.

“No,” I said softly.

“Interesting. What do we do, then?”

Even if there was nothing here, we had to complete the job.

I started checking doors, opening each one, and Carris would clear the dark interior before we moved on to the next. By the time we got to the end of the hall and had found nothing, I was increasingly on edge.

“There’s one more level,” I said.

“Storage,” he said.

“That’s what we’re always led to believe.”

“Well, let’s find out.”

There was a ladder up to the third level.

I hesitated, then pushed open the hatch and climbed. I should have let Carris take the lead. With his blade, it would have been easier, and I couldn’t keep the spool outstretched while climbing. It was one of the drawbacks of my technique—it exposed me in situations like this. Not that I was going to complain. I appreciated what I was able to do, and I didn’t have to fear much thanks to what my chordings could accomplish.

Once at the top, I pushed open the hatch and carefully slipped upward.

Nothing came.

I’d been maintaining the resonance shield, ensuring I had a measure of protection, though with the wire slack it wasn’t going to be as potent if needed.

Then I felt him.

Not saw—felt. A resonance, human and unmistakable, moving away from me through the floor. No. Beneath the floor. A tunnel. Trem’s resonance was a dense, concentrated thing, heavy with the particular signature of someone who spent his life surrounded by fabrications, and it was fading. Not gradually, the way a person walking slowly might fade. Quickly. Purposefully. Already too far ahead and getting farther with every second.

I stretched the wire taut and tapped hard—harder than I should have, louder than I wanted—as I tried to reach him. The detection chording raced outward, through stone, through earth, and for one agonizing moment I had him. The shape of his presence, the rhythm of his steps, the direction of the tunnel—south, curving east toward the river district. Close enough that I could almost taste the dissonance that trailed behind him. Close enough that if I’d been ten minutes earlier, if I hadn’t been half a second slow with that guard in the yard⁠—

Then Trem was gone. The resonance thinned past the point of resolution, scattering into the ambient noise of the city, and he slipped beyond my reach like a coin dropped into deep water.

I stood there for a moment, breathing, wire still humming. The frustration was a physical thing, a tightness behind my ribs that had nothing to do with exertion. I had been right there.

“Gone,” I said, looking down through the hatch.

“You sure about that?”

“I felt him. Tunnel beneath the floor. He’s already past the property line and moving fast.”

Carris swore. “Well, I think you get to tell them that, then.”

“Great,” I muttered.

I dreaded telling the Guild I had failed—though it happened rarely enough that I didn’t expect serious repercussions—but it was more about this particular job. I had wanted to succeed. This was something that needed to be done. Mercer Trem would continue to trade in destruction, and whatever he supplied would find its way to people who would use it without hesitation. People like the former Maestro’s allies, building their power in the north.

“Let’s go,” I said.

“We can go after him, if you want,” Carris said.

I was tempted. The idea of pursuing Trem, even though he might already be too far, was appealing.

But just the two of us racing through the city was too dangerous. I didn’t fear danger, not really, but I feared danger for no purpose. And in this case, the only purpose would be my own vendetta.

“No. We gather more intelligence, and then we take a different approach.”

“Assuming they give you another chance at this,” he said.

I nodded. He wasn’t wrong. “Assuming.”

As we headed out, I felt something beginning to pulse.

Not in the dissonance—or not only in the dissonance. It came from the walls, the floors, the very bones of the building. A thrumming that climbed in frequency, and beneath it, woven into the fabrication like a thread of wrong color in a tapestry, I felt something I recognized.

“Time to run,” I said, jumping down the ladder, landing on the second floor, already hurrying.

Carris didn’t hesitate to follow, landing with a louder thud than I did. By the time he caught up to me, I was already down to the first level.

“What is it?”

“Fabrications. And they are going to blow.”

We hit the grounds at a sprint. The wall was easier to scale going out—I used a quick chording to vault it, and Carris scrambled over with brute efficiency. We were three streets away when the night split open behind us, a blast of heat and light and sound that made my teeth ache with the force of the dissonance rippling outward. But there was something else in the blast—a keening subsonic note, gone almost before I could register it, that didn’t belong to any explosion I’d ever felt. The threshold tone. The sound of the barriers between worlds being briefly, violently disturbed.

I stumbled, caught myself, and kept running.

When we finally stopped in the shadow of a shuttered tannery, both of us breathing hard, the distant glow of the fire painted the underside of the clouds orange.

“Well,” Carris said, leaning against the wall. “At least we won’t have to explain the bodies.”

I didn’t laugh. The explosion had been deliberate—a failsafe, designed to destroy the evidence if anyone came for Trem. Which meant someone had known we were coming, or at least had planned for the possibility. And whoever had built it had access to the kind of materials that didn’t surface in ordinary markets.

That troubled me more than the failed kill.


CHAPTER TWO


The back of the workshop was dingy, which always felt strange considering how well kept the rest of the shop was.

Isabel’s fabrications occupied a narrow storefront on Coppersmith Row, wedged between a chandler and a locksmith. The front room was immaculate—glass cases displaying small fabricated lanterns, warming stones, compass orbs that spun lazily in their housings. The kind of everyday fabrications that ordinary people bought without thinking twice about what made them work. But the back, where the real work happened, was all soot-stained worktables and half-finished projects, the air thick with the mineral tang of heated metal and something sharper beneath it. Flux, maybe. Or whatever bonding agent she used to seal the dissonance into her materials.

It gave the space the right air for this kind of work, and it made me less inclined to linger. My finger traced along the spool of wire in my pocket, tapping an occasional pattern, though I hadn’t expected to need it here, and I didn’t anticipate difficulty. Still, it was habit, and one that was hard to break.

I paced along the narrow back hall that connected the workshop to the rooms above, moving carefully but not straying far. Jocelyn was dealing with the repercussions of my failure at Trem’s manor. And it was mine. Had we acted quicker—or, better yet, had I not severed a man’s arm and dealt with him so brutally—it wouldn’t have drawn the wrong kind of attention, and we might have completed the job as required.

The waiting was its own lesson—the kind the Guild liked to teach. Figure out your place. Know where you belong, and know what you don’t belong doing. I’d never been good at either.

While I waited, I drifted back toward Isabel’s worktable. She had left a tray of components out, cluttered with half-assembled lantern cores, coils of copper wire thinner than hair, and a row of small, dark stones laid out on a cloth. Standard fabrication materials, most of them. I recognized the resonance signatures without even needing to tap a chording. Years of training made that second nature.

But one of the stones was different.

I noticed it the way you notice a wrong note in a familiar melody—not consciously at first, just a sense that something didn’t belong. I leaned closer. The stone was roughly the size of my thumbnail, darker than the others, and when the light from the arcane lantern caught its surface, I could have sworn it reflected a color that had no name. It wasn’t quite violet, or the blue-black of deep water. Something else.

The memory stone flared in my pocket. Not the gentle warmth I’d grown accustomed to—a sudden, sharp heat. My hand went to the stone on the tray instinctively, fingers pressing against the smooth surface, and the moment I made contact, the hybrid sense opened.

I hadn’t reached for it. Hadn’t invited it. It simply rose, the way it had started doing since Yur. The deeper perception surfaced on its own as if the priests’ containment harmony and whatever gift I carried had decided between themselves that I needed to see. The sensation was physical before it was perceptual: a pressure behind my eyes, a tightening in my chest, and then the world split into two layers and I was reading both at once.

For a moment—two seconds, maybe three—the dark stone existed on two registers simultaneously. On the surface, it was mineral. Dense, inert, a fabrication component like any other. But beneath that, on the second register, it carried an imprint.

The dual perception closed as abruptly as it had opened, and for a moment afterward I felt slightly unmoored. The memory stone’s heat faded to its usual warmth. But the body-memory lingered—copper on my tongue, thick and metallic, and beneath it something floral and sweet that had no business existing in a soot-stained workshop. The same taste from the failsafe at Trem’s manor. My hands were unsteady for a few seconds. I pressed them flat against my thighs until the tremor passed.

I pulled my hand back from the tray. Isabel might have a perfectly reasonable explanation. Such materials weren’t exclusively the province of the former Maestro’s network—they surfaced in markets from time to time, smuggled through by traders who didn’t know or didn’t care what they were handling. But their presence here, in a Guild-adjacent fabricator’s workshop, was worth noting.

I filed it away and stepped back from the table just as a door along the hallway opened.

Jocelyn popped her head out, looking down the hall toward me. She was about ten years older than me, I assumed, though that was certainly not a thing I was going to ask. Her hair had started to gray, and she kept it bound back behind her ears, woven into braids that she then tied together with a length of thin wire. A weapon, I suspected. Or perhaps a way for her to perform her own chordings without appearing to.

“There you are, Silas. I wondered if I’d been keeping you too long.”

I shook my head. “Of course not.”

“Come along. You can take a seat inside the study, and I’ll be right with you.”

She strode down the hall, leaving me to follow.

I took a seat inside the study. A large mahogany desk occupied most of the space, but not all of it. A tall, wide bookshelf took up much of the far wall, stuffed with volumes—instrument construction, tonal theory, the mathematics of resonance. A single instrument case rested on the desk, closed. An arcane lantern sat beside it, pushing back the dimness, but it didn’t change the strange aroma I picked up inside the room. Almost as if something here pressed on my senses—not quite the dissonance, not quite a fabrication, but an atmosphere that was subtly unsettling.

Through it all, I tapped on the coiled wire in my pocket. A nervous habit. One I was going to have to break, especially around Jocelyn.

She’d been my handler for only a few weeks, assigned when Leo reorganized the regional networks after taking the Maestro’s seat. I’d had handlers before who tested me and handlers who’d trusted me. Jocelyn occupied a middle ground: professional, competent, and careful in ways that suggested she’d learned caution from experience rather than instruction.

When the door opened again, I stood, tipping my head to her.

She waved a hand. “You can sit, Silas. You don’t need to be so formal with me.”

“Old habits,” I said.

She offered a thin smile. “I have some of those myself.”

“I’m sorry about the job. I’m sorry about⁠—”

She raised a hand, cutting me off, then withdrew something from underneath her desk. It was a small pyramid-shaped item, and once she tapped on the side, I felt a wave ripple over me—a washing of power, a fabrication designed to mute the sounds around us so that others wouldn’t hear what we were about to discuss.

“If you learn anything here,” she said, “it’s to exercise caution. Especially in this city. I know that where you’ve been before, there were fewer concerns, but Avenhar is a more dangerous place than most.”

“Of course,” I said. “Especially with Trem’s network still active.”

She smiled tightly. “You can speak freely now. But until the protections were in place, I needed you to be cautious.”

I detected a secondary layer I wasn’t sure I was supposed to notice. The fabrication on the desk seemed to interact with other layers woven into the room itself. I tapped the wire in my pocket, using a slight detection chording, wanting to pick up on whether there was any additional magical component here.

When I noticed the trace from the small fabrication extending outward into each of the walls, the floor, even the ceiling, I let out a relieved breath.

“Content?” Jocelyn asked.

“Sorry about that.”

“Never be sorry for due diligence. And I’m impressed you know that chording.”

“It’s one I learned early on,” I said.

I didn’t tell her it was one I had come to the Academy with—one I’d arrived already knowing. It was one of the things that had drawn the Guild’s attention to me in the first place.

“Tell me what happened,” she said.

I proceeded to tell her about the job—the approach, the guards, how I’d made a mistake and been surprised. Had I not been caught off guard, I would have taken them out silently, the same way Carris had handled his. As I spoke, she sat behind the desk, pressing her hands together, a sour expression curling her mouth.

“That’s all?” Jocelyn asked.

“It’s enough, isn’t it?” I said.

“It is. And unfortunately, now Trem is out there and aware of the attack on him.”

“Will he know it was the Guild?”

She considered this. “It’s entirely possible he’ll know, or at least suspect. I would encourage you to exercise additional caution with your next assignment.”

“Next? I assumed I’d be going after him.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You will not be completing that assignment.”

“But I could follow him. I was able to pick up on the direction he fled, and I think⁠—”

She raised a hand. “There is another assignment,” she said, “and one I think you’ll be well suited for. But it’s in Valthenar.”

The transition was too smooth. She’d moved from shutting down my pursuit of Trem to presenting Valthenar in a single breath, as if the two statements were part of the same rehearsed sequence. Not I have bad news and then better news. More like steps in a procedure she’d already walked through before I arrived. The words had the rhythm of something prepared rather than improvised or reactive. She’d known before I sat down that she would redirect me to Valthenar. Known before I’d even told her the details of the failure.

That wasn’t unusual, necessarily. Handlers planned for contingencies. But it made me wonder how many of those contingencies had been planned by Jocelyn herself, and how many had been handed to her.

“That’s a week’s ride from here,” I said.

“It is. Is that a problem?”

“No. I just thought I was going to continue taking assignments in Avenhar.”

She held my gaze, saying nothing.

She didn’t need to. I couldn’t keep taking assignments here. Given what had happened—given that I’d been exposed—it was far too dangerous.

“I understand,” I said.

“Good.” She withdrew a thick, leather-bound binder from underneath her desk and set it on top, pushing the instrument case off to the side. She opened the binder, then paused, her mouth opening slightly as if she were about to add something. Her eyes moved to the pyramid fabrication on the desk, then back to me. Then she closed her mouth and looked down at the page. Whatever she’d been about to say, she’d decided against it. Or decided it wasn’t hers to say. The moment was small enough that I might have missed it if I hadn’t been watching closely.

But I was always watching closely. That was the problem with being trained to notice things—you couldn’t stop, even when you wanted to.

“There is a man who must be removed.” She scrawled on a slip of paper and handed it to me. “I believe he’ll be found in Valthenar, but he may have moved as far as Thornfeld. It will be up to you to determine where he’s gone, and to decide how best to remove him.”

“Any other details?”

“Mid-twenties. Dark-haired. I don’t have much more description than that. But he’s been open with his name, so finding him shouldn’t be difficult.”

“What did he do?”

She closed the binder before looking up at me. “He’s been interfering with Guild operations in the region. Disrupting supply lines, compromising intelligence networks. The details are in the briefing materials I’ll provide for your journey.” The words came with a particular cadence—measured, evenly spaced, as if she were reading from something she’d committed to memory.

I waited for more. She didn’t offer it.

“Does any of that connect to Trem?” I asked.

“Your assignment is the target in Valthenar,” she said. “Not the materials.”

It was a non-answer delivered as a boundary, and she held it with the steady confidence of someone who believed what she was telling me. That was the part that sat oddly. Not that she was withholding—handlers always withheld. But she seemed genuinely certain of the scope she’d been given, as though someone had drawn a clean line around exactly what she should know and she hadn’t thought to look past it. Jocelyn was sharp. Sharp enough that Leo had vetted her personally. Which meant that if someone had managed to limit her view without her noticing, they were either very good or very close to the intelligence she relied on.

I didn’t push further. Some observations were better held than spoken.

“You can’t give me any information about him?”

“You have a week. Is that enough time?”

“Of course,” I said.

A week to complete the job, but a week of travel. That meant I needed a horse, and I was going to have to push the creature hard, shaving days off the journey. It would give me two days at best to finish.

And I suspected she knew every bit of that.

A different concern began to settle over me. I wasn’t supposed to succeed with this. If I was only given a week, and the distance was that great, then there was a very real possibility that this assignment was designed to fail.

“How am I to confirm the job is complete?”

“The usual channels. But the timing, Silas, is the key. You need to complete it in a week,” she emphasized again.

She turned her attention back to her desk and pulled out a different notebook, thumbing through it. I hadn’t been dismissed, so I knew better than to get up and try to leave, but I felt a rising irritation at being held here—especially given the timeline I was now dealing with.

“Am I dismissed?” I finally asked.

“Yes. Did you think otherwise?”

“I just wanted to make sure,” I said.

Jocelyn glanced up. For a moment, something flickered behind her eyes. It wasn’t warmth, exactly, but something adjacent to it. Concern, maybe. Or the shadow of something she’d been briefed not to share. She opened her mouth, closed it, and then settled on:

“Good luck, Silas. Be careful out there.”

It was the second time she’d almost said something and caught herself. I didn’t know what to make of that. A handler who was hiding something was ordinary. A handler who wanted to tell you what she was hiding—that was unusual.

I was going to need help. For this job, and possibly for my tenure within the Guild.
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I stopped in the front room of the shop on my way out.

Isabel was arranging a display of warming stones in the glass case nearest the door. She was a compact woman, wiry in the way fabricators often were. The work demanded precise hands, and her fingers showed the evidence of it—small burn scars across the knuckles, nails trimmed close, calluses in places that matched the tools of her trade. Her dark hair was cropped short in a practical fashion, and when she looked up at me, her expression carried the careful neutrality of someone who dealt with Guild operatives regularly and had learned not to ask questions.

“Finished?” she asked.

“For now.”

She studied me for a beat longer than was comfortable. “You were looking at my worktable.”

It wasn’t a question. I hadn’t thought she’d seen.

“Habit,” I said. “I’m trained to notice what’s around me.”

“I’m sure you are.” She closed the display case and straightened. “If you need supplies for travel, I have standard field kits. Replacement lantern cores, binding filaments, that sort of thing. Two silver for the basic, five for the reinforced.”

“The reinforced.”

She nodded and moved behind the counter, pulling a leather roll from beneath it. As she laid it out—lantern cores, thin copper filaments, a pair of small anchors, and a compact toolkit—I watched her hands. Steady. Confident. She knew her craft.

“One thing,” I said, keeping my voice even. “The dark stones on your worktable. Where do you source those?”

Her hands paused for just a fraction of a moment. Then she resumed wrapping the kit.

“I source materials from a number of suppliers. Some are more forthcoming about their origins than others.” She met my eyes. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“Not today.”

“Good.” She slid the kit across the counter. “Five silver.”

I paid and tucked the roll into my pack. At the door, I paused.

“Be careful with those stones, Isabel. Some materials carry more than they appear to.”

She didn’t respond, but I saw her jaw tighten slightly before I stepped out onto Coppersmith Row.

The cool morning air hit me, carrying the faint smell of rain and woodsmoke from the lower quarters. I had a week, a horse to find, and a job that felt more like a trap than an assignment. And behind me, in a fabricator’s workshop in a city I could no longer safely operate in, there were fae-touched materials sitting on a worktable as if they belonged there. Jocelyn had told me the materials weren’t my concern. But the memory stone in my pocket disagreed—it still carried a trace of that sharp heat, a fading echo, as though it wanted me to remember what it had shown me.

I didn’t know what that meant yet. But I intended to find out.

As I left, I knew that if I didn’t succeed at this job, it would be the last one I was offered.


CHAPTER THREE


As I walked through the streets, my thoughts drifted north—past Valthenar, past Thornfeld, past the mountains, to Yur. To the cliff-city where the priests maintained their harmony against the thinning of the fae gates. To Larale, who had chosen to stay there, building a new life in Hazel’s apothecary with the quiet determination of someone who’d finally found a place worth defending. I wondered if the barriers were holding. I wondered if the failed attack the priests had repelled—the Maestro’s agents, coming for the containment songs—had been the last, or only the first. I wondered if Larale thought about me. The last communication I’d received from Yur had been weeks ago, the brief, careful message relayed through the old Celebrant channels. Larale’s voice, precise and warm, telling me the barriers held but that the priests were troubled. The harmony they maintained against the gates required more effort each month, as if the barriers were growing thinner from the other side. She’d asked me to be careful. She’d asked me to remember what the priests had taught me, that the Song was not a weapon but a bridge, and that bridges could be crossed from either direction.

I’d meant to respond. I hadn’t.

The silence between us wasn’t distance. It was the same silence I kept building with Asarina—the quiet that accumulated when duty pulled you away from the people who mattered and you told yourself you’d speak to them when the work was done.

The work was never done.

I wondered, too, about Jasmine—whether she’d gone back to healing somewhere quiet, whether the siege of Ibanar had left her with the same restless inability to return to ordinary life that it had left in me. She’d found the weak point in the Maestro’s binding stone. She deserved better than to be forgotten by the people she’d helped save.

Carris found me as I was leaving Isabel’s shop, emerging from the mouth of a nearby alley and sliding up toward me in a way that was not inconspicuous at all, and was only likely to draw the attention of anyone from the Guild who was undoubtedly watching me.

“What did she say?”

“I got a new job,” I said.

“A new job. Which means you were forgiven?”

I snorted. “Not so sure it was forgiveness so much as a ‘take this job and fail.’”

He frowned as he fidgeted with the hilt of his blade the way he often did. “She wants you to fail?”

“I’m not sure it’s her who wants me to fail so much as the Guild itself. I think that, given what happened, they’re using this as an opportunity to displace me.”

“I still don’t understand,” he said.

I shook my head. “It’s complicated. And it probably doesn’t matter. The only thing that really matters is that I complete the job, and everything will be fine.”

“What’s the job?” Carris asked.

I flashed the slip of paper with the man’s name on it, then tucked it back in my pocket. “We have to go to Valthenar. Maybe as far as Thornfeld.”

“A journey, then. I don’t mind that.”

“And the job has to be complete within a week.”

He froze, stopping in the middle of the road, and forced a couple walking behind him to release their hands and curve around him. The man gave Carris a sour look, but upon seeing his hardened expression, thought better of it.

“A week? If we go by foot⁠—”

“We’re not going to be able to go by foot. Not if we have a week to do this.”

“So they really do want you to fail.”

I shrugged. “I figure with pushing horses, we can get there in three to four days. Gives me two days to get the job done and time to send word back.”

“And if it goes the wrong way?”

“It’s going to,” I said.

“Now you sound like the Silas I know.”

I snorted. “A job like this is undoubtedly going to go the wrong way, and I think it’s intentionally designed to. Jocelyn downplayed it.”

“So you think it’ll be a challenge?”

“I’m sure of it. From what she told me, the target has ties to something dangerous. Maybe the Hand.” That was my suspicion, at least. “And not the local chapter—something connected further north.”

Carris’s hand went still on his sword hilt. He understood what north meant. The former Maestro’s territory. His rebuilding efforts. The network that had been quietly spreading its reach while the reformed Guild tried to hold itself together.

“That changes things,” he said.

“It does. If the target is moving weapons or fabrications for the former Maestro’s people, this isn’t just a removal. It’s reconnaissance. And if they’ve embedded someone with Hand connections to do their work for them, it means their reach is further south than we thought.”

I’d found Leo. I’d watched him take the Maestro’s seat. But there were things he’d learned while dissolved—about the fae gates, about the Song, about whatever was working to open the barriers from the other side—that he still hadn’t shared with me. And sending me to Valthenar felt less like an assignment and more like redirection. Leo’s way of keeping me occupied while the questions I wanted to ask went unanswered. I’d seen him manage people this way before. I just hadn’t expected to be on the receiving end again.

“Do we need help?” Carris asked.

Under other circumstances, with a longer timeline, I would have arranged support so we didn’t run the risk of a surprise. But with the compressed schedule and the uncertainty of who could be trusted, I didn’t know that additional help would make any difference. We didn’t have time for those arrangements. Not if I wanted to keep this contained.

“No time,” I said.

“Well. If that’s the case, then it’s going to be a fun ride.”

“You don’t have to do this, Carris,” I said. We set off down the street again, staying in the middle of it. They might as well know I was walking with him, if they were watching me. I didn’t know if anybody was, but I suspected there were people keeping tabs. “This job is going to push me against the Guild, I think. I don’t intend to cause problems, but if I don’t complete it in time, the Guild is going to send operatives after me.”

“Then you become an enemy of the Guild,” he said.

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“No,” Carris said, with only a moment of hesitation. “I’m not leaving this to you. Not like that. I don’t know what you might face, but I can tell you that you’re not going to do it alone.”

He’d said something similar in Caldwen, the last time I’d tried to send him away from a job that was getting dangerous. He’d been right then too—I’d have been dead in that cellar without his sword arm. I wasn’t good at admitting when I needed help. Carris was good at not making me say it.

I was thankful for that. There had been a real concern that he might decide to walk away. Then again, Carris had never been the type to leave someone to face danger alone. It was what had brought him into the Guild’s orbit in the first place—not chording talent, but a stubborn refusal to let capable people die for lack of a good sword arm.

And this job might well be more than I could handle alone, even if it was hard for me to acknowledge.

“What’s the plan, then?” he asked.

“Horses,” I said.

“Supplies first?”

I nodded. “Right.” I realized I didn’t even have provisions gathered. While I could have taken supplies from Jocelyn’s stockroom in the back of Isabel’s shop, there were problems with that. For one, it would put me further in her debt. For another, I couldn’t be certain of the reliability. She would offer fabrications—that was one thing the Guild did well—but unless I knew the fabricator’s full supply chain, I couldn’t trust what she provided. Especially not after what I’d noticed on Isabel’s worktable.

I didn’t generally require many fabrications, though. Not with the way I operated. That was another reason some within the Guild didn’t care for my methods.

“We’ll meet at the central plaza,” I said.

He shrugged, then set off.

I moved quickly, wanting to ensure I had enough time to gather what I needed while knowing that any delay would compress my timeline even further. It was already tight enough.

Before heading to the small room I rented, I meandered through the streets, just enough to make sure I wasn’t being followed. I still didn’t know what Jocelyn might try, or how she might track me, but I wanted to be careful on the chance—the likely chance—that she actually had people tailing me.

No one seemed to be following.

That was reassuring, or it should have been. But I remained uneasy. Considering the fabrication I’d seen inside her study, and the complexity of it, I had to believe she had access to even more sophisticated means of surveillance. If she could weave a sound-dampening field through the walls of an entire room, she could certainly track a single operative through city streets.

By the time I reached my room, slipping through the tavern and glancing toward the small stage where I’d played a time or two, I was too on edge to linger. Maybe it would be a good thing we were leaving Avenhar. At least on the road, I wouldn’t have to constantly look over my shoulder for Guild shadows.

I gathered my belongings, taking the coin purse I had hidden. It didn’t seem as if anyone had found it, but if someone had been here, I would have known because of the precautions I’d placed around the room. Not fabrications—those were easy enough for a trained operative to detect. This was more mundane, the kind of thing only I would notice. The specific position of the chair. The small strands of hair laid across the windowsill. The toothpick placed near the base of the door. All undisturbed.

Satisfied, I headed out, but was caught leaving the tavern by Brenna, the niece of the tavern owner. She was a petite, fair-haired woman and had been more than happy to have me playing in the common room.

“You’re leaving, Silas?”

I flashed a broad smile. “Another day, another road, another journey.” I tipped my head and offered a slight bow. “Unfortunately.”

“When do you think you’ll be back?” She glanced toward the stage, as if I could and should be drawn to the opportunity. And in a way, part of me was compelled by it, because there was a part of me that always enjoyed the performance. I was adequate. Not like some of my compatriots, but certainly skilled enough to be passable in a place like this.

“I’m not entirely sure when I’ll return. It might be a while. The journey takes me where it takes me.”

“I wonder what it’s like to live that way. I’ve only known this city.”

“I like the road,” I said honestly. There weren’t many things I’d told her truthfully during my time in the tavern. This was one. “I like the openness of it, and the fact that you can find something new if the journey takes you there.”

“What sort of new are you looking for?”

“Don’t know. Depends, I suppose.”

“Well, I’ll miss you. We get minstrels through here from time to time, but most of them are either drunk or too serious.” Brenna frowned at that. “Can you imagine a serious minstrel? I remember so many who came through this tavern when I was younger, and most of them were boisterous. Seems like that’s changed quite a bit lately.”

I shrugged, as if that was all there was to say, and in a way, it was. I couldn’t explain to her why things had changed, nor could I offer her anything beyond what I’d already said.

“Although,” she continued, “the last one who came through—just a week or so before you arrived—he was certainly not shy. Demanded a much larger room. And you know how Jeffrey can be, or maybe you don’t, but he didn’t want to raise a fuss, especially since that minstrel had a bit of a reputation.”

I frowned. I wondered who that might have been. Someone arrogant enough to cause a stir was probably Guild. While our responsibility as operatives was to remain discreet—and when serving as minstrels, that meant blending in—there was something to be said about flamboyancy as cover. Who would ever imagine that a flamboyant minstrel could be a dangerous and deadly assassin? Then again, a Guild operative passing through Avenhar just before I arrived, making himself conspicuous—that was either carelessness or a deliberate kind of marking. Letting people know the Guild had a presence. I filed it away.

“I appreciate your hospitality while I’ve been here. And the accommodations. Much nicer than I often get.”

“Be careful out there,” she said.

“Of course.”

As I strode out, I had a strange feeling. There had been many places I’d stayed over the years, and many people who had been welcoming, but this one had been particularly so. I appreciated that.

Once outside the tavern, I glanced back, skimming my gaze across the painted sign—a rearing horse inside a circle, weathered by rain and sun. The Bridled Mare. I should have asked Brenna about where to find horses, but I had scouted that when I first came to the city. It was always good to be prepared.
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I found a quiet alcove between a grain warehouse and a boarded-up chapel, two streets south of the central plaza. The kind of space where a man could stand for a few minutes without attracting notice—just another figure in the shadow of a doorway, unremarkable, already forgotten by anyone who glanced his way.

I pulled the communication orb from my pack. It was a small thing made of dark glass, no larger than a walnut, warm to the touch even when it hadn’t been activated. This one operated on the standard Guild routing network, which meant it would connect to any relay station within range and carry a coded harmonic burst to its paired receiver. Mine was paired to the Guildhall in Ibanar. To the relay station three floors below Nyban’s office, where messages from field operatives were received, decoded, and distributed.

Asarina had access to that station. Not officially, since she wasn’t formally Guild, but she’d carved herself a place in the Hall’s infrastructure the way she did everything: quietly, thoroughly, and in ways that were difficult to undo without breaking something else.

I activated the orb with a tapped sequence on the ukelin—three notes, specific intervals, the harmonic key that matched this particular device. The glass warmed further in my palm, and I felt the channel open. A stretching sensation, like a thread pulling taut between two distant points. The orb’s sense reached outward, found the relay network, and began routing east.

For a moment, I could feel the distant hum of the Guild Hall’s infrastructure, filtered through hundreds of miles of relay stations and signal points. A sound I recognized the way you recognize the particular silence of a place you’ve lived in. The Hall had its own frequency. Warm. Layered. Dense with the accumulated sense of centuries of chording work pressed into stone and wood and iron.

Then I felt something else.

A secondary layer on the channel. Not part of the routing. Not part of the relay network’s standard architecture. Something had been placed on this line—embedded in one of the relay stations between Avenhar and Ibanar, or possibly woven into the network itself. It wasn’t blocking the signal. It wasn’t interfering. It was listening.

I could feel it the way you feel someone watching you from across a room, as a pressure, a slight wrongness in the resonance, as if the channel had one more ear than it should. The monitoring fabrication was well made. Subtle. It had been designed to sit in the same frequency range as the relay architecture itself, like a voice hiding inside a crowd by matching its pitch. A less sensitive operative might not have noticed it at all. But I’d spent years learning to read the dissonance for exactly this kind of wrongness, and the priests of Yur had sharpened that sensitivity further. The memory stone pulsed once against my thigh—not hot, just a brief pressure, as if confirming what I’d already felt.

I held the channel open for another second, testing. The monitoring layer didn’t react. It was passive, like a recording mechanism, not an active listener. Which meant whoever had placed it was collecting transmissions in bulk, not watching in real time. That was marginally better. But only marginally. A recorded message could be decoded at leisure, cross-referenced, analyzed for patterns. In some ways it was worse than a live listener, because a live listener could be evaded. A recorded archive was permanent.

I disconnected. Three quick notes, reversed, and the orb went cold in my hand.

I stood there for a moment in the alcove, the dead orb heavy in my palm, and let the disappointment settle where it needed to. It wasn’t large. It was professional, even—the recognition of a compromised channel, the clean decision to withdraw, the quiet acceptance that this was simply how the work went sometimes.

But beneath the professionalism, there was a sentence I’d been composing without realizing it. Nothing dramatic. Nothing that would have made a difference to anyone listening. Just: I’m heading west. I’ll be careful.

Six words. The kind of thing you say when you don’t know how long you’ll be gone and you want someone to know you’re thinking of them without making them worry more than they already are.

I couldn’t send it. To speak on a monitored channel was to reveal my position, my direction, and the fact that there was someone in Ibanar I cared enough to contact before leaving. All of which could be leveraged. Against me. Against her. Asarina operated in a precarious position within the Guild—trusted by the reformers, tolerated by the undecided middle, resented by the loyalists. She didn’t need her name appearing in an intercepted communication from a field operative on a failing assignment.

So the words sat in me, unsent, the way the memory stone sat in my pocket. Present. Warm. Carrying more than their weight.

I put the orb away and stepped out of the alcove.

The compromised channel bothered me. Jocelyn had warned me the network in this region might be unreliable, but unreliable and monitored were different things. Unreliable meant degraded relay stations, weak signals, dropped connections. Monitored meant someone with the skill and access to embed fabrications inside Guild infrastructure without being detected. That wasn’t the work of bandits or local Hand chapters. That was someone who understood how the Guild’s intelligence flowed.

I added it to the file. The file that kept getting heavier.

Asarina would understand. She always did. That was the part that made it worse.


CHAPTER FOUR


The horses Carris had found were not impressive—a dark stallion called Brannock and a gray mare named Thistledown. Neither looked built for the pace we’d need.

“Best I could do,” Carris said, reading my expression. “You didn’t give me much time or much coin.”

“They’ll get us to the next station. We trade up there.”

He took Thistledown. I took Brannock. We left Avenhar within the hour.

I had been tapping on the ukelin string the way I often did, and this time there was more of a dissonant note than I would have expected. More than I had been feeling since we’d entered Avenhar.

“Trouble coming,” I said.

Carris looked around. “Why does it always seem to be the case with you?”

“Not intentional,” I said.

“What kind of trouble?”

“The kind that doesn’t want to be seen.”

I continued tapping on the string, focusing, feeling the contour of the dissonance around us. I was thankful for how much of this skill I’d mastered, because it was becoming increasingly crucial—the ability to identify who was coming after us. And I was certain someone was.

“What’s your plan?”

He said nothing about a warning, nothing about telling me I shouldn’t act. Just asked. That was Carris. He wanted to know. He wanted to understand. And considering everything we’d been through together, that was the right approach.

“We do what we’re supposed to do,” I said, glancing over. “The entire purpose of this assignment is to complete the job in a certain timeframe. And I’m quite certain the entire purpose of how they’ve handled this is to force me to fail.”

“So this is meant as a delay?”

“Pretty much.”

“Anything you can do?”

There were several things I could do. And why shouldn’t I? Even though I suspected this was tied to the Guild, there was a real likelihood they weren’t acting in any official capacity.

“There is something,” I said.

“Then let’s get going.”

Brannock swung his head, turning as if to get a look at me. I patted him on the neck.

“We’re going to have to move quickly,” I said to the stallion. “And we need to get out before anyone decides to cause problems. I’m going to use a chording, and I’m hopeful it’ll work, but if it causes problems for you or Thistledown, my apologies.”

Carris laughed, digging his heels into Thistledown’s flanks. “I don’t think the horses understand you, especially if you’re trying to warn them.”

“And I think I should give the horse a chance to prove you wrong.”

“So you just talk to the horse?”

I shrugged. “I feel that letting him know we’re working together might be useful.”

Carris snorted. “Doubtful. But I like the way you think.”

We started off. As we did, I continued to tap on the string, focusing on the dissonance I could feel. It lingered around us, swirling, moving in our direction, but there was something else within it—notes of pressure building, countering what I was doing.

That at least gave me an answer about who was behind us.

“It depends on who’s following us,” I said, mostly to myself.

“Someone you might need to overpower?”

I glanced at Carris, then nodded. “Don’t know if I can.”

I focused, readying the strings. This next part was going to be a challenge—partly because of what I intended to do, and partly because the chording involved a connection I hadn’t used in a while. It was far more complex than what I’d been playing.

“Stay ahead of me,” I said.

“What’s going to happen?”

“Not sure.” I glanced behind us. We were near the outskirts of Avenhar now. The road stretched ahead, and while there were a few travelers on it, the traffic was thin.

I had to do it now. If I didn’t, we’d be out in the open, exposed, and that would draw attention. But more than that—if we reached the open road and traveled unshielded, whatever they intended to do would be far easier to accomplish without witnesses.

I tapped the strings.

There was a strange stirring of energy, a disconnect, and more than that, a note blooming with power that I felt sweeping behind us.

The person who had taught me this chording had given it a name, and at the time I had thought it amusing. A joke, almost. But now, having seen how effective it could be, I didn’t think of it that way.

Prelude to paralysis.

The notes were the prelude. The effect was the paralysis. That was the chording.

And in this case, the sound was only part of it. That was what made it difficult to perform. I had to target it correctly. If I aimed at the wrong person—including Carris, or the horses—I could end up using it against us.

The chording swept outward.

I could feel it moving, feel the way it flowed, feel the power tugging at something deep inside me.

A well-played chording often did that. And I was pleased that this one was well played.

Then I dug my heels into Brannock’s sides and looked to Carris. “Move.”

He didn’t hesitate. The two of us took off, the horses lurching forward, moving as swiftly as could be expected.

We pushed past travelers on foot, past wagons, flying.

We held the gallop for a good thirty minutes.

Eventually the horses began to slow, and I didn’t fight it. I didn’t push them too hard—we needed them strong for the full journey, and we needed to maintain a steady pace.

I swiveled in the saddle, looking back. The last merchant caravan we’d passed had been three wagons linked together, drawn by a team of five horses. The merchant had been atop the frontmost wagon, with half a dozen people of different ages scattered on the others. As we’d come galloping up behind them, they’d turned, looking afraid we might try something.

Under other circumstances, that might have been amusing. If I were going to attack a merchant, it wouldn’t be like that.

Then again, the last time I’d gone after a merchant, the job had been unsuccessful. So maybe a direct approach wouldn’t be the worst method. Surprise was often the best technique.

“Anything?” Carris asked.

I’d been tapping, playing a simple detection chording, testing for any trace of dissonance behind us.

“Not picking up on anything,” I said. “If there’s someone out there, they’re far enough back that I don’t think we need to worry. We have time.”

He was quiet for a moment. “How dangerous do you think this job is going to be?”

“Dangerous,” I said.

“And all because you failed?”

I looked over. There were certain things Carris knew about the Guild, and certain things I had kept from him. I’d done it out of necessity, but there were reasons to share at times too.

“I’ve been mostly successful with the jobs I’ve taken. But part of that is because I have connections.”

“So Guild royalty?” Carris grunted. “Knew you were well connected. Otherwise you wouldn’t have been able to bring me along.”

“It’s not so much that I’m connected. It’s more about—” I wasn’t even sure how to explain it.

“I’m friendly with somebody who sits high within the Guild. And that’s put a target on me.”

“Politics,” he said, shaking his head.

“Exactly. That’s what it all comes down to. I’ve tried to stay out of it, and just because I’m friendly with this person doesn’t mean I serve their agenda.”

“Who are they?”

I glanced over, met his gaze, then shook my head. “No. Not going there.”

“I thought we were friends,” he said.

“We are. Consider it my way of protecting you.”

“So you protect me by keeping things from me. I see. Don’t like it, but I suppose I don’t have much to argue about.”

“It’s safer this way.”

And if he knew about my connection—who it was, what it meant—it wasn’t just him that would be in danger. It was me. Both of us. Because a target would almost certainly be placed on him.

Because not many people could claim friendship with the Maestro.
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The road stretched west from Avenhar through rolling farmland that gradually gave way to rougher country—sparse woodland, rocky hillsides, and long stretches of open ground where the wind came at us from the north with nothing to break it.

We rode in companionable silence for much of the first day, stopping twice to water the horses and once to eat. Carris was good company for travel. He didn’t need to fill every silence with talk, and when he did speak, it was usually worth hearing.

It was late in the afternoon, with the sun low and the shadows stretching long across the road, when the dissonance changed.

I noticed it the way you notice a familiar song played in the wrong key—not because of what was there, but because everything was slightly, inexplicably off. The steady background hum of the dissonance, the ever-present pressure that I’d lived with my entire life, had thinned. It wasn’t gone, exactly, but it felt attenuated, as if the fabric of the world had been stretched until it was nearly translucent.

I slowed Brannock and tapped a quiet note on the ukelin string, listening.

“Something wrong?” Carris asked.

“I’m not sure.” I looked at the landscape around us. The trees along the road were ordinary enough, ash and birch, their branches bare or carrying the last stubborn leaves of autumn. But the shadows were wrong. Each tree cast two of them—one falling west with the low sun, as expected, and a second, fainter one that fell northeast, as if a light source existed somewhere it shouldn’t. The effect was subtle enough to miss if you weren’t looking, but once I saw it, I couldn’t unsee it. Every object on the road doubled its darkness, and the two shadows didn’t quite agree on the shape of what cast them.

“Carris.”

“I see it.” His voice had gone flat. His hand moved to his sword hilt on instinct, even though there was nothing to draw against. “The shadows. What’s doing that?”

“I don’t know yet.”

The grass on the roadside lay flat, pressed in one direction, though the breeze came from another—the blades bent south while the wind pushed from the north, as if something heavier than air was leaning on the world from a direction that didn’t correspond to any compass point. And there was a smell. Faint at first, then stronger—copper, bright and metallic, and beneath it something sweet, floral, entirely wrong for a bare autumn road in the middle of rough country. The kind of smell that belonged to a summer garden, not a wind-bitten stretch of dirt between sparse woodlands.

A bird startled from a hedgerow ahead of us, and then another, and then a whole flock burst upward in a sudden rush of wings, wheeling south. No predator. No sound to spook them. They simply fled, as if the air had become inhospitable.

“That’s not normal,” Carris said. His sword was half-drawn now, his eyes scanning the tree line, looking for a threat he could understand. I didn’t blame him. The instinct to fight was easier than the instinct to endure something that couldn’t be fought.

The memory stone burned against my thigh. Not the gentle warmth, not the subtle pulse, but a sharp, insistent heat that flared the moment the copper smell hit, indicating that the priests’ containment harmony had surged to life. The stone recognized this. This was what the priests had built their entire tradition to guard against.

And beneath the dissonance, for one vertiginous moment, the Song opened.

It wasn’t the faint thread I’d been following since Yur, or the distant current I could sometimes feel if I listened carefully. This was the full depth of it—vast, layered, immense in a way that made the dissonance above it seem like foam on the surface of an ocean. I could feel it moving beneath everything, carrying frequencies that had no names, harmonies that predated the Guild and the priests and every human tradition that had tried to give language to what the world sounded like underneath. It was beautiful in a way that was not comfortable. Beautiful in the way that deep water is beautiful when you realize you can’t see the bottom.

Then it closed. Abrupt. Like a door shutting. And I was just a man on a horse, on a road, in the wrong light, with the memory stone fading from hot to warm in my pocket.

Brannock tossed his head and stamped. Even the horses felt it.

“We should keep moving,” I said. My voice came out rougher than I intended. “Faster, if they can manage it.”

We picked up the pace. Carris kept his sword half-drawn for another quarter mile, which told me he was more unsettled than he’d let on. The wrongness persisted—the doubled shadows, the pressed-flat grass, the lingering sweetness in the air that faded slowly, reluctantly, as if the thin place didn’t want to let us go.

Then, gradually, the dissonance thickened again. The shadows consolidated into single, correct shapes. The grass stood upright. The air smelled like autumn—cold dirt, damp leaves, nothing else. The world felt solid beneath us once more.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

“You going to tell me what that was?” Carris asked. His sword was sheathed now, but his hand still rested on the hilt.

I chose my words carefully. “There are places where the barriers between our world and… elsewhere… have grown thin. The boundaries weaken. Things bleed through—not creatures, not yet, but impressions. Light behaves wrong. The air carries things it shouldn’t.”

“And the shadows?”

“A second light source. From the other side. Leaking through.”

He was quiet as he processed that. Carris wasn’t the type to dismiss what he couldn’t understand, but he needed it made practical before he could use it.

“The priests of Yur,” I said. “The ones I told you about. They guard against this kind of thing. They’ve spent generations learning to seal the thin places, to keep the barriers strong.” I paused. “But there aren’t priests everywhere.”

“Is it going to be a problem?”

“I think so. I think it’s all connected—the former Maestro, the fabrications, the materials I found at Isabel’s. The barriers are weakening, and someone is helping them weaken. Whether it’s deliberate or a side effect of what the Maestro’s network is building, I don’t know yet.”

He nodded slowly. “All right. So we might run into more of that.”

“We might.”

“And there’s nothing to fight.”

“No.”

“Well.” He adjusted his grip on Thistledown’s reins. “I suppose I’ll just have to trust you to tell me when to run.”

That was exactly what I needed from him. Not understanding—he couldn’t understand this, not without the sensitivity to feel the dissonance or the training to interpret it. But trust. Practical, uncomplicated trust from a man who dealt with the world as it came and didn’t waste time wishing it were different.

We rode on as the sun sank below the tree line, and the road ahead darkened into evening. Behind us, the thin place sat like a bruise on the landscape—invisible now, but I could still feel it at the edge of my perception, a faint wrongness that distance didn’t entirely erase.

I thought about what the priests had told me. That the gates had been weakening for years. That the former Maestro’s experiments had accelerated the decay. That something on the other side was pressing against the thinning barriers with a patience that suggested it had been waiting a very long time.

And here we were, riding west toward a job that might be a trap, through a world that was coming apart at the seams.

The memory stone sat warm in my pocket. The Song hummed beneath the road, distant now, but present.

We rode on.


CHAPTER FIVE


We reached the village of Caldwen on the second day. We were making good time. We exchanged our horses at one of the way stations, and I let Carris handle the transaction. That was partly because he had made the initial purchase and knew what to say, but partly because there was something about Carris and his demeanor that had always been compelling to others. It also gave us an opportunity to gather information without making it obvious we were asking questions.

Once he was finished, we moved on, and we pushed the horses hard.

On a long, empty stretch of road, with nothing around us but grassland and a thin line of trees to the south, the dissonance dropped away, like a floor giving out under my feet. And beneath it, the Song opened.

It wasn’t the faint thread I’d grown accustomed to following, nor the brief glimpse I’d caught at the thin place the day before. Instead, it was the full register—vast, layered, a depth that made the standard dissonance feel like foam on the surface of an ocean. It hit me the way sudden silence hits after prolonged noise: not as absence, but as the revelation that what you thought was everything was only the thinnest surface of what existed underneath.

I perceived the horses beneath us as resonances rather than animals. Their heartbeats were distinct musical notes. I could feel the heat of their blood as rhythm, the effort of their muscles as harmonic tension. The root systems of the trees to the south carried the Song through the earth the way veins carry blood, and the earth hummed with something geological and ancient. A frequency that had been sounding since before anything alive had existed to hear it. I felt the shape of the land—both its contours and its age, the places where stone met soil, and both remembered pressures from millennia ago. Limestone that had once been a seabed. Granite that had cooled from something molten. The land had a memory, and the Song carried it, and for one staggering, terrifying moment, I was hearing all of it at once.

Then it closed, abrupt as a slammed door. The depth vanished. The resonances flattened back into the ordinary sounds of hoofbeats, wind, the creak of saddle leather. I was just a man on a horse, blinking against ordinary sunlight, with my hands shaking on the reins.

I hadn’t reached for it. Hadn’t played a note or touched the memory stone. The hybrid sense from Yur, firing without invitation. As if something in me had learned a new way of listening and couldn’t always be told when to stop.

What unsettled me—what genuinely frightened me, though I wouldn’t have used that word aloud—was that I’d been open. Completely, involuntarily open, broadcasting in the deeper register with no shielding, no containment, no control. The Song didn’t care about discretion. For those few seconds, anything sensitive to its frequencies would have felt me—felt the flare of a human consciousness suddenly perceiving on a register it wasn’t designed to sustain. I might as well have lit a signal fire in the deep. And I had no way of knowing what might be watching for exactly that kind of light.

The memory stone pulsed once against my thigh. Not in warning, but in recognition. As if it, too, had heard the Song open and was acknowledging what had happened. What was happening to me.

I said nothing to Carris. But I was more watchful after that. Nothing answered.

That didn’t mean nothing had heard.

We camped off the road that night, far enough back that we wouldn’t be spotted by passing travelers.

Carris chose the site. I hadn’t asked him to. By the time I’d finished a detection sweep, he’d already dismounted and walked the ground—positioning us against a rock outcropping that covered our backs, picketing the horses as early warning to the east, scraping the fire pit into a depression below the road’s sight line. No commentary. No hesitation. Trained fieldcraft. Whatever Carris had been before the Guild found him, he’d learned to read terrain the way I’d learned to read the dissonance. I didn’t ask.

There hadn’t been many travelers, the farther we’d gone. We’d passed a few heading in our direction, but none coming from the opposite way.

It was late in the afternoon when the road stuttered.

For one heartbeat, the stand of birch trees to our left tilted at an angle that didn’t match the slope of the ground. The bark edged toward blue, and the light through the canopy cast shadows in two directions at once. A scent—sweet and heavy, overripe fruit and cold metal—and then gone. The birches were birches. The shadows were shadows.

Carris rode on without breaking stride. He hadn’t seen it.

The memory stone pulsed against my thigh again. A single, steady beat, like a heart recognizing something familiar. The priests’ containment harmony, responding to proximity. A gate had pressed close here—not open, not active, but near enough that everything had thinned for that instant. The same phenomenon I’d felt in Yur, near the places where the priests’ barriers were weakest.

But Yur was hundreds of miles north.

“Strange, isn’t it?” I said.

Carris shrugged. “Don’t know. I don’t really think about things like that. Never was a merchant. Always dealt with something a little different.” He patted the sword at his side. “Money to be made in other ways.”

I laughed. Carris’s approach to things was one of practicality.

But mine was one of questioning. You observed, you assessed, and you questioned. If you missed any of those steps, something could go wrong.

“It’s just that there should be more travelers,” I said. “Coming from both directions. Caldwen isn’t a large village, but Valthenar is a good-sized city.”

“So now you’re worried about the fact that there aren’t people on the road? I thought you were mostly concerned about running into somebody.” He shook his head. “You know, I don’t know that I’d like being part of the Guild if I’m always raising questions. I sort of like taking the assignment and doing the job.”

“Oh? You don’t question?”

“I do, but there are some questions you just don’t ask.”

He shrugged again, and we kept moving.

Some questions you just don’t ask. Only that wasn’t entirely true for him, because it had been my experience with Carris that he asked plenty of questions—especially the ones I didn’t want asked.

Eventually, a quiet settled between us, along with an unease I couldn’t quite name. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but I had learned to trust that feeling—because there was often some element influencing the dissonance, and the dissonance influenced everything.

It was the key to every chording.

As we approached, I tapped on the string, testing for anything unusual. No sign of the Guild following us, at least. Whatever had tailed us out of Avenhar seemed to have fallen away after the prelude to paralysis.

Still, the absence of pursuit didn’t settle my nerves. Sometimes it was what you didn’t sense that was the most dangerous.

“Got anything you can tell me?” Carris asked.

“Not particularly. I’m trying, but I’m not picking up anything clear.”

“There has to be something, though.”

“Maybe. But right now, I can’t say what.”

The village itself was small, as villages in this part of the realm tended to be—close enough to Avenhar and the larger neighboring towns that it served primarily as a waypoint. A place to find provisions, rest, and perhaps information.

“So how are you going to approach this?” Carris asked, glancing over. “Just go around asking questions, or do you have a plan?”

It was a good question, because at this point, I didn’t really have one. Tracking a target with almost no description beyond a name, hair color, and approximate age wasn’t something I had much experience with. Under normal circumstances, I would have taken days to survey, to watch patterns, to listen. But we didn’t have days.

“Subtlety isn’t going to work this time,” I said. “So we take a more direct approach.”

“Direct suits me just fine,” he said.

I snorted. “That’s my fear.”

He shrugged. “I’m simply telling you the truth.”

“Just don’t raise too much trouble for us. We don’t need rumors following us about what we were doing here.”

“I don’t know that we have time to debate the intricacies of our approach,” Carris said. “If people know what you’re doing, they know. I think that’s fine.”

In a way, he probably wasn’t wrong. But the one tenet of Guild work was discretion.

Though perhaps I didn’t have to be the one doing the asking.

I looked at Carris. “Why don’t you ask around. I’m going to set up inside the tavern and be myself.”

He frowned. “You’re going to be yourself? And I have to do something else? Not sure I follow.”

I snorted. “You do your thing. Ask questions. Push a little, if it comes to that. And I’ll sit inside the tavern and see what I can learn by listening.”

“Didn’t you just say we didn’t have time for subtlety?”

“We don’t have time for full subtlety, but I can’t abandon it entirely. It’s how I work, Carris.”

“Well, do what you need to do.”

Once he headed off, I took a moment to consider how I wanted to approach everything, then made for the nearest tavern.

There were times when taverns felt like the only consistency in my life. The one place that carried a measure of home, even though that was a ridiculous thing to consider. My home was long gone. But a warm room with food and drink and the murmur of strangers—that had become its own kind of familiarity.

By the time I reached the main street, I’d relaxed slightly. I’d been tapping a muted detection chording as I walked, checking for any Guild presence. Nothing. So far, so good.

The tavern itself was quiet. I swept my gaze around the interior, checking the patrons. At this time of day, it wasn’t surprising that the place was sparse—mostly travelers, seated with food rather than drink, taking a reprieve before moving on.

There was a small stool in the far corner, the kind meant for a traveling musician.

“Can I get you anything?”

The man who approached wore a long, grease-stained apron, his hair lanky, his eyes wrinkled and warm. He moved with the kind of easy, practiced confidence that came from years of running a place like this. I immediately liked him.

And yet.

Something snagged at the edge of my awareness. It was faint—barely there—and for a moment I thought I’d imagined it. But I’d been tapping the string in my pocket almost without thinking, and the detection chording was still humming through my fingertips. There was a note coming off this man. Not a fabrication, exactly. More like a resonance—old, buried deep. The kind of thing you’d only notice if you were listening for it.

I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Plenty of people had trace exposure to the dissonance, especially in areas where the Guild had a historical presence. It didn’t mean anything on its own.

I filed it away and let the moment pass.

“Just a plate of food, I suppose,” I eventually said.

“Where you traveling from?”

I took a seat at a table near the wall, empty on all sides, with a clear vantage of the rest of the tavern. An opportunity to observe and perhaps ask the right questions.

“Coming from Valthenar,” I said.

He frowned, tapping his fingers on his apron. There was a rhythm to it that was unconscious, probably, but my trained ear caught the spacing. Evenly measured. Precise.

“Funny business there, isn’t it?” he said.

“Quite,” I said, curious what he meant and what kind of funny business was going on.

“Don’t get many travelers from Valthenar anymore,” the proprietor noted. “Not since the Hand moved in.” He said it casually—too casually.

“Sorry to hear that. Must be hard when business thins out.”

“Oh, it’ll come back. Always does. Made it through the Ashfall Fever about a decade ago, and that was a lean stretch. A little slim for a while.” He patted his belly with a wry grin. “So was I, though.”

“That was a tough time,” I said. “I lost someone I cared about.”

“Everybody did,” he said, and there was real warmth in his voice. Genuine.

But even as he said it, I caught his gaze flicking—just for a heartbeat—to my right hand. The one I’d had in my pocket. The one that had been tapping the string.

It was quick. Professional.

And then it was gone, and he was pointing to a chalkboard near the back of the tavern with a list of offerings.

“What can I get you?”

I scanned the board and settled on the roast venison. When I said as much, he nodded. “A little stringy, I’m sorry to say. Can’t be helped—not much out there for the deer to graze on this season. Land’s been thin and dry.”

“I’ll take it anyway. I’m hungry.”

“Most men coming from Valthenar tend to be.”

He headed off, and by the time he disappeared through the kitchen door, I had started to really question what was happening in Valthenar—and what this man knew about it.


CHAPTER SIX


When the tavern proprietor came out and saw the man who had collapsed on the ground, he just shook his head and slid a tray of food in front of me.

“That one’s been trouble,” he said.

“How so?”

“Won’t leave.” He snorted. “Most of the time, I’m not going to complain about such a thing. I’ll take business any way I can get it. But when men like him come around and keep drinking ale like it’s water, I know there’s going to be trouble. I’ve been around a few times now, and I know the kind of things men do when they get into their drink.” He winked at me. “I was a younger man, once.”

As he spoke, his fingers drummed the edge of my table—not the idle tapping of a man making conversation, but something measured. Evenly spaced, like I’d noticed earlier when he’d tapped his apron. And his eyes drifted, just for a breath, to my right hand again—the one resting near my pocket, near the ukelin string. The glance was fast, practiced, the kind of assessment that becomes reflex after enough years of watching for threats. He looked away before I could be sure I’d seen it.

I was sure.

“Say,” I asked. “I’m looking for a friend of mine who would have come through here. A dark-haired man, solid build.” I went on and described the man the way Jocelyn had described him. “Name of Declan Voss. Don’t suppose you remember him coming through?”

The tavern proprietor shook his head. “Get a lot of people coming through here. There aren’t many with that build or that look, so I figure I would remember somebody like that. But no, I can’t help you, unfortunately.”

I shrugged. “A bit of a stretch, I suppose.”

The proprietor grabbed the drunken man and pulled him by the ankles until he was out of the way. He looked over at the table where the man had been, then let out a frustrated sigh.

“Suppose I’m going to let him sleep here. Better than dragging him to a room.”

“You have rooms?” I asked.

“Need one?”

“My traveling companion and I might need accommodations. Better in your tavern than on the road.”

“A little sparse, I’m afraid,” he said. “I’ve only got one left, and…” He looked as if he wanted to apologize but did not actually say it. “You know how it is.”

“How much?”

“A silver.”

I bit back my initial reaction. A silver for a single night was an outrage, but I needed to keep this man talking. More than that, I needed a better idea of what had been happening in Valthenar. That intelligence was going to be important as we continued west, especially with the possibility that things might be more dangerous there than I’d anticipated.

“I don’t suppose you’d take a half silver? It’s been rough, especially coming out of Valthenar.”

He flicked his gaze over to where the drunk lay, then offered a shrug. “I suppose I could take a half silver. I’d get more if I waited, but you seem like a nice enough young man, and you’re not like him. Yet.” The look in his eyes carried a warning about ending up like that.

I had no intention of it.

“I appreciate it.”

“I’ll bring out the key. Just no fighting. And if you make a mess, I request you clean it up. That’s all. Simple. I’m a simple man. Simple tavern. Simple village.”

Something about the way he said it, and the way he looked, suggested he was anything but simple.

But I wasn’t going to push the issue.

I sat and enjoyed the food, and by the time Carris came in, I was starting to relax. He sank into the chair across from me, noticed my empty tray, then the drunken, passed-out man along the wall, and started to laugh.

“Seems like I missed out on some excitement.”

“We’re visiting from Valthenar,” I said, dropping my voice. “And it sounds like the Iron Hand is active there.”

His body went stiff. “No,” he said.

“You don’t have to keep coming.”

“You know I’m not going to say otherwise. But they shouldn’t be here.”

“I didn’t think so, either, but that man certainly thought so.”

Carris leaned back, jaw tight, and glanced again toward the drunk along the wall before turning back to me. “That lines up with what I found. Talked to a farrier near the west road. He said most travelers from Valthenar stopped coming through about two months ago. Not a gradual thinning—it just stopped. One week the road had steady traffic, the next it didn’t.”

“Two months,” I said. That was a significant window. Whatever had happened in Valthenar, it had been building for longer than Jocelyn’s briefing had suggested.

“There’s more. About three weeks back, a group of armed men came through Caldwen heading east. Toward Avenhar. A dozen, maybe more. The farrier said they weren’t merchants—didn’t have wagons, didn’t stop to trade. They moved fast, kept together, and they carried weapons openly. Nobody bothered them.”

“Because nobody wanted to.”

“Exactly.” He paused, then dropped his voice further. “And there was a woman in the market. Older, sharp-tongued, the kind who keeps track of everything that happens within ten miles. She said something odd. She said ‘the music stopped’ in Valthenar.”

I looked at him. “The music stopped?”

“Street performers. Musicians. The taverns went quiet. She used to travel there for market days, and she said there was always music—performers on the corners, in the squares. Then it just stopped. She didn’t know why. Figured the Hand had something to do with it, but she wasn’t certain.”

The music stopped, and she’d meant it literally. No more street performers, no more tavern musicians, no more of the everyday sound that fills a living city. But for someone trained the way I was, the words carried a different weight. Music was how the Guild operated. It was how chordings were performed, how fabrications were tested, how operatives communicated. If the music had stopped in Valthenar, it might mean the Guild’s presence there had been suppressed. Silenced.

“Think it’s tied to your job?” Carris asked.

“I’m starting to.”

“And you still think it’s some sort of test?”

“Don’t know. The timeframe is what makes this troubling.”

The Iron Hand’s reach had expanded well beyond simple mercenary work—their connections ran north, toward the former Maestro’s territory, and the Guild had been investigating those connections for months. If they’d moved into Valthenar and the Guild’s intelligence hadn’t caught it, that told me something far worse than a militant organization spreading south.

“Well, let’s get some food, some rest, and be on our way,” Carris said. “Unless you found something here?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think we’re going to find anything about Voss here.”

“Valthenar it is.”

Unfortunately, I didn’t add.

“I managed to get us a room, as well.”

“Us? I’m not sure how I feel about that,” he said.

I chuckled. “It was the only room he had left. A half silver.”

“For one night? Or are we staying an entire week? You know, I wouldn’t be opposed to staying a little longer, especially if it means you’re going to hide out. I can imagine you sitting up on that stage, strumming your instrument. I’d love to hear it.”

“Nothing to strum,” I said, motioning to the satchel I carried. “Or did you forget?”

He frowned. “You know, it would have been helpful if you’d at least brought the harp with you. I can imagine how useful that might be, depending on what we encounter along the way.”

“I don’t think I’ll have time for it. Besides, I’ve lost more than my share of instruments on the road.”

“You say that like you just misplaced them.”

“All right. I’ve destroyed more than my share of instruments on the road. Is that better?”

He barked out a laugh. “I suppose not. Were they expensive?”

“Every single one,” I said.

That was one of the hard parts about the kind of work I did. Everything I used was expensive—that was the key to keeping up appearances. And there was something to be said about using instruments suitable for my knowledge, if not necessarily my skill. My skill in performance was negligible compared to the real masters. But I at least understood what went into making a good instrument, and I felt I needed to honor that.

“Think there’s going to be somebody else here performing?” Carris asked.

I hadn’t considered that possibility. But what if there was?

“If there is, we deal with it when it comes up.”

The proprietor came back out, saw Carris, and walked over to us. Carris ordered happily, choosing the venison the same way I had. The proprietor looked at my empty tray, took it away, and disappeared.

“Seems like a nice old man,” Carris said. “But he’s hiding something.”

“Oh? Now you read people so well?”

“Not people. Just him.” He motioned toward where the man had disappeared into the kitchen. “It’s in his eyes.”

“And here I thought his eyes were warm.”

“You still haven’t found enough suspicion within yourself, Silas. You will.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. I also wasn’t sure I wanted to be as suspicious as he was.

By the time Carris finished eating, I was truly starting to relax.

And that was when the tavern started to fill.

Many of the people who came in looked like travelers, and yet I was curious how far some of them had come. If Valthenar was off-limits the way it sounded, they were coming from either Avenhar or the west. The east wasn’t easy to travel, so it was less likely they’d be coming from one of the smaller landholdings there. Not impossible, but less likely.

Many of them took up positions around the tavern. And many of them carried a certain tension in their bodies.

As the tavern filled, something about it bothered me.

“Why do I get the feeling we’re about to see some trouble here?” Carris muttered.

“Don’t know,” I said.

But I was starting to get the same feeling. The tavern shouldn’t feel like this. In my experience, it shouldn’t be only men, and only men of a certain age.

Assess.

That was the first thought that cut through my mind.

My gaze drifted around the room. Other than the consistent age range and the fact that only about half of them were eating or drinking, something here was off.

“You see it, right?” Carris asked. “It’s not just me.”

I shook my head. “Not just you. I don’t know what it is, but we need to be ready.”

“I’m always ready.”

I could tell from his posture, the slight tension in his shoulders, that he truly was. But ready for what?

“Just hold off,” I said.

“Hold off?” Carris asked. “Are you sure? Can’t say I like the idea of so many of them here. I figure I can take three, maybe four, as they come at us. But that’s only if you do your little thing.”

I’d already shifted the ukelin so that I could tap on the strings. I had been tapping from the start, testing whether there was anything I could identify, but so far I hadn’t picked up on anything obvious. If there was dissonance work at play, I hadn’t felt it.

Who had identified us?

The drunk?

No. If it was the drunk, I would have expected him to cause more of a problem.

Which meant the tavern proprietor.

“The proprietor?” I asked.

“Told you he wasn’t trustworthy,” Carris said. “What should I do?”

“Once we get out of this, I think we need to have words with him. Time to see if my innocent questioning wasn’t so innocent after all.”

“Not so innocent is my guess,” he said. “Especially if he sent this lot after you.”

“Could be just chance,” I said.

“Do you really think so?”

“No,” I said. “I really don’t.”

Because if it were just chance, I would have expected to feel the dissonance shifting differently, to pick up some trace of the change before it happened. But whatever had been done here had been done quietly, carefully, by someone who knew how to work without leaving a signature.

The kind of thing the Guild taught.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said. “I’ll hold as many people here as I can, and then we see what we’re dealing with. I want you ready, and once we handle this, we can⁠—”

We didn’t get a chance to talk through it.

Two of the men charged toward us, so I tapped on the strings in a chording that was designed to hold—to freeze, as it was meant to. It was a layered series of notes, similar to the prelude to paralysis but less disruptive, less disorienting. Most of the time, that was the desired effect. I didn’t necessarily want to harm anyone. Not until I had a better idea of what was happening, and not until I felt more confident about what we’d find.

Everything around us slowed.

The notes were disruptive, but only subtly so.

And then someone interrupted what I was doing.

There was somebody in the tavern using the dissonance to counter my chording.

“We need to find the one responsible,” I said.

“Play what you can play,” Carris said. “I’ll deal with those who get too close.”

“Try not to kill them all.”

“Try? Who are we talking about?”

“We might need to question some of them.”

“I doubt any of these men are going to give you answers.”

Carris lunged.

I jumped to my feet and whipped the wire out of my pocket, working my fingers along its surface. My fingers had long since been calloused against it, but there was always the risk of snagging, of bleeding—and blood on the wire could interfere with the resonance, making the chordings unpredictable. It was a danger I was acutely aware of at all times when working the string.

But in a tavern surrounded by threats, I had to be less concerned with that and more focused on neutralizing the situation as quickly as possible.

And so the frozen waltz began.

I moved forward, and those caught in the sound of the chording began to slow, freezing long enough for Carris to do his brutal work.

Many of them fell, blood spraying around them.

As I continued moving, I felt the dissonance working against me—a counter-chording, subtle and controlled, pressing against the frozen waltz like a hand pushing back against a current. But I had a good sense of where it was coming from.

And then I saw him.

The proprietor.

He was standing near the entrance to the kitchen, and I could feel how he was working with his chording, and the effect of it.

He had skill. True, subtle skill. The detection chording I’d run earlier, the faint resonance I’d noticed on him—this was what it had been hiding. Not trace exposure, but training. Real training, buried deep under years of a tavern keeper’s persona.

There was a part of me that had once wished I had that kind of subtlety. There were ways I could imagine using it, ways I could imagine performing with that kind of finesse. But I didn’t have that skill. What I had was knowledge, and I had strength. In this case, strength was more useful because I needed to ensure he couldn’t overpower what I was doing.

With another tap, I sent an explosion outward—a quick staccato of notes that created a rocking wave of dissonant energy.

It disrupted his attempt. But it didn’t harm him.

Then he spun and retreated into the kitchen.

I raced after him.

By the time I caught up, he was already trying to escape through the back door. With another flick of the wire, I played the prelude to paralysis.

He stumbled, then collapsed.

I hurried over to where he lay, gasping, his eyes wide, his body locked—and then his breathing stopped.

I stood over him for a moment, feeling the last traces of his chording dissipate into the air. Whatever he had known— whatever he could have told me about Valthenar and the Iron Hand and who had sent these men—would die with him.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“Care to tell me what you’re doing?” Carris asked as he came into the kitchen.

I was forcing air into the proprietor’s lungs, waiting for the paralysis effect to fade. I’d been at it for thirty seconds or so, hoping he would recover on his own, but the old man’s chest hadn’t moved since he’d hit the floor. So I kept breathing for him—steady, forceful—and watched for any sign of response.

“Paralysis,” I said between breaths. “I was too aggressive with it.”

“So you’re just kissing him now?”

“Not kissing. Breathing for him until he wakes up.”

Carris laughed and shook his head. “Well, that’s interesting. I’ve dealt with the rest of them inside. Managed to leave a few alive. Most of them were eating, or drinking, or didn’t bother to attack me. But they’re still breathing.”

I grunted and gave one more forceful breath, and then the proprietor’s chest hitched. He coughed—wet and ragged—and I rocked back on my heels, crouching with the spool of wire ready. If he lunged, I could hold him easily enough with a chording. Or I could attack, if it came to that.

As the proprietor came around, I saw the disorientation in his eyes. I’d seen that look from others I’d used the technique on.

The prelude to paralysis was an inexact chording, unfortunately. When I played on the ukelin, I had much better control over it. But since I hadn’t had the time or the opportunity to draw the ukelin, I’d been forced to make do with the wire. And the wire demanded both precise tension and constant adjustment—a balancing act I hadn’t fully mastered. Too much pressure and the effect hit like a hammer. Too little and it didn’t hold at all.

The proprietor blinked, and only then did he truly come around, meeting my gaze.

“That’s right,” I said. “Wake up and look at me.”

“You,” he said, his voice hoarse. Something in his demeanor had shifted, and I noticed his gaze flicking—not to me but to Carris.

“Right. Me. I’m the one you decided to attack. So do you want to talk about what’s going on?”

He reached for something in his pocket, but I flicked the wire and slowed him again.

That gave me the chance to reach into his pocket myself. I pulled out a small, single-stringed instrument mounted over a resonant box. It was compact, barely larger than my palm.

A fabrication. Interesting. The construction wasn’t like anything I’d seen before, but it had the feel of a singular purpose.

Fabricated, and designed to disrupt.

This man wasn’t from the Guild. He was prepared to disrupt someone from the Guild.

Or had been given a tool to try.

If that were the case, he had anticipated that someone like me would be coming through.

“Who gave you warning?” I asked.

“Nobody gave me warning,” he snapped, and he flicked his gaze to Carris again. He looked as if he wanted to crawl away, before turning his attention back to me. All of the warmth I’d seen in his eyes before had vanished, as if it had never been there, and I realized I must have misread him from the beginning. There had been nothing genuine. There had never been anything.

Or—and this was the part that unsettled me—all of it had been genuine. The warmth, the easy manner, the wry humor about the Ashfall Fever. It was possible to be a kind man and still do what he’d done. People were rarely only one thing.

“Why don’t we talk about what’s happening in Valthenar, then?” I asked.

His mouth soured.

“Because that’s what I’m concerned about,” I said. “I also think you know more about the man I asked about than you let on.”

“You asked him about Voss?” Carris said. “And then what?”

“That’s about when things got strange. Before that, he was charming. But then you showed up, and the tavern started filling with oddities.”

“I don’t know your Voss,” the proprietor said. His voice had steadied somewhat, and there was something in it now that wasn’t just fear. Defiance, maybe. Or the particular stubbornness of a man who’d made a decision and intended to stand behind it regardless of what it cost. “And I don’t care about your business in Valthenar. What I care about is that my village has been caught between two fires for the better part of a year, and nobody—not the Guild, not the Hand, not any of you people—has done a single thing to help.”

“So you helped yourself,” I said.

“Somebody had to.” He pushed himself up slightly, wincing, and met my gaze with an evenness that surprised me. “You think I wanted this? Armed men coming through my village? Travelers disappearing from the road? I’ve run this tavern for twenty-three years. I raised my daughter in the rooms above it. And in the last six months, I’ve watched everything I built get squeezed between forces that don’t even know my name.”

“And the men in the tavern?”

“Local. Some of them. Others from the farms nearby. I told them there might be trouble tonight, and they came because they trust me. Because I’ve fed them and housed their families and done more for this village than any Guild operative ever has.” He coughed again, and when he spoke next, his voice was steadier than it had any right to be. “You walked in here and I knew what you were. Not from the name you gave or the story you told, but from the way you held yourself. The way your hand stayed in your pocket. I’ve seen Guild men before. They come through, they take what they need, and they leave. And whatever’s left behind is our problem.”

I felt the words settle. They weren’t wrong. Not entirely. The Guild had never been in the business of protecting villages. It was in the business of protecting the Guild. And the people who lived in the spaces between Guild operations—the tavern keepers, the farriers, the market women—they were incidental. Collateral, when things went badly. Invisible, when things went well.

“You think the Guild is any different from the Hand?” he said, and his voice had gone quiet in a way that was worse than shouting. “You people burn through towns like wildfire and call it necessity. At least I chose which fire to feed. At least I got to decide. That’s all anyone out here wants—to decide for themselves instead of having it decided for them by men with instruments and wire who think the world’s just a chording problem to be solved.”

The line hit harder than it should have. Because I’d thought something similar, more than once, in the months since the reformation. The Guild under the old Maestro had done exactly what he described. Villages burned, populations displaced, lives ended for strategic advantage. Leo was supposed to be changing that. But sitting on a kitchen floor across from a man whose only crime was choosing the wrong side of the same problem, I wasn’t sure how much had actually changed.

Carris leaned forward, sword in hand, and a darkness glimmered in his eyes.

I’d seen it from him before. And it seemed the proprietor had seen that look from other men in his life. He immediately tried to scramble back.

“Answer the question,” Carris said, his tone flat.

The man regarded Carris. “You’re one of them,” he said, hoarseness clear in his tone.

Carris snorted. “I’m just one of me. And you’re going to answer the question.”

“I need to know who assigned you this job,” I said. “And who gave you that fabrication.”

“I was hired to delay,” he said. Then he stopped. Pressed his mouth shut. Not because he was being coy, but because he was deciding what mattered more: his pride, or his tavern. “I don’t know who,” he continued grudgingly. “A woman. Didn’t give a name. Came through six weeks ago, gave me the instrument, told me what it could do. Said people would be coming—people asking about Valthenar, about certain names. She said to delay them, keep them here as long as I could. And if they were killed in the process, so be it.”

“And you were comfortable with that?”

“I was comfortable with keeping my village standing.” His jaw worked. “She said the Guild was coming. That they’d tear through here the same way they tore through Valthenar. Same way they tore through a dozen villages I’ve heard about in the north.” He looked at the blood on Carris’s sword and then back at me. “Seems like she was right.”

He was quiet for a moment, then added, almost as an afterthought: “There’s been talk of someone else out there too. A young woman. Alone. Farmers east of here say she burned through a Hand outpost near the Thornfeld border—walked in and the whole place went up. Not like a torch. Like the fire knew what it was doing.”

I studied him. “Guild?”

“No. That’s the thing. She’s not yours and she’s not theirs. Nobody knows who she is. Just that the Hand’s been losing camps, and the fires she leaves behind don’t behave the way fires should.”

I filed it away. The description didn’t match any Guild technique I knew. Fire manipulation wasn’t a standard chording discipline, and working it with that kind of precision would require something I’d never seen taught at the Academy. But there wasn’t time to chase rumors about a lone arsonist when I had a target, a deadline, and a man bleeding on the floor in front of me.

I almost laughed at the contradiction. “If you were keeping me from learning about Voss, you weren’t slowing the Guild. You were protecting the Hand.”

Something flickered in his expression—confusion, maybe. Or the realization that he’d never thought it through. He’d been given a purpose and a payment, and the logic between them hadn’t mattered.

“We don’t want them here,” he said, but the conviction had drained from his voice.

“You don’t even know which side you were working for,” I said.

He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

I went to the stove, where it blazed with heat, and pulled open the iron door. I grabbed a small log, poked it into the coals, and withdrew it. Then I carried it over and set it on the floor in front of him.

I tapped on the ukelin in my pocket, letting the sound carry slightly. I wasn’t lying when I said there were techniques to coax a flame. What I was lying about—a little—was how much control I had over it. I could push fire, stir it, encourage it. But precision? That was a very different matter.

“Fire tends to spread quickly,” I said. “Especially fire with a particular prodding. I can coax a flame, and it listens. It also consumes.” I let that sit for a moment. “What would happen if the fire decided to consume this tavern?”

And there it was. The thing that broke him. Not the sword, not the wire, not the paralysis. The tavern. Twenty-three years. His daughter raised in the rooms above. The only thing he’d built that the world hadn’t taken from him.

“Please,” the proprietor said. “Not the tavern.”

“Then tell me everything.”

“I told you. A woman, no name, six weeks ago. She knew the routes, knew who would be traveling. She said to watch for Guild operatives specifically—anyone using chordings, anyone asking about the Hand’s presence in Valthenar. She said if I delayed them, the Hand would leave Caldwen alone. That they’d pass through and never come back.”

“And you believed her.”

“I believed the alternative was worse.” His eyes were wet now, and I didn’t think it was from the paralysis. “You don’t know what it’s like. Having them come through. Armed men who take what they want and call it security. And then your people—the Guild—coming through after, and taking what’s left.” He swallowed. “At least she gave me a choice. That’s more than anyone else offered.”

I studied him for a moment. He’d given me what information he had—which wasn’t much. A hired delay, a nameless woman, and a man who’d convinced himself he was doing something righteous while serving a purpose he didn’t understand. I’d seen it before. People rarely needed to be evil. They just needed to be pointed in a direction and told they were helping.

“Fine,” I said, and I took the log and tossed it back into the stove. “Anything else?” I asked.

“That’s all I know,” he said. “So please. Let the tavern be.”

I turned toward the door.

He must have seen something in my posture—the turning away, the finality of it—because he started scrambling to get away.

Carris reacted on his own. I didn’t even need to say anything.

His blade went into the man’s belly.

The proprietor’s eyes went wide and he slumped, sagging to the ground as blood pooled around the steel.

“Well, sorry about that,” Carris muttered. “Sometimes the blade gets twitchy.”

I stood there for a moment, looking down at the dead man.

He’d been afraid of the wrong thing. He’d been so worried about his tavern that he’d forgotten to be afraid of the sword. And part of me thought: He’d been right to worry about the tavern. The tavern was the thing that would outlast him, the thing with his name in its walls. The sword just ended the worrying.

I knelt beside him and murmured a quiet word. An apology. A habit I’d never been able to break, no matter how many times the Guild told me it was unnecessary. The Guild said death was a function—a resolution of a tactical problem. Apologies were sentiment, and sentiment was inefficiency. I’d heard the lecture enough times to recite it. I’d never managed to believe it.

Beneath my feet, beneath the old stone floor of the kitchen, I felt something faint, distant, almost imagined. The Song, shifting. A life leaving the world carried a note of its own. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just a slight change in the way the dissonance settled—a frequency withdrawing, the space it had occupied filling back in the way water fills a hole in sand. The priests of Yur would have called it a returning. The dissonance settling back into the harmony it had always been part of. I’d never noticed it before the cliff-city. Before the priests taught me to listen past the surface of things. Now I couldn’t stop noticing it. Every death sang its own small departure, and I heard each one. And each one accumulated. Not as guilt, exactly—I’d long since learned to carry guilt without letting it immobilize me. But as weight. As evidence. A ledger that no one was keeping except the Song itself.

The proprietor’s note was quiet. A man who had listened to the dissonance his whole life without knowing what it was. Who had tapped his counter in measured rhythms and read strangers with a trained eye and never understood that the instincts he relied on were a form of the same gift the Guild spent years cultivating. If he’d been born somewhere else, found by someone else, he might have been sitting where I sat. The difference between us was opportunity, not nature.

I looked down at the fabrication I’d taken from his pocket. The single-stringed disruptor, compact and purpose-built. Someone had given him this. Someone who understood Guild chordings well enough to engineer a counter using a targeted disruption designed to interfere with specific frequency ranges. The craftsmanship was precise, careful, the work of a maker who understood the theory behind what the Guild did and had built something elegant to undermine it. Someone who had known the Guild would send an operative through Caldwen and had prepared accordingly—not with soldiers or ambushes, but with a tool placed in the hands of a tavern keeper. A man who could delay without raising suspicion. Who would do the work willingly because he’d been convinced it was the right thing.

That was sophisticated. That was the work of someone who understood people as well as they understood fabrications. And it meant the nameless woman, whoever she was, was part of a network that anticipated the Guild’s movements with uncomfortable precision.

The same precision that had emptied Trem’s manor before we arrived. The same precision that had placed a monitoring fabrication on the communication channels. The pattern again—just the edges, not the full shape. But the edges were getting sharper.

I stood. The moment passed, or at least it moved to the place where such moments live. Not gone, but no longer present. Carried, the way I carried the memory stone and the mandolin and the unsent words and every other weight that accumulated in a life like mine.

“We need to move,” I said. “Get what we can from the tavern—food, supplies, anything useful—and then we ride. If he was hired to delay us, someone’s expecting word that the delay worked.”

“And when that word doesn’t come?”

“Then they’ll know we’re coming.”

“So much for subtlety,” Carris said, wiping his blade on the dead man’s apron.

“Subtlety died about an hour ago,” I said. “Let’s make sure the rest of us don’t follow.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


We piled the bodies in the center of the tavern. It took longer than expected—there were more than I’d anticipated. I was surprised by how many people had targeted us, and how willing they’d been to serve the proprietor. Maybe it was tied to the fact that he was well known here, or maybe it was tied to something else entirely. Regardless, it was a strange thing to sit with as we dragged them into place.

“You did quite a number,” I said.

“You helped in this,” Carris said.

“Did I? Seems like you did most of it.”

He snorted, shaking his head. “Well, maybe I did. Sometimes I get a little quick with my blade.”

I glanced over to where the proprietor lay, still with that startled expression on his face. It would stay with him now.

“Sorry,” Carris said again. “I told you, my blade⁠—”

“Gets twitchy. I know. I doubt he was going to tell us anything more, anyway. I wanted him to, but there are people who draw things out just to draw them out.”

That was a lesson from my Guild training—one of many on such topics. I’d learned how to make a man talk who didn’t want to, how to identify men who wouldn’t talk even under pressure, and how to apply that pressure. It wasn’t something I liked to dwell on. But in cases like this, it had been valuable.

“So are you really going to do what you promised?” Carris asked.

“You mean burn it down?” I glanced over. He was checking the pockets of some of the dead. That was probably for the best. If there was one thing I’d learned in my time with the Guild, it was that you didn’t let anything go to waste. These men weren’t going to need their belongings.

But there was one item I actually wanted.

I grabbed the small fabrication from the proprietor—the single-stringed disruption device—and slipped it into my satchel.

“That’s the only one you want?” Carris asked.

“It’s the only one,” I said.

“Why?”

“It might be useful depending on what we encounter next. If someone gave him a tool designed to disrupt Guild chordings, I’d rather have it than leave it.”

“Think we’re going to run into more people like him?”

“The hard part is that I’m not sure who was responsible for the attack,” I said, leaning against one of the posts inside the tavern while he worked. “It might be the Guild. With the suspicion that they’re trying to slow me down, it could all be tied together. But I don’t know why they would go this far.” I was sounding it out more than anything. “The job doesn’t change. They wanted it done, and it needs to be completed. If I do it, I don’t think they’ll be upset.”

He grunted. “Why would they be upset if you do the job?”

“Because it’s the Guild,” I said.

“Your Guild is strange.”

“Very,” I agreed.

“We just need to get to Valthenar,” I decided after a moment. “We’ll ride through the night if we have to⁠—”

A noise near the barricaded tavern door cut me off.

“It’s blocked,” Carris said, noticing the direction I was looking. “Made sure of it myself.”

“So someone’s trying to get in, finds it locked, and we’re sitting in a tavern where the proprietor was exceedingly proud of his establishment. Anyone trying to enter is going to know something’s not right.”

“Nice summary,” he said. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. I thought we might get a good night’s sleep.”

“At least you got your half silver back.”

“Small consolation,” I said.

“But we have to sleep on the road, don’t we?”

I nodded. “We have to sleep on the road.”

It wasn’t the worst thing—normally. I’d slept on the road many times. You couldn’t be part of the Guild and not travel, not spend time on open ground. But knowing the Hand might be active, and that other threats could be waiting, made me less inclined to settle in for the night without precautions.

We finished getting the bodies together. I heard another attempt at the tavern door.

“Stay here,” I said.

“With the bodies?”

“Well, with some of the bodies. Are you afraid of them?”

“I’m not afraid, I’m just—” He shifted his weight. “I don’t like being here with them. You don’t seem to mind the dead, but I don’t care for it.”

I hadn’t known he was superstitious. Or maybe it wasn’t superstition so much as a natural, healthy discomfort.

“You can come with me, then. But if you do, I’m going to deal with the tavern first.”

“Deal with it?”

“Can’t leave the bodies behind,” I said. “I need to incinerate them. They’ll burn quickly.”

“Bodies don’t burn quickly,” he said. “Unfortunately, that’s something I do have some experience with.”

“They do with the right influence. And unfortunately, that’s something I also have experience with.”

“That’s disgusting, Silas.”

“It is.”

“So you’re just going to burn them?” Carris asked.

I nodded. “We won’t want to be here when it happens because the flames will spread, and it’s going to be intense.”

“Great,” he muttered, shaking his head. “There are times I like traveling with you, and times I don’t.”

I laughed as I withdrew a small spark box from my satchel. It was one of the few fabrications I’d made myself. Not intricately constructed, not delicate, but something I knew how to build quickly and efficiently, and something I could build to scale. Fire was something of a specialty of mine. It wasn’t that I was proud of it, but I didn’t shy away from it, either.

I set the spark box down near the bodies and triggered the fabrication—a simple matter of activating the gears inside. A fabrication was often mostly engineering mixed with a measure of dissonance containment. I wasn’t the one who had held the containment in this particular box, but I had borrowed from someone who could. Knowing the right people was half the battle in creating the right fabrications.

Once the flames began to spread, I slipped the spark box back into my satchel and drew out the ukelin, finding the notes by feel.

The chording was a simple one, but as it built, the power swept outward into the flames. It was a chording I didn’t use often, but these days it seemed I was reaching for techniques I rarely had occasion to practice.

The heat began to crackle, consuming the bodies rapidly. A deep, bluish flame swept over them, swallowing flesh and bone, turning them to ash.

As the heat built, I backed toward the door.

“Now what?” Carris asked, and I could hear the unease in his tone. Almost as if he were surprised by what I’d done. But there were times when I was surprised by it, too.

“Now we figure out who’s trying to get in, and whether they’re a threat.”

We moved toward the kitchen door. I grabbed some soot from inside the stove and smeared it on my cheek, then handed the ashy log to Carris, and he did the same.

The flames behind us were building, crackling with intensity and violence.

I was calling to them. But at a certain point, a fire like this didn’t need calling. The challenge was containment—I needed it to consume the bodies, and that was all. I didn’t need anyone asking how many people had been in there, or who had been responsible for the slaughter. A random fire inside a tavern in a small village wasn’t the kind of thing that invited hard questions. At least, that had been my experience.

So we staggered outside, and I played the part of a panicked man. Wide eyes, stumbling gait, sweeping my gaze around to check for threats before stopping in the street and staring at the consuming flames.

“What happened?” someone was saying.

Unsurprisingly, a crowd began to gather.

“We were just inside, in the room,” I said, coughing, trying to sound shaken. “And I⁠—”

I turned away and coughed again. Carris did the same, modeling his reaction after mine.

It didn’t take long before the fire brigade arrived—containment pillars, water buckets, the usual response. The pillars did the real work, drawing in heat and smothering what my chording was feeding. The water was ceremonial, mostly. Something to make people feel useful. The crowd pressed forward and back in waves, faces lit orange, children pulled behind mothers, old men shaking their heads.

But my chording was still working inside, carrying the fire through the tavern’s structure—consuming, ever consuming. The brigade would win eventually. They always did. But by the time they did, there wouldn’t be anything left to identify.

“I don’t want the whole town to burn,” I said quietly to Carris.

“I thought maybe you were just tormenting the old man when you threatened that.”

“Tormenting, yes. But people shouldn’t suffer because of what we were doing here, Carris.”

He shrugged. “People suffer all the time, Silas. That’s the way of the world. He talked about the cycle of life and death, but I think of it more as a truth about pain and suffering.”

“I don’t like being part of that,” I muttered, but he didn’t hear it under the groaning of the tavern starting to collapse.

Then I noticed a shadow moving along the street.

Small, cloaked, creeping around the edges of the crowd as if searching. Not watching the fire, but watching the people watching the fire. How an operative watches a room.

The wire in my pocket hummed before I consciously reached for it—a recognition, sharp and involuntary. Skilled. Controlled. The signature was tight and compressed, the mark of someone trained to keep their presence small.

Not Guild-standard technique, exactly, but rooted in the same fundamentals. The same Academy foundations, shaped by a different hand.

And familiar. Not in the way of someone I’d met—nothing so specific. But familiar. The particular way they held their resonance close, folded in on itself, reminded me of techniques I’d studied but never quite mastered. The kind of subtle, layered control that came from years of refinement. Where the proprietor’s chording had been a campfire—visible, readable—this was a banked coal. Nearly invisible, but carrying far more heat.

They weren’t hostile. Nothing in their presence pulled at the wire or raised the hair on my arms. They were simply there, operating in the same space, at the same time, for reasons I couldn’t determine. And that was what unsettled me most, because in the Guild, presence without clear purpose was itself a kind of message. You didn’t end up in a village this small by accident. Not on a night like this.

Either Jocelyn had placed a second operative in Caldwen—a monitor, a backup, someone to report on whether the delay had worked—or this person was on an entirely separate assignment that happened to intersect with mine. Or they were part of whatever network had armed the proprietor and placed monitoring fabrications on the communication channels between here and Ibanar. Each possibility branched, and every branch demanded a different response. Approach the wrong way and I’d reveal myself to an enemy. Ignore the wrong way and I’d miss an ally. The Guild taught you to resolve ambiguity quickly. What it never taught you was what to do when the information simply wasn’t there and wouldn’t be, no matter how hard you listened.

I filed it. But the filing was getting harder. The drawer was full.

“Time to get going,” I said.

“What’s wrong? Afraid someone might notice we’re just standing here watching the flames?”

“Guild,” I said. “Or close enough. Don’t know if they’ve seen us yet, but I can feel it.”

Carris didn’t ask more. He read my tone and matched it by moving without hurrying, the way we’d practiced.

We slipped away from the crowd while the fire brigade worked, moving through the side streets of Caldwen toward the stable on the village’s eastern edge. I held the chording close as we moved, the figure’s signature a fading pressure at the edge of my awareness. They didn’t follow. Their signature held steady near the tavern, watching the fire, watching the crowd. Not us.

That should have been reassuring, but it wasn’t entirely. Because the figure’s stillness was itself a choice—the choice not to follow two men leaving a burning tavern in a hurry. Either they hadn’t identified us, which seemed unlikely for someone with that level of skill. Or they had, and they’d decided that following wasn’t necessary. That simply knowing we’d been here was enough.

I thought about the flamboyant minstrel Brenna had mentioned at the Bridled Mare—the one who’d passed through Avenhar a week before I arrived. Another presence in the same territory, moving through the same spaces. The Guild’s reformed network was supposed to be coordinated, assignments routed through handlers like Jocelyn to prevent overlap. If there were operatives I didn’t know about working the same region, it meant either the coordination had failed or someone was operating outside the Guild’s awareness.

Neither option was comforting.

The horses were where we’d left them. I checked the saddlebags while Carris tightened the girths, running through the inventory of what we had and what we’d need. Food for two days, maybe three if we stretched it. The fabrications from Isabel’s shop. The proprietor’s disruptor. The memory stone, warm in my pocket, steady as a second heartbeat.

The list of what I didn’t have was longer. Information about Valthenar. A reliable communication channel. Any certainty about who was working against me and who, if anyone, was working with me. Another piece that didn’t fit anywhere yet.

We rode out in the dark, pushing west along the road.

After about an hour, when the glow of Caldwen had faded behind us and the road stretched empty in both directions, I found a suitable spot—a shallow depression off the road, shielded by a stand of birch trees and a low stone wall that looked like the remnant of an old field boundary.

“Here,” I said.

Carris dismounted and began seeing to the horses while I pulled the satchel from my pack.

I had four fabricated anchors that I’d purchased from Isabel’s shop back in Avenhar. Small copper-wound cylinders, each about the length of my finger, with a core of treated stone that could hold a simple chording for several hours. They were standard Guild field equipment, the kind of thing every operative carried for exactly this situation.

I paced out a perimeter that was roughly twenty paces on each side, forming a square around our campsite. At each corner, I pressed an anchor into the soft earth, twisting it until the base was firmly seated. Then I knelt at the first one, drew out the ukelin wire, and tapped a sequence of notes.

The chording was a detection web. Each anchor would resonate with the others, forming a connected field. Anything that crossed the perimeter carrying dissonance—a fabrication, an active chording, even the residual signature of someone trained in the Guild—would cause a disruption in the field that I would feel through the wire. It wouldn’t stop anyone. But it would wake me.

“What about someone without dissonance?” Carris asked, watching from where he was tying the horses. “A regular person with a knife?”

“That’s what you’re for,” I said.

He snorted. “Fair enough. I’ll take first watch, then.”

“Wake me in four hours.”

“You’ll get three. We need to move before dawn.”

He was right. I didn’t argue.

I settled against the stone wall, the ukelin wire looped loosely around my fingers so I’d feel any vibration in the perimeter field. The satchel was under my head, with the spark box and the proprietor’s disruption fabrication both within easy reach.

Above us, the sky was clear. The stars were bright and sharp—no clouds, no haze. The kind of sky that made you feel both very small and very exposed.

“Carris,” I said, before sleep could take me.

“What?”

“The bodies in the tavern. It bothers you.”

He was quiet for a moment. “Not the bodies, exactly. It’s more what they become after. Just… meat. Everything that made them a person, gone. And you’re left stacking them like cordwood.” He paused. “I’ve seen it before. In the border campaigns, before I came south. We had to burn whole fields after the fighting. The smell stays with you.”

I hadn’t known about the border campaigns. He’d never mentioned them before, and I’d never asked. Another one of our mutual silences.

“It stays with everyone,” I said.

“Suppose it does.” He adjusted his sword across his knees. “Get some sleep, Silas. I’ll keep the dead at bay.”

I almost smiled at that. Almost.

Then I closed my eyes, and I let the faint hum of the anchors carry me into something close to rest.


CHAPTER NINE


It was my turn for watch.

While Carris’s breathing steadied toward sleep, I pulled the communication orb from my pack. We were farther from Avenhar now, farther from the relay station where I’d detected the monitoring fabrication. Different channels, different routing. It was possible the surveillance didn’t extend this far west.

I activated the orb with the same tapped sequence as before, three notes on the ukelin wire, and felt the channel stretch outward. The warmth came first—the distant hum of the Guild Hall’s network in Ibanar, filtered and faint but unmistakable. That old, layered frequency I’d recognized from the alcove in Avenhar. It was still there. The Hall was still standing, still functioning.

And beneath the routing, for one suspended moment, I caught something else. A trace—gossamer-thin, barely perceptible—that carried the particular quality of Asarina’s shrouding. It wasn’t a message, or even a deliberate signal. Just the residual impression of someone who spent so much time shaping the dissonance that it carried her signature the way a room carries perfume after someone has left it. She was there. She was alive. She was close enough to the relay station that her presence bled into the channel.

For one breath, the distance between us collapsed. Not physically—the miles were still there, the relay stations, the monitored channels, all of it. But I could feel her the way I’d felt her in those two weeks between Yur and the western assignment, when we’d shared a room in the Guild Hall and she’d pressed her forehead against my chest and told me she was afraid I wouldn’t come back. The trace in the channel was just an echo. But it carried the shape of her—the discipline, the quiet attention, the warmth she kept so carefully contained that most people never knew it was there.

Then static. A crackling interference that ate the signal from the inside, shredding the harmonics until the channel was nothing but noise. Then silence. It wasn’t the clean silence of a disconnected orb. It was the abrupt, choking silence of a channel that had been severed. Cut, rather than dropped.

I held the dead orb in my palm for a long moment. The warmth was gone. The glass was cold.

Severed meant something different from monitored. Monitored meant someone was listening. Severed meant someone didn’t want the connection to exist at all. Either the western relay network had been deliberately taken down, or someone had cut the line between here and Ibanar with enough precision to collapse the channel mid-transmission.

I was truly isolated now. Whatever happened in Valthenar, there would be no calling for reinforcements. No sending word to Leo or Nyban. No reaching Asarina.

The last time I’d felt this particular silence—this absolute severance from someone I needed to reach—had been the night my mother died. Not the same circumstances, not the same loss. But the same quality of absence. The same understanding that the person on the other end of the thread you’d been holding had simply stopped being reachable, and no amount of reaching would change that.

We were two men on a road with a deadline, and the road ahead was darker than the one behind.

I put the orb away. Carris hadn’t stirred. I didn’t tell him. Some failures are operational, and you report them. Others are private, and you carry them alone.

I sat quietly for a while. The anchors hummed faintly at the perimeter, and the night sounds were ordinary—wind through the birch trees, the occasional rustle of small things moving through undergrowth.

I played a soft tone, the lullaby of shadows. A calming chording, one I usually avoided using on myself because it could be overwhelming. But with the way my thoughts had been running since Caldwen, it felt necessary.

As the calm settled over me, my thoughts drifted where they always did. To Leo. To the sealed orders Jocelyn had handed me after the Trem job—the secondary assignment, already prepared, already waiting. Valthenar had always been the destination. The Trem job was a test of my willingness. Whether I’d take the next assignment without asking why the Maestro had a contingency ready before the first note was played.

I recognized the shape of it because I’d been inside a test like that before. Nyban had sent me to hunt Leo knowing what I’d find—knowing the hunt itself would force me to see what the Guild really was. Leo had watched Nyban use me that way, and he’d learned from it. Now he was doing the same thing. New Maestro, same architecture. The question I couldn’t answer was whether Leo was aware of the pattern, or whether the seat had taught it to him.

I didn’t like the question. So I stopped asking it.

It was the absence that alerted me.

I was on my feet before I fully understood why, wire taut between my fingers, the chording already live. Carris stirred, hand going to his sword, reading my posture in the dark.

“What?” he whispered.

“The northeast anchor. It’s gone dead.”

Not triggered. Not disrupted the way a human signature would disrupt it—that would have sent a pulse through the wire, a sharp note I’d have felt like a plucked string. This was different. The anchor simply wasn’t resonating anymore. As if the dissonance it was tuned to had… thinned. Drained away. Like water pulled from a cup.

I swept the perimeter. The other three anchors responded normally. The northeast one was simply absent.

I crept toward it, wire ready, Carris a step behind with his blade drawn.

The anchor was still in the ground where I’d placed it. Physically undisturbed.

But when I knelt and touched it, the copper winding was cold, how stone is cold. Whatever had powered it was gone.

And beneath that, I felt something else. Something I could only perceive because of what I’d learned in Yur.

The Song was wrong here.

The deep current that ran beneath everything had taken on a strange quality in this small patch of ground. A flatness like a note held too long, losing its resonance, becoming just… sound.

Everything above it had gone thin and nearly transparent, the way it had felt on the road the day before.

But this was concentrated. Focused. As if the thinning had a center.

I pressed my palm flat against the earth and listened.

There was a pulse. Faint, rhythmic, coming from somewhere deep beneath the surface.

The interval was too wrong to be a heartbeat. Too slow, too even. This was nothing human. Nothing I could name. It was as if the earth itself was breathing, and each breath pulled the world a little thinner.

Then it stopped.

The Song settled. The weight returned. The anchor hummed back to life under my fingers, faintly, as if waking from a deep sleep.

I stayed crouched for a long while, listening, but there was nothing more.

“Well?” Carris asked from behind me.

“Something drained the anchor. It wasn’t a person, or a fabrication.”

“An animal?”

“No animal I know of does that.”

“So what, then?”

I thought of the thinning I’d felt on the road. The grass lying flat against the wrong wind. The birds startling south. And now this—a pulse beneath the earth that emptied a fabrication the way breath leaves a room.

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “But it’s the second time I’ve felt something like this since we left Avenhar.”

He was quiet for a moment. “Connected to what you told me about? The barriers?”

“Maybe. I think so.”

“That’s less than reassuring.”

“I know.”

I reset the anchor, pushing a fresh chording into it, and it held. Whatever had passed through—or beneath—was gone now. But I filed it away. Two incidents in two days. The first on the open road, subtle enough to dismiss. This one close enough to drain a fabrication.

Whatever was happening with the fae gates, it wasn’t staying in the north.

“Go back to sleep,” I said.

“After that? Not likely.” He settled against the stone wall, sword across his knees. “I’ll take the rest of the watch. You sleep.”

I didn’t argue. I was tired enough that even the unease couldn’t hold me.

But before I closed my eyes, I let one more note fall from the wire—barely a breath of sound. Just a note instead of a chording. Beneath it, the Song held steady.

I slept, and if I dreamed, I didn’t remember it.
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We broke camp before dawn and rode hard.

The road west from Caldwen grew rougher as the land rose toward the foothills. We passed a few travelers heading east—merchants, mostly, moving in small groups with the wary look of people who didn’t trust the road. None of them met our eyes for long.

“Two days,” Carris said, as the sun climbed above the tree line. “Maybe less if we push.”

“We push,” I said.

He was quiet for a while after that, watching the road ahead with the particular focus he got when he was thinking through a problem. I’d learned to recognize it—the stillness, the slight narrowing of his eyes, the way his hand rested on his thigh instead of the sword hilt. Not relaxed. Processing.

“Tell me what we’re walking into,” he said finally. “And don’t dress it up.”

“You’ve heard what I’ve heard. The Hand has a presence in Valthenar. Strong enough that people in Caldwen know about it. Strong enough that a tavern keeper two days’ ride away was recruited to delay Guild operatives.”

“How many soldiers?”

“I don’t know.”

“Fabrication defenses?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do they know we’re coming?”

“Probably. If the proprietor was supposed to report and the report doesn’t come, they’ll assume the delay failed.”

“Is our target protected?”

“I don’t know, Carris. To any of those.”

He took that in without flinching. I expected frustration, maybe, or the grim humor he defaulted to when things were bad. Instead he was quiet for a long moment, and when he spoke, his voice was level. Practical. The voice of a man who’d walked into bad situations before and understood that the quality of the entrance mattered more than the odds.

“Then we go in careful,” he said. “We watch before we move. We find high ground, we figure out the layout, we identify the Hand’s positions if we can. And if it’s too hot—if what we find is more than two men can handle—we leave. We come back with more people and a better plan.”

“And the timeline?”

“To hell with the timeline. A failed job is better than a dead operative. Even your Guild has to understand that.”

I nodded. It was the right approach. The disciplined approach. The approach I would have recommended to anyone else in my position.

But internally, I wasn’t sure leaving would be an option. If the Hand controlled Valthenar, they’d be watching the roads out as carefully as the roads in. And if someone within the Guild’s intelligence network had been feeding information to the people who armed the Caldwen proprietor, then whoever was running the Hand’s operation in Valthenar already knew my name, my methods, and the face of the man riding beside me. Walking away from a city like that required the city to let you walk.

I didn’t say that to Carris. He’d given me the best plan available, and undermining it with my suspicions would only erode the confidence we both needed. There would be time to reassess once we saw Valthenar for ourselves.

“Careful,” I agreed. “We go in careful.”

He nodded, and we rode on toward Valthenar.


CHAPTER TEN


We continued in silence as the scenery changed. The road climbed gradually into rougher country, the flatlands giving way to the foothills that marked the first edges of the Greyveil Mountains. Valthenar was set in their shadow, a mining city that had once been a place of considerable wealth. The mountains held veins of athenite, a dark, dense ore that resonated naturally with the dissonance and was prized by fabricators for its capacity to hold complex chordings without degrading. For decades, Valthenar had prospered on it. But as the most accessible veins were depleted and the remaining deposits pushed deeper into unstable ground, the prosperity had faded with them.

It was late in the day when we caught our first glimpse of Valthenar—a dark cluster of rooftops and chimney stacks nestled against the mountainside, with the skeletal frames of mines rising behind them.

“What do you think?” Carris asked. “Head in, get a lay of the land, or wait until morning?”

“It might be better to go now and survey what’s happening. Easier to go unnoticed at night.”

“Easier, but not easy,” he said.

“No. Not easy.”

“I say we just get it over with,” Carris said. “If we can find a tavern, we can get settled. Besides, you said it—we don’t want anyone questioning our presence. If we slip in and things are unsettled, we can find a way to hunker down.”

The wire was warm under my fingers. Habit, not reassurance. There was nothing safe here.

But the job was what stayed with me. I needed to complete it in time. With everything we’d encountered, there was a real possibility I wouldn’t have the days I needed to find the target, especially in a city the size of Valthenar.

“They wanted proof, right?” I said.

“Are you asking, or telling me?”

“A little of both. Because I’m not entirely sure what I need to do here.”

“And you’re thinking…?” Carris asked.

“I’m thinking that if the Hand has infiltrated the city and they’re the problem, maybe we just burn the entire city down.”

He regarded me, waiting for me to laugh or give some sign I was joking. In a way, I wasn’t. I could do something like that, I suspected. Not that I ever would. That was too violent, even for me.

But there was a part of me that was tempted. And if I could do that, what might I find in the ashes?

Maybe nothing.

By the time we reached the outskirts of Valthenar, I had settled my nerves. The city pressed against me before I saw it clearly—a weight in the air, dense and humming, that tightened across my shoulders.

Part of it was the athenite. A mining city built on naturally resonant ore would carry a persistent background hum in the dissonance—a low drone that could mask subtler signatures beneath it.

And then, threading through the drone, something found me before I went looking for it. A warmth—not in the air, but deeper. Not a fabrication, which carried that manufactured buzzing, that wrongness that marked them as human-made. This was different. It had the quality of the Song itself, as if someone nearby was resonating with the deeper harmony the way I did—involuntarily, naturally.

Close, but sourceless. There, but invisible.

The warmth flickered. Present, then gone, then present again, at the edge of my awareness. It didn’t have the tight, controlled signature of a Guild operative. It was unstructured. Raw. As if whoever was producing it didn’t know they were doing it.

I leaned into it—narrowing my focus—and the instant I did, it vanished. Completely. As if my attention had frightened it away, or as if the act of looking had changed what I was looking at.

I stood in the street for a long moment, listening. Nothing. Just the athenite hum and the muffled pressure of whatever else was happening in this city.

It was the first time since Yur that I’d felt the Song emanating from another person. The priests had carried that deep, patient resonance that came from a lifetime of listening to the harmony beneath the dissonance, but they were hundreds of miles north. Whoever this was, they were here, in a city controlled by the Iron Hand, behind a suppression network designed to crush exactly this kind of perception.

I filed it somewhere separate from the rest—not in the drawer that was getting too full, but in the quieter place where I kept the things that mattered most.

“Everything’s stranger than I expected,” Carris said. “I was thinking we’d find evidence of the Hand, but this doesn’t really strike me as that.”

“No,” I agreed. “Doesn’t strike me as that, either.”

Something didn’t fit. But until we had a better chance to figure it out, I wasn’t sure what to do.

“I still have a few days,” I said. “Enough of a window to get the answers we need. But I can’t shake the feeling there’s something else going on here.”

“Oh, I’m sure there is something else,” he said. “A drink.”

“After the last tavern, I’d have figured you’d had enough.”

“Have I ever had enough?” He snorted. “Besides, with the kind of work you do, taverns are part and parcel of it, aren’t they?”

He wasn’t wrong. I didn’t necessarily love them, but they were a tool I’d fallen into using more than a tool I’d chosen.

“You could play,” Carris said.

“The key is to stay hidden.”

“Can’t you do that as the minstrel Aldric Wren?”

He laughed. He’d laughed when he first learned that minstrels took performing names, which I’d tried to explain was just part of the role. In the past, we’d used it as cover—easier for me to claim Carris was my hired guard. Not that minstrels often needed one, and not that I was skilled enough to warrant that kind of protection, but it raised fewer questions than the alternative.

“I don’t intend to be him for a while. Besides, the only thing I have is the ukelin, and that’s going to raise questions with the wrong kind of person.”

“I’m starting to think we aren’t going to find the right kind of person here.”

“Unless the person I’ve been sent after is tied to the Hand,” I said.

“Would the Guild really have done that?”

“Hard to say. Depending on what they wanted, it wouldn’t be impossible.”

“That’s devious,” he said. “Even for your people.”

I arched a brow. “My people? It’s a job, Carris.”

“It’s not a job. Not the way you do it. Not the way you talk about it.”

“I didn’t realize I talked about it any certain way.”

“Sometimes you do. Not all the time, but often.” He elbowed me. “Now. About that tavern?”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


We didn’t make it far before we started seeing more of the locals.

They looked weary, all of them. There was something in their expressions that I recognized, the haunted set of people who had seen things they couldn’t unsee. They moved through the streets quickly, heads down, traveling in pairs or small groups. No one walked alone. No one lingered.

A market stall was still open near the first intersection. The woman sold bread under a canvas awning, her movements quick and efficient, eyes tracking every person who passed. I approached, maintaining the easy gait of a traveler looking for a meal. She was middle-aged, strong-jawed, with the calloused hands of someone who had been kneading dough since before dawn every day of her life.

“Two loaves,” I said, setting a copper on the counter.

She wrapped them without a word, but as she handed the bundle across, her fingers pressed against mine—deliberate, brief—and she held my gaze. Her eyes were steady, and in them I saw something that wasn’t fear. It was warning.

“Don’t stay,” she said, quieter than a whisper and shaped by her lips more than voiced by her throat, pitched beneath the ambient noise of the street.

Then she looked past me to the next customer and said, louder, “Three coppers for the rye.”

I moved on. There were Hand soldiers at the intersection twenty paces ahead. I didn’t look back, but the woman’s warning sat in me the way the unsent words to Asarina had—present, carried, impossible to set down. The woman had recognized something about me. Or she said that to everyone who didn’t look like they belonged. Or she said it to everyone, period, because the message applied to anyone with the sense to hear it.

“Not a fan of how things look here,” Carris said, sweeping his gaze around. “Something’s off about all of it.”

He was right. But it was more than what we could see.

Someone had seeded this city with fabrications. Not one or two, but an entire network. The signatures were faint, buried under the drone of the athenite, but they were there. Evenly spaced. Methodical.

And beneath even that—beneath the fabrication network, beneath the hum—there was something deeper still. A resonance that wasn’t manufactured at all. It rose from the ground itself, from far below the street level, dense and ancient, like hearing a bass note sustained through stone. It throbbed with a slow, patient rhythm that had nothing to do with human engineering. The bedrock here wasn’t just carrying ore. The ore deposits were active—resonating on their own, feeding energy into whatever sat above them the way a river feeds a mill. Someone had built their suppression network on top of a natural amplifier, and the ore was doing half the work for them.

And there was something else beneath the structure and the suppression network. A pressure that was low, persistent, and distributed across the city like a headache that wouldn’t locate itself. I’d felt its cousin in Yur, near the weakening barriers. Here it was fainter but wider, as if whatever pressed against the fae gates in the north had spread thin enough to settle over the valley.

The locals felt it too. I’d overheard enough in the markets: crops failing in irregular patches, livestock refusing certain fields, frost on clear nights in midsummer. Nobody said gates. But the symptoms matched what the priests had cataloged, and the memory stone had pulsed warm twice since I’d entered the city walls.

The Hand didn’t work like that. The Hand was muscle and steel, blunt force and intimidation. They didn’t have the resources or the expertise for a fabrication network of this scale.

Someone else was behind this.

“Fabrication network,” I said quietly. “Spread throughout the city. It’s organized—too organized for the Hand.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning whoever’s running things here has Guild-level resources. Or close to it.”

Carris’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

We kept moving. Ahead, a pair of soldiers dragged a man down a side street. The man wasn’t fighting. He was just letting himself be pulled, limp as a sack of grain.

“Wonder what he did,” Carris said.

“What makes you think he did anything?”

“You think they drag a man away like that for no reason?”

“Depends on what’s going on in this city.”

“Nothing good,” he said.

The soldiers wore standard Hand colors—dull leather with the clenched fist stitched at the shoulder—but their equipment was wrong. The blades at their hips were well-made, uniform, the kind of standardized steel that came from a single forge working to specification. And one of them had something at his belt that caught my eye: a small cylinder, copper-wound, mounted on a leather strap.

A fabrication. Carried openly, like a weapon.

Rank-and-file Hand soldiers didn’t carry fabrications. They couldn’t afford them, and most wouldn’t know how to use one. These men carried them the way Carris carried his sword—as tools they’d been trained on.

I filed it away and kept walking.

“Let’s survey what we can before we decide where to stay,” I said.

“No tavern?” His face darkened. “Don’t say that.”

“Maybe not the first thing we do.”

“How about this,” I said after a moment. “Since I’m going to draw attention and you’re not, why don’t we split up?”

“Splitting up isn’t a good idea,” Carris said.

“You can fit in anywhere. Look around. Everybody here has a weapon. I don’t. You look like you belong. I look like a target.”

“It’s not like you’re helpless.”

“This isn’t about what I am. It’s about what I look like. I’m going to raise suspicion, and once I do, they’ll grab us—or me—and start asking uncomfortable questions.”

“I still don’t like it,” he said.

“Until we have an idea of how things work here, it makes sense to divide up. We meet back at the stables.”

“All right. If they recruit me and turn me into some kind of super soldier, it’s your fault.”

I smiled. “A super soldier?”

“I don’t know. Isn’t that what the Hand is rumored to do? They sweep through well-defended places. Can’t do that with just blade and steel.”

“Fabrications,” I said.

“Maybe. Or maybe super soldiers. Have you considered that?”

“No, but I’m starting to.”

That was probably part of the reason the Guild was interested in the Hand’s operations here. Not just the territory—the capability. If someone with Guild-level knowledge was arming Hand soldiers with fabrications, training them to use resonant tools…

That changed everything about what this city was.

“Go,” I said.

He slipped down the street without further argument. I was thankful for that, but I immediately felt the absence.

I ducked into an alleyway.

Moving through an unfamiliar city was always harder since I had no mental map of the streets, no sense of which alleys connected and which dead-ended. But the fundamentals were the same. I drew a masking note from the wire—soft, sustained—and let it fold around me, dampening my presence, then moved quickly toward the nearest wall with handholds.

The alley ended in a dead wall. Not surprising. I used the stonework to climb, pulling myself to the rooftop. From there, I could survey.

Valthenar was built like most mining cities, with buildings pressed close together, rooftops nearly touching, the whole place compacted against the mountainside as if huddling for warmth. Good for a man who needed to move unseen above the streets. I layered the Cloak of Shadows over the masking—deeper concealment, bending attention away. It wouldn’t fool another trained operative, but it would keep casual eyes from looking up. Though the suppression nodes were eating into the chording’s effectiveness, burning through my reserves faster with every passing minute and forcing me to refresh it more often than usual.

I went flat and crawled forward.

From the rooftop, the city’s structure became clearer. I could see the patrol patterns—soldiers moving in pairs along the main streets, with a larger group stationed at each major intersection. The patrols were disciplined. Regular intervals, consistent routes. Not the casual swagger of mercenaries holding territory, but the measured movement of men following orders.

And at each intersection, mounted on posts or tucked into wall niches, the fabrication network was visible. The small, dark cylinders were larger versions of the ones the soldiers carried. They bled a faint pulse through the suppression field, barely detectable, but unmistakable now that I knew the shape of them.

They were suppression nodes.

I recognized the principle, if not the exact design. The Guild used something similar in high-security facilities—fabrications that created a dampening field, making it harder for anyone using chordings to operate at full strength. That was why everything felt so wrong here. It wasn’t just the athenite masking things. Someone had deliberately layered a suppression network over the city, making it hostile territory for any chording user who wandered in.

Including me.

Whoever had designed this network understood exactly how Guild operatives worked—which meant they were Guild-trained, or had been.

The former Maestro’s people. It had to be.

At one point, I paused. Something shifted in the dissonance behind me. Not a signature I could identify, but more like a displacement, as if someone or something had moved through the dampening field and left a wake. I tapped the ukelin, probing.

Nothing definitive. But it was the third time I’d felt it.

Someone was tracking me. Or at least, someone was moving through the city with enough awareness of the dissonance to leave a trace. Whether they were following me specifically or simply operating in the same space, I couldn’t tell. But the possibility changed how I needed to move.

I kept to the shadows and picked up the pace.

A patrol of the Hand passed below me. The five men that moved in formation had the same uniform equipment I’d noted earlier: standardized blades, leather armor with the clenched fist at the shoulder, and two of them carrying the copper-wound fabrication cylinders at their belts. But this group had something the others hadn’t. One of the soldiers wore a thin chain around his neck, and hanging from it was a small, dark pendant—rough-cut, unpolished, catching the light in a way that didn’t match natural stone.

Athenite. Refined, not raw ore. Worked into a personal fabrication.

That wasn’t Hand issue. That was custom work. The kind of thing a skilled fabricator would make for a specific client, at significant expense. Someone was outfitting select Hand soldiers with personal resonant tools, and that someone had access to resources far beyond what any regional Hand chapter could muster.

I filed it away and kept moving.

When I dropped back to street level to cross a wider gap, I felt the presence behind me sharpen. Closer now. More defined. I ducked into an alleyway, pressing against the wall, and played a muted detection chording.

The wake in the dissonance was still there—faint, deliberate, skilled. Whoever was behind me knew how to move without leaving a full signature. Guild training, or something very like it.

I couldn’t afford to be pinned down trying to identify a shadow. I had a job to complete, and the timeline was bleeding away.

I moved along the rooftop until I reached what looked to be the central plaza.

And I froze.

The plaza wasn’t large compared to the grand squares in Avenhar or other cities I’d visited. Under normal circumstances, it would be where merchants set up their wagons and carts, selling goods to the locals.

Instead, there were rows of wooden cages.

Perhaps two dozen of them, arranged in rough lines across the plaza’s cobblestones. Inside each one, people. Dirty, threadbare, weak. Most were men, though I could see women among them—not even separated, just packed in together. Some sat. Some lay motionless. A few pressed against the bars, watching the soldiers with the flat, empty eyes of people who had stopped hoping.

The entire plaza was garrisoned. I counted at least thirty soldiers ringing the perimeter, armed with those same uniform blades. Several carried the copper-wound fabrications openly. And among them, one figure stood apart.

He was taller than the others, dressed in darker leather, and he moved differently. Where the soldiers walked their posts with the mechanical discipline of trained men, this one moved with something closer to awareness. He turned his head at subtle sounds. He paused at intersections and seemed to listen—not with his ears, but the way I listened. The way anyone trained in the dissonance listened.

A chording user. No question.

And the fabrication he carried wasn’t a cylinder. It was a flat, rectangular case strapped across his back, about the size of a small writing desk. An instrument case. I couldn’t tell what was inside, but the resonance bleeding off it, even through the suppression network, was significant.

This was their handler. Their operative. The one keeping the suppression network running, or at least maintaining it.

I watched as a man in one of the cages tried to get the attention of a nearby soldier by reaching through the bars and calling out. The soldier didn’t hesitate. He drove his blade into the man’s belly. The prisoner sank to the ground, and the others in the cage scrambled back, pressing against the far side as if distance could protect them.

No one else reacted. Not the other soldiers. Not the prisoners in the neighboring cages. As if this happened regularly enough that it no longer warranted response.

This was how the Hand was dealing with things in Valthenar. Or rather, this was how whoever was using the Hand was doing so.

I pulled my attention back and forced myself to assess like a professional. The cages were holding pens—whether for labor, for leverage, or for something else, I couldn’t yet tell. The suppression network was designed to neutralize Guild interference. The fabrication-equipped soldiers were a step beyond anything the Hand had fielded before. And the handler with the instrument case was the linchpin.

If I could identify what was in that case, I’d know more about who was behind this.

I scanned the rest of the plaza. Near the far edge, partially obscured by one of the cage rows, a wagon sat apart from the others. Its construction was ordinary enough. But the taste of copper flooded my mouth the moment I turned toward it—sharp, immediate, and beneath it that same sweetness I’d learned to dread. The wagon’s contents bled through the suppression field like a cold, clear note struck in an empty room.

I’d felt that signature before. In Isabel’s workshop, coming off the stone on her worktable.

Whatever was in that wagon, it was sourced from beyond the gates.

I crawled back from the edge and began picking my way across the rooftops. The suppression network leaned against me like a headwind. Each note I drew came back muffled, smothered, my reach cut to a fraction of its normal range.

And I was increasingly certain that the man I’d been sent to find—Declan Voss—was either a part of this operation, or he was the reason it existed.

I rounded a corner and saw another grouping of the Hand.

Another five of them, standing in a loose cluster at an intersection. I wanted to turn away, but I knew better than to reverse course—not here, not when I’d already been moving with purpose. A sudden change of direction would draw exactly the kind of attention I couldn’t afford.

The streets had some activity, with locals moving in their hurried pairs, heads down, but not enough to disappear into. I kept walking, kept my posture loose, kept my hand in my pocket with my fingers resting on the ukelin string.

And then I saw them.

Standing among the Hand soldiers were two figures who didn’t belong to the same mold.

The first was taller than the soldiers around him. Dark-haired, strong-jawed, carrying himself with a quiet authority that the Hand soldiers deferred to without seeming to realize they were doing it. He wore no uniform, just well-made traveling clothes, a long coat, and boots that had seen hard road. Mid-twenties. Solid build.

Declan Voss.

He matched Jocelyn’s description exactly. And he was standing in the open street, as if he belonged here.

I’d found him. We hadn’t even been looking that long, and here he was.

But that wasn’t what stopped me.

Standing next to Voss was a shorter, olive-skinned man with a dense beard. Compact build. Alert eyes that moved constantly, scanning the street with the practiced awareness of someone who expected threats from every direction.

I knew him.

Mercer Trem. The explosives merchant. My failed assignment from Avenhar—the man who’d escaped through the tunnel while his manor burned behind him.

Everything within me went cold.

Trem was supposed to be running. He was supposed to be scattered, fleeing the Guild’s reach after the botched assassination. Instead, he was here, in a Hand-controlled city, standing beside my current target as if they were colleagues.

Because they were.

The connection crystallized: Trem’s explosives operation in Avenhar. Voss’s presence in a city fortified with a Guild-designed suppression network. The fabrication-equipped soldiers. The materials in the wagon. The former Maestro’s network wasn’t just funding the Hand—it was using them as infrastructure. Trem was the supply chain. Voss was the field operative. And somewhere above them both, the former Maestro’s people were pulling the strings.

Jocelyn had sent me after Voss. She hadn’t mentioned Trem. Either she didn’t know he was here, or she hadn’t wanted me to know.

Could I complete both assignments?

If so, there was a real possibility I could return to the Guild with enough to prove my worth—not just a completed job, but intelligence about the former Maestro’s southern operations. That might be enough to get Jocelyn and whoever was behind her to back off. It might even be enough to matter to Leo.

But I’d been staring too long.

I realized it almost too late, that the displacement in the dissonance behind me had shifted, and three Hand soldiers were approaching from my rear. I’d been paying too much attention to my targets. Watching them, focused on them, I’d let myself become visible.

I should have known better. I did know better. But I’d allowed the discovery to override my training.

The soldiers reached me. One of them stopped directly in front of me.

“What are you doing here?”

He sized me up quickly and dismissed my lack of a weapon. Good. Less than a threat was exactly what I needed to be.

“I’m a little turned around,” I said, pitching my voice with a northern accent, the kind common in the hill towns above the Greyveil pass. I’d learned that accenting my words could shift perception, make me seem either harmless or foreign enough to warrant curiosity rather than hostility. “Not from here, as you can see.”

“Out for a stroll?”

“Visiting, actually. There’s been some uncertainty about where I’m supposed to go. I was told Valthenar was welcoming to travelers, but it seems things have changed.”

“There’s no uncertainty. What are you doing here?”

I let my gaze drift down the street, playing the part of the confused outsider, and tapped the ukelin in my pocket once—a single, quiet note. The suppression network smothered it almost instantly, but I caught enough to confirm what I should have realized sooner.

This intersection was a checkpoint. The fabrication node here was larger than the others, and the soldiers weren’t patrolling—they were stationed. I’d walked into one of the Hand’s controlled zones.

And down the street, the group around Voss and Trem had turned. They were looking this way.

Voss was looking at me.

I couldn’t let him register me as a threat. Not yet. I needed time to plan, to coordinate with Carris, to find an approach that wouldn’t get us both killed in a fortified city full of fabrication-equipped soldiers and a suppression network designed to neutralize people exactly like me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, keeping the accent, spreading my hands in a gesture of harmlessness. “I’m a simple storyteller. I was passing through and thought I might have an opportunity, as I have in many other towns, to spin my tales and earn a meal.” I offered an easy grin. “But it seems this town isn’t quite ready for stories.”

“I think we’ve heard enough,” the soldier said. He nodded to the men beside me.

They lunged.

I didn’t fight.

The decision was instant and deliberate. Fighting meant revealing what I was—a chording user, Guild-trained, operating inside their controlled territory. It would trigger every suppression node in range, bring every patrol in the district down on me, and destroy any chance of completing the assignment. Worse, it would put Carris at risk.

Because Carris was on a nearby rooftop, looking down, watching.

I locked eyes with him for just a moment. Nothing more than that. And I shook my head slightly, in a way that was barely perceptible.

Stay hidden. Don’t get drawn in.

He understood. I could see it in the tension of his jaw, the way his hand tightened on his sword hilt. He didn’t like it. But he understood.

Because I might need him to come and save me.

The soldiers grabbed my arms and wrenched them behind my back. One of them pulled the satchel from my shoulder. Another patted me down roughly and found the ukelin. He pulled it out, examined it briefly, and tossed it to the squad leader.

“Storyteller,” the squad leader said, turning the small instrument over in his hands. “With a chording box.”

He knew what it was. That was a problem.

“A ukelin,” I said, keeping my voice light. “Every storyteller worth his salt carries one. Helps with the dramatic pauses.”

He didn’t smile. He tucked the ukelin into his own belt and nodded toward the checkpoint. “You can tell your stories to the captain.”

They marched me down the street, toward the intersection where Voss and Trem were standing. I kept my head down, kept my posture slack, kept every part of me projecting the harmless, disoriented traveler who’d wandered into the wrong part of the city.

But inside, I was already planning.

They’d taken my ukelin, which meant my chording ability was reduced to the wire—if I could get to it. The satchel held the spark box and the proprietor’s disruption fabrication.

And Carris was free, armed, and knew where I was.

Either way, this had stopped being a simple removal.

This was something else entirely.


CHAPTER TWELVE


At least the cell wasn’t one of the wooden cages from the plaza.

This was a proper prison, with stone walls, iron bars, a narrow corridor with cells on both sides. They’d taken my satchel, my ukelin, and my spool of wire. The wire had required some explanation. I’d told them it was for puppetry—that I crafted wire figures to accompany my stories, bending them into shapes as I narrated. It was a good thing I had enough experience with actual storytellers to make the lie convincing. One of the soldiers had even seemed interested, which might have been amusing under different circumstances.

Without the ukelin or the wire, my options were limited. Inside this cell, I couldn’t play a proper chording or probe the dissonance with any precision. I was, for all practical purposes, deaf.

The cell was empty other than me. That surprised me. Given the cages in the plaza and the volume of prisoners the Hand seemed to be processing, I’d expected a full row of occupied cells. But perhaps the cages served a different purpose—public containment, visible punishment—while this prison was reserved for people they hadn’t yet decided what to do with.

People like me.

My left shoulder ached where the soldiers had wrenched it back, and the skin on both wrists was raw. I cleaned the abrasions as well as I could with the hem of my shirt. Jasmine had taught me the basics of field work between her other, less charitable lessons, and what little I knew about tending to myself on the road, I owed to her.

I thought about Carris and the look on his face as I’d been marched away. The agitation had been plain, and so had his restraint. He’d wanted to come after me, but he hadn’t. That was the right call, and he knew it. Yet I also knew him well enough to be concerned that his restraint wouldn’t last indefinitely.

Better that I was the one in here. At least I could listen. And there was still the possibility—slim, but real—that being captured might bring me closer to my target.

That was what this was about, after all. Declan Voss. The job.

I sat against the back wall and waited.

No one came.

The silence was disorienting in its own way. In the cell, stripped of my instruments, with the suppression network humming faintly through the stone, the dissonance sounded different than I was accustomed to hearing it. Not the usual rawness—that thick, churning pressure I’d learned to read and manipulate since the Academy. This was something else. Something I could only hear because, for the first time in longer than I could remember, I wasn’t actively playing against it.

Without the ukelin shaping the dissonance into useful patterns, without the wire directing it, without my own chordings layered over the top of it, I was just listening.

And what I heard, for a brief and unsettling moment, was almost melodic.

Not a chording. Not a fabrication. Just the dissonance itself, moving through the stone and the iron and the air, and carrying within it something that sounded less like chaos and more like… structure. Pattern. As if the rawness I’d always known was only the surface, and beneath it, the dissonance had its own voice.

The moment passed. The suppression network pulsed, and the melodic quality vanished, replaced by the familiar pressure and static. I wasn’t sure what I’d heard, or if I’d heard anything at all.

But it reminded me of something. Of Yur. Of the Song.

I pushed it aside and started tapping on the bars.

It was crude—iron bars made a terrible instrument, with none of the resonant warmth of wood or the precise tension of wire. But sound was sound. I could use the percussive strikes to test the dissonance the way a blind man uses a cane to test the ground ahead of him. Each tap sent out a tiny ripple, and while I couldn’t shape those ripples into proper chordings, I could feel the echoes that came back. Enough to know the suppression network was active. Enough to know there was no one in the corridor.

Not enough to be useful. But something.

As I tapped, settling into a steady rhythm, I became aware of a secondary pulse—faint, persistent, running beneath my strikes like a shadow. It took me a moment to realize what it was.

My own heartbeat.

The rhythm of my tapping had synced with it unconsciously, and now the two were working together—the strike of iron and the pulse of blood—creating a faint counter-rhythm against the suppression field. I could feel it in my fingertips: a tiny pocket of clarity, no larger than the space between my hands.

I stopped tapping. The pocket vanished.

Curious, but meaningless. I couldn’t do anything with a heartbeat. I filed it away as an oddity—the kind of thing the body did when the mind was grasping for control—and went back to listening.

Eventually, I pulled my knees to my chest and tried to rest.

When the door at the end of the corridor opened, I looked up, half expecting a jailer. Instead, it was two Hand soldiers guiding someone else down the hallway.

For a moment, I was afraid it was Carris. But it wasn’t.

It was a young woman. Slender, almost malnourished, with long, lanky hair that hung in front of her face. She was probably a year or two younger than me, though she could have passed for much younger. She didn’t look in my direction as they guided her down the corridor. They threw her into a cell several doors from mine, locked the door, and strode back out without a backward glance.

No attempt to stay, as if we were no threat in here.

And they were probably right. At least, they would have been, if I were anyone else.

The girl didn’t acknowledge me. She sat in her cell, facing the far wall, motionless.

I went back to tapping the bars. Steady, rhythmic, testing the dissonance.

And that was when I felt it.

Something answered.

It wasn’t from the dissonance. It was not from the suppression network or the athenite hum or any of the layered fabrication signatures I’d been struggling against since entering Valthenar. This came from somewhere else. Somewhere beneath all of that.

It was warm. That was the only way I could describe it. A warmth in the resonance, like sunlight through deep water. And it carried a quality I recognized—not from the Academy, not from my Guild training, not from any chording I’d ever learned.

From Yur.

From the Song.

The priests had taught me that the Song ran beneath everything—beneath the dissonance, beneath the harmony, beneath the structure of the world itself. They’d taught me that some people resonated with it more than others. That it was the deepest truth of what connected all living things.

I’d felt it in the cliff-city, during the ceremony. I’d felt it when the binding stone released Leo. I’d felt it in quiet moments on the road, when the world was still enough to hear it.

I had never felt it coming off another person. Not like this.

I turned slowly and looked toward the girl’s cell.

She was still facing the wall, motionless. But the warmth in the resonance was radiating from her direction, faint and steady

It wasn’t dissonance or a chording, but something else—something that existed in a register the suppression network wasn’t designed to touch, because whoever built that network didn’t know this register existed.

Who was she?

She wasn’t Guild. The Song wasn’t something the Guild taught or even acknowledged. And she wasn’t a priest of Yur, who were all old men in a city hundreds of miles away. But that sense was unmistakable.

I tapped the bars again, carefully, and tried to direct the ripple toward her cell. I couldn’t manage a chording with only iron bars and no wire, so it was just a pulse. A question.

The warmth shifted. It wasn’t a response, exactly. More like awareness. As if whatever was producing that resonance had noticed my tap and adjusted.

She still didn’t look at me.

Then she tapped her own bars.

Not a code. Not a message. Just a rhythm—softer than mine, more organic, the spacing irregular. Where my tapping had been percussive, deliberate, the trained strikes of someone who’d learned to use sound as a tool, hers was something else. It had the quality of breathing. Of pulse. Of something that didn’t need to be taught because it had always been there.

For a moment—three seconds, maybe four—our two rhythms found each other.

I didn’t plan it. She couldn’t have planned it. But the Song pulled us into alignment. My tapping and hers locked into a shared pulse, and the shared pulse did something I hadn’t thought possible.

The suppression field thinned between us.

A pocket of clarity opened—small, maybe three feet across, spanning the corridor between our cells. And in that pocket, for one vertiginous, luminous moment, I could feel the Song clearly. It was more than the muffled echo I’d been straining to hear since entering Valthenar. It was the real thing—vast, layered, patient, running beneath the suppression network and the athenite and the stone. And I could feel her. Not just warmth. Specificity. Grief that was deep, settled, the kind that had been lived with long enough to become architecture. Determination that ran alongside the grief. And beneath both, a mind that heard what I heard. That perceived the Song not as theory or training or religious tradition, but as the fundamental truth of the world.

She felt me too. I was certain of it. Whatever she perceived through the shared resonance, it made her go still in a way that was different from her earlier stillness. The stillness of someone listening very carefully.

Then the suppression network reasserted itself. The pocket collapsed. The clarity vanished, replaced by the familiar dampened pressure, and we were just two people in separate cells, tapping iron bars.

I stopped tapping.

Neither of us spoke.

My hands were shaking. I pressed them flat against the stone floor and held them there until they stopped. I’d shared the Song with Leo—briefly, violently, during the dissolution. I’d felt it from the priests during the ceremony. But I had never shared it like this—quietly, mutually. It had lasted seconds. It had felt like recognition.

I filed it away. I couldn’t do anything about it without my instruments, without more information, or without understanding why a malnourished girl in a Hand prison carried the Song in her bones.

The door opened again.

This time, two Hand soldiers entered, no prisoner between them. They came to my cell, unlocked the door, and the taller one, a man with a flattened nose that had clearly been broken more than once, motioned for me to stand.

I rose slowly, tapping my foot as I did—a last attempt to read the dissonance in the corridor. The suppression network gave me nothing useful.

I allowed myself one more look toward the girl’s cell.

She was watching me.

Her hair had fallen to one side, and I could see her face for the first time. Young, sharp-featured, with dark eyes that held something far older than her years. Visibly thin, the kind that came from weeks of deprivation rather than natural build. Her wrists were narrow, her cheekbones too prominent. But the way she held herself contradicted the frailty. There was a coiled quality to her stillness, the posture of someone conserving energy rather than lacking it. She didn’t look afraid. She looked… deliberate. As if being in this cell was a choice, not a circumstance.

That made her either very brave or very dangerous. Or starved, which could look like both.

“Get moving,” the soldier said.

“Where are we going?”

“We’re taking you to⁠—”

The shorter soldier, broader in build, grunted softly, and the first man cut himself off.

Wherever they were taking me, they weren’t supposed to say. Interesting.

I had to engage my mind now. Would I get close enough to Voss to act?

They guided me from the cell, down the corridor, and into a small wooden-walled room, empty of furnishings. They hadn’t bound my hands, which surprised me. They hadn’t searched me beyond the initial pat-down, either. Perhaps they truly believed I was nothing more than a storyteller who’d wandered into the wrong city.

Or perhaps they didn’t care.

I was left alone. I surveyed the room but found nothing useful. No windows, one door, walls that were solid timber rather than stone. I tapped my foot again, but the suppression field was as thick here as anywhere else.

When the door opened, I braced.

Declan Voss stepped inside.

He was taller in person than he’d appeared from the rooftop—broad-shouldered, carrying himself with the quiet authority I’d observed in the street. Up close, the arrogance was more pronounced. It sat in his eyes, in the slight tilt of his chin and the way he looked at me as if I were a curiosity rather than a person.

I immediately didn’t like him. Even if he hadn’t been my assignment, I suspected I wouldn’t have.

“You’re the storyteller,” he said.

Everything I’d been planning—the careful approach, the tactical assessment—shifted. If he was here because he believed the cover, and if the cover interested him, then I needed to play this differently. The accent would have to hold. The performance would have to be flawless.

“I am the storyteller,” I said, spreading my hands and offering a flourish of a bow. “The great Aldric Wren, of Renfall. I would imagine you’ve heard of me.”

I straightened, putting on the air—part showman, part fool. The kind of persona that invited underestimation.

“What are you doing here?”

“Looking for unique stories, of course,” I said. “I am in dire need of a tale worth telling.”

“And you came here?” His tone suggested he knew how unlikely that was. But there was something else in his expression—a hunger. He was someone who longed for legacy. A desire like that could be dangerous.

And exploitable.

“Why, of course. I go where the stories take me. And in this case, they guided me here, to a place where there are clearly stories to tell.” I offered an easy grin. “If I was mistaken, I’m quite apologetic. I don’t want to get in the way of anything.”

He considered me, tapping his foot as he did. The rhythm was unconscious, I thought—but the spacing was measured in a way that suggested at least a passing familiarity with the dissonance. Whether intentional or not, it was another data point. Another reason to be careful.

“There are stories here,” he said, seeming to reach a decision. “I just didn’t realize any storytellers were interested in them.”

“Have you ever met a storyteller, sir?”

Play to his arrogance. That was the lever.

“I’ve heard storytellers, but⁠—”

“But you’ve never been the subject of one. I understand. It can be quite a unique experience, especially for those the story revolves around.” I cocked my head, regarding him with deliberate interest, as if trying to decipher something about him. “You strike me as a man at a crossroads.”

“A crossroads?”

“Forgive me if I’ve spoken out of turn, but there is something here—something unique, perhaps powerful.” I paused to let the silence work. “You have an aura about you that suggests purpose. Perhaps I’m misreading the situation, but I don’t think I am.”

“No,” he said slowly. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe that is what I have.”

“Oh? A story?” I grinned, as if this were the discovery I’d been hoping for. “I do love a story. Although, I prefer to have my tools.”

Suspicion crept into his voice immediately. “Why does a storyteller need tools?”

“As you may have heard, I work with a variety of mediums. Including puppetry.” I shrugged. “I believe your men took my spool of wire, along with my winding device.” I had to hope no one here could identify the ukelin for what it truly was. “And I had some other supplies, though I fear they may be lost.”

He frowned. “If you’re pulling something⁠—”

I held my hands up, palms out. “Of course not, my good sir. I am merely a storyteller. And you strike me as someone whose story would benefit me—and perhaps benefit others. Can you imagine it?” I pressed my lips together, making a show of crafting something in my mind. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“Declan Voss.”

“Ah. Yes. The story of Declan Voss.” I let the name hang in the air, giving it weight. “One of intrigue. One of power. One of…” I tapped my chin, performing the act of inspiration. “One of transformation, perhaps. The man who changed the shape of things.”

There was the advantage of my time at the Academy. True storytellers had their own techniques—something akin to chordings, a way of trading power through narrative—and anyone who’d actually seen one perform would know I was a fraud. But for most people, including Voss, storytellers were simply entertainers with flair. And someone with his arrogance would want to believe that a storyteller had appeared to chronicle his rise.

He nodded, as if confirming something to himself. “Maybe you could be useful.”

“I only serve the story,” I said.

“The story.” Something almost like warmth crossed his face. “I like that.”

He paused, and the warmth cooled. The suspicion was still there, sitting behind the vanity, watching. A man didn’t take over a city without some measure of caution, and for all his hunger for legacy, Voss hadn’t survived this long by trusting strangers.

“Tell me a story,” he said. “Now. Something I haven’t heard.”

It was a test. Not of my knowledge—of my craft. If I was what I claimed, I should be able to perform on command. If I hesitated, fumbled, or reached for something rehearsed, he’d know.

I didn’t hesitate.

“There was a man,” I said, letting my voice drop into the cadence of telling—slower, rounder, the way the Academy taught us to shape words when we wanted them to carry weight, “who came upon a wolf’s den in the mountains. The wolf was old and scarred and had killed many men. And the man said to the wolf: I have not come to fight you. I have come to write your history.”

I paused. Voss was watching. I had him.

“The wolf, who had never been known—only feared—was curious. And so it showed the man its teeth, one by one. It walked him through its territory and showed him the boundaries it had marked. It led him to its kills and explained which had been easy and which had been hard. The wolf was proud to be known. Proud that someone had come not with a blade but with a quill.”

I let silence hold for a beat.

“And the man wrote it all down. Every tooth. Every boundary. Every weakness the wolf had shown him while it was busy being flattered.”

I spread my hands. “The wolf was remembered. The man was alive. Everyone got what they wanted.”

Voss laughed—a genuine laugh, surprised out of him. He didn’t catch the parallel. He heard a clever story about a clever man, and he liked clever men because he believed himself to be one.

“I think you really are a storyteller,” he said.

“I’ve been told I have a way with wolves,” I said, and smiled.

He was still smiling when the silence settled, and I watched the smile change—watched it shift from amusement to something more considered, more self-aware. A man deciding how much of himself to offer.

“You know why most storytellers avoid this region?” he said.

“Lack of hospitality, I would imagine.”

“Lack of stories worth telling. Because the Guild made sure there were none.” He leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms. “Twenty years, the southern provinces asked for help with the gate failures. Twenty years, the Guild told them to wait. Sent observers. Wrote reports. Meanwhile, whole towns were being swallowed by neglect. By men in a stone hall deciding that the south wasn’t strategically significant enough to warrant intervention.”

He spoke well. That was the first thing I noticed. The cadence was practiced—shaped by repetition rather than rehearsed. He’d given this speech before, in different rooms, to different audiences. The conviction was real, but it had the quality of something that had been refined into argument. Polished. Made persuasive.

It was the speech of a man who believed in the cause the way a general believes in the campaign—with his mind, not his marrow.

I filed that observation carefully. Somewhere in this operation, I suspected, there was someone who carried the weight differently. Someone whose belief wasn’t a position but a wound. Voss was the voice. But the voice wasn’t where the conviction lived.

“The Guild hoards power,” Voss continued. “It always has. And when ordinary people suffer because of that hoarding, the Guild calls it an acceptable cost.” He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice had dropped—not with grief, but with gravity. The gravity of a man who understood how he sounded and liked the sound. “Someone needed to change that. Someone needed to show people that power doesn’t have to be locked behind Academy walls.”

“And you’re that someone,” I said. It wasn’t a question. It was an offering.

“History doesn’t write itself, Wren.” He held my gaze. “It needs men willing to stand at the front of it.”

There it was. Not the cause. Not the suffering of the southern provinces or the failure of the Guild. The lever beneath all of it—the thing that made Declan Voss get out of bed in the morning and put on his coat and walk through a conquered city as if it were already his monument.

He wanted to be the man the story was about.

“Now, would you like to tell me yours?”

“I’ll do one better,” Voss said. “I’ll show you.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Voss didn’t give the tour himself.

He’d said he would show me, but what he’d meant was that he’d hand me off to someone who would. That told me he was the kind of man who made promises and then delegated the effort. The arrogance I’d seen in him wasn’t just vanity. It was the belief that his time was worth more than anyone else’s.

He’d spoken about the southern provinces with real conviction—the Guild’s neglect, the gate failures, the towns left to rot. But conviction held at a distance is a different thing than conviction lived. Voss believed in the cause the way a man who funds a war believes in it: completely, and from somewhere else. I suspected the person who actually fought that war was waiting for me downstairs.

But as I was led down the corridor, I glanced back. Voss stood alone in the room where we’d spoken, and for just a moment, before he noticed the door was still ajar, his posture changed. The arrogance dropped. His shoulders settled. He looked, for that unguarded instant, like a man carrying something heavy that he didn’t know how to set down. Then the door swung shut, and the glimpse was gone.

I filed it. There was something behind the performance. Whether it was doubt, exhaustion, or something more complicated, I didn’t yet know. But it was there.

The man he’d delegated to was Thomas.

Thomas was shorter than Voss, broader in the chest, with close-cropped hair and a scar that ran from his left ear down to his jawline. Where Voss carried himself with the quiet authority of someone who believed in his own importance, Thomas moved with the heavy certainty of someone who had earned his. He was a soldier, not a figurehead. And the way the other Hand men deferred to him as he walked me out of the building told me he was the one who actually ran things on the ground.

Voss was the face. Thomas was the fist.

“Voss says you’re a storyteller,” Thomas said as we stepped into the street. It wasn’t a question, but it carried the weight of one.

“The great Aldric Wren, of Renfall,” I said, maintaining the northern accent, offering a slight bow. “At your service.”

He grunted. Not impressed, but not hostile. He reached into a satchel at his hip and produced my ukelin and the spool of wire. “You’ll need these, I expect. For the puppets.”

I took them back with a practiced display of gratitude, tucking the wire into my pocket and the ukelin into the inner fold of my coat. Having them back changed everything. Not that I intended to use them openly—not yet—but feeling the weight of them against my body was like breathing after being held underwater.

“I didn’t realize Valthenar had become such a… controlled place,” I said as Thomas guided me down a street I hadn’t explored. I swept my gaze around, doing my best to appear suitably impressed by some things and carefully unimpressed by others. The balance mattered. If I seemed awed by everything, he’d dismiss me as a fool. If I seemed unimpressed, he’d grow suspicious. But if I appeared selectively interested, it would compel him to show me more.

“It hadn’t been,” Thomas said. “But the local politics proved difficult.”

“Is there a story there?”

He shook his head. “Minor squabbles. Nothing worth telling. The real story is what we plan to do with this place.”

“Oh? Then please, elaborate.”

“Soon enough.” He waved a hand—the same gesture Voss had used, I noticed. Learned behavior, mimicking the leader. “For now, I wanted to show you a few things.”

As we moved through the streets, the ukelin pressed against my ribs through the coat, and the city opened to me the way a dark room opens when your eyes adjust. With the instrument back, even muffled, I could read things I hadn’t been able to from the cell.

The suppression network was everywhere, but it wasn’t uniform. It was stronger near the intersections, weaker in the residential streets. The nodes were designed to overlap, creating a blanket effect, but there were gaps—thin spots where the coverage didn’t quite reach. Useful to know.

And beneath the suppression field, the ground hummed through the soles of my boots, up through my shins, a deep resonant thrum that had nothing to do with the fabrications. This close, the ore’s natural resonance was denser and more alive than anything I’d caught from the outskirts. It wasn’t just background noise—it was a resource. A massive one.

I began to understand why the former Maestro’s people had chosen this city.

Athenite held chordings without degrading. A fabricator with access to raw athenite could produce devices of extraordinary potency—suppression nodes, fabricated weapons, containment systems—at a fraction of the cost and effort required with standard materials. The depleted mines weren’t depleted at all, I suspected. They were simply no longer profitable for conventional ore extraction. But for someone interested in the resonant properties rather than the metal itself, even trace deposits in the deep rock would be invaluable.

Valthenar wasn’t just a base of operations for the Hand. It was a fabrication quarry.

As we passed one of the larger fabrication nodes, which was a squat copper-wound cylinder bolted to a stone post, the hybrid sense opened without invitation.

One moment I was reading the node’s surface chording—suppression layers, monitoring signatures, standard Guild-influenced work. The next, I was perceiving something beneath it—the Song resonance bleeding through the athenite core, carrying the imprint of thin places. Fae-touched material, worked into fabrications by hands that didn’t know what they were building with. The dual perception lasted only seconds, but in those seconds the node existed on two registers simultaneously: engineered tool and something older, drawn from places where the barriers had thinned enough to mark the ore itself.

Then it closed. The deeper register folded shut, and I was left with the surface again. But the cost was already paid. For those few seconds, I’d been open in a register the suppression network wasn’t designed to monitor. If anyone in this city could hear the Song, they’d just heard me.

I didn’t reach for it again.

“This was just a small place at one point,” Thomas said, spreading his hands as we walked.

“Small?” I studied the buildings around us—the old stone foundations, the mine-works scaffolding visible against the mountainside. “I’ve been in smaller towns. But this place has some significance.”

He glanced at me with something that might have been approval. “Exactly. There is significance, to this town and this location. That’s why we set up here. It provides a unique benefit. Not just to us, but to the broader organization. The old mines go deep,” Thomas said, warming to the subject. “The conventional ore played out years ago—at least, that’s what the previous operators thought. But the stone down there has properties our fabricators say they’ve never seen. It holds power the way a good barrel holds wine. That’s why Harwell chose this location specifically.”

“Harwell?” I said, keeping my voice light and curious, but not too curious.

“Our fabrication supplier. Master craftsman. Brilliant man.” Thomas’s chest expanded, reflecting pride and the glow of standing near greatness. “Harwell’s workshop sends us the best equipment I’ve seen. Suppression nodes, containment gear, blades—everything. Better than Guild quality, if I’m honest. He took one look at the mineral surveys and told Voss this was the place.”

Harwell. I turned the name over in my mind, fitting it into the pattern I’d been assembling since Avenhar. A fabricator with Guild-level skill. A supplier who understood resonant materials well enough to identify athenite’s potential from a mineral survey. Someone who designed suppression networks calibrated specifically to counter Guild chordings. Not just Guild-trained—Guild-mastered. The kind of expertise that didn’t develop outside the Academy.

Externally, I nodded with appreciative interest. “A master craftsman supporting a noble cause. That’s certainly worth mentioning in the story. Every great endeavor has its makers—the people behind the scenes who build the foundation.”

“Exactly,” Thomas said. “Harwell’s the foundation. Without him, we’d just be soldiers with swords.”

With him, you’re something far more dangerous, I didn’t say.

The name locked into place against what I already knew—the deep thrum beneath the streets, the active deposits, the natural amplifier. Harwell had chosen Valthenar because the athenite was still resonating. He’d built his fabrication operation on top of it. The suppression network, the fabrication-equipped soldiers, and the monitoring nodes were all one system, and Harwell was its architect.

I debated how ignorant to play. The storyteller should know some things. No one traveled the world gathering tales without picking up knowledge along the way. But he shouldn’t know too much.

“I have a fair idea which organization you’re with,” I said. “But I’d like to be sure.”

“The Iron Hand.” There was pride in the way Thomas straightened, the way his hand went briefly to the clenched fist stitched at his shoulder. “We started years ago, but we’ve grown in prominence. We offer security services to those in need.”

“And this place needed security.”

“It did.” His eyes narrowed slightly—not with suspicion, but with the intensity of a man who believed in what he was saying. “The mayor was involved in unsavory business. There were upheavals throughout the region, and we were brought in to stabilize things.”

Stabilize. A generous word for what I’d seen in the cages.

“I see,” I said.

As we walked, the nodes told me more than Thomas did. They weren’t just suppression tools. Some of them carried secondary signatures, resonances that didn’t match any standard defensive application I’d encountered. They were monitoring the athenite deposits. Measuring them. Mapping the resonant veins beneath the city the way a surveyor maps water underground.

Someone was cataloging what was here. Planning for it.

“What about the others, then?” I asked.

“The locals?” Thomas grinned. “Do you know how long it’s taken us to root out everyone involved in the corruption?”

I shrugged. “Small town. I’d imagine plenty of people don’t look kindly on outsiders.” Then I offered a hint of a smile. “I’ve been places where they didn’t like storytellers.”

“I’m sure. People don’t like to hear their story when it’s not a good one.” The grin widened. “But ours is.”

Not confidence—arrogance. And Thomas had caught it from Voss the way a man catches a fever. But where Voss’s arrogance was calculating, Thomas’s was earnest. He genuinely believed in the righteousness of what they were doing here.

That made him more dangerous than Voss, in some ways. A man who knew he was doing evil could be reasoned with. A man who thought his violence was noble could not.

He guided me to the central plaza, and the cages.

“What do you see here?” he asked.

“Cages,” I said.

“Exactly. We’ve put those involved inside. And if they give us trouble…” He patted his sword. “They don’t give us much trouble anymore.”

“Control,” I said, pitching my voice to sound appropriately awed. “That seems like exactly what’s needed.”

“Control,” he agreed. “But it serves another purpose. It shows the rest of them what happens. They need to see. They need to observe. They need to recognize that attacking what we’re doing is not in their best interest.”

I nodded. “A wise approach. Eliminate rebellion before it begins. You know, there’s a famous story about something similar—King Aldren of the Greymarch. He faced a potential uprising and used a comparable method. Perhaps on a larger scale,” I said, shrugging again, “but similar enough.”

“Exactly like that,” Thomas said. “That’s what we’re doing.”

He walked me along the row of cages, pointing out details with the pride of an architect showing off his work. He knew which prisoners had been local officials, which ones had been troublemakers, and which had simply been in the wrong place. He narrated it all with the fluency of a man who had justified each decision to himself so many times that the justifications had become bedrock.

Then he skipped a cage.

It was subtle—a half-step’s adjustment in his stride, a slight turn of his shoulders that angled him away from the bars. He kept talking, gesturing toward the next cage in line as if the one he’d passed didn’t exist.

I looked.

Inside was a young woman, barely older than a child. Fifteen, maybe sixteen. She sat with her back to the bars, knees drawn up, hair matted against her neck. She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t doing anything. She was simply enduring, the way you endure weather, because there’s nothing else to be done.

Thomas’s jaw tightened. He didn’t look.

“Who’s in that one?” I asked.

“Nobody important,” he said. His voice was clipped, the rhythm of it different from the easy confidence he’d been projecting. He kept walking.

I filed it. The crack was small—a hairline fracture in the foundation of his righteousness. He’d caged a child and told himself it was necessary, and he’d almost believed it. Almost. But not quite enough to look at her while he walked past. Not quite enough to add her to the tour.

Thomas was not a monster. That was the problem. Monsters were simple. Thomas was a true believer who had started to see things that challenged his belief, and his response was to look away. To walk faster. To point at the next cage and keep talking.

I recognized the mechanism. I’d used it myself.

“How long do you intend to keep them?” I asked.

“How long?”

I nodded, still looking at the cages.

“We don’t have a plan for how long. Probably until we’ve made our point. Or until they die.”

He said it the way someone discusses the weather. Flippant. Disinterested. The casual cruelty of a man who had convinced himself that what he was doing was righteous, and that the suffering of others was simply the cost of righteousness.

And distantly—uncomfortably—I recognized something of myself in that. The way I’d justified my own kills. The way I’d told myself the Guild’s work was necessary, that the people I removed were dangers that needed removing. Was it so different?

It was different, I told myself. It had to be.

He kept moving, guiding me past the cages. I turned back once, looking at the prisoners, studying them. The lost, empty eyes.

“Before we go further,” Thomas said, drawing my attention back, “I was hoping you’d join me and some of my men. Sit with us, share a drink, and we can discuss what comes next.”

“Of course,” I said. “I must say, I’m still working on the right angle for the story. It’s more complex than I’d expected.” I smiled. “But the best stories often are. The art of storytelling is taking the complex and finding the simple within it.”

“Exactly,” he said, pointing at me. “Find the simple within the complex. I’m sure there’s a great story here.”

“I’m sure as well.”

He guided me up the street, and we stopped at a tavern near the center of town. I glanced behind me and realized that from the tavern’s front windows, you could look out directly over the plaza and the cages. If this was where Thomas and the others gathered, they could sit and drink and watch the prisoners suffer.

My stomach tightenened.

There was a part of the job I did that was detestable. The killing, primarily. I’d justified it—I’d needed to, in order to keep doing the work. And often, the justification came easily, because the Guild’s targets were genuinely dangerous people. Removing them made the world safer. That was what had appealed to me when I’d first been offered the opportunity to train as a Hunter.

But there were other parts of the Guild that were harder to reconcile. And watching Thomas gesture proudly at caged civilians through a tavern window was forcing me to confront the question I usually kept buried: Where was the line between necessary violence and noble violence, and was I sure I was on the right side of it?

I pushed it down. The job. Focus on the job.

Thomas led me inside.

The tavern was a den of activity, with a dozen or more Hand soldiers in various stages of drunkenness, gathered in clusters, drinking, laughing, talking. The moment Thomas entered, they fell silent. Their gazes went from him to me, assessing.

He’d given me back the ukelin and the wire. In here, surrounded by Hand soldiers, I had options I hadn’t had in the cell. Not good options—a dozen armed men in close quarters against one chording user with a suppression network working against him—but options.

“This is Aldric Wren the Great,” Thomas announced. “A storyteller who was traveling through. Voss invited him to create our story.”

Quiet murmuring. Some curious. Some skeptical.

“And all of you are going to let him listen, or you’ll deal with me.”

“I don’t need to talk,” I said to them, careful with the accent, projecting the easy confidence of a man who did this for a living. “I just need to listen. The stories are all around us. And yours is going to be one of the newest—and if I craft it the right way, one of the best.”

“See?” Thomas said. “One of the best.”

He pointed to a table and motioned for me to sit.

I sat.

Here, surrounded by Hand soldiers, in the heart of a city that was quietly being converted into a fabrication quarry for the former Maestro’s network, with my target’s lieutenant buying me drinks and my actual target somewhere nearby—here, I was inside the lion’s den.

And somewhere out there, Carris was waiting.

The ukelin hummed faintly against my ribs. The suppression field was pushing back, but not silencing it. Enough.

For now, I would listen. I would learn. I would find the gaps in their network and the gaps in their discipline.

And when the time came, I would act.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I spent most of the night listening.

The soldiers were eager to talk, all of them boastful, all of them convinced their stories were worth sharing. The kind of men who mistook cruelty for significance. I’d counted on that. A storyteller asking for tales was a tap opened on a barrel, and these men had been sealed up tight, performing their violence for an audience that feared them too much to listen. Now they had someone who appeared to want to hear it.

So they talked. And I listened, and smiled, and nodded, and filed everything away.

The first story worth remembering came from a man named Jonas. He was broad-faced, loud, and three drinks past discretion. He told me about the women he’d taken in the towns they’d passed through—spoke of it openly, proudly, as if expecting me to be impressed. Some of it was performative, playing to the others around us.

“So you’re saying you were having trouble with women before all this,” I suggested.

He blinked, mid-drink, and slammed his cup down harder than necessary. “I wasn’t saying anything about difficulty with women.”

“He does have trouble,” someone nearby called out. “Never had a girl before. Not one that he didn’t take.”

“I’m just choosy,” Jonas muttered.

“Of course you are,” I said. “I meant no disrespect. Merely an observation.”

Jonas was simple. Violent, but simple. The kind of soldier who followed orders because it gave him permission to do what he’d always wanted to do. Not useful.

The second was different. A young man named Pol sat down across from me with a cup he hadn’t touched. He was thin-shouldered, sunburned across the nose, with the rough hands and squinting gaze of someone raised on fieldwork. Twenty, maybe twenty-one. Younger than me. He didn’t wait for me to ask—he wanted to tell it.

“I’m from Darren’s Hollow,” he said. “Northeast, past the foothills. Farming village. Sixty families, maybe seventy.” He said it the way you describe a place you still love. “We got raided twice in one season. First time, they took the grain stores. Second time, they burned what they couldn’t carry and killed Fen Dorrish’s father in his doorway.”

He paused. Not for effect, but because the memory required it.

“My mother sent word to the Guild. Paid a courier three coppers we didn’t have. Said we needed protection. Said people were dying.” He shrugged—a practiced motion, one that had been rehearsed until it looked casual. “No one came.”

“And the Hand came instead,” I said.

“They offered protection for supplies. Fair trade, we thought. And it was, for a while. They stopped the raids. They posted men on the road.” He looked at his untouched drink. “Someone had to do something. The Guild wasn’t going to. So I signed up.”

He didn’t enjoy the cages. He sat with his back to the window—the only soldier in the tavern who’d chosen that position. He believed he was doing the right thing. The belief was genuine, earned through suffering, rooted in a village that had asked for help and been ignored.

That troubled me more than Jonas’s cruelty. Cruelty was easy to dismiss. Sincerity was harder.

“Darren’s Hollow,” I repeated, as if committing it to memory for the story. “That’s a beginning worth telling.”

He almost smiled.

The next story came from Gerald—wiry, nervous energy, the kind of person who laughed too loud and too often—who told me about supply runs. He framed it as adventure, but the details were what interested me.

“Three wagons a month,” he said, leaning forward as if sharing something impressive. “Coming down from the northern passes. You wouldn’t believe what’s in them.”

“Oh?”

“Special materials. For the—well, for what we’re building here. Heavy stuff, sealed in iron crates. We’re not supposed to open them.” He grinned. “I opened one once.”

“And what did you find?”

“Dark stone, wrapped in copper wire. Each piece was no bigger than my fist.” He held up his hand, demonstrating. “Looked worthless. But the captain nearly took my head off when he found out I’d cracked the seal.”

Athenite. Refined, copper-wound, shipped in sealed crates from the north. Three wagons a month. That wasn’t scavenging from local deposits—that was a supply chain. Someone was mining or stockpiling resonant materials elsewhere and funneling them into Valthenar.

The former Maestro’s network wasn’t just using this city. They were building something here.

I filed it away with the rest and kept Gerald talking, but he’d caught the look from one of the more sober soldiers nearby and retreated into safer stories about tavern brawls.

Later, an older man sat down in Jonas’s vacated seat. He didn’t introduce himself. He didn’t offer a name, and the other soldiers gave him a wider berth than they gave Thomas. Not deference, exactly, but the unconscious distance people keep from something they’ve learned not to touch.

He was perhaps fifty. Gray at the temples, lean in the way of men who had never carried an excess of anything—weight, sentiment, hesitation. His eyes were pale and patient. He watched the cages through the tavern window while he talked.

“You want a story,” he said. Not a question.

“If you have one worth telling.”

“Grenfeld,” he said. “Three years back. Town of maybe four hundred. They decided they didn’t want us there.” He took a drink, one that was measured, unhurried. “So we cleared it.”

He didn’t elaborate on what “clearing” meant. He didn’t need to. The word carried its own weight.

“It took two days,” he continued, still watching the cages. “Not because of the fighting. Fighting was done in hours. Two days because you have to be thorough. You leave one family hiding in a root cellar, word gets out that resistance is survivable. Can’t have that.” He turned his pale eyes toward me. “The machinery needs to run clean. Sand in the gears and the whole thing seizes.”

He wasn’t a sadist. Sadists enjoyed the suffering; it was the point for them. This man had moved past enjoyment into something colder—a settled conviction that suffering was simply a mechanical necessity, a cost of operation, and his role was maintenance. He would clear a town. Not with malice. With efficiency.

“Grenfeld,” I repeated, keeping my storyteller’s composure. “I imagine that was a difficult chapter.”

“No,” he said. “It wasn’t.” He finished his drink and left without another word.

I watched him go. Of everyone in the tavern, he was the one who frightened me. Not for what he’d done—I’d done comparable things, under different justifications. But because he’d arrived at a place I could see the road to. I’d like to believe the distance between us was vast. I wasn’t certain it was.

Midway through the evening, Thomas slipped out.

I made as if to follow, but he waved me back. “Stay. Listen. That’s what you’re here for.”

He disappeared through a door at the back of the tavern, and I heard the low murmur of voices from the room beyond. I couldn’t follow—not without abandoning the cover—but I could listen.

I pressed my thumb against the ukelin string through the coat using steady pressure, letting the note build beneath the fabric instead of striking outward. The suppression network fought me, dampening the reach, but the wall between the tavern and the back room was timber, not stone, and timber carried vibration better.

Words didn’t survive the distance, but the rhythm of the conversation came through—cadences, pauses, the rise and fall that timber carries.

Two voices. Thomas and someone else. Someone whose voice held a different weight in the dissonance. They weren’t a chording user, but I could tell they were someone who spent time around fabrications. The resonance clung to them.

The conversation grew heated. Thomas’s voice rose, just enough for a fragment to push through the timber.

“—Harwell expects the next shipment before the month’s end, and we’re not⁠—”

The other voice cut him off. Lower, sharper. I lost the words.

But I had the name again. Harwell. Confirmed to be not just a supplier but someone Thomas answered to. Someone above Voss in the hierarchy, expecting shipments on a schedule.

Thomas returned a few minutes later, visibly irritated. He grabbed a drink and buried himself in it, leaving me to the soldiers.

And then—without reaching for it, without looking—the warmth found me.

It moved through the suppression field, threading between the dampening layers in a register none of the fabrications were calibrated to detect. The Song-warmth I’d felt in the prison. The girl.

But it wasn’t in the prison anymore.

It was moving. Traveling through the city with purpose, in the directed movement of someone who knew where she was going. She was free, though I didn’t know how. The cells had been locked, the soldiers indifferent but present, the suppression network heavy enough to smother any conventional escape.

But the Song wasn’t conventional. And neither, apparently, was she.

The warmth passed through my awareness—present, brief, gone. Moving northwest, toward the mountain. Toward the mines.

I didn’t follow it. I couldn’t, not from here, not surrounded by soldiers. But something in me wanted to, instinctively.

Whoever she was, she wasn’t waiting to be rescued.

The night ground on. By the time the tavern had thinned to a handful of drunks—Jonas face-down on the table, Gerald slumped against a wall, and a younger soldier whose name I’d never caught snoring in a chair—Thomas reappeared from wherever he’d retreated.

“You leaving?” he asked.

“I think the evening’s story has roughly concluded,” I said, smiling. “Your men love to talk.”

“They haven’t had anyone to listen before.” Something almost like affection crossed his face. He was a commander proud of his men, however monstrous they were. “It’s good for them to share.”

“Of course. And many of them have intriguing exploits.” I gestured toward the unconscious soldiers. “But I’m still searching for the common thread. I’m not sure your men are the story themselves—they’re more supporting characters, if you will. Not the lead. That, I think, is still to be determined.”

His expression tightened. “You’re still deciding who to focus on?”

“I’m sure you, or someone, will give me something that compels. But right now, I’m not entirely certain what the story looks like.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you get what you need.”

“And it has something to do with what you’re doing in this town?”

“It has everything to do with what we’re doing here,” he said with a grin. “But I’m tired, and I think it’s time for bed. There’s a place not far from here I can set you up. The owner won’t be using it.”

“Oh?”

“The guesthouse,” he said. “Not the whole estate. That’s mine—the mayor’s residence. My men stay here and at another tavern for the lower ranks. But I decided the mayor’s home suited me better.”

I laughed. “I’m sure the accommodations are more to your liking.”

“Not much ale there, though. The mayor didn’t care for drink, it seems. So I come down here for that, then go back.” He frowned. “That shouldn’t make it into the story.”

“A detail like that is hardly necessary,” I said. “It doesn’t strike me as the kind of thing that compels an audience.”

“Just make sure the story is told properly.”

“Of course. I’ll make sure it’s told in the most compelling way possible, for the right audience.”

He walked me to the mayor’s estate—a stone-walled compound at the top of the street, with grounds that had once been tended but were now trampled and neglected. The guesthouse was at the back, barely more than a shed: a narrow bed, a small table, a chair, and a stove for heat.

Fabrication lanterns lined the path, but they were dim and damaged, flickering unevenly, their resonance degraded. And as I crossed the grounds, the air changed. Something about the earth here—closer to the mountainside, closer to the deeper deposits—gave the place a different quality. Richer. The pressure in my chest that had been constant since we entered the city eased, just slightly, like stepping out of a headwind.

The suppression network was thinner here. Not absent, but weaker. The nodes were concentrated in the commercial streets and the plaza rather than the residential edges. Thomas had given me a room in one of the gaps.

Useful.

“Thank you for the hospitality,” I said at the guesthouse door. “I don’t often find subjects so open.”

“I’ve always enjoyed a good story.”

“And I’ve always enjoyed someone open to hearing one.” I grinned. “Just in here?”

“Exactly.”

“I’ll meet with you tomorrow, then.”

He strode away, whistling something tuneless, swaying slightly.

I went inside, surveyed the room, and sat on the bed. The ukelin was in my coat. The wire was in my pocket. The suppression field was thin enough here that I might actually be able to work.

I needed to move.

The entire reason I was here was to complete the job. Voss was my target. Trem was a bonus. The Guild’s deadline was bleeding away, and every hour I spent playing storyteller was an hour I wasn’t finishing the assignment.

But I also needed to know more. Gerald’s mention of northern shipments. The name Harwell. The fabrication quarry beneath the city. The suppression network. The caged prisoners. None of it fit a simple Hand occupation, and all of it pointed to something larger than what Jocelyn had briefed me on.

If I killed Voss now, I’d complete the assignment. But I’d lose the chance to understand what was being built here—and that intelligence might be worth more to the Guild than one dead operative.

Or it might get me killed.

I sat for a moment, letting the quiet settle. Without the suppression nodes drowning it out, the bedrock’s resonance came through clean—deep, steady, the natural contour of the place laid bare.

And beneath that, for just a moment, was the unmistakable warmth again, faint and distant.

The girl. Wherever she was now, the Song still radiated from her like heat from a banked fire. Moving northwest. Toward the mines.

I pushed the thought aside. One problem at a time.

I checked the door first. My fingers found the frame and pressed—a pulse through the wood, feeling for anything embedded like a monitoring device, an alarm, or anything Thomas might have placed to track my movements. The wood carried a faint residual charge, but it was old and degraded. The mayor’s original security, not the Hand’s. Nothing active.

The guesthouse had no windows and only one door. I was going out the front.

I played the lullaby of shadows softly, letting the chording build around me, dimming my presence in the dissonance. It worked better here than it had in the streets, the thinner suppression field allowing the technique to take hold properly. I could feel the shadows respond, gathering and then bending attention away from me like water flowing around a stone.

I pulled the door open and slipped out.

The grounds were dark. The damaged lanterns cast uneven pools of light that were easy to avoid. I moved along the back wall of the estate, keeping low, heading toward the tree line at the edge of the property.

I needed Carris. I needed to share what I’d learned, coordinate our next move, and figure out whether we were going to act quickly or dig deeper first. But I also needed to know what else was happening in this city after dark.

I moved through the shadows. The lullaby held. The wire lay quiet against my fingers, the night undisturbed.

Then I felt movement. Close. Coming from the tree line ahead.

I congealed the shadows around me—a harder technique, one that wrapped the dissonance tight rather than simply bending attention—and readied the spool of wire for an attack. Whoever was out there was moving carefully, quietly, with the kind of deliberate stealth that suggested training.

I crept forward, wire taut between my fingers⁠—

And pulled up at the last possible moment.

“Gods, Silas,” Carris muttered. “You almost killed me.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


We moved outside the estate grounds and ducked into the trees, where the shadows were thick enough to hide us from any patrols. I played the lullaby of shadows again as a precaution, keeping it soft. The suppression network—thinner here at the city’s edge—let it hold.

“So you’re a storyteller now,” Carris said, laughing quietly. He’d pitched his voice low, matching mine.

“It’s not that surprising. People in my line of work learn elements of storytelling as part of the training.”

“I didn’t realize there was an art to it.”

“There’s always an art.”

“So you’re just making things up? Hoping they’ll tell you something useful?”

“That’s exactly what they’re doing,” I said. “Thomas is boastful. He’s sharing everything he thinks will make a grand tale. And the soldiers are the same—eager to impress. Most of what they told me was performance, men trying to build themselves up in front of each other.”

“That’s soldiers for you,” Carris said. “Doesn’t mean any of it’s true.”

“Most of it isn’t. But there was one—an older man, no name—who I think was telling the truth. He was too calm about it. No embellishment. No audience.”

“Then he’s the one to be careful with.”

“Agreed.” I paused. “But that’s not the job.”

“No,” Carris said. “It’s not. So what is?”

I told him what I’d gathered. The supply shipments from the north—three wagons a month, sealed iron crates of refined athenite. The name Harwell, who was someone above Voss in the hierarchy expecting deliveries. The fabrication nodes that weren’t just suppressing chordings but mapping the resonant deposits beneath the city.

“Your turn,” I said. “What did you find?”

Carris settled against a tree trunk and spoke with the brisk efficiency of a man giving a field report. He’d been busy.

“Patrol shifts change at the fourth bell and the tenth,” he said. “There’s about a quarter-hour of overlap during the transition—more bodies on the street, but less attention. Everyone’s thinking about the man they’re replacing or the post they’re walking to. That’s your window if you need one.”

He’d also mapped the city’s perimeter. “The western wall has a section under repair, with scaffolding up and stones missing at the base. Two men posted there, but they’re watching outward, not inward. Easy to scale from inside the city. If we need to leave in a hurry, that’s the way.”

“How did you find the repair section?”

“Walked the wall. Took an hour. Nobody stopped me—I looked like every other armed man in this city.” He shrugged. “There’s also a supply depot near the river on the south side. Warehouses, three of them, with the Hand’s mark on the doors. One guard on the main entrance, nobody on the back. I watched it for a while. Wagons went in, nothing came out. Whatever they’re storing, it’s accumulating.”

The northern shipments Gerald had mentioned. Three wagons a month of sealed athenite, and now a lightly guarded depot where the material was being stockpiled. If Harwell was building something that required that volume of resonant ore, the depot was where we’d find evidence of what.

“And one more thing,” Carris said. His tone shifted—not alarm, exactly, but the particular note of a man who’d overheard something he knew mattered without knowing why. “Two soldiers near the lower barracks were arguing, loud enough to hear from the alley. One of them said, ‘The girl got out.’ The other said it wasn’t possible, that the cells were locked and the corridor was watched. The first one said, ‘Then explain why the cell’s empty and nobody saw a thing.’”

He looked at me. “Mean anything to you?”

It did. The Song-warmth I’d felt moving through the city—northwest, toward the mines. She’d freed herself from a locked cell under a suppression network without triggering any alarm, and the Hand had no idea how.

“There was a prisoner,” I said. “A young woman. Something unusual about her. I felt it in the cells.”

“Unusual how?”

“I’m still working that out. But the Hand is rattled—and they should be.”

“Rattled soldiers make mistakes,” Carris said. “Or they tighten security. Either way, it changes the terrain.”

“Keep listening for it. If they start a search, I want to know which direction they’re going.”

When I described the checkpoint layout near the central plaza—the staggered positioning, the two-man overlaps at the sight lines—Carris nodded before I’d finished. As if he already knew how they’d be arranged. He caught himself, but not quickly enough. I filed it alongside the fieldcraft from the road and the border campaigns he’d mentioned once and never again. The questions could wait.

“So this isn’t just a Hand occupation,” he said.

I shook my head. “No. Someone with Guild-level resources is using the Hand as infrastructure. The athenite deposits make this city a fabrication quarry. They’re not just holding territory—they’re building something.”

“And your target?”

“Voss is part of it,” I said. “So is Trem. But I’m not sure killing Voss right now gets us the answers we need.”

“It gets you the job done.”

“It does. And we don’t have much time.”

“Very little,” he agreed.

We sat with that for a moment. Then Carris looked at me with an expression I’d come to recognize—the one that meant he was about to ask something he’d been holding back.

“What else is there? You’ve got that look,” he said.

“There’s another layer,” I said. “Beneath the dissonance. Something deeper. I encountered it in Yur—the priests there called it the Song. It’s harder to reach, harder to understand. I’m still learning what it means, but I’ve been hearing it more since we left Avenhar. And whatever that girl in the prison was carrying, it’s connected to it.”

He studied me for a long moment. “You know, for a man who plays a tiny instrument and calls himself a minstrel, you’re full of surprises.”

It was a fair question buried in the joke, and one he’d never asked directly before. Our unspoken agreement had always been that we didn’t probe each other’s secrets. But we were deep inside a hostile city, and if something happened to me, he needed to understand at least the basics of what we were up against.

“The strings produce notes,” I said. “When I play them, the notes interact with something we call the dissonance—a kind of energy that runs through everything. Different notes produce different effects. Detection, concealment, disruption. The fabrications you’ve seen the Hand using also work on the same principle, just stored in objects instead of played live.”

“Some sort of strange energy?” He frowned. “Sounds mystical.”

“It is, in some regards. The dissonance is the undercurrent of all things. At least, that’s how it was taught to me.”

“And this Song business?”

“Deeper still. Beneath the dissonance. The priests in Yur showed me. It’s harder to reach, harder to understand. But I’ve been hearing it more since we left Avenhar.” I paused. “If I don’t find anything useful, I complete the job, return to the Guild with proof, and hope it’s enough. But Jocelyn sent me here on a deadline she knew was almost impossible to meet. She didn’t mention Trem. She didn’t mention the suppression network, or the fabrication operation, or any of this. Either she didn’t know—which means the Guild’s intelligence is broken—or she did know, and she sent me anyway.”

“And if it’s the second one?”

“Then I need to understand why before I hand them a completed assignment and walk back into whatever’s waiting for me.”

He snorted. “Very little time.”

“But some. And I intend to use it.”

“Fine. What do you need from me tomorrow?”

“Eyes on the supply depot you found. Figure out the guard rotation, what’s going in, how it’s secured. And keep listening for anything about the escaped prisoner. If the Hand starts a search operation, that changes things for all of us.”

“I can do that.” He stood, rolling his shoulders. “Maybe I’ll find somewhere more permanent to stay. There have to be abandoned homes.”

“Same spot. Same time.”

He slipped away into the darkness, moving with that quiet competence that always reminded me there was more to Carris than he let on.

I crept back through the estate grounds alone, playing the lullaby of shadows, keeping to the dark spaces between the damaged lanterns. The suppression field pressed against me but couldn’t fully smother the chording—not here, in the gap I’d identified earlier.

I reached the guesthouse and paused at the door, tapping the frame. The residual charge from the mayor’s old security was unchanged. No new fabrications. I listened for a moment to the sounds of the estate, the distant murmur of the city, the faint hum of athenite beneath the ground.

Something nagged at me. A feeling more instinctive than analytical. The dissonance around the guesthouse had shifted subtly, not in a way I could pinpoint but enough that the quality of the silence felt different than when I’d left.

I pulled the door open.

The dissonance collapsed.

Not thinned, not dampened—collapsed. The ambient resonance I’d been reading since entering the city simply ceased, replaced by a flat, dead nothing. A fabrication, and a powerful one, designed to neutralize any chording within its radius. My lullaby of shadows dissolved. My detection ability went blind.

Thomas sat on the bed.

He was leaning forward, elbows on his knees, and he watched me step through the door with an expression that wasn’t angry, exactly. It was something worse. It was evaluative.

“Late night for a storyteller,” he said.

My mind worked fast. The nullification fabrication was strong—stronger than the suppression nodes in the streets. This was personal equipment, the kind of tool an operative carried, not a garrison fixture. Thomas had brought it with him.

Which meant he was more than what he appeared to be.

He’d come alone. That registered second, but it mattered more. A competent commander who suspected a spy in his camp had options—soldiers outside the door, weapons drawn, the simple overwhelming arithmetic of numbers. Thomas had chosen none of them. He’d brought the nullification sphere instead, personal and precise, and he’d sat on the bed waiting like a man preparing for a conversation he didn’t want anyone else to hear.

The reasons weren’t hard to read. If Aldric Wren was just a storyteller, Thomas didn’t want his soldiers seeing their commander haul a civilian out of bed over a late-night walk. It would make him look paranoid, like the kind of leader who jumped at shadows. And if Aldric Wren was something else—if Thomas’s suspicion was right—then he didn’t want his soldiers seeing how close the storyteller had gotten. How Thomas had introduced him, vouched for him, invited him to sit with his men and drink and listen to their stories. A commander who’d been fooled by an enemy operative didn’t survive that kind of exposure in front of his rank and file. Not in the Hand. Not anywhere.

He needed this to be private. Either outcome demanded it.

“I couldn’t sleep,” I said, keeping the accent, keeping my posture loose. “The muse doesn’t care about the hour, I’m afraid. When a story calls, I walk.”

“You walk through military grounds in the dark?”

“I walk where the atmosphere takes me.” I spread my hands—the storyteller’s gesture, open and harmless. “The grounds here have a quality. The old lanterns, the abandoned gardens. I was composing.”

He studied me. The nullification field pressed against my skin like static, and I could feel its edges—precise, calibrated, extending perhaps ten paces in every direction. Inside it, I was nothing more than what I appeared to be: a man with no weapon and no power.

“Composing,” he repeated.

“Would you like to hear what I’ve written?”

He hadn’t expected that. I could see it in the slight shift of his weight, the fractional pause before he responded. He’d come here to catch me in something, to test me, and I’d offered him the one thing his pride couldn’t refuse.

“Tell me,” he said.

I sat in the chair across from him, took a breath, and became Aldric Wren.

It wasn’t difficult. I’d spent years at the Academy learning how sound shaped perception, and storytelling was a cousin to chording—rhythm, cadence, the careful placement of silence. Even without the ukelin, even inside a nullification field, I could use my voice. I couldn’t imbue it with real power, not here. But I could use the techniques I’d learned: the measured pacing, the deliberate drops in register, the way a pause before a word could make that word land heavier than a shout.

“There is a man,” I began, letting the rhythm settle into something steady—a heartbeat’s pace—and pitching my voice low, “who came to a broken place. Not because he was sent. Not because he was ordered. But because he looked at what was broken and believed—truly believed—that he was the one who could mend it.”

Thomas didn’t move.

“Others had tried before him. Men with sharper swords and larger armies. But they didn’t understand what he understood, that a broken place doesn’t need force alone. It needs someone willing to hold the pieces together with his own hands, even when the edges cut. Even when the others around him didn’t see what he saw. Even when the cost of mending was blood.”

I let the silence sit for a moment. Then I leaned forward, just slightly, holding his gaze.

“The world will not remember the men who swung the swords. The world remembers the man who decided why the swords were swung. That is the story I’m composing, Thomas. The story of a man who sees himself as the mender of broken things. Whether the world agrees or not—that is for the telling.”

The room was quiet.

Thomas’s expression had changed. The evaluation was still there, but layered beneath it now was something rawer. I’d held up a mirror and shown him exactly what he wanted to see—the version of himself he carried in his own mind. The noble soldier. The necessary hand. The man who did hard things because someone had to.

It was manipulation. I knew that. And I was good at it, because the same skills that let me read the dissonance let me read people. You learned to feel the resonance of what someone wanted to hear, and you played it back to them in the right key.

“That’s…” He cleared his throat. “That’s not bad.”

“It’s a draft,” I said. “The first shape of the story. It will grow as I learn more.”

He stood, and the evaluative edge had softened—it was not gone, but dulled. Whatever he’d come here to find, I’d replaced it with something he wanted more than suspicion.

His story.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll show you more.”

“I look forward to it.”

He moved to the door, and as he did, the nullification field moved with him, radiating from whatever device he carried. When he stepped outside, the dissonance flooded back, filling the space like water returning to a drained basin.

He paused in the doorway.

“Wren.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t walk the grounds at night again.”

It wasn’t a request.

“Of course,” I said. “Apologies.”

The door closed behind him once he left.

I sat in the chair for a long time, listening to the dissonance settle back to its natural state—the athenite hum, the faint pulse of the suppression network at the edges of its range, the quiet of the mountain night.

Thomas had a personal nullification fabrication. That wasn’t standard Hand equipment. That wasn’t even standard Guild equipment—nullification devices were rare, expensive, and required a skilled fabricator to produce. The kind of fabricator who worked with athenite. The kind of fabricator who answered to someone like Harwell.

Thomas wasn’t just a loyal soldier. He was an asset. And someone had invested significantly in making sure he was equipped for his role.

The pieces were assembling themselves. Harwell—the fabricator, the architect, the man Thomas answered to and whose name Thomas dropped with the reverence of a disciple. Voss—the face, the field operative, the man who craved legacy enough to invite a stranger to write his story. Thomas—the fist, the true believer, equipped with tools that cost more than a Hand commander should have access to. Trem—the supply chain, the former Avenhar target, connecting the weapons trade to whatever was being built in these mountains. And beneath all of them, the athenite, resonating in the deep rock, powering the suppression network, fueling the fabrication operation.

I still couldn’t see the full shape. But I could feel it now. Something was being assembled here, piece by piece, and the Hand’s occupation of Valthenar was only the visible fraction.

I pulled the ukelin from my coat, now that it would function again, and tapped a single note. The dissonance responded—sluggish from the lingering effects of the nullification, but present. Alive.

Outside, the night was quiet. Somewhere in the city, Carris was finding shelter. Somewhere out there, the girl with the Song was moving through the dark with a purpose I didn’t yet understand.

And somewhere, Declan Voss was sleeping in the certainty that his storyteller was exactly what he appeared to be.

Tomorrow, I would give them another story. And while they listened, I would find the truth behind theirs.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


I hadn’t been asleep long when the dissonance collapsed again.

The same flat, dead nothing, with the nullification field swallowing every ambient resonance in the room. I was on my feet before the door opened, the ukelin already in my hand, though it was useless inside that field.

Thomas stepped in.

He was different this time. The evaluative look from earlier had hardened into something colder. He’d changed since leaving—gone somewhere, spoken to someone, learned something that had shifted his assessment of me. But the dagger wasn’t drawn. His hands were at his sides, and in the right one he held something small and metallic that caught the dim light.

My wire spool.

He set the nullification fabrication on the floor between us—a dark, fist-sized sphere of worked athenite, copper-wound, pulsing with a dead frequency that ate sound. Inside its radius, I was blind, deaf, and stripped of every advantage my training had given me.

Almost every advantage.

“This isn’t for puppets,” Thomas said.

He held the spool up. Not accusingly, but almost gently. He’d unwound a length of it. Tested the tension. Felt the way it vibrated between his fingers with a hum that had nothing to do with puppetry and everything to do with what it actually was.

“I’ve seen wire like this before,” he said. “In the Thornfeld campaigns. A Guild Hunter used it to kill three of my men in a barn outside Greyhollow. Took their throats before they could draw. Wire this thin, this strong, with this specific tension—it’s not a tool. It’s a weapon.”

He set the spool on the table between us. Carefully, as if handling something that might still be dangerous.

“Who are you?” he asked. But the way he asked it wasn’t the way he’d asked before. It wasn’t the sharp challenge of a man catching a spy. It was quieter. Resigned. The question of a man confirming what he already knew.

I kept my hands in my pockets—the ukelin in my left, useless inside the nullification field. The wire was on the table now, not in my pocket. I’d need to reach it.

But not yet. Not while he was talking. Because Thomas talking was Thomas revealing, and a man in pain reveals more than a man on guard.

“I told you who I am,” I said, but the accent was gone. There was no point in holding on to it. We both heard its absence.

I began to pace. Slowly. The storyteller’s habit, which was natural enough that Thomas wouldn’t question it, even now. And as I moved, I let my footsteps find a rhythm. Heel striking stone in a specific pattern.

The priests of Yur had taught me that music existed in everything—in breath, in heartbeat, in the rhythm of footsteps on stone. A person stripped of every tool could still find sound, because sound was inseparable from life. The nullification field was designed to absorb resonance from fabrications and instruments and other external sources. It wasn’t designed to absorb the resonance of a living body.

As I paced, I felt the faintest thread of the dissonance respond—not the full, rich current I was used to, but a thin, stubborn pulse that the nullification couldn’t quite extinguish. Not enough for a chording. But enough to keep me from being entirely blind.

Thomas sat on the bed. He didn’t reach for his dagger. He just sat there, elbows on his knees, looking at the floor between his boots.

“I liked your stories,” he said.

The words landed harder than any accusation would have.

“I thought maybe someone finally came to tell the truth about what we’re doing here. That someone from outside would see it—really see it—and put it into words that mattered. That would make people understand.” He looked up. “The story about the man who mends broken things. You made that up on the spot, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” I said.

“It was a good story. The best thing anyone’s said about what I do.” His jaw worked. “And it was a lie.”

“Not entirely,” I said. And I meant it. The story I’d told him was manipulation—but the shape of it, the image of a man who believed he was mending something broken, that was true. It was true of Thomas. It was just incomplete.

He was quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice had steadied. “You’re Guild.”

I didn’t answer, but silence was answer enough.

“So they sent someone. I always figured they would, eventually. Voss said the suppression network would keep Guild operatives from finding us. Harwell guaranteed it.” He almost smiled. “Harwell guarantees a lot of things.”

There it was. The opening.

I could see the path—narrow, uncertain, but real. Thomas carried Harwell’s fabrications. And Thomas, for all his conviction, had just let something slip through his defenses: doubt. Not about the cause, but about the people behind it. Harwell guarantees a lot of things. The emphasis on “guarantees.” The faint bitterness.

If I told him the truth—that Harwell was Guild-trained, that the fabrications Thomas trusted were designed by a man who’d betrayed the same institution Thomas despised, that the Hand wasn’t being supported but used as infrastructure for something he had never been told about—there was a chance. Not a large one. But Thomas was a man whose belief was rooted in genuine pain, and genuine pain could be redirected if you could show it a truer target.

He could turn. He could become an ally. With his knowledge of the Hand’s internal operations, of Voss’s vulnerabilities, of the supply chain and the garrison structure—Thomas alive and cooperative was worth more than Thomas dead.

I thought about the girl in the cage he’d walked past without looking at. The crack in his righteousness. The way his jaw had tightened, the way he’d said “nobody important” in a voice that sounded nothing like the rest of him. He’d seen the edges of what he was doing. He just hadn’t been able to look at them directly.

Maybe I could make him look.

I gave him one sentence. One crack of truth.

“Harwell is Guild-trained,” I said. “Academy-educated. The fabrications you carry, the suppression network protecting this city—all of it was designed by a man who studied at the same institution you blame for destroying your home.”

Thomas’s face went still.

Not the stillness of consideration. The stillness of a wall going up.

“You’re Guild,” he said again, but the tone had changed—harder now, the softness burned away. “Of course you’d say that. Of course you’d try to turn me with a story. That’s what you people do.” He was on his feet now, pacing the small room the way I’d been pacing, but his rhythm was ragged, uncontrolled. “You destroyed my village. The Guild let the south burn while your Maestro played his games with the northern provinces. My sister starved in a siege your people started and your people abandoned. Three months. Three months she held on, and when I found her she weighed less than a child.”

His voice didn’t crack. It had already cracked, years ago, and what remained was the hard edge that had grown over the break.

“And now you sit in my city and tell me the man who gave us the tools to fight back is one of yours? That the one person who actually helped is Guild?” He laughed—a short, bitter sound. “Even your lies are arrogant.”

He stood. The resignation was gone. In its place was the thing that had sustained him through every atrocity he’d committed in the Hand’s name—the certainty that his enemies were the ones who’d hurt him first, and that everything he’d done since was justified by that original wound.

His conviction had calcified around his pain. It was load-bearing now. Remove it and everything he’d built—every decision, every cage, every death he’d ordered—would collapse into meaninglessness. He couldn’t afford to hear me because believing it would cost him everything he’d used to survive.

There was no reaching him. Not in this moment. Maybe not in any moment I had left.

“Thomas,” I said.

“Don’t.” His hand went to the dagger at his belt. “Don’t say my name like you know me. You don’t know me. You know a story you made up about me.”

He drew the blade.

I’d already palmed the wire from the table during his speech—a single motion, covered by the gesture of spreading my hands. Thomas was a soldier, not an operative. He watched faces and weapons. He didn’t watch fingers.

He came forward a single measured, deliberate step. The advance of a man who intended to do this properly. The dagger came up.

I moved inside his reach before the strike could develop. Left hand on his wrist, redirecting the blade past my ribs. Right hand bringing the wire up and over and around his throat in one fluid motion—the same motion I’d practiced a thousand times at the Academy, the motion that had become muscle memory, that my body could execute while my mind was still catching up to what it meant.

The wire pulled taut.

Thomas’s eyes went wide. His free hand came up, fingers scrabbling at the wire, but it was already seated—thin, sharp, biting into the skin on both sides of his windpipe. I had leverage. I had position. I had training.

He had belief. It wasn’t enough.

It took eleven seconds. I counted them because counting kept me present, kept me professional, kept the part of me that wanted to let go from actually letting go. Eleven seconds of Thomas’s hands weakening on the wire. Eleven seconds of his weight shifting from resistance to collapse. Eleven seconds during which I held a man who had come into this room hoping, somewhere beneath his suspicion, that the storyteller might still be real.

When it was done, I held him for a few seconds longer, making sure.

Then I lowered him to the floor.

The nullification fabrication was still active, pressing its dead field against me. But the Song didn’t need the dissonance to reach me. It never had.

I felt the shift the way I’d felt it in Caldwen with the proprietor—a change in the deep harmony beneath everything, a frequency withdrawing, space filling back like water flowing into the impression a hand leaves in sand. The priests would have called it a returning. But this time, the returning carried something specific. A quality I could name.

Earnestness.

It moved through the Song like a final exhalation—the resonance of a man who had died believing, completely and without reservation, that he was on the right side. Not the cold machinery of the unnamed veteran. Not the calculated arrogance of Voss. Thomas had believed with his whole self, the way only people who have suffered can believe, because their belief is the scar tissue that grew over the wound. It was the most honest thing about him. And it was the last thing I heard as the Song absorbed him back into itself.

I knelt beside his body.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly, the words spoken into the dead field of the nullification fabrication where no resonance could carry them. Where they were just sounds, with no power behind them at all.

I thought about Pol. The young farmer from Darren’s Hollow who had joined the Hand because the Guild never came, who sat with his back to the tavern window because he couldn’t watch the cages, who believed in what Thomas told him the way a son believes a father. Thomas was Pol’s commander. Thomas was the reason Pol’s belief held together—the man at the center of it, the one who made the violence make sense. And now Thomas was dead by my hand, and tomorrow Pol would learn that the man who’d given his suffering meaning had been killed by a stranger in a guesthouse, and the structure of his belief would crack, and whatever grew in those cracks would be something I’d never see and couldn’t control.

Was there another way?

Could I have found ten more minutes? Could I have told the story differently—not about Harwell, which triggered the wound, but about something else? Could I have started with Pol’s village, with the failure that drove Thomas to the Hand, and worked inward from there? Could I have shown him that the pain was real but the architecture built on top of it was someone else’s design?

I would never know. That was the real weight of it—not the killing, which was mechanical, professional, eleven seconds of trained efficiency. The weight was the closed door. The conversation that would never happen now. The possibility that had existed for one moment in this room and was now gone forever, not because it had been tested and failed, but because I hadn’t had enough time or enough skill or enough of whatever it took to reach a man whose pain had become his prison.

And the worst part—the part I would carry longest—was that Thomas’s pain was legitimate. The Guild had let the south burn. The former Maestro had played games with provinces and populations. Thomas’s sister had starved. The foundation of his belief wasn’t a lie. It was a truth that someone—Harwell, Voss, the network behind them—had built a lie on top of. And I’d killed him for standing on ground that was real, because the structure above it wasn’t.

The Song settled. Thomas’s frequency faded into the deep harmony, joining whatever vast chorus the priests said waited beneath everything.

I stood. My hands had stopped shaking. I didn’t know when they’d started.

I’d used one of Leo’s filtering patterns during the confrontation—a technique for reading fabrication signatures through interference, something he’d developed during the reformation and taught to operatives he trusted. It had helped me palm the wire through the nullification’s dampening. And as I looked down at Thomas’s body, I couldn’t help but notice the shape of what I’d just done. The former Maestro sent Hunters to silence threats. Leo sent Hunters to “investigate and report.” Different words on the orders. Same weapon doing the work. The leash was longer under the new Maestro. But it was still a leash.

I breathed out.

I pocketed the nullification fabrication. A device of this quality was too valuable to leave behind. And a portable dead zone, something that could level the field against any chording user I encountered, might prove useful. The irony of carrying a weapon designed to neutralize people like me was not lost on me.

Then I searched him.

The dagger first. I ran my finger along the blade and felt the markings etched into the steel—not just decorative, but functional. A fabrication worked into the weapon itself, giving the edge a resonance that would resist chording-based defenses. Well made. Better than anything the Hand should have access to. And the hilt bore a mark I didn’t recognize. An angular symbol, precise, almost geometric. A maker’s mark. Harwell’s, perhaps. I’d need to examine it in better light.

I took it. The blade would serve as proof, if it came to that.

He had three more fabrications on him, all of which were small cylinders, similar to the explosive types I’d seen in the streets but with different resonance signatures. I didn’t know what they did, and without knowing, using them was dangerous. I set them aside, wrapped in cloth. Three cylinders, the dagger, the nullification sphere. Thomas had been carrying more specialized equipment than most Guild operatives I’d known. Someone had invested heavily in this man—equipped him, armed him, made him dangerous in ways that went far beyond his skill with a blade.

And Thomas had never questioned where the tools came from. He’d trusted Harwell the way Pol trusted Thomas. The chain of belief ran all the way down, and each link thought the one above it was holding the weight.

I rolled the body under the bed—the only hiding place the room offered. Thomas was heavier than he looked, the dense muscle of a man who’d lived hard and carried the weight of his convictions in his body as well as his mind. As I positioned him, his head turned, and for a moment the scar from his ear to his jawline caught the light. I wondered who had given it to him. Whether it was from the campaigns, from the Guild’s purges, from whatever violence had first convinced him that the world needed men like him to hold it together.

I used a sheet to wipe the blood from the floor, then dragged the table over the worst of the stain. It wouldn’t survive more than a cursory glance, but it was the best I could manage. The room smelled of copper and sweat. Thomas’s smell. By morning it would be fainter. By the day after, gone. That was how it always worked—the body stayed but the person evaporated, and you were left with evidence and nothing else.

I had hours at best. Maybe less.

I straightened and took stock. Thomas hadn’t been my target, but he’d been a significant asset in the Hand’s operation, and his removal would create chaos in their command structure. That was worth something. But the real target—Voss—was still out there. And now the clock was ticking faster.

I wrapped the wire spool and tucked it into my pocket, slid the ukelin into my coat, and strapped Thomas’s dagger to my belt beneath my jacket. The nullification sphere went into my other pocket, heavy and cold.

I checked the door. Listened. The room was quiet—no explosion this time, no cracked walls. Just a body under a bed and blood soaking into old wood. The guesthouse was at the edge of the estate. If luck held, no one would check until morning.

I slipped out into the darkness.

The night air hit me, and the dissonance flooded back—the athenite hum, the distant pulse of the suppression network, the quiet of the mountain. After the dead nothing of the nullification field, it felt like surfacing from deep water.

I needed to find Carris. I needed to tell him that our timeline had just collapsed. And I needed to move before Voss discovered that his ground commander was dead in a storyteller’s bed.

So much for the quiet night’s rest Carris had been jealous of.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The mayor’s home was better appointed than I’d expected.

Sculptures lined the hallways, decorative stonework framed every doorway, and ornate fabrications were everywhere. They were small, but they carried more power than their appearance suggested. Warming stones that regulated temperature. Light fixtures that responded to movement. A security lattice woven into the doorframes that I could feel pulsing faintly in the dissonance, though it had been deactivated, presumably by Thomas when he’d taken the house.

Thomas had lived well here. I searched the rooms methodically, looking for anything that would tell me more about the Hand’s operation—orders, correspondence, maps. I found nothing of that kind. Thomas either had been careful or hadn’t been trusted with written intelligence.

I did find a purse of gold in a drawer beside the bed. I kept it. The Guild frowned on looting, but I wasn’t about to leave coin that might benefit the Hand.

When I finished, I stood in the main hall and considered my options.

I couldn’t stay in the guesthouse since Thomas’s body was there. I couldn’t risk the streets—not at this hour, not without knowing the patrol patterns after dark. And I didn’t know where Carris had settled.

The mayor’s home was the safest option. Thomas wouldn’t be missed until morning, and by then I intended to be somewhere else entirely.

I found a small room at the back of the house—a servant’s quarters, windowless, with a narrow cot. I set Thomas’s nullification sphere on the floor beside the bed, where I could reach it, and allowed myself to sleep.

It was fitful, with the kind of dreams I’d been having since Yur. Fragments of the cliff-city, of binding stones and songs I couldn’t quite remember. I woke once, disoriented, and had to remind myself where I was.

When I finally startled awake for good, gray light was seeping under the door. I’d slept longer than intended.

I needed to move.

I stepped into the hallway, tapping the ukelin through my coat as I went. The dissonance was unchanged—the suppression network’s faint hum, the athenite resonance beneath it, the quiet of early morning.

Then I smelled smoke.

Rather than the thin thread of a candle or a hearth fire, this was something sharper. Chemical. Carrying a heat that pressed against my skin before I could see any flame.

I tapped the ukelin again, probing, and felt it immediately—a fabrication signature I hadn’t detected the night before. Not one fabrication. A chain. Linked devices, each feeding energy to the next in sequence, creating a coordinated effect that no single fabrication could produce alone.

I moved to the back door and looked out.

A line of fire encircled the house.

Not natural fire—fabrication fire, fed by devices I could see glowing red-hot at intervals along the perimeter. Each one was connected to the next by a crackling ribbon of flame that hugged the ground, forming an unbroken ring perhaps twenty paces from the walls. The grass inside the ring was already blackening, and the heat was building with the steady, engineered precision of a system designed to do exactly this.

Burn the house. And everything in it.

But as I probed the fire’s resonance, something didn’t match. The linked fabrications were there—I could feel their engineered signatures, the calibrated frequencies feeding energy through the chain. That was the skeleton of this fire. But the fire itself carried a different quality. Not the sharp, metallic resonance I’d expect from fabrication-caused flame. This had a warmth to it—organic, deep, like sunlight concentrated through a lens. The heat didn’t press against the dissonance the way fabrication fire did, grinding and mechanical. It moved through it. With it. As if the fire and the deeper harmony were the same thing.

Song-fire.

I’d never encountered it before, but I recognized the register. The same warmth I’d felt in the prison cells. The same current I’d sensed moving through the suppression field the night before—northwest, toward the mines. Whoever had set this fire had used the fabrication chain as a framework, but the force driving it was something older and deeper than any Guild technique. Something the suppression network wasn’t designed to contain, because its builders didn’t know this register existed.

She’d been here. She’d done this. And she’d known exactly what she was doing—using the Hand’s own fabrications as kindling for a fire that drew its power from the Song itself.

Linked fabrications of this complexity required precise engineering. Each device needed to be calibrated to feed the next without overloading the chain, the resonance frequencies matched so the energy transferred cleanly. I’d seen the principle in Guild facilities, where linked systems powered large-scale operations. But whoever had repurposed this chain had turned it into something its designers never intended. A kill switch ignited by a force its builders couldn’t have accounted for.

The question was whether she knew I was inside. And whether she’d have cared.

I moved quickly through the house, checking the front. The fire ring was complete—no gaps, no weak points. The flames were intensifying as the fabrications fed each other, the linked chain building toward a crescendo that would eventually overwhelm the stone walls and bring the whole structure down.

I had minutes. Maybe less.

I went back to the rear door. The fabrication ring was closest here, perhaps fifteen paces from the threshold. The flames rose waist-high, dense and hot, crackling with the contained energy of the chain. Jumping from an upper window might clear the ring, but the heat radiating upward would make that dangerous.

The only real option was to go through it.

I held the ukelin and tapped the string, reaching for the dissonance. The suppression network fought me, as always, but the fire itself was generating its own resonance. The fabrications pumped energy into the air, creating currents I could feel and, potentially, redirect. Fire had always been my strongest affinity. The Academy classroom, the flames that had spread uncontrollably—that connection hadn’t faded. If anything, it had deepened.

I played a chording I rarely used—a call to the fire itself, an attempt to pull its attention, to make it recognize me as something other than fuel.

The flames shifted.

More forcefully than I’d expected. The fire nearest the door lurched toward me, drawn by the chording like iron to a lodestone. I felt the heat spike—sudden, intense, pressing against my face and hands—and I had to spin the chording, redirecting the flames into the stone wall beside me. The stone absorbed them, blackening, cracking from the thermal shock.

But the redirection forced the fabrication chain to compensate. The devices nearest the door burned brighter, hotter, pouring energy into the gap I’d created. And in doing so, they burned faster. By pulling the fire toward one point, I was forcing the entire chain to overcompensate, draining the devices faster than their engineered cycle intended.

I kept pulling. The heat was enormous, and I could feel it cooking the air around me, feel the ukelin’s strings heating under my fingers. But the fabrications nearest the door were guttering now, their glow shifting from red to white to a sputtering, unstable flicker.

They burned out.

A narrow gap opened in the fire ring, perhaps three paces wide, with heat still radiating from the dying devices on either side. I didn’t hesitate. I tapped a resonance shield into the wire—crude, barely held together—and strode through.

The heat pressed against the shielding, compressing it, and for a moment I felt it buckling—the suppression network fighting the chording, the fire’s residual energy pushing inward. Then I was through, stumbling onto scorched grass on the far side, the shield dissolving behind me.

I turned and watched the house.

The fire ring was repairing itself as the remaining fabrications redistributed energy to close the gap I’d created. Within seconds, the perimeter was whole again, and the flames were climbing the walls. The manor house was stone, but the interior—the wooden floors, the furniture, the decorative panels—would burn. And the guesthouse…

The guesthouse was timber.

As I watched, the fire shifted and reached the small wooden structure. It caught instantly. The boards crackled, the flames snapped upward, and within moments the guesthouse was fully engulfed. A column of dark smoke rose into the morning air.

Thomas’s body would burn with it. Whatever evidence remained of how he’d died would be ash by midday.

I watched the guesthouse collapse and thought about what Thomas had told me in that room. The Guild destroyed my village. My sister starved in a siege your people started and your people abandoned.

Was it true?

I didn’t know. But I knew it could be. I’d heard stories during my time at the Academy, whispered accounts of Guild operations that had gone wrong. Towns caught between factions during the Maestro’s campaigns, collateral damage dismissed as strategic necessity. Sieges maintained past the point where anyone inside had enough to eat, because the target was important and the civilians weren’t. The Guild hadn’t called them atrocities. They’d called them operational costs. And the operatives who carried them out hadn’t carried guilt, because guilt required acknowledgment, and acknowledgment wasn’t in the briefing.

Thomas had lived through one of those costs. He’d carried his sister’s body, or buried her, or watched her lowered into whatever grave a besieged town could manage. And he’d built everything that came after—the Hand, the conviction, the cages, the righteous violence—on that foundation. Not on a lie. On something the Guild had actually done.

I hadn’t asked him which village. I hadn’t asked which siege, or which year, or whether the operatives involved had been disciplined or promoted. I’d been too busy playing the storyteller, too busy reading his weaknesses, too busy calculating how to use him or turn him or kill him. Now the questions were permanent. The thing about killing people—the thing they never taught at the Academy, the thing you only learned in the field—was that every question you didn’t ask became unanswerable the moment the wire pulled taut. You carried the silence of those questions the way the Song carried the note of a life returning. Indefinitely. Without resolution.

I let the thought settle. Then I turned away from the burning guesthouse and focused on what came next.

The fire would draw the attention of the Hand’s soldiers, the remaining officers, and possibly Voss himself. They would find the mayor’s home destroyed and Thomas missing. They would search for him. They would search for me.

I had two choices. I could let them believe I’d died in the fire—the wandering storyteller, caught in whatever attack had targeted the mayor’s estate. That had value. A dead storyteller raised no questions.

But a dead storyteller couldn’t get close to Voss again. And I still needed Voss.

I could resurface. Play the shaken survivor, the fool who’d gone for a walk and returned to find his lodgings ablaze. That preserved the cover, kept me inside the Hand’s circle, and gave me continued access. But it also meant explaining where I’d been, and doing so without Thomas to vouch for me.

Voices came from the front of the estate, moving fast.

I made my decision. I smeared soot across my face and hands, tore my coat at the shoulder, and stumbled toward the front gate with the wide-eyed panic of a man who’d barely escaped a burning building.

As I rounded the corner, soldiers were already arriving. Four of them ran from the direction of the tavern, blades drawn. Behind them, more were coming. And trailing them, silhouetted against the morning light, was someone else.

Not a soldier.

The figure was smaller, slighter, moving along the far wall of the property with a deliberate calm that didn’t match the chaos. Long hair. Thin frame.

The girl from the prison.

She paused at the corner of the wall, and for a moment—just a moment—she looked directly at me. Not with surprise. Not with fear. With recognition. The same deliberate quality I’d seen in her face when the soldiers had taken me from my cell—the look of someone for whom being in this place, at this time, was a choice and not a circumstance.

She was clean. That realization registered first in my head. Her hair was still long and tangled, but the grime from the prison was gone, and her clothes were different. Not prison rags. A dark coat, belted, practical. She’d found supplies somewhere, or someone had given them to her. She’d been out of her cell for less than a day, and she was already moving through a city controlled by the Iron Hand with the calm assurance of someone who belonged there.

The transformation was striking. In the cell, she’d looked half-starved, and fragile enough that I’d wondered how long the Hand had held her. Now, with the grime gone and proper clothes on her frame, I could see what the deprivation had hidden. She was slight, but she wasn’t weak. She moved the way Carris did—with economy, with awareness, with the particular confidence of someone who had been doing this for a long time. The prison hadn’t broken her. It had been hiding her.

And I could feel her. Even at this distance, even through the suppression network, the Song-warmth radiated from her direction—steady and controlled, nothing like the raw, flickering presence I’d sensed in the cells. She’d been holding back. In the prison, the warmth had seemed involuntary, something she couldn’t help. Now it was shaped. Directed. As if the pocket of clarity we’d shared through the iron bars had taught her something about herself, or reminded her of something she’d known.

Then she was gone, slipping around the wall and into the shadows beyond the estate.

I didn’t have time to pursue her, or even to process what her presence meant. The soldiers had spotted me.

“The fire—” I gasped, staggering toward them, letting my voice crack with the appropriate amount of terror. “I went for a walk—the story, I needed—and when I came back⁠—”

“Where’s Thomas?” the lead soldier demanded.

“I don’t know! He showed me the guesthouse last night. He was going back to the main house. Is he not—” I turned toward the burning manor, letting genuine horror cross my face. “Gods. Was he inside?”

The soldier’s expression shifted. Not suspicion—concern. For Thomas, not for me.

“Search the grounds,” he barked at the others. “And someone get water on that guesthouse.”

Too late for that. The guesthouse was already collapsing inward, a heap of burning timber and ash.

I stood there, soot-smeared and shaking, playing the traumatized storyteller while the Hand scrambled around me.

And in the back of my mind, one thought circled: The girl had been there. At the estate. During the fire. She’d used Song-fire to ignite the fabrication chain—the same force I’d felt moving through the suppression field, the same warmth that had opened a pocket of clarity in the prison corridor.

She was powerful. More powerful than she should have been, more powerful than anyone I’d encountered outside Yur. And she was operating in this city with a purpose I couldn’t yet see.

I needed to talk to her. Before the Hand did. Before Voss did.

Before whatever she was planning changed everything.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Carris found me before I found him.

I’d lingered near the burning estate longer than was wise, watching for the girl. The soldiers had accepted my shaken-survivor act—the soot, the torn coat, the wide-eyed terror—and had turned their attention to the fire. I’d slipped away while they organized a bucket chain that was already too late, and circled back along the estate’s rear wall, probing the dissonance for any trace of her.

Nothing. She’d vanished as cleanly as smoke.

“Get over here,” a familiar voice hissed from above.

I looked up. Carris was flat on a nearby rooftop, barely visible against the predawn sky.

I scrambled up the wall and flattened myself beside him. Below us, the mayor’s home was fully engulfed now. The stone walls were holding, but the interior burned bright enough to cast shadows across the neighboring streets. The guesthouse was already gone and reduced to a heap of glowing embers and charred timber.

“You burn the place down?” Carris asked.

“Not exactly.” I filled him in on Thomas’s confrontation, the nullification field, the fight, and then the linked fabrications that had turned the estate into a pyre. “Someone planted those devices long before Thomas moved in. A contingency. Maestro-level work.”

“And Thomas?”

“Under the guesthouse. Or what’s left of it.”

He was quiet for a moment. “Did you get your proof?”

“His blade. Fabrication-etched, marked with a symbol I don’t recognize.”

“Good enough?”

“It’ll have to be,” I said.

He glanced toward the street. “And the figure you mentioned?”

“The girl from the prison. She was here, at the estate, during the fire. Moving along the wall. She looked directly at me.”

“You think she set it?”

“She set it, or she knew it was coming. Either way, she’s more than she appears.”

He grunted. “Let’s get somewhere safe. I found a place. One thing,” Carris said before we moved. “Voss. While you were inside playing storyteller, I was watching the streets. When the fire started, Voss came out of the administrative building on the north side. Saw the flames, saw the soldiers scrambling.” He paused. “Then he went back inside. Came out five minutes later with a satchel and two guards. Headed for the eastern road.”

“He ran.”

“Like a man who knew exactly what that fire meant. He didn’t wait for a report. Didn’t give orders. Just packed and left.” Carris met my eyes. “He knew Thomas was the target. Which means he knew someone was coming.”

I processed that. Voss had been the political face—the man who craved legacy, who’d wanted a storyteller to chronicle his rise. But when the ground shifted beneath him, he’d abandoned legacy for survival without a moment’s hesitation. The arrogance I’d seen in that interrogation room had been performance. Underneath it was a pragmatist who understood, with perfect clarity, when a position was no longer tenable.

“Where does the eastern road go?” I asked.

“North. Eventually. Through the mining settlements, then up into the passes.”

Toward Gael’s Crossing. Toward Harwell.

“Then he’s someone else’s problem now,” I said. But I filed it—Voss, alive, running north with whatever he’d salvaged from the wreckage. A man like that didn’t stop being dangerous just because he’d lost his city. He stopped being dangerous when he ran out of people willing to listen to him.

And in the north, there would be plenty.

We moved across the rooftops where we could, dropping to street level only when necessary. The city was waking to chaos, with soldiers running toward the estate, smoke visible from every quarter, voices shouting orders. No one paid attention to two shadows slipping through the alleys.

Carris led me to a small house near the city’s eastern edge, situated off a side street with easy access to the rooftops and multiple escape routes through connecting alleys. Smart choice.

“Whose home?” I asked.

“No idea. Empty when I found it. Probably someone who got dragged to the cages.”

The inside was dark and modest—a main room, a back bedroom, basic furnishings. Carris grabbed a small arcane lantern from a shelf and flicked it on. Warm light bloomed.

“Bed’s in back,” he said. “You get the floor. There’s a decent rug.”

“You get the bed?”

“You’re not joining me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I managed a tired laugh, settled onto the rug with my pack beside me, and tried to rest. I kept the ukelin close, tapping it softly and listening. The dissonance in this part of the city was quieter—farther from the suppression nodes, closer to the raw athenite hum of the mountain. Almost peaceful.

Almost.

As I drifted, something shifted. A subtle, gradual warmth crept into the dissonance, the way a tide rises. Not the harsh pressure of the suppression network or the engineered pulse of a fabrication. This was softer. Deeper. It settled over me like a blanket, smoothing the edges of my awareness, encouraging me to let go.

I was halfway under before I recognized it.

This was a chording. Subtle, masterfully controlled, working on me with a precision that the suppression network’s blunt force couldn’t match. Someone was trying to put me to sleep, to ease me under gently enough that I wouldn’t notice.

I shifted my own rhythm, tapping the ukelin just hard enough to raise a thin shielding around myself. The warmth pressed against it, tested it, and withdrew—not defeated, but retreating. As if the caster had felt my resistance and decided to adjust.

I sat up. Carris was asleep in the back room—genuinely asleep, not suppressed. Whatever this chording was, it was targeted.

And it was coming from outside. Close.

I moved to the side of the door, switched from the ukelin to the spool of wire, and unfurled a length between my hands. A quick staccato note that was soft and barely radiating gave me a thin shielding and enough detection range to feel the presence approaching the door.

Skilled. Quiet. Too deliberate to be a thief.

The door handle moved.

I let them open it, let the figure step inside, and then I struck, wrapping the wire around them and hauling them into the room.

“Move and I will cut through you,” I said.

The figure stopped thrashing.

I could feel a counter-pressure in the dissonance, testing my wire, reading my technique the way I would read someone else’s. Professional curiosity rather than panic.

“You’re the woman from the prison,” I said.

No response, but the counter-pressure shifted—probing, pushing against my shielding with a warmth that I recognized. The same quality I’d felt in the cell. The Song.

“Enough,” I said.

The pressure faded, slowly and deliberately. She was showing me she could stop—which meant she was also showing me she’d chosen to start.

“Who are you?”

“You have me too tight.”

“I’ll hold as tight as I need to until I know what you might try.”

She stopped struggling. “How did you get out of the prison?”

“How did you?”

A pause. Reassessing. She said nothing.

“I’m going to release you,” I said. “Drop your hands, drop everything you’re holding, and wait. If I see your hands moving, I’ll react as if you’re attacking. Understood?”

“Understood.”

I unwound the wire and stepped back. She held her hands out, wrists visible—a gesture of compliance. But I could still feel a steady hum in the dissonance around her. Not an attack. A readiness.

“Enough,” I said again.

She cocked her head, genuinely surprised that I’d detected it. Good. Let her be surprised.

I studied her in the lamplight. The Song-warmth I felt from her in the prison was unmistakable. But standing upright, cleaned up, without the cell’s grime aging her, she looked different from the figure I’d cataloged in that corridor. Not older, exactly. More herself. The deprivation had stripped her down to bone and stillness; now, with food in her and freedom beneath her feet, the architecture of who she actually was had reasserted itself. Sharp-featured, composed, carrying herself with a competence the prison had masked but not erased.

The malnourished girl had been the disguise. This was the real version.

“Name,” I said.

She offered a hint of a smile. It made her look younger than I suspected she was. “Would you believe any name I give you?”

“I want one I’ve heard of.”

“My name is Jenasia Leighton.”

I searched my memory of Guild rosters. I’d heard the name Jenasia connected to something—a rumor, a mention in passing—but couldn’t place it. The surname meant nothing to me.

“Try again.”

“That is my name.”

“Then what’s your Guild name?”

She shook her head. “Not with the Guild.”

I watched her, weighing it. Her technique was too refined for self-teaching, but the way she wielded it was different from anything I’d encountered in Guild training. Warmer. More intuitive. Less about forcing the dissonance into shapes and more about… listening to it.

“Which organization, then?”

“None.”

“Then where did you learn?”

She was quiet for a moment. Something crossed her face—genuine consideration about how much to share.

“No organization,” she said finally. “Just a teacher. A long time ago.”

“And the fabrications around the mayor’s estate? Those were yours.”

She stiffened. “You saw me?”

“You weren’t moving as quietly as you thought.”

She let out a slow breath. “I didn’t know you were there. But I felt the fire shift—felt the fabrications burn faster than they should have. Someone was pulling them.” She looked at me with new assessment. “That was you.”

“You made those linked fabrications?”

She frowned. “How would I make them?”

“The same way anyone makes a fabrication.”

“Those weren’t mine. I acquired them. Set them, timed them, but I didn’t build them.”

“Where did you acquire linked fabrications of that quality?”

“From people who had them. People who won’t be using them anymore.” A hard edge crept into her voice. “They attacked my home. Thornfeld. Burned it the same way I burned theirs.”

Thornfeld. Carris’s war. The former Maestro’s territory.

“You’re sure it was Thomas?”

“I’m sure it was his people. And I’m sure the fabrications they used came from the same source as the ones filling this city. That’s why I thought it would be fitting.”

“He was already dead,” I said.

She regarded me. “You?”

I nodded.

“A shame. Burning is more painful.”

I found myself smiling despite everything. “So I’ve heard.”

“You don’t use fire?”

“I prefer simple and effective. And I prefer not to leave questions.”

“There wouldn’t have been questions. Not with how I set those fabrications.”

“There are always questions. Especially when you need proof.”

“Proof? Because of the Guild.”

She said it with familiarity—not someone who’d been in the Guild, but someone who’d crossed its path enough to know how it operated.

“Maybe,” I said.

“What does the Guild want with Thomas?”

“They assigned me the one above him. Thomas was… incidental.”

“Voss.” Not a question.

“You know him?” I asked.

“I know of him. He commands the operation here. Thomas was his ground man.” She studied me. “You haven’t finished, then.”

“I have proof of one kill. Voss is still outstanding.”

“And yet you’re hiding in a stranger’s house instead of hunting him.”

“Timing matters.”

She almost smiled at that. “It does.”

I watched her. The dissonance around her had settled—not the tense readiness of before, but something calmer. The Song I’d felt in the prison was still there, a steady warmth beneath everything else, but she wasn’t using it actively. Just existing in it, the way a musician exists in sound.

“Who taught you?” I asked.

“An old woman, in the hills above Thornfeld. She called it the Song.”

The same word the priests of Yur used. The same I’d felt in the cliff-city.

“You call it the Song,” I said carefully. “Not dissonance. Not chordings.”

“Because that’s what it is. You people with your instruments and your fabrications—you’re playing the surface. The Song is deeper.” She said it without arrogance, just certainty. “You’ve heard it, haven’t you? I could feel it in the prison. When you tapped the bars. You were listening for something beneath the noise.”

I didn’t confirm or deny, but she saw the answer in my silence.

“You heard me,” she said. “In the prison. You tapped the bars and I felt it.”

“You tapped back.”

Something shifted in her expression—not a softening, exactly, but a recognition.

“The woman who taught me was named Mavera,” Jenasia said. “She lived in the hills above Thornfeld for as long as anyone could remember. She heard the Song the way some people hear rain—constantly, naturally, without trying. She taught me to hear it too.” Her voice thinned. “The Hand killed her. When they burned Thornfeld, she was in the hills. They found her because the fabrications could feel her. She was too bright in whatever register they were scanning.”

She said it flatly.

“I’ve been hunting since,” she said. “Though not for revenge. Because someone should.”

“And the Song—Mavera taught you to use it?”

“She taught me to listen. The using came later. After she died.” Jenasia looked at me directly. “What about you? You’re Guild-trained. You play instruments and call it chordings and pretend the Song is just dissonance. But you hear more than that.”

“The priests of Yur showed me,” I said. “They taught me there was something beneath the dissonance. A deeper harmony. They called it the Song too.”

She was quiet for a moment, processing. “So you reach it through the instruments. Through the technique.”

“It’s the only way I know.”

“It’s not the only way. It’s just the way you learned.” She paused. “You hear what I hear. But you hear it through a wall. I hear it directly.”

The distinction was precise, and it troubled me—because she was right. Every time the Song had opened for me, it had been through a bridge: the ukelin, the wire, the foot-tapping against stone. I’d never heard it in silence. I’d never heard it the way she seemed to—as a constant presence, like breathing, like weather.

“Different approaches,” I said.

“Different crutches.” There was no malice in it, just observation. “Yours keep you alive. Mine keep me honest. We’ll see which matters more.”

The words sat between us, a shared table with a line down the middle. She didn’t trust the Guild. I was the Guild. That didn’t resolve. It just existed, like how the Song existed, whether or not we chose to acknowledge it.

“I could use your help,” she said.

“I don’t think that’s possible.”

“You gamble?”

The shift in subject caught me off guard. “What?”

“You said it wasn’t in the cards. Sounds like a gambler. And gamblers read the cards wrong sometimes—they don’t see what’s actually in front of them.”

“They aren’t always my cards to read,” I said.

“Shouldn’t they be?”

“I serve the Guild.”

“Should you?” Jenasia asked.

“If this is your recruitment speech, it needs work.”

She almost laughed but didn’t. “It’s just a question. And you still haven’t given me your name.”

“Silas.”

“Just Silas?”

“Just Silas.”

A noise from the back room caught my attention—Carris shifting in his sleep. I glanced toward it for a fraction of a second.

When I turned back, she was gone. The door stood open. The night air drifted in, carrying the faint smell of smoke from across the city.

I stood there for a long moment, listening to the dissonance settle. Her Song lingered in the room like perfume—a warmth that faded slowly, reluctantly, as if the air itself didn’t want to let it go.

I closed the door.

Whatever Jenasia Leighton was, and whatever she intended, she’d just become the most interesting complication in a city full of them.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


I spent the following day moving through the city, and what I found changed everything.

Jenasia had been busy.

The first fire I came across was at a small house near the western quarter, reduced to a charred skeleton that was still smoking. I probed the ruins with the ukelin and found the residual signature of linked fabrications, the same type that had encircled the mayor’s estate. Controlled, contained, designed to burn hot and fast and then extinguish before spreading.

The second fire was at a guardhouse. The third, a supply depot. The fourth, a barracks.

By the fifth—a tavern filled with Hand soldiers who’d been sleeping off the night’s drink—I’d counted seven targets, all struck in a single night, all bearing the same fabrication signature. Every target was Hand infrastructure. None of the surrounding buildings had been touched.

It was impressive. It was also reckless. The kind of campaign that announced itself—that dared the enemy to respond.

The city was in chaos. Hand soldiers moved in agitated clusters, weapons drawn, searching for a threat they couldn’t identify. The patrols had doubled, the checkpoint fabrications were pulsing brighter, and the caged prisoners in the plaza had been left unattended, with the guards reassigned to search duty. Smoke hung over everything, acrid and persistent.

And beneath the chaos, the dissonance had shifted. The suppression network was still active, but it felt strained—as if the destruction of so many Hand positions had disrupted the nodes’ coverage, creating gaps and dead zones that hadn’t existed before. Whether Jenasia had planned that or stumbled into it, the effect was real. I could probe further, detect more clearly, than I had since entering Valthenar.

I used it. Every gap in the network, every dead zone, I mapped and memorized. If I needed to move through this city again—to reach Voss, to escape, to fight—I now knew where the suppression field was weakest.

In one of the dead zones—a narrow lane between a collapsed guardhouse and a retaining wall—the cobblestones were warm underfoot. The warmth came from beneath, rising through stone. I knelt and pressed my palm flat. The Song was concentrated, welling up through bedrock as if the earth itself were exhaling. A thin place, inside the city. The Hand’s suppression network had been built directly over it—one of the larger nodes sat at the intersection barely twenty paces away. Coincidence, or had whoever designed the network known what was beneath this ground?

I felt her before I saw her. The Song-warmth shifted at the far end of the lane. Present. Waiting.

Jenasia stepped out of the shadow of the retaining wall. She’d been watching me kneel, watching me press my palm to the warm stone.

“You can feel it,” she said.

“The thin place. Yes.”

“Mavera said there were dozens of them across the mountains. Places where the Song rises closer to the surface.” She came forward and knelt beside me, pressing her own palm to the stone. “She said they were like springs. The Song wells up through them. The Hand built their suppression network on top of them because the resonance is strongest here.”

“They’re using the thin places as power sources.”

“Without knowing what they’re powering.” She looked at me. “Close your eyes.”

“What?”

“Stop playing. Put the ukelin down. Just listen.”

I didn’t move. The ukelin was my anchor—my connection to the dissonance, my means of detection, the tool that kept me alive in hostile territory. Setting it down in a city full of enemies was not something my training allowed.

“You said the priests showed you the Song through instruments,” she said. “Through technique. But the Song doesn’t need an instrument. It doesn’t need you to play anything. It’s already playing.”

Against my better judgment, I set the ukelin on the cobblestones beside my knee. My fingers felt wrong without it. Exposed, incomplete.

“Now close your eyes,” she said. “And stop reaching. You’re always reaching—I can feel it. You extend yourself outward, probing, tapping, sending signals and reading what comes back. Stop. Let it come to you.”

I closed my eyes. The dissonance was in the hum of the suppression network’s remnants, the athenite sense from the mountain, the faint pulse of fabrications in the distance. All of it filtered through my training, categorized, analyzed, sorted into threat and non-threat.

I let it go.

The dissonance didn’t disappear. It receded—still present, but no longer dominant. And beneath it, rising through the warm stone under my palm, the Song opened.

They weren’t the fragmentary glimpses I’d caught through the ukelin, those brief moments of dual perception that came and went like lightning. This was sustained. Full. The lane around me existed on two registers simultaneously, and I could feel both without choosing. The engineered dissonance above and the ancient harmony below, coexisting, each real, each complete.

The city looked different from here. Not the buildings and streets—those were the same. But the sense beneath them had texture, depth, direction. I could feel the thin place pulsing under the cobblestones, and I could feel similar pulses elsewhere in the city, in a network of natural resonance that the suppression field sat on top. And I could feel, faintly, the warmth of Jenasia’s Song-presence beside me—not a tool or a technique, just a person existing in the register where the Song lived, as natural as breathing.

Then my training pulled me back. An instinct, honed by years at the Academy, that demanded I pick up the instrument, resume scanning, reassert control. My hand found the ukelin before I’d decided to reach for it, and the Song receded as the dissonance reasserted itself.

Jenasia watched me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“You’ll get there,” she said.

The implication was clear: My Guild training was a crutch. But it was also the thing keeping me alive in a city where the suppression network, the fabrication-equipped soldiers, and the monitoring nodes all operated in the register I’d just abandoned. The Song might be deeper, truer, more complete—but the dissonance was where the threats lived. And threats were my profession.

“Maybe,” I said, picking up the ukelin. “But not today.”

She nodded patiently, in the way of someone who had learned something difficult and remembered what the learning had cost.

Then she stood and disappeared around the retaining wall, moving with the quiet purpose I was beginning to recognize as her natural state.

Carris found me in an alley across from the burned tavern, late in the afternoon.

“Checking out the fires?” he said, his voice low. “I’ve been doing the same. Counted half a dozen.”

“Seven,” I said. “She hit every major Hand position except the central plaza.”

“Thorough.”

“Too thorough. This much attention is going to bring reinforcements. If there are Hand chapters in neighboring towns⁠—”

“Then they’ll send men. And this city gets harder to move in, not easier.” He studied me. “What do you want to do?”

“I think it’s time to leave.”

He blinked. Of everything I might have said, that clearly wasn’t what he’d expected.

“The job’s done,” I said. “Thomas is dead. I have the blade as proof. Voss has fled, but without Thomas running his ground operation, and with Jenasia burning through his infrastructure, his position is compromised. The Guild may not need me to finish him—his own organization might do it for him.”

“And the girl?”

“Not my problem.”

“That’s not what your face says.”

I ignored that. “Let’s get the horses and go.”

We moved toward the eastern edge of the city, keeping to the alleys and the gaps in the suppression network I’d mapped. The streets were emptier than they’d been. The locals had retreated entirely, doors barred, shutters closed. Only Hand soldiers moved openly, and they were too focused on finding the arsonist to notice two men slipping through the shadows.

We were a quarter mile from the stables when I stopped.

“What?” Carris asked.

“The road south. Look.”

A wagon caravan was moving along the road below us—five lacquered wagons, rolling south at a steady pace. They had an escort: a pair of mounted soldiers flanking each wagon, plus a larger group riding ahead. Twenty men, at least. Well-equipped.

“Supply run,” Carris said. “Gerald’s northern shipments, maybe. Moving the goods out before the city falls apart.”

“Maybe.”

But I’d already tapped the ukelin, sending a detection chording toward the caravan. The suppression network was thin out here at the city’s edge, and my reach extended farther than it had in days.

What came back stopped me cold.

The wagons carried fabrications, which I’d expected. Sealed crates, dense with power, the same athenite-and-copper signatures I’d been detecting throughout the city.

But as the detection sweep returned, the hybrid sense opened—not reached for, not summoned. It simply rose. The Song-register met the incoming signal the way a tuning fork answers its matching pitch, the deeper harmony lifting to meet the fae-gate frequency without asking permission. Where earlier activations had been startling—on the road, at the campsite, beside the fabrication node—this one was effortless. The Song was strong enough here, close enough to whatever lay beneath Valthenar’s bedrock, that it met me halfway. I didn’t have to listen. I just heard.

And what I heard, woven into the deeper registers, was something I’d felt only once before.

In Yur. At the fae gates.

It wasn’t dissonance. It wasn’t the Song. It was the sound the world made when the barriers between realms grew thin—a keening, subsonic vibration that lived in the bones rather than the ears. The priests had called it the threshold tone. They’d said it was the sound of two worlds pressing against each other, like palms pushed together through a sheet of glass.

I’d felt it at the weakened gate in the cliff-city. I’d felt echoes of it on the road from Avenhar, and again when the fabricated anchor had died in the night. But those had been ambient—the passive bleeding of a world growing thinner.

This was concentrated. Contained. Someone had harvested threshold-resonant materials—stone or metal or something else that had been exposed to the fae gates long enough to absorb their frequency—and sealed them in those wagons. They were transporting the essence of the gates themselves.

“Silas.” Carris’s voice was tight. “You’ve got that look.”

“Those wagons aren’t carrying fabrication materials,” I said. “Not standard ones. Whatever’s in those crates was sourced from beyond the fae gates.”

“The fae gates. You’re sure?”

“I can hear it. The same frequency I felt in Yur—the sound the barriers make when they thin. Someone’s harvested it, sealed it, and they’re moving it south.”

Carris was quiet for a moment. “South. Toward what?”

“I don’t know. But if someone is collecting gate-resonant materials at the scale of five wagons in monthly shipments, they’re not building suppression networks. They’re not arming Hand soldiers. This is something else entirely.”

“Something bigger.”

“Much bigger.”

We crouched in the tree line, watching the caravan roll south. The escort was too large to take head-on—twenty fabrication-equipped soldiers, plus whatever was in the wagons themselves. Even if I could neutralize the suppression effect, the numbers were wrong.

“We’re not hitting that caravan,” Carris said flatly.

“No.”

“Good. Because for a moment, you had that look.”

“I had the look because I’m trying to figure out what this means.”

“It means someone with a lot of resources is moving a lot of dangerous material. And it means this city wasn’t just a Hand occupation or a fabrication quarry. It was a collection point.”

He was right. Valthenar’s importance wasn’t the athenite. The athenite was a bonus—useful for fabrication work, valuable for the suppression network. But the real prize was the gate-resonant materials. The Greyveil Mountains, with their deep mines and proximity to whatever lay beneath the surface, were close enough to a thinning point that the stone itself had absorbed the threshold frequency.

The former Maestro’s people weren’t just rebuilding a power base. They were gathering materials that interacted with the fae gates. Materials that could, theoretically, be used to manipulate the barriers between worlds.

I thought of the thinning I’d felt on the road from Avenhar. The dead anchor. The pulse beneath the earth. The grass lying flat against the wrong wind.

The gates were weakening. And someone was collecting the pieces.

“We need to go,” I said. “Not south. Not yet. I need to report this—not just Thomas’s blade, but what’s happening here. The Guild needs to know.”

“Will they care?”

“Leo will care.”

If I could reach him. If the Guild’s internal politics hadn’t buried him. If any of the people I’d once trusted were still in positions to act.

“The horses,” Carris said. “Then we ride. And Silas⁠—”

“What?”

“Don’t go back into that city. Whatever the girl is doing, whatever’s in those wagons—we can’t save everyone. Not today.”

He was right. I knew he was right.

But as we moved toward the stables, I couldn’t stop hearing the threshold tone, fading with distance but still resonant in my memory. The sound of the world growing thin.

And somewhere behind us, Jenasia Leighton was burning her way through a city that sat on top of a secret far larger than revenge.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Darkness had fallen. The wagons had stopped in a small clearing just off the road.

We’d followed at a distance all afternoon, keeping to the tree line, moving when they moved and stopping when they stopped. There were no other travelers on the road, only the same eerie emptiness we’d encountered coming into Valthenar. The caravan’s escort hadn’t sent scouts behind them, which meant either they were confident no one was following or they were relying on something other than eyes to watch their rear.

I suspected the latter. I’d been tapping the ukelin periodically as we trailed them, and each time, the threshold tone from the wagons pulsed back—that deep, subsonic frequency I’d first felt in Yur. It was stronger now, closer. And alongside it, I could feel the layered signatures of defensive fabrications surrounding the caravan like an invisible wall.

“Still think this is a good idea?” Carris asked as we settled into position behind a low ridge of rocks, perhaps a hundred paces from the clearing.

“Not particularly.”

“Great. Now I have you spouting nonsense.”

We’d gotten a better count of the escort during the afternoon. Not two soldiers per wagon, as Carris had estimated. Three. Fifteen armed men, all carrying the same standardized equipment and fabrication cylinders I’d seen in Valthenar. Plus whatever—whoever—was inside the wagons themselves.

“Your friend’s here, by the way,” Carris said.

I glanced at him. “Jenasia?”

“About two hundred paces south, moving parallel to the road. Spotted her an hour ago.” He shrugged at my expression. “I look for things that move like they don’t want to be seen. Professional habit.”

“And?”

“She’s tracking the caravan. Same as us. Better position, though. She’s closer to the road and using the terrain like she’s done it before.”

I probed the dissonance in the direction he’d indicated. Faint warmth. He was right.

“She’s got a look about her,” Carris said after a moment. He wasn’t looking at me—his eyes were on the clearing, on the soldiers building their fire. “Like someone carrying a weight they aren’t putting down until someone makes them.”

“You think she’s dangerous?”

“I think she’s driven. Which is the same thing, depending on the direction it goes.” He was quiet for a beat. “I’ve known people like her. In the campaigns. The ones who lost something that can’t be replaced, and decided the only way to live with it was to make sure someone paid. They fight harder than anyone. They also die more often.”

“Do you trust her?”

He considered it—properly, the way Carris considered things, without the easy dismissal or the easy acceptance. “Trust is earned. But I don’t think she’s lying about what she wants.” A pause. “I just think what she wants might get us killed.”

“It might.”

“As long as you know that.” He settled against the rocks. “Just so it’s clear—if it comes down to her war or our survival, I’m choosing us. No offense to her dead teacher.”

“Noted.”

“Good. Now, how close do you need to get to those wagons?”

“We could pull some of them away,” I said.

“Or we leave it.”

“They’ve got it guarded like this for a reason. Whatever’s in those crates is worth fifteen soldiers and a wall of fabrications.”

“I’m quite sure it’s valuable,” Carris said. “I’m also quite sure it’s not our problem. The job is done. We have Thomas’s blade. We still have time to get back.”

“I’m not leaving yet,” I said.

He let out a slow breath. “Didn’t think so.”

I watched the clearing. The soldiers had built an actual fire—real flames, real wood—which surprised me. With the fabrication resources they carried, they could have used warming stones. But there was a comfort to real fire that fabricated heat couldn’t replicate. It also meant they were confident enough in their position to announce it.

“I need to get closer,” I said. “The defensive fabrications are interfering with my read. I can feel the threshold tone from the cargo, but I can’t get a clear picture of what else is in there.”

“How close?”

“Close enough to probe without the defenses smothering me.”

“And if they detect you?”

“Then we improvise.”

“Wonderful.” He checked his blade. “I’ll circle to the north side. If something goes wrong, I can hit them from behind while they’re focused on you.”

“Nothing’s going to go wrong.”

“You keep saying that, and it keeps going wrong.”

He slipped away into the darkness, moving with that quiet competence that always reminded me he was more than what he appeared. I gave him a count of two hundred, then began my own approach.

I moved along the perimeter of the clearing, keeping low, tapping the ukelin with muted strikes. The defensive fabrications revealed themselves as I got closer—a ring of power nodes buried in the ground around the campsite, similar in principle to my own detection anchors but far more powerful. They created an overlapping field that would alert the escort to any dissonance-active approach.

But I’d learned something in the past few days. The suppression network in Valthenar had taught me to work at the edges of detection—to play softer, reach less, and read what came back with more precision. And the foot-tapping technique I’d used against Thomas’s nullification field had shown me that body-generated rhythm could pass through barriers that instrument-generated chordings could not.

I stopped at the edge of the fabrication perimeter and listened.

The threshold tone was strong here. Even without the ukelin, I could feel that deep vibration in the bones, the sound of two worlds pressing together. The wagons hummed with it, each crate a sealed vessel of concentrated gate sense.

But there was something else.

I’d been so focused on the threshold tone that I’d almost missed the secondary frequency, woven beneath the first like a harmony line beneath a melody. Not the threshold tone. Not the dissonance. Not any fabrication signature I’d encountered.

The Song.

It wasn’t the ambient Song I’d been hearing since Yur—the deep, steady harmony that ran beneath everything. This was active. Shaped. Someone was playing the Song the way I played the dissonance, using it as a tool rather than simply listening to it.

And it was coming from inside the wagons.

I pressed closer, letting my heartbeat sync with my breathing, using the body-rhythm to probe past the defensive perimeter without triggering it. The technique was crude—I was still learning what the priests of Yur had only begun to teach me—but it was enough to slip a tendril of awareness through the fabrication wall.

What I found made my breath catch.

The crates weren’t just containers. They were instruments. Each one was tuned—the athenite walls, the copper windings, the gate-resonant stone inside—all calibrated to vibrate at a specific frequency. And those frequencies, layered together across five wagons’ worth of crates, created something I’d never encountered before.

A chord. Not a chording—a chord. A sustained harmony that existed in the Song itself, not in the dissonance above it. Someone had engineered these crates to sing together, and that song was doing something to the fabric of the world around them.

The air inside the perimeter felt different. Thinner. The same quality I’d felt on the road from Avenhar, and in the field where my anchor had died. But here it was deliberate, controlled. Contained within the fabrication perimeter.

Whoever had designed these crates wasn’t just transporting gate-resonant materials. They were using them. The caravan itself was a mobile thinning point—a controlled weakening of the barrier between worlds, carried along the road.

Why? What purpose could a mobile thinning point serve?

I didn’t have the answer. But I had the question, and the question was terrifying.

Then the Song shifted.

Not from the crates. From somewhere behind me.

I froze. The frequency was warm and familiar—the same resonance I’d felt in the prison cell, in the safe house, in the lingering air after Jenasia had vanished.

She was here.

I couldn’t see her or pinpoint her location, but her Song-presence brushed against mine, and I felt something that might have been a warning.

Don’t.

An impression rather than a word. A pressure that carried intent. She didn’t want me to probe further. Or she didn’t want me to be here at all.

Then it was gone. The warmth withdrew, and the night was just the night again, filled with the crackle of the soldiers’ fire, the hum of the defensive fabrications, the deep pulse of the threshold tone from the wagons.

I pulled back from the perimeter, slowly, carefully, and made my way to the ridge where I’d started.

Carris was already there, having circled back.

“Anything?” he asked.

“More than I expected.” I told him what I’d found—the crates as tuned instruments, the sustained chord in the Song, the mobile thinning point. I kept it concise. He didn’t need the theory; he needed the implications.

“So they’re carrying a hole in the world,” he said.

“A controlled one. Contained inside the fabrication perimeter. But yes, essentially, they’re transporting something that weakens the barrier between our world and whatever’s on the other side.”

“And someone designed it that way. On purpose.”

“On purpose.”

He was quiet for a long moment. “Who?”

“That’s the question. This is beyond the former Maestro’s network—or at least beyond what I thought they were capable of. This requires knowledge of the Song, not just the dissonance. Guild fabricators don’t work with the Song. They don’t even acknowledge it exists.”

“So who does?”

I thought of the priests of Yur. Of an old woman in the hills above Thornfeld who’d taught a girl to listen. Of whatever knowledge had existed before the Guild codified everything into strings and instruments and fabrications.

“Someone with older knowledge,” I said. “Someone who understands what the Guild forgot.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“No.”

“There’s something else,” I said after a moment. “She was here. Jenasia. I felt her Song-presence at the edge of the perimeter.”

“I know,” Carris said. “I told you she was on the south side, parallel to the road.”

“She sent me something—a warning, maybe. She didn’t want me probing further.”

“Probably because probing further would get you killed.”

“Probably.”

He studied me. “So what’s the play?”

I looked at the wagons. Fifteen soldiers. A wall of defensive fabrications. Cargo that was literally weakening the fabric of reality. And somewhere in the darkness, a girl with Song-training who knew more about what was happening than I did.

“We watch,” I said. “We follow. And we don’t engage. Not tonight.”

“Thank the gods.” He leaned against the rocks. “First sensible thing you’ve said all day.”

“They’re heading south. If we can track where they’re taking this cargo—who receives it, where it’s stored—that information is worth more than anything we could learn by attacking.”

“And if they detect us following?”

“Then we improvise,” I said.

“You said that already.”

“It bears repeating.”

He shook his head but settled in beside me, eyes on the clearing. Below us, the soldiers sat around their fire, oblivious. The wagons hummed with their terrible chord, and the world around them grew just a little bit thinner.

We watched. We waited.

And in the darkness beyond the firelight, I could still feel the fading warmth of the Song, like the memory of a voice heard once and never forgotten.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


It was near midnight when Jenasia made her move.

Carris and I had been watching the caravan for hours, crouched behind the ridge, debating approaches that all ended in odds that weren’t in our favor. I’d been leaning toward drawing out a few patrols when the night turned orange.

The fire started in a ring, the same technique she’d used at the mayor’s estate—linked fabrications detonating in sequence, encircling the campsite in a perimeter of crackling flame. The heat bloomed outward in a wave that I felt through the dissonance before I felt it on my skin. The soldiers’ fire was swallowed by the larger conflagration, and then the screaming started.

“Her,” I said.

Carris swore softly. “So much for scouting.”

The flames slithered inward with an almost predatory intelligence, tightening the ring, driving the soldiers toward the center. Two stumbled out of the perimeter on our side—one staggering blind, the other running flat out. The blind one collapsed before he reached us. The runner made it ten paces farther before Carris drove a blade into his chest.

“Kindness,” Carris said quietly.

I watched the attack unfold. It was disciplined, a coordinated assault with specific objectives. The flames targeted the soldiers’ positions but left the wagons untouched. The defensive fabrications around the campsite had activated, their power nodes pulsing bright against the fire, but Jenasia’s technique was different from anything those defenses were designed to counter. Her fire burned through fabrication barriers the way water finds cracks in stone—not by overpowering them, but by flowing around them.

And I could feel the difference in how she fought. My instinct—my training—was to play a counter-chording, to match the defensive fabrications with an engineered response: the frozen waltz to suppress flame, a crescendo blast to shatter a barrier, each technique named, bounded, a specific input producing a specific output. That was the Guild’s approach.

Jenasia didn’t seem to be playing techniques in any sense I recognized. What she did was closer to conversation, as though she reached into the Song and asked the world to change, and it changed. The fire didn’t obey her commands; it responded to her presence. Where I would have constructed a chording to redirect flame around a barrier, she simply shifted the nature of the space the barrier occupied, and the fire followed because the space itself had moved. The barrier was still there, still intact, still doing exactly what it was designed to do. But the fire was no longer in the place the barrier was protecting.

It was beautiful. It was also terrifying. Because if she could do that with fire, she could do it with anything.

Then the second wave hit. Instead of fire, this was something in the Song’s register, a rippling pulse that struck the wagons in sequence. Each one shuddered on impact, the protective fabrications around them flaring and dying like sparks.

“She’s breaching the wagons,” I said. “Move.”

We ran toward the caravan. The fire ring was already guttering. Jenasia’s fabrications were burning fast, by design, consuming themselves so they couldn’t spread. Soldiers lay scattered, most dead, a few groaning. The defensive perimeter had collapsed entirely.

I played a resonance shield as we approached the first wagon, pushing down the residual heat. Three soldiers had regrouped near the second wagon—the most disciplined of the escort, weapons drawn, a portable fabrication barrier shimmering between them and the fire. They saw me coming and shifted the barrier to face us.

I played a crescendo blast through the wire—a sharp, concussive chording that hit the barrier like a hammer. It cracked but held. The fabrication work was dense, layered, Harwell’s quality. I struck again. The crack widened but the barrier reconstituted, the soldiers behind it readying their own fabrication cylinders.

Then Jenasia was there somewhere to my left, her Song-presence suddenly warm and close. She didn’t attack the barrier. She did something I couldn’t quite follow—a shift in the deeper register, a change in the way the air felt around the barrier’s edges. And my crescendo blast, still resonating through the wire, met her Song-shift, and the two frequencies locked together.

The harmonic was accidental. Neither of us had planned it. But the Guild’s structured chording and the Song’s fluid reshaping found a sympathetic frequency, like two voices that stumble into the same note and discover they’re singing the same melody in different octaves. The combined resonance amplified through both registers simultaneously, through the dissonance and through the Song beneath it, and the effect was something neither of us could have produced alone.

The barrier didn’t shatter. It dissolved. The fabrication work—dense, layered, reinforced—simply unwound, the power embedded in it coming apart the way knots come apart when you find the right thread to pull. The soldiers behind it staggered, suddenly exposed, and Carris was already moving, blade out, efficient.

When it was over, Carris and I stood staring at the space where the barrier had been. The air still hummed with the residual harmonic—a warmth that faded slowly, like a bell’s last vibration.

“Whatever that was,” Carris said, wiping his blade, “do it again.”

The first wagon’s door had been blown open by Jenasia’s second wave. Inside, I’d expected crates. Materials. Perhaps fae-touched stone in sealed containers.

Instead, I found a woman.

She had gray hair, was dressed in fine silks heavy with embroidery, and she looked out at me from a cushioned bench with an expression of pure contempt.

“Are you here for me?” she asked.

I stared, recalibrating. “Who are you?”

“Open the others,” she said, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Before the fires reach them.”

Carris was already moving down the line. We pulled open each wagon in turn. Two required force—their locks had sealed when the defensive fabrications failed, and I had to play a staccato sequence through the wire to shatter them. Each wagon held the same thing: a person, well-appointed, sitting among scattered materials and tools.

Four wagons, four people. The fifth wagon was empty. Its door hung open, and the bench inside was still warm.

Jenasia had taken whoever was in that one.

We gathered them in the clearing between the ruined wagons. The fires were dying, reduced to embers and the acrid smell of spent fabrications. The surviving soldiers—six, bound and unconscious from Carris’s efficient work—were lined up nearby.

Five fabricators. That’s what the caravan had been carrying. Not just materials, but the people who could work them.

“So we’ve got four,” Carris said, surveying them. “And one missing.”

“And six soldiers,” I said. “Out of fifteen.”

“She’s thorough.”

I studied the fabricators. The woman radiated authority and irritation in equal measure. Beside her sat an older bearded man with a gaunt face, resigned and watchful. A younger man with long hair and gray eyes sat apart from them, visibly shaken. The fourth was still unconscious, slumped against a wagon wheel.

I tapped the ukelin, probing. The dissonance around these people was layered with fabrication work, woven into what they wore. The woman’s silks, in particular, hummed with a dense web of protective chordings. I could feel the filaments threaded through the fabric—athenite wire, fine as spider silk, interlaced with copper threading. A walking fabrication, wrapped around her body like armor. Expensive. Sophisticated.

“You’re fabricators,” I said.

The woman’s contempt deepened. “You say that as if it’s an accusation.”

“It’s an observation. Your silks are woven with athenite filaments and copper threading—a defensive fabrication lattice. Academy-level work, at minimum.” I crouched in front of her. “Which means you’re not amateurs. And whoever hired you has significant resources.”

Something shifted in her expression. Reassessment.

“Academy,” she whispered.

“Yes. Now, who hired you?”

The bearded man spoke first. “We’re independent contractors. We were hired for a job. Individually, not as a group. We didn’t know each other before the wagons.”

“And the job?”

“We don’t know who’s paying,” the younger man said. His name, he offered without prompting, was George. “That’s how it was structured. Money funneled through intermediary accounts. Instructions delivered by courier. We never met the principal.”

“But you met someone,” I said. “Couriers have names. Intermediaries have faces.”

George glanced at the woman, who said nothing. The bearded man studied his hands.

“The payment instructions came through a factor in Gael’s Crossing,” George said quietly. “A man named Harwell.”

I kept my expression neutral. Harwell. The same name Thomas had told me about, and the one I’d overheard through the wall—the name above Voss, above Thomas. Now attached to a location, a function: the factor who funneled money to independent fabricators.

Carris caught my eye. He’d heard the name too, in my briefing after the tavern. He gave the slightest nod.

“And what did Harwell have you making?” I asked.

The bearded man answered. “Defensive fabrications. Security devices. Small, compact, easily transportable. That was my specialty.”

I turned to the woman. She stared back, silent.

“She makes explosive fabrications,” the man said. “Marble-sized. Compact enough to carry a dozen in a pouch. More powerful than anything their size should produce.”

Marble-sized explosives. I thought of Mercer Trem in Valthenar—the failed assignment from Avenhar, the merchant who dealt in explosive fabrications. The same type of devices the Hand soldiers had been carrying. Not mass-produced. Custom work, from a specialist like this woman.

The supply chain crystallized: Harwell funded the fabricators, the fabricators produced the weapons, and merchants like Trem distributed them to the Hand’s field operations. A sophisticated network with the former Maestro’s fingerprints all over it—and resources that far exceeded anything the Hand could generate on its own.

“And you, George?”

He fidgeted. “Fire fabrications. The linked incendiary devices.”

I looked at the ruined campsite. The charred perimeter. The same type of fabrication that had encircled the mayor’s home.

“You made the devices that burned the estate in Valthenar,” I said.

“I made devices. I don’t know where they all went.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I build to specification. What happens after isn’t my concern.”

“Until someone uses your work to burn you alive.”

“He wasn’t what you’d expect,” George said suddenly, as if the flinch had knocked something loose. “Harwell. He was… careful. Precise. He’d come through the workshop every morning, check our specifications, correct our calibrations. Never raised his voice. Never threatened. He just… expected things to be right. And if they weren’t, he’d fix them himself, then show you what you’d done wrong so you wouldn’t do it again.” He swallowed. “The chambers, though. The ones where he tested the materials on people. He’d check on those the same way. Same calm. Same precision. Like the people inside were just another calibration to adjust.”

“Where were you heading?” I asked.

“North,” the bearded man said. “After the fires in Valthenar, the escort decided it was safer to move us away from the city. We were supposed to continue to a new workshop location. Somewhere more secure.”

“And before Valthenar? Where were you working?”

“Gael’s Crossing.” He said it simply, as if it were obvious. “That’s where the workshop was. We were there for months, producing fabrications on schedule. Three wagons a month, shipped south.”

Three wagons a month. Gerald’s drunken slip in the tavern, confirmed. Sealed iron crates of refined athenite, moving through the northern passes.

But the fabricators themselves had been housed in Gael’s Crossing—the same region where Carris had fought during the Thornfeld campaigns. The same territory the former Maestro’s network had controlled. The same place Jenasia’s teacher had lived, in the hills above a town the Hand had burned.

Everything led north. Everything led to Harwell.

Before we left the clearing, I knelt beside one of the shattered crates that had spilled from the wagons during the attack. The athenite fragments were scattered across the grass—dark stone wrapped in copper wire, the same materials Gerald had described. But up close, with the defensive fabrications gone and the Song still resonant from whatever Jenasia and I had done to that barrier, I could perceive something I’d missed from the ridge.

The materials were wrong.

Not fabricated wrong, but fundamentally wrong. The athenite carried its expected resonance, the deep hum of ore that held chordings without degrading. Yet beneath that, woven into the structure of the stone itself, was the threshold tone. The same frequency I’d felt at the fae gates in Yur, the same keening vibration that lived in the bones rather than the ears.

I picked up a fragment. It was warm in my hand—warmer than the night air justified, warmer than residual fire could account for. The Song responded to it with a recognition that felt almost physical, the way your hand recognizes a familiar shape in the dark.

A footstep behind me. Jenasia, standing at the edge of the clearing. She looked at the fragment in my hand.

“Threshold tone,” she said. “Mavera told me about it.”

I held it up. “You can feel this?”

“Can’t you?” She came closer, not to me but to the scattered materials, kneeling and pressing her palm against a larger fragment. “Materials that pass through the boundaries carry the Song’s deeper register permanently. You can’t wash it off. You can’t refine it out. The stone remembers where it’s been.”

“These materials have been through a fae gate.”

“Or close enough that the distinction doesn’t matter.” She looked up at me. “The supply chain doesn’t just go north, Silas. It goes through. Whoever is sourcing this ore is harvesting it from the other side of the barriers—or from places so close to the barriers that the stone has absorbed the frequency into its structure.”

I set the fragment down. The implications cascaded: Harwell’s operation wasn’t just mining athenite from depleted Greyveil deposits. He was sourcing materials from the fae gates themselves. From places where the gates were failing, from threshold zones, possibly from beyond the barriers entirely. Every sealed crate shipped south along the trade roads carried a piece of the thinning with it. Every fabrication built from this ore would resonate at the gate-frequency, weakening the barriers incrementally, spreading the threshold tone like a contagion.

“You need to be careful with Harwell,” Jenasia said, standing. “He knows about the threshold tone. He’s counting on it.”

Then she was gone again—back into the dark, toward the fifth fabricator and whatever answers she was extracting. I watched the shadows close behind her and thought about what she’d said. He’s counting on it.

Harwell wasn’t just supplying the Hand. This was about the gates.

I pulled Carris aside.

“Still think we don’t need to know anything about this?”

He was frowning, but it wasn’t the irritation of before. It was concentration. “Harwell. That’s the name from the tavern wall.”

“Above Voss. Above Thomas. The factor who funds the entire operation—fabricators, materials, distribution. He’s in Gael’s Crossing.”

“Which is where we were trying to avoid.”

“I know.”

“And which is exactly where you’re going to want to go now.”

“The Guild needs to know this. Not just Thomas’s blade—the entire network. Harwell, the fabricators, the supply chain, the gate-resonant materials in those crates.” I hesitated, then added: “And whatever Jenasia took from the fifth wagon.”

“You think it was another fabricator?”

“It was someone she wanted badly enough to attack a guarded caravan for. And she left the other four behind.” I thought about that for a second. “She wasn’t after the fabricators in general. She was after a specific one.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. But if Jenasia is targeting Harwell’s network from the outside while the Guild is targeting it from within…”

“Then you want to coordinate.”

“I want to understand. There’s a difference.”

Carris studied me for a long moment. “There’s never a difference with you.” He shook his head. “What about them?” He jerked his chin toward the fabricators.

I considered. Four skilled fabricators—valuable assets, dangerous ones. The woman could produce explosive fabrications that supplied the Hand’s entire field operation. George could build linked incendiary devices. Taking them to the Guild would be a significant intelligence coup. Leaving them risked their return to Harwell’s network.

But dragging four captives across hostile territory with a compressed timeline was impractical. And killing unarmed fabricators who’d been hired for a job—even a job that armed the Hand—wasn’t something I was willing to do. Not today.

“We leave them,” I said.

“Leave them? Four high-level fabricators who supply the Hand’s entire weapons operation?”

“They’re bound. They’ll get free eventually. But without the wagons, the escort, or their workshop in Gael’s Crossing, they’re displaced. It’ll take Harwell weeks to reorganize—find them, relocate them, restart production. That’s time the Guild can use.”

Carris didn’t look convinced. “And if they go straight back to Harwell?”

“Then they go back to a network that knows it’s compromised. The fires in Valthenar, the destroyed caravan, the missing fifth fabricator—Harwell will know someone is targeting him. That changes his behavior, makes him cautious, slows him down. Either way, we gain time.”

“You hope.”

“I hope.”

He grunted. “Let’s get the horses and go before you change your mind and decide to chase the girl.”

I turned back to the fabricators. The woman was watching me with cold calculation. George looked relieved. The bearded man was simply waiting.

“You’ll find a way out of those bindings,” I said to them. “When you do, don’t take the job again. Whoever Harwell is, whatever he’s building—it’s going to burn. And the people building it will burn with it.”

“You don’t know what you’ve done here,” the woman said.

“I rarely do. It hasn’t stopped me yet.”

We left them in the clearing amid the wreckage of the caravan—the charred remains of Jenasia’s fire, the shattered wagons, the bound soldiers beginning to stir. The night air was cool after the heat of the flames, and the dissonance had settled into an exhausted quiet, like the silence after a storm.

As we moved south toward where we’d left the horses, the Song lingered, faint and warm, like a candle flame in the distance.

She was out there. Moving north, I thought, with her captured fabricator and whatever answers she’d extracted.

And somewhere in Gael’s Crossing, a man named Harwell was waiting for a shipment that would never arrive.


INTERLUDE


The Council chamber smelled of old stone and fresh ink, and Asarina noticed both because noticing was what she did.

She sat at the back of the room, three rows behind the main delegation, in a seat that offered a clear sight line to every face that mattered. She was not shrouded—not technically. She had simply dressed in the same muted brown that the junior clerks wore, pulled her dark hair back from her face, and adopted the posture of someone who was meant to be here but was not worth remembering. It was shrouding without the chording. The first thing Leo had ever taught her: Before you learn to disappear, learn to be unremarkable. One requires talent. The other requires discipline. Discipline is harder.

The chamber was arranged in a tiered semicircle, with the Maestro’s seat at the center. The heavy oak chair rested on a raised platform, carved with the Guild’s symbols, worn smooth by generations of hands. Leo sat in it the way he sat in most things: precisely, with awareness, giving nothing away. His lute rested against the platform beside him, untouched. He hadn’t played it in Council since assuming the chair. Some of the reformers read that as restraint. Some of the loyalists read it as weakness.

Asarina read it as calculation. Leo wanted them to forget he could play at all.

Thirty-one members occupied the chamber today. She’d counted as they entered, mapping the arrangement—who sat near whom, who had shifted seats since last week, who greeted each other and who didn’t. The factions were becoming geographical. Reformists clustered to the left near the windows. Loyalists sat to the right near the corridor that led to the old training halls. The uncommitted—seven of them, always roughly seven, never the same seven twice—scattered themselves in the middle rows like seeds blown between two fields.

Daven Correll sat in the second row, right side, directly in Leo’s sight line. This was deliberate. Daven always positioned himself where the Maestro would have to look past him to address anyone else in the room. It was a small dominance, petty and transparent, and it worked exactly well enough to irritate the reformists without giving Leo grounds to object.

The day’s agenda was minor, a policy measure regarding the redistribution of communication relay maintenance, determining which faction controlled the upkeep of the western and northern message networks. Administrative. Boring. The kind of motion that should have passed without discussion.

Nyban introduced it from his position at the strategy table—a wide, scarred desk to Leo’s left, covered in maps and charts. He was older than most operatives in the room, gray-haired, lean from decades of service, with hands that moved with the precise economy of a man who had survived by thinking faster than everyone around him. His voice carried without effort. He didn’t need to project; the room simply listened when he spoke.

“The western relays are degraded,” Nyban said, laying out the measure with the patience of someone explaining arithmetic to adults who should already know it. “Three of the seven primary nodes have dropped below functional threshold. The northern network is stable but understaffed. This measure reallocates maintenance resources from the eastern sector, which has redundant coverage, to the western and northern sectors, which do not. The operational case is straightforward.”

Asarina could indeed see the logic as clearly as Nyban could. The eastern network had been overstaffed since the reformation, when operatives loyal to the former Maestro had been reassigned there to keep them far from headquarters. Moving some of those resources west was prudent, necessary, and unremarkable.

Daven Correll stood.

He did it slowly—the deliberate rise of a man who wanted the room to notice before he spoke. His hand rested on the citole at his hip, not drawing it, just touching it. A reminder of what he carried.

“I have concerns,” Daven said.

“Noted,” Nyban replied, his tone unchanged. “Please elaborate.”

“The Maestro”—he didn’t use Leo’s name; he never did—“proposes to weaken the eastern network, where our most experienced operatives are stationed, in order to bolster the west. The west, where, I should note, we currently have active operations of unclear purpose.” He turned slightly, not enough to face the room but enough that his voice carried to the back rows. “We have enemies inside these walls, and the Maestro sends his pet Hunter to chase shadows in Valthenar.”

Asarina felt the temperature in the room shift. Not in the dissonance, which she was careful never to read openly in Council sessions, but in the way bodies adjusted. A reformist in the third row straightened. Two loyalists exchanged a glance. One of the uncommitted—a woman named Farren, who had served under the former Maestro but voted for Leo’s installation—looked down at her hands.

Mira Thorne stood immediately, as Asarina had known she would. Mira was young, fierce, and incapable of letting a provocation pass unanswered. Useful, sometimes. Predictable, always.

“The operative in Valthenar was dispatched on actionable intelligence,” Mira said, her tone sharp. “Intelligence that Nyban vetted. Or are you questioning Nyban’s judgment as well?”

“I question the allocation of resources while this institution fractures from within,” Daven said. He hadn’t raised his voice. He rarely did anymore—he’d learned that restraint was more effective than fury, and the learning had made him more dangerous. “The western network is degraded, I agree. But the answer is not to strip the east. The answer is to ask why the Maestro’s priorities consistently point outward when the threat lives in this building.”

“The threat in this building,” said a voice from the left, “is the faction that defends the man who burned villages.”

Daven’s jaw tightened. “That accusation has never been proven in formal proceedings⁠—”

“Because your faction blocks every proceeding that would prove it.”

The chamber dissolved into cross talk. Asarina tracked who spoke, who stayed silent, who leaned toward their neighbor to whisper. The uncommitted shifted in their seats. Farren was watching Leo, who had not moved, had not spoken, and sat in the Maestro’s chair with an expression of patient composure that Asarina had once found reassuring and now found difficult to read.

Nyban let the noise run for exactly seven seconds. Then he raised one hand.

Silence. Not immediate—it took another three seconds—but the room complied. Nyban’s authority was not positional. It was earned, and everyone in this chamber knew it, including Daven.

“The measure on the table,” Nyban said, “concerns relay maintenance. Not operational deployments. Not faction grievances. Relay maintenance. I will call the vote.”

The vote was called.

It split fifteen to thirteen, with the measure passing. Barely. On a question that should have been unanimous.

Asarina noted the numbers and who voted which way. Farren voted with the reformists but hesitated before raising her hand. A loyalist named Varen—quiet, mid-ranking, previously reliable—voted against the measure for the first time. Three of the uncommitted abstained entirely, which was new.

The coalition was not holding. It was thinning, the way ice thins on a river—still solid enough to walk on, but the cracks were spreading, and anyone who knew where to look could see the current underneath.

Leo watched the room empty. His expression hadn’t changed throughout the session. When Daven passed the platform, the two men’s gazes met for a moment in a brief, silent exchange that carried more weight than anything either one had said aloud.

Asarina stayed in her seat until the chamber was nearly clear. Then she rose, adjusted her clerk’s coat, and left through the side corridor.

She had a meeting to keep.
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The Maestro’s chambers occupied the highest floor of the Guild Hall—a suite of rooms that the former Maestro had filled with fabrications of extraordinary power and vanity. Leo had stripped most of them out. What remained was spare and functional: a desk, a map table, shelves of codices, and windows that looked north across the city of Ibanar toward the distant line of mountains that marked the edge of the realm.

Leo stood at the windows when Asarina entered. He didn’t turn. He’d known she was coming—not through the dissonance, though he could have detected her approach easily enough. He’d known because he’d asked her to come after the session, in a brief exchange of glances as the chamber emptied. They still communicated that way sometimes, in the silent shorthand of teacher and student, though the language of it had changed. When she’d been his apprentice, a glance meant follow me, I have something to teach you. Now it meant report.

He was quiet for a moment. “Farren?”

“With us. But she hesitated. Three seconds, maybe four.”

“And Varen?”

“Against. First time.”

Leo nodded. The nod was small and contained—the gesture of a man cataloging information rather than reacting to it. He turned from the window and sat behind the desk. The surface was clean except for a single codex, closed, its leather cover unmarked. She didn’t know what was in it. Leo had always kept certain things separate, even from her.

“Daven made it personal again,” she said, taking the chair across from him. She did not ask permission to sit. She’d been his student for six years; the formality between them was selective, and they both knew which moments required it and which did not. “He mentioned Silas. Called him the Maestro’s pet Hunter. Used the Valthenar assignment to question your priorities.”

“He’s right to question them.”

That surprised her, though she didn’t let it show. “He’s right?”

“About the framing, not the substance. I am sending resources outward while the institution fractures internally. That’s a legitimate criticism. The fact that Daven’s motives are factional doesn’t make his observation wrong.” Leo’s hands were folded on the desk—the same posture he’d used during lessons, when he’d wanted her to work through a problem herself. “The question isn’t whether he’s right. It’s whether the room noticed that he was.”

She understood. Daven’s criticism was landing not because the loyalists were growing stronger, but because the reformation was failing to address the obvious: Leo’s attention was divided, and the institution could feel it.

“The uncommitted are drifting,” she said. “Three abstentions today. That’s new. They’re not choosing sides. They’re choosing not to choose, which means both sides are losing them.”

“Yes.” Leo’s voice was patient, composed—the voice she’d known since she was eighteen as she practiced shrouding chordings in a forest clearing while he corrected her fingering on the flute. But something was different now. A distance that hadn’t been there before, as if the man behind the desk were watching their conversation from slightly farther away than where his body sat. She’d first noticed it after his return from the diffusion—the months he’d spent dissolved into the Song itself. He’d come back whole, or appeared to. But there were moments when she suspected that whatever he’d experienced in that formless state had left deposits in him the way a river leaves sediment: invisible until you looked closely, and then impossible to unsee.

“What are you planning?” she asked.

“Several things.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is. It’s just not the answer you want.” He almost smiled. The almost was worse than nothing—it suggested awareness of the deflection, which meant the deflection was deliberate.

She changed her approach. Directness, since indirection wasn’t working.

“Have you heard from Silas?”

The pause was small. Perhaps a quarter of a second. Anyone else in the room would not have noticed it. Asarina noticed it the way she noticed the temperature of stone and the direction of ink—because noticing was what she did, and because Leo had taught her to notice, and because when it came to Silas, every silence carried weight.

“He’s capable,” Leo said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

“It’s the relevant answer. Silas is one of the most capable operatives the Guild has produced. The assignment is within his abilities.”

She held his gaze. The patience in his expression was flawless—the same patience he’d shown her when she was struggling with a difficult chording, the same composure he’d maintained through Council sessions and political ambushes and the slow erosion of institutional trust. It was, she realized, the most effective shrouding she’d ever encountered. Not the disappearing kind, but the kind that made what was underneath unremarkable, so you stopped looking.

“Is he in danger?” she asked.

Leo didn’t pause this time. The answer came immediately, in the tone of a man stating something he’d considered carefully and chosen to share.

“Everyone with knowledge is in danger. Including you.”

It wasn’t a threat. She knew Leo well enough—had known him long enough, had trusted him through enough—to hear the honesty in it. But it was the type of honesty that felt shaped, angled, designed to answer the question she’d asked while foreclosing the questions she hadn’t. A truth used as a wall.

She’d seen him do this to others. She’d seen him do it to Silas, in the early days, when the two of them had been circling each other, where Leo deflected with honesty the way other people deflected with lies. She had never expected to be on the receiving end.

“Leo,” she said. Not the Maestro. The name she’d used in the forest, during lessons, when it was just the two of them and the flute and the Song beneath the trees. “What do you know about his mission that you haven’t told me?”

He looked at her for a long time. The distance in his expression didn’t close, but something behind it shifted—a recognition, perhaps, of what it cost her to ask, and what it would cost him to answer.

“I know that the situation in Valthenar is more complex than the initial intelligence suggested,” he said. “I know that the Hand’s operation there is connected to the former Maestro’s network in ways that extend beyond a simple occupation. And I know that Silas is the right person to uncover those connections, precisely because he asks the questions other operatives don’t.”

“You sent him to find something specific.”

“I sent him to find what’s there. The specifics are his to discover.”

It was the answer of a Maestro, not a teacher. The distinction had never felt sharper.

She stood. The motion was controlled, with no anger in it, no frustration, nothing Leo could read as emotional. She’d learned that from him too: how to leave a room without giving the room anything to interpret.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Asarina.”

She paused at the door.

“He will come back.”

She didn’t turn around. “You don’t know that.”

“No,” Leo said, and the honesty in his voice was, for the first time in the conversation, unshielded. “I don’t.”

She left the chamber. The corridor outside was empty, the stone walls cool against her hands as she steadied herself. She stood there for a moment, breathing, cataloging what she’d learned and what she hadn’t.

Leo knew more than he’d shared. That was certain. The pause before He’s capable—the quarter-second gap that should not have been there—told her that Silas’s situation was not routine, and that Leo was managing it from a distance, with information he was choosing not to distribute. That wasn’t necessarily malicious. Leo had always operated on multiple levels, and there were things a Maestro needed to keep close. She understood that.

But understanding it and accepting it were different things. And she was no longer certain which she was doing.
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Night came to Ibanar the way it always did—gradually, the light draining from the sky in slow degrees, the city’s fabrication lanterns flickering to life along the streets below. Asarina’s quarters were on the fourth floor of the eastern wing, a small room with a narrow bed, a desk, and a window that faced the courtyard where apprentices practiced in the mornings. She’d chosen the room for its sight lines, not its comfort.

She sat on the bed in the dark, the communication orb in her hands.

It was a small thing no larger than a fist, made of polished stone, warm to the touch with the residual charge of the Guild’s communication network. Standard issue for operatives above a certain rank. She’d been given one when Leo had formalized her position, and she’d used it sparingly—never for personal communication, never for anything that wasn’t operationally necessary. That was discipline. That was what Leo had taught her.

She activated it now.

The channel opened. The thin, vibrating thread extended outward from the orb, reaching toward the western network relays. She directed it carefully, the way she’d been taught, guiding the channel past the local nodes and out toward the regional network that connected Ibanar to the western provinces. Toward wherever Silas was.

She’d felt his attempts. Twice, in the past week, the channel had stirred—a distant touch, tentative, reaching toward her from the other end. Both times it had opened for a moment and then closed, withdrawn. He’d detected the monitoring. The Guild’s communication channels were watched—not comprehensively, not every message, but the routing patterns were logged, and an unscheduled activation from a western node would flag attention. He’d been careful. She respected the caution even as it left her reaching into silence.

Now she reached from her end. The channel extended, past the local relay, past the intermediate nodes, out toward the western network.

And connected to nothing.

No static. No interference. No dampened signal of a relay under strain. Only silence. The absolute, featureless silence of a network that simply wasn’t there.

She pushed further, shifting the channel’s frequency, probing for any active node in the western region. The orb hummed in her hands, building as she extended the reach beyond its comfortable range. She felt the eastern network, intact and responsive. She felt the northern network, stable, staffed, humming with regular traffic. She felt the southern routes, thin but functional.

West: nothing.

The entire western relay network was down. Not degraded—Nyban had said “degraded” in the Council session to describe failing nodes and understaffed outposts. But this was not degradation. This was severance. The network had been cut cleanly and completely, as if someone had drawn a line across the map and erased everything on the other side.

She deactivated the orb and set it on the desk. Sat in the dark. Did not cry, because crying was not something she did. Tears were a response that required her to stop thinking, and she could not afford to stop thinking.

Instead she thought practically. The severed network meant one of two things. Either the Iron Hand had destroyed the relays, which meant they possessed capabilities far beyond what Guild intelligence had assessed—capabilities that implied access to fabricators who understood power architecture well enough to dismantle it from the outside. Or someone inside the Guild had cut the western channels. That would mean the threat was internal, that someone with access to the relay infrastructure had deliberately isolated the western region, and that whoever had done it had done so while Silas was operating there.

Both possibilities were dangerous. The second was worse.

She sat with that for a while. The room was quiet—the courtyard below was empty, the apprentices long since retired, the fabrication lanterns casting their steady light against the window in soft amber bands. She could hear the building settling around her, the old stone and timber of the Guild Hall adjusting to the temperature of the night the way it had for centuries.

She reached out and touched the edge of the bed. The left side, where the pillow still bore the slight indentation of use though the sheets had been changed twice since. Silas had slept there during their two weeks together—the brief interval between his return from Yur and his departure for the west. Two weeks. Fourteen nights of his warmth beside her, of the particular sound his breathing made when he finally stopped thinking and let himself rest, of the way his hand would find hers in the dark without either of them speaking.

The sheets were clean. The room didn’t carry his warmth anymore. It carried nothing but the smell of stone and the faint, dry scent of the codex she’d been reading before the Council session.

She hummed.

Not a melody—barely a sound at all. A shrouding chording, the simplest she knew, the one Leo had taught her first: a single sustained note, voiced on an exhale, that drew the dissonance inward, making the space around her smaller, closer, more contained. The room contracted. The walls leaned in. The silence shifted from emptiness to intimacy, the way a large space becomes a small one when you close the curtains and light a candle.

An old habit. From before she was an operative, before she was Leo’s student, before she was anything. From when she was just a girl in a village in the southern provinces who had discovered, at the age of nine, that she could make herself disappear. Not invisible—unremarkable. The other children had stopped seeing her. The adults had stopped noticing her. She’d walked through rooms and no one had looked up. It had been terrifying at first, and then it had been useful, and then it had been the only thing that felt like safety.

Leo had found her because she’d been too good at it. She’d shrouded so completely that she’d become a blank spot in the dissonance—a hole where a person should have been. He’d told her later that he’d tracked the absence, not the presence. That the shape of what wasn’t there had been more visible than anything she could have projected.

You’ve been hiding, he’d said. I’m going to teach you to choose when to be seen.

She held the hum for a moment longer, letting the room stay close, stay small. Then she let it fade, and the walls retreated to their proper distances, and the silence was just silence again.

She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling and did not sleep for a long time.
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The Guild archives occupied the lowest level of the Hall—a warren of stone-walled rooms packed floor to ceiling with codices, scrolls, and fabrication schematics dating back to the Guild’s founding. The air was cool, dry, and thick with the accumulated centuries of stored knowledge. Fabrication lanterns cast steady light that never flickered, and the silence was the particular silence of a place built to preserve things.

Asarina had come looking for maintenance logs. The western relay network’s severance was either external or internal, and the logs might tell her which. If they hadn’t been altered.

She’d been reading for an hour, cross-referencing relay maintenance schedules against personnel assignments, when it happened.

Not through the dissonance. The archives were saturated with residual power from the stored fabrications, and her sensitivity to the dissonance—competent but not exceptional, a flute player’s awareness rather than a Hunter’s—was insufficient to read anything clearly through that noise.

This came from deeper.

The sensation was difficult to name, because she had no formal vocabulary for it. Leo had called it the Song—the deeper harmony beneath the dissonance, the foundation on which everything else was built. He’d described it during their years of training, spoken of it the way other people spoke of faith: with reverence, with certainty, with the quiet admission that words were insufficient. She’d heard it, sometimes—faint, distant. Not enough to navigate by. Just enough to know it was there.

Now something moved in it.

She felt it first as pressure, as a shift in the deep register that was beneath the archives’ ambient sense, beneath the dissonance, beneath everything she was trained to perceive. Like the air pressure dropping before a storm, except it wasn’t air and it wasn’t pressure. It was a displacement. Something vast, shifting in a register she could barely access, sending ripples outward that she felt—in the chest, in the bones, in the parts of the body that remember what the mind has never learned.

It came from the north.

She set down the codex she’d been reading. Her hands were steady—she checked them, a habit—and her breathing was even. The sensation was not painful. It was not threatening, not directly. It was simply enormous: not hostile, not benign, just present on a scale that made your own scale irrelevant.

It lasted perhaps ten seconds. Then it faded, receding and pulling back to whatever distance it normally occupied. The archives returned to their cool, dry stillness. The fabrication lanterns hadn’t flickered. The codices on the shelves were undisturbed.

But Asarina’s hands, when she looked at them again, were trembling.

She found Nyban in his office—a cluttered room adjacent to the strategy hall, its walls covered in maps and its desk buried under layers of correspondence. He was reading when she knocked, and he looked up with the particular attention of a man who recognized urgency in the way someone stood in his doorway.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I felt something in the archives. A few minutes ago.”

He didn’t dismiss it. Didn’t ask if she was certain, didn’t suggest fatigue or the residual sense playing tricks. He set down his correspondence and gave her his full attention.

“Describe it.”

She did, precisely. The pressure. The displacement. The depth: beneath the dissonance, in the register Leo called the Song. The direction: north. The duration: approximately ten seconds. The quality: vast, impersonal, not hostile but also not passive. Like something shifting its weight.

Nyban listened without interrupting. His expression didn’t change, but his hands had gone still on the desk as he held himself very carefully.

“You felt this through the Song,” he said. Not a question.

“Through whatever Leo calls the Song. I don’t have a better term. I can hear it sometimes—not clearly, not the way Leo does or the way Silas described. Just the edges.”

“The edges are enough.” Nyban leaned back in his chair. The lines around his eyes—deeper than they’d been a year ago, the weariness of a man who had held the Guild together by force of will while others fought over its corpse—seemed to deepen further. “That matches what Leo described. What he felt while he was… diffused.”

The word came with a hesitation, as if Nyban were still uncertain how to refer to the period when Leo had dissolved himself into the Song and existed as something other than a person. Asarina understood the hesitation. She’d been there when Leo returned. Had watched him reconstitute from the dissonance itself, held his hands while they solidified, and looked into his eyes and wondered whether the person looking back was entirely the same one who had left.

“He felt this?” she asked.

“It matches what Leo described while he was away.” Nyban moved to the map on the wall—gate locations marked across the northern territories, connected by red-ink lines. His hand settled over the northernmost marker. “The gates aren’t just weakening, Asarina. Something is pushing.”

The word settled between them. Not passive degradation. Not ancient barriers failing over time. Pushing implied intent. Agency.

“How long?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Leo doesn’t know—or if he does, he hasn’t shared it with me.” A pause. “The former Maestro’s work gave it a frequency to match. A door is just a door. But if someone knocks from both sides at the same rhythm…”

He left the sentence unfinished.

“Don’t discuss this with anyone else,” Nyban said. “Leo and I will determine how to proceed.”

She nodded and left.

The corridor outside Nyban’s office led to a staircase, and the staircase led to the upper gallery, and the upper gallery led to the row of tall windows that overlooked the northern approach to Ibanar. Asarina stood at one of them, her hands on the cold stone sill, and looked out.

The city spread below—rooftops and streets, fabrication lanterns and the distant glint of the river that curved through the eastern quarter. Beyond the city, farmland. Beyond the farmland, foothills. And beyond the foothills, at the far edge of sight, the mountains—gray-blue against the pale sky, their peaks lost in cloud.

The north. Where the gates thinned. Where something pushed.

She thought about Silas, somewhere to the west. In a city she’d never seen, surrounded by enemies he was pretending to befriend. The communication channels between them were severed, the silence absolute. She didn’t know if he was alive. She didn’t know if he’d completed the assignment, or been captured, or found something that had changed the shape of what he’d been sent to do. She knew only that he was capable—Leo had said so, and Leo was right—and that capability was not the same as safety.

She thought about Leo, somewhere in this building. In the Maestro’s chambers, or walking the corridors, or standing at his own window looking at his own horizon. Planning things he hadn’t shared. Managing information the way the former Maestro had managed it—not with malice, perhaps, but with the same fundamental assumption: that the person in the chair knew best which truths should be distributed and which should be contained. She had watched Leo sit in that chair and become, by degrees, the shape of the seat. The man who had taught her to disappear was becoming someone she couldn’t quite see.

She thought about the disturbance in the Song. The vast displacement, the pressure from the north, the thing that was pushing against barriers that had held for centuries. Nyban had spoken of it with the controlled alarm of a man who understood the implications and was not certain the institution he’d spent his life building was capable of addressing them. Something is pushing. The simplicity of the phrase concealed its scale. If the barriers thinned much further—if the pushing continued, if the rhythm that the former Maestro had introduced continued to resonate from both sides—then the gates would not hold. And whatever came through would not be a faction to negotiate with, a policy to debate, a political crisis to manage through Council votes and careful alliances.

It would be something else entirely. Something that did not care who sat in the Maestro’s chair. Something that did not care what the Council decided, or whether the reformation held, or whether Daven Correll won his argument about resources and priorities.

Something would come through, and none of them were ready.

The thought was not new. She had carried it since the night Silas had described what he’d felt at Yur—the deeper harmony, the Song, the sense of something ancient and vast beneath the world they knew. She had carried it through Council sessions and private meetings and the long nights alone in a room that no longer held the warmth of the person she loved. She carried it the way she carried everything: quietly, precisely, and with the discipline of a woman who had learned to be unremarkable before she learned to be anything else.

She stood at the window for a long time, watching the north. The clouds shifted over the mountains. The light changed. The city moved below her, unaware.

Then she turned from the window, adjusted her coat, and walked back into the Guild Hall. There was work to do, and the work would not do itself, and being afraid of what was coming did not change the fact that it was coming.

She had never been the type to stand still when the ground was shifting. She would not start now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


We watched long enough to see the fabricators free themselves.

The bearded man worked his bindings against a shard of wagon timber, sawed through the rope, and released the others. They gathered in the clearing, debating in voices too low to carry. Then they set off north, as I’d expected—back toward Gael’s Crossing, back toward Harwell.

“Satisfied?” Carris asked.

“Satisfied.”

“You just wanted to see which direction they went.”

“Now I know they’re heading back to their employer. That confirms Gael’s Crossing as the center of the network.”

“We already knew that.”

“Now we know it twice.”

He shook his head but didn’t argue. We retrieved the horses from the stable outside Valthenar—Carris slipping into the city’s edge while I waited in the tree line—and rode south through the night.

The road was empty. The same unnatural emptiness we’d encountered on our approach, with no merchants, no travelers, no caravans. The suppression network’s influence didn’t extend this far from the city, but something else lingered in the air. A flatness. As if the landscape itself had been scraped clean of something vital.

We rode hard through the dark hours, pushing the horses. The Guild’s deadline pressed against me—Jocelyn’s timeline had always been tight, and every hour I’d spent in Valthenar, every detour to follow the caravan, had compressed it further. I had Thomas’s blade. I had intelligence that dwarfed the original assignment. Whether any of it would matter depended on reaching the Guild before they sent someone after me.

By early the following day, we reached Caldwen.

Or what was left of it.

The tavern where we’d fought the Guild-trained proprietor was a blackened shell. That much I’d expected, since I’d burned it myself. But the damage had spread. Other buildings bore scorch marks. Doors hung open. The street where locals had watched us ride through was deserted.

Carris slowed his horse. “This wasn’t us.”

He was right. The tavern fire had been contained—I’d made sure of that. This was something else. Some of the destruction had the controlled signature of linked fabrications—Jenasia’s work, or devices like hers. But other damage was cruder. Doors kicked in. Windows shattered outward. The kind of destruction soldiers made when they were angry and looking for someone to blame.

“The Hand came through,” I said. “After us, probably. Or after Jenasia. Either way, the locals paid for it.”

The guilt of that settled into me like cold water. The Hand had arrived afterward and found their asset dead, their network exposed, and an empty town full of people who might have seen something.

I didn’t want to think about what had happened next.

“Where did they go?” Carris asked, scanning the empty streets.

“Evacuated, if they were lucky. North toward Gael’s Crossing, or south toward Avenhar. Anywhere that wasn’t here.”

We rode through without stopping.

But as we passed the town’s center, I felt it.

The dissonance here was wrong. Not suppressed, not dampened—altered. The ambient resonance that I’d grown accustomed to reading like background noise had shifted into something else. Something attentive. The emptiness wasn’t passive. It pressed against my awareness with a quality I could only describe as regard. As if the silence between the sounds had turned its attention toward me and was waiting to see what I would do.

I tapped the ukelin, sending a detection sweep outward, and what came back made my fingers still on the strings.

The dissonance didn’t scatter the way it should have. It absorbed my chording, held it for a fraction of a second longer than physics allowed, and then returned it—not as an echo, but as something subtly reshaped. As if the air itself had listened to my note and answered with one of its own.

Fae-gate influence.

We passed a stone well at the edge of the town square. The water sat still and dark, and as I rode past, the dissonance near it inverted, just for a heartbeat. The raw buzz of it folded inward and became something almost sweet, almost melodic, like a half-remembered lullaby. Small hands in cool water. Someone calling a name I couldn’t quite hear. Then it was gone, and the dissonance was just dissonance again, and the well was just a well, and I was riding past it with my pulse in my throat and no idea why.

Gate proximity. It had to be. The thinning played tricks on perception, bled memories that weren’t yours through the cracks between worlds.

I didn’t mention it to Carris.

“This place feels wrong,” he said, unprompted.

“It is wrong. Whatever’s been happening in the north—the gate-resonant materials, the threshold tone—it’s leaving traces along the trade routes. The dissonance here isn’t natural anymore.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Not yet. But it’s not nothing, either.”

We cleared the town and rode on. The wrongness faded with distance, but slowly, clinging to the road like fog and seeming reluctant to release us.

We found shelter in a farmstead a few miles south, empty but intact. I needed rest. Carris needed rest. The horses were spent.

“I’ll check the perimeter,” Carris said, dismounting.

“I’ll set the anchors.”

I placed two fabricated anchors—the last of what I’d brought from Isabel—at the farmstead’s boundaries and activated them with a detection chording. They hummed to life, thin but functional, their range compressed by the ambient strangeness but sufficient to warn us of approach.

Carris returned, confirmed the area was clear, and settled into the farmhouse’s back room. I took the main room, leaning against the wall with the ukelin in my lap.

I tried to rest. The exhaustion was real after days of tension, fighting, running, and sensing, but my mind wouldn’t quiet. The supply chain. Harwell. The fabricators heading north. Jenasia and her captured fifth. The gate-resonant materials and the mobile thinning point. Voss, still alive in a compromised city. Jocelyn’s deadline, ticking down.

Too many threads. Too many connections I could almost see but couldn’t quite resolve into a pattern.

I drifted—not sleeping, not quite awake. The dissonance settled around me, and in its quiet, I listened for the Song. It was there, faint, beneath everything. The deep harmony that the priests of Yur had taught me to hear. Not gone, even here in this thinned and altered landscape. Just… distant. As if it had retreated from the surface, pulling back from a world that was growing less hospitable to it.

Then, at the edge of perception, something moved.

Not physically, but rather in the Song itself. A warm presence, traveling, purposeful. The same resonance I’d felt in the prison cell, in the safe house, and at the edge of the caravan’s perimeter.

Jenasia.

She was moving, but not in any direction I could fix. Her Song-warmth shifted and doubled back, drifted east, then went still, then surged again—erratic, like someone searching for a trail they couldn’t find. Or running from something they couldn’t see. I held the thread of her for a few minutes, trying to resolve a heading, but there was nothing clean to read. She was alive, she was in motion, and beyond that I couldn’t say.

I filed it away. Jenasia was a factor, not a priority. Not tonight.

What I had was concrete: Thomas’s blade, proof of the supply chain, the scope of Harwell’s network, the gate-resonant materials. Intelligence that dwarfed the original kill assignment by an order of magnitude. The kind of information that could reshape how the Guild understood the threat in the north—if I delivered it in time. Jocelyn had given me a deadline, and I was already pressing its edges. If I missed it, she’d send someone after me, and everything I’d gathered would be filtered through whoever came next—someone who hadn’t seen what I’d seen, who’d reduce it to a report stripped of context and urgency.

And Caldwen was the proof of what delay cost. The Hand was retaliating. The network was contracting, tightening, burning what it couldn’t hold. Every day I spent chasing loose threads was a day the people caught between those threads paid the price.

South. Report. Let the Guild decide what came next.

I slept, finally, a few thin hours that left me more functional than rested. Carris was already up when I opened my eyes, repacking his saddlebags with the unhurried efficiency of someone who’d done it a thousand times.

“South?” he asked, not looking up.

“South.”

We rode through the morning and into the afternoon, the landscape slowly softening around us. The scrub gave way to cultivated fields, the silence gave way to the sounds of habitation. A cart on the road. Smoke from a farmhouse chimney. A shepherd driving a flock across a shallow creek. The ordinary world, reasserting itself with each mile we put between us and the north.

By late afternoon, the road widened and joined a larger thoroughfare, and the traffic thickened—merchants, wagons, a patrol of city guards in Avenhari colors. The walls of Avenhar appeared through the haze, pale stone catching the last of the day’s light.

Carris glanced at me. “You look like hell.”

“I’ll look like hell inside the city too. At least there I can do it sitting down.”

He almost smiled.

We passed through the outer gate as the sun touched the horizon, the city swallowing us in its noise and warmth and the blessed, ordinary chaos of people who had no idea what was happening two weeks’ ride to the north. Somewhere in this city was a Guild outpost. Somewhere was a bed. Somewhere was the beginning of making someone listen to what I’d learned.

But first, the gate. First, the city. One thing, then the next.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


I had been tapping the ukelin strings, trying to follow the undercurrent of power I’d sensed since we left Valthenar. There was something layered into the dissonance here—faint, deliberate, woven with a subtlety that left me uncertain whether I was sensing it at all or merely imagining contours in the noise. Every time I paused and listened, focusing on the distance, Carris would glance in my direction and frown, as if he knew what I was trying to do but couldn’t follow it himself.

Eventually, as the city walls came into view against the pale sky, he twisted in the saddle to look at me.

“Does it ever get old doing that?”

“Doing what?” I asked, still focused on the distant threads of power. Something lingered at the edge of my awareness. It wasn’t a signature I could name, but a quality. Warm. Purposeful. The same resonance I associated with Jenasia’s work, though fainter, as if she had passed through days ago and left only the impression of her presence behind.

The dissonance had been elusive.

So far, there was a hint of power, but nothing concrete. It was that hint I struggled to understand—whether it was residue, or intention, or something else entirely.

Jenasia’s technique was subtle. Too subtle, I had to admit.

The skills she worked with left me marveling. What must it be like to learn to wield chordings the way she did? It was nothing like what I had been taught at the Academy. There was a fluidity to her work, something organic and improvisational, quite different from anything I had ever attempted. And beneath the subtlety, I couldn’t shake the sense that there was a different sort of note within it—something potent that I hadn’t yet managed to isolate.

Maybe the subtlety didn’t mean weakness the way I had initially assumed.

“I’m trying to pick up on what she’s left layered,” I said. “The fact that Jenasia came back through this way is troubling, Carris. Maybe not to you, but it is to me.”

“There’s more like you in the city,” he said.

“There’s a representation, but the full strength of the Guild isn’t here. Avenhar is a satellite post, not the heart of operations.”

“What about the woman? Your handler.”

“Jocelyn’s different,” I said.

“From what you tell me,” he muttered.

“She has a connection to the Guild, but it’s not the same as what I’ve seen in others. There’s a particular quality to the way she carries herself around the dissonance—something careful, as if she’s always listening.”

He arched a brow, and then he laughed.

“What?”

“It’s just the way you describe it. Everything sounds so flowery and flattering. I find it amusing.”

“It’s not meant to be amusing,” I mumbled.

We kept riding. I continued tapping on the strings, searching for any part of the chording signature I could follow, but the sense of it remained vague—present but slippery, like trying to hold fog.

I sent a detection sweep ahead as we passed beneath the archway, which was a habit but also a test. The dissonance inside the walls was dense with interference, thousands of lives layered over one another, but nothing triggered alarm. No suppression networks. No fabrication signatures that didn’t belong. Whatever Jenasia had left in her wake, it wasn’t a trap.

I reined up just inside the gate.

“Didn’t think you were going to make it back?” Carris asked, reading me as he always did.

“The job,” I said. “The deadline.”

“Finish the one with a time limit,” he said. “Report first. Everything else can wait.”

“You’re right.”

He snorted. “I know I am. I’ll take the horses and find somewhere to stable them. You go report to your handler and let her know the job’s done. See what she wants next.”

“What she wants is for me to be finished.”

“You don’t know that,” he said.

And he was right. I didn’t know that. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to this assignment than what Jocelyn had originally described—that the threads I’d uncovered in Valthenar had only complicated things, and that delivering Thomas’s blade would raise more questions than it answered.

I had served the Guild. I had completed the task. And I had reset my counter.

Now I just had to deliver the proof.

Carris took the reins of my horse and nodded once before riding off toward the eastern stables. I watched him go, then turned and set off through the waking city on foot.

I moved quickly, cutting through the narrow lanes behind Coppersmith Row. The early-morning streets were still dim, the earliest risers only beginning to emerge—a baker carrying sacks of flour, a night watchman ending his rounds. I tapped the ukelin as I walked, sending faint detection sweeps outward. Nothing came back that alarmed me. The suppression networks of Valthenar were behind us. Here, the dissonance moved freely, undamped.

But as I passed a stone trough near a public well, something shifted. The dissonance near it folded inward for a moment in an oddly familiar way. A coolness against my awareness, like pressing my palm to wet stone. The sensation was gone before I could examine it, leaving only a faint echo of something I couldn’t name.

I could have reached deeper. Since Yur, since the priests had shown me how the Song lived beneath the dissonance like bedrock beneath soil, I’d felt the pull of it constantly—the awareness that what I was sensing with the ukelin’s detection sweeps was only the surface layer of something vastly more complex. The hybrid sense, when it opened, showed me both layers at once. But opening it here, in a Guild-controlled city where Jocelyn’s people were certainly watching, would reveal what I’d become. And I wasn’t sure yet whether that revelation would make me an asset or a target. The reformation valued new understanding, which was its founding principle. But institutions have a way of fearing the very changes they claim to champion, and a Hunter who could hear the Song wasn’t the same thing as a Hunter who followed orders.

I filed it and moved on. I had a deadline to meet.

The back rooms behind Isabel’s shop were where Jocelyn conducted Guild business in Avenhar. The arrangement suited both women, as it gave Jocelyn a discreet location and Isabel a powerful patron. The rear entrance was a plain wooden door, unmarked, fitted with a fabrication that I tapped in the prescribed pattern. A moment later, the lock clicked, and I stepped inside.

The corridor was dim, lit by a single arcane lantern that guttered as I passed beneath it. Jocelyn’s workspace was at the end—a small room with a desk, a pair of chairs, and maps pinned to every wall. Intelligence reports were stacked in neat piles, weighted with polished stones. The whole space smelled of ink and candle wax.

Jocelyn was already there, seated behind the desk, which didn’t surprise me. I had long suspected she didn’t sleep. Her gray-streaked hair was bound back in the usual braids, woven together with that thin wire she favored. She looked up as I entered, and her expression didn’t change—the same careful neutrality she always wore, as if every interaction was a negotiation she intended to win.

“You’re cutting it close,” she said.

“I’m within the deadline.”

“Barely.” She extended her hand. “The proof.”

I unbuckled Thomas’s dagger from beneath my jacket and laid it on the desk. The blade was plain steel, functional, but the hilt bore a mark I’d noticed when I first took it—a clenched fist stamped into the pommel, small enough to miss if you weren’t looking.

Jocelyn picked it up and turned it over, examining the mark. Her expression shifted. It wasn’t surprise, exactly, but a sharpening of attention.

“A marker?” I asked.

“Yes.” She set the dagger down carefully, as if it had become something more valuable than a dead man’s weapon. “This is a Hand officer’s blade. Not a standard issue—a command mark. It confirms Thomas held rank within their hierarchy.”

“I gathered that much from how his men deferred to him.”

“It’s not about deference. It’s about confirmation.” She opened a drawer and withdrew a leather folio, spreading it open to reveal a series of sketches that showed different variations of the clenched-fist mark, each with annotations. “The Hand has been difficult for us to track. They don’t operate like the Guild—no formal structure that we can map, no hierarchy we can infiltrate from the top down. They work through cells, intermediaries, layers of separation. But their officers carry marked blades. Each one is unique.”

She tapped Thomas’s dagger. “This confirms a Hand command presence in Valthenar. Which is something Leo’s reformation council has suspected but hasn’t been able to prove.”

The mention of Leo—the new Maestro, still a strange thought—brought a familiar tension. Leo had sent the original intelligence that triggered this assignment. Jocelyn had turned it into orders. And somewhere above both of them, Nyban was orchestrating the reformation’s broader strategy, trying to rebuild a Guild that half its members still wanted to burn down.

“What about the rest of it?” I asked. “Thomas was ground-level. Voss was the political face. But the operation in Valthenar was supplied by someone named Harwell, operating out of Gael’s Crossing. The fabrications were too sophisticated for a local Hand cell. They had suppression networks, nullification devices, and gate-resonant materials being shipped in sealed wagons.”

Jocelyn studied me. “You exceeded the scope of the assignment.”

“The assignment didn’t account for what was actually happening there.”

“No,” she said, and for the first time, something crossed her face that might have been approval. “It didn’t. Nyban will want a full report. The gate-resonant materials especially—that connects to intelligence coming out of the northern network. The former Maestro’s people are still active up there, and if they’re supplying the Hand with fae-touched fabrication materials…” She trailed off, tapping the desk with one finger. “That changes the picture considerably.”

Then she stopped tapping. Her finger rested on the desk, and her gaze went somewhere I couldn’t follow—inward, to whatever filing system she maintained behind that careful neutrality.

“The northern network flagged increased Hand activity in the Thornfeld corridor three months ago.” She spoke carefully, as if testing the words. “But the assessment rated it as logistical—supply movements, nothing operational. The recommendation was to monitor, not intercept.” She paused. “I followed that recommendation.”

Something about the way she said it—the slight emphasis on “followed,” the faintest crease between her brows—suggested this wasn’t simple reporting. She was turning something over. Examining a decision she’d made and finding, for the first time, that it didn’t sit as cleanly as it had when she’d made it.

“If those supply movements were Harwell’s materials…” she began.

“Then the assessment was wrong. And the recommendation kept Guild eyes away from exactly the route Harwell needed open.”

The crease deepened. But she didn’t pursue it—not yet. She was too disciplined for that, too accustomed to trusting the network that fed her information. The doubt was there, though. A seed. Small enough to miss if you weren’t watching for it. But I was always watching.

I watched her tap the desk and thought about what she’d just said. The northern network. Leo had built it during the reformation, extending the Guild’s eyes into territory where the former Maestro’s loyalists had retreated. The early warning system. The proof that the new leadership could see threats the old one had ignored.

And Harwell had been operating inside it. Not at its edges, but inside it. Running a supply chain through Gael’s Crossing, funneling gate-resonant ore south, all of it invisible to the network Leo had designed to catch exactly this kind of operation.

Which meant one of two things. Either Leo had made a strategic error—possible, but unlikely—or he’d known the network was vulnerable and sent me to flush out the leak. Thomas was the excuse. Harwell’s name was the real objective. The same chess game Nyban had played when he’d sent me to hunt Leo—using the operative to reveal the problem rather than solve it. Now Leo was playing it.

And there was another complication that had nothing to do with the former Maestro’s network. If the northern intelligence system was compromised, the loyalist faction would know it too. Daven Correll didn’t need to be connected to Harwell to exploit the damage. He just needed to watch. A compromised network meant Leo’s credibility was exposed, and Correll had spent the better part of a year waiting for exactly that kind of opening. The people undermining Leo’s position weren’t even coordinating with each other. They didn’t have to be.

“There’s more,” I said. “A woman named Jenasia Leighton. She’s operating independently—targeting the Hand’s infrastructure, burning through their positions. She took one of the fabricators from a supply caravan. She’s heading north, toward Gael’s Crossing.”

“I know the name.” Jocelyn’s tone was flat. “She’s been on our awareness for some time. We don’t know her affiliation.”

“She uses the Song,” I said. “Not chordings—something different. Warmer. More fluid.”

Jocelyn’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn’t pursue it. “Your assignment is complete. Thomas is dealt with, the blade is delivered, your counter is reset.” She gathered the dagger and folio, tucking them away. “I’ll have new instructions for you within two days. In the meantime, rest. You look like you’ve been dragged behind a horse.”

“Essentially what happened.”

“Then act accordingly.” She paused as I turned toward the door. “Silas. The intelligence you gathered—about the supply chain, about Harwell, about the gate materials—that was well done. Nyban doesn’t say it often, but the reformation needs operatives who can see beyond the immediate task. Don’t waste that instinct.”

She reached into a deeper drawer in the desk, one I hadn’t seen her open before, and withdrew a small, dark sphere. The surface was smooth, almost organic, and the resonance coming off it was faint but unmistakable. Old Celebrant routing. Pre-reformation channels.

“This arrived while you were in the field,” she said. “From Ibanar. Nyban’s office.”

A communication orb. I took it carefully, feeling the harmonic stir against my palm—not words but impressions, emotion compressed into resonance shorthand, waiting to be heard.

“I’ll listen to it,” I said.

“You’ll listen to it now,” she corrected. “Before you leave this room. It’s been sitting in my drawer for six days, and I don’t want it here any longer than necessary.”

I sat in the chair across from her desk and closed my eyes. Tapped the ukelin once in a single low note to attune myself, and pressed my thumb against the orb’s surface.

The first layer was Nyban.

A recall. Not urgent, but clear. The loyalist faction was moving. Daven Correll had made his play, or was about to. The reformation needed its people close. The impression carried the texture of Nyban’s presence—controlled, measured, the iron will beneath the careful calm. He wasn’t panicking. But he was gathering his assets, and the fact that he’d sent the message through an old Celebrant channel rather than standard Guild routing told me something about how much he trusted the standard channels.

Beneath Nyban’s layer was something warmer. Familiar in a way that tightened my chest before my mind caught up.

Asarina.

She wouldn’t have had access to the orb. But she’d been there when it was recorded, and her presence had bled into the harmonic the way it always did—the way a flame leaves warmth in a room after it’s extinguished. I could feel the shape of her concern. The question she’d asked in Ibanar, the night before I’d left. I worry that you’ll forget to come back. Still unanswered. Pressed into the resonance like a thumbprint in warm wax.

Then the third layer. Deeper. A signature I knew better than almost any other.

Leo.

An acknowledgment, not a message. A single sustained note, precise and unhurried, carrying the weight of someone who had already considered what I would find in Valthenar and had sent me anyway: I know what you found. I know what’s coming.

I opened my eyes. Jocelyn was watching me with the careful neutrality she wore like armor.

I set the orb on the desk between us.

The pull was real. Ibanar needed me, with Nyban consolidating, Correll threatening the reformation from within, and the political ground shifting under Leo’s new authority. And Asarina. The warmth of her pressed into that orb like a question I kept failing to answer.

Whatever Harwell was building in the north, whatever was pressing against the fae gates in response, it moved on its own schedule. If I went back to Ibanar now, the trail went cold. If I stayed, the people I cared about faced what was coming without me.

I’d made this choice before. It never got easier.

“Tell Nyban I received it,” I said. “Tell him I’ll report within the week.”

Whether that was true remained to be seen.

I nodded to Jocelyn and left.

The corridor was dim. I stood in it for a moment before moving.

The orb’s sense still hummed in my awareness. Asarina’s warmth faded slowly, the way a bell’s tone fades after the strike. I worry that you’ll forget to come back. I hadn’t forgotten. But “coming back” required surviving what was ahead—a compromised network, gate-resonant materials moving south, fae barriers thinning across the continent. Coming back required finishing this. And I wasn’t close to finished.

I pushed the thought down the way I always did. Not gone. Just stored, somewhere it couldn’t slow me.

I should have gone straight to my rented room at the Broken Crown. I should have slept. But the morning was still early, and the encounter with Jocelyn had sharpened rather than settled my thoughts.

The intelligence I’d gathered in Valthenar was substantial, but there were gaps—gaps that Jocelyn’s resources might not fill. The fabricators I’d encountered on the supply caravan had been skilled, well-equipped, and working through intermediaries. If I could learn more about who might employ fabricators at that level, about how the trade worked at its upper echelons, it might help me understand the shape of Harwell’s network before whatever came next.

Which meant Isabel.

I was less than eager to return to her shop, partly because I’d just been in the back rooms with Jocelyn and didn’t want to draw additional attention to the connection, and partly because Isabel was a shrewd observer in ways that made me uncomfortable. But she was the best fabricator I had access to, and she understood the trade from the inside.

It was early, and I had not visited her shop at this hour before. But if there was one thing I knew about fabricators of Isabel’s caliber, it was that she would not turn away business—or, more importantly, the chance to gather information of her own.

Her shop was dark and locked. The bell above the door—a fabrication, of course—was linked to a second bell somewhere inside, a lovely bit of engineering that I tapped with a single knuckle.

I stood outside the window, looking in, waiting.

It didn’t take long. Isabel appeared from the back, pulling the door open and studying me with the careful neutrality I’d come to expect from her. She was the same as I remembered from my last visit—compact and wiry, dark hair cropped close, burn scars across her knuckles from years of working with heated metal and bonding agents. Her fingers were precise instruments in their own right, and the way she held the door, with one hand on the frame and her weight balanced, suggested she was always ready to close it again.

“It is far too early for a visit,” she said.

“I’m aware of that,” I said. “I was hoping I could ask you a few questions.”

She looked past me along the street, scanning with the practiced alertness of someone who had spent years dealing with Guild operatives. When her gaze returned to me, something in it shifted—a subtle recalibration, as if she’d noticed something she hadn’t expected.

“You’re different,” she said. Not a question.

“Am I?”

She tilted her head, studying me the way she might study a fabrication that wasn’t behaving as designed. “Your presence in the dissonance. It’s… cleaner. As if there’s less interference between you and it.” She frowned. “Or as if you’ve learned to listen to something beneath it.”

I kept my expression neutral, but the observation unsettled me. Whatever I had gained in Yur—the Song-awareness, the priests’ training, the way I could now sense the deeper harmony beneath the dissonance—I hadn’t expected it to be visible to others. Not to someone who wasn’t Guild-trained in the same way I was.

“I’ve been traveling,” I said, which was true enough.

“Traveling doesn’t do that to a person.” She held my gaze a moment longer, then seemed to make a decision. “I suppose I can give you a few moments. But it is quite early, Mr. Karsson.”

I thanked her and stepped past her into the shop.

The moment I crossed the threshold, the arcane lanterns burst into pale yellow light—reacting to me, not to her. Now, with the Song-awareness still resonant in my perception, I understood the mechanism. The lanterns were calibrated to detect dissonance signatures. Isabel moved through her own shop without triggering them because her signature was woven into the fabrication. Anyone else who carried the dissonance would light them up.

“You keep them dark for yourself?” I asked.

“I have my ways,” she said.

“Impressive.”

“I don’t need your compliments. Unless you came here specifically to flatter me, in which case I suppose I shouldn’t be too disappointed—a young man offering praise first thing in the morning has its charm. But it seems beyond what I’d expect from you.”

“Not here for compliments,” I said. “Although your fabrications were helpful. The anchors performed well in the field.”

“They always do.” She moved behind the counter with the efficiency of someone who had arranged every inch of the space to serve her needs. The shelves behind her held rows of fabrications in various stages of completion—lantern cores, warming stones, compass orbs—alongside jars of powders, metals, and bonding compounds.

“I had a question about fabricators,” I said.

She paused, resting her elbows on the counter. “Fabricators don’t discuss the trade openly. Share what you like, and I’ll decide what’s useful.”

“I encountered something in the field that troubled me. Fabricators operating at a level I wasn’t expecting. Most fabricators in this region have an understanding with each other, I assume—the kind of work you’re willing to do, the kind you avoid.”

Her smile was tight. “Something like that.”

“There were five fabricators,” I said. “Working together on a supply operation. I only managed to get the name of one—a man called George. The others wouldn’t share.”

She shrugged. “They didn’t want to talk to you?”

“Couldn’t or wouldn’t. Either way, they stayed quiet.”

I described what little I’d gathered of George and the others. She didn’t recognize George, which didn’t surprise me. But when I started describing the woman—tall, dark-haired, with a particular intensity to her work that suggested she operated at a level above the rest—Isabel stiffened.

“Are you certain about this?” she asked.

“I’m certain. Why?”

“You’re describing someone I believe to be Moira Ashworth.”

“Is that significant?”

She laughed. “You encounter one of the top ten fabricators alive, and you ask if that’s significant? Yes, it is very significant.”

“I didn’t realize fabricators could be ranked.”

“It’s not the kind of thing I’d expect someone of your particular background to know about.”

The disdain in her voice was familiar. Isabel had opinions about Guild operatives and their understanding of fabrications—or lack of it. I didn’t take it personally.

“So what does it mean?”

“It means I would encourage you to let this go. This isn’t something you need to involve yourself in.”

“It might be too late for that. I think I’m already involved.”

She studied me, and something dark flickered in her eyes. Then she settled back on her chair and rested her hands on the counter. “Why don’t we talk about something else.”

“I’m concerned about what those fabricators might be building,” I said, “and about who would employ someone like Moira Ashworth. The fabricators told me they worked through an intermediary.”

“Not unusual,” she said. “It’s quite possible the fabricators themselves don’t know who employed them.”

“So they just accept the work without knowing the purpose?”

“It’s a job. Much like what you do, I believe.”

In that, she wasn’t wrong.

“There was someone else,” I said, taking a chance. “Someone who attacked the caravan holding the fabricators. Took the fifth one.”

“Oh?”

She leaned forward, and there was a shift in her posture, from professional disinterest to genuine attention. She was trying to appear casual, but she wasn’t. I’d spent too many years reading people to miss it.

“Yes,” I said. “I don’t know who the fifth fabricator was, but they were the target. The whole attack was designed around extracting that one person.”

“Perhaps coincidence,” she said, waving her hand. “You know how such things can be.”

“I do.”

But I wasn’t convinced, and she knew I wasn’t.

“I don’t suppose you know who the other top ten fabricators are?”

“Your George isn’t on the list,” she said. “And I’m afraid I can’t help you further with descriptions. Whoever employed them, and what they intended—that’s where the answer lies, not with the fabricators themselves.”

“And have any fabricators in your network gone missing recently?”

She raised an eyebrow. “That’s not how this works. The kind of work I do is tied to my shop, to my clients, to this city.”

“Of course it is.”

She inclined her head. “I’m not keeping anything from you.”

“Of course not,” I said.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was—something she wasn’t sharing, something at the edge of what she’d tell a Guild operative, even one she did business with. Isabel was careful. She’d survived in this trade by knowing where the lines were and never quite crossing them.

“Thank you for your time,” I said, turning toward the door.

“You woke me for this?”

“You were already up, Isabel.”

She smiled. “Perhaps I was.”

I paused at the door. “And you can tell your guest that I’m sorry for the disturbance.”

Her expression didn’t change, but the silence lasted a beat too long. “Of course,” she said.

I tapped the ukelin once in a single, muted stroke, sending a detection sweep through the shop. Nothing came back. Just emptiness, clean and complete, as if the space behind Isabel’s walls had been scrubbed of every trace of dissonance.

Which was, in itself, telling. A shop full of fabrications should have resonated with ambient energy. The fact that it didn’t meant someone—Isabel, or whoever was with her—had deliberately suppressed the signatures. It was the kind of technique that took real skill.

The same type of skill that had made the chordings in Valthenar so difficult to unravel.

I filed that thought away and stepped outside.

The street had woken while I’d been inside. Jenasia’s trace was still there—faint, warm, purposeful, and lingering in the dissonance like the memory of a note struck hours ago. She had been here. Days ago, perhaps. But the trace remained.

I moved into an alley across from Isabel’s shop, leaned against the wall, and watched.

Because I still had time before Jocelyn’s next set of orders. And if there was one thing I’d learned, it was to maximize that time. Answers didn’t come to those who rested.

They came to those who watched, and listened, and waited.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


I waited longer than I should have.

From the alley across from Isabel’s shop, I watched the door, tapping the ukelin strings in slow, deliberate sweeps. Detection chordings, spread thin, testing the air for any trace of dissonance that might betray whoever she’d been hosting. Nothing came back. The same careful emptiness I’d felt inside—a fabricated silence, scrubbed clean, revealing nothing.

That, in itself, was an answer. Emptiness that thorough didn’t happen by accident. Whoever Isabel’s guest was, they had the skill to suppress their dissonance signature completely, or Isabel had done it for them. Either way, it meant someone who didn’t want to be found.

The morning traffic thickened, with merchants hauling carts, dockworkers heading for the river, a pair of Guild couriers moving with the purposeful anonymity I recognized from my own training. I watched them pass and wondered whether they carried intelligence that had been shaped by the same compromised channels Nyban’s orb had bypassed.

But sleep wasn’t going to come. Not with what was turning over in my mind.

Isabel had said the woman I’d described—Moira Ashworth—was one of the top ten fabricators alive. That meant the supply operation in Valthenar hadn’t been assembled cheaply. Someone with resources, connections, and knowledge of the fabrication trade’s upper echelons had recruited those five fabricators. Someone who could afford to employ that caliber of talent and keep them anonymous.

Harwell. The name Thomas had argued about behind closed doors. Northern shipments. Gael’s Crossing. A supply chain running fae-touched materials south into Hand-held territory.

And now the blade.

Jocelyn had identified Thomas’s dagger as a Hand officer’s command mark—stamped, authenticated, proof of rank. But she’d handled it quickly, tucked it away. I hadn’t had the chance to examine it myself. And after what Isabel had told me about fabricators and the trade, I was starting to think there was more to that blade than a stamp in the metal.

Thomas had carried a personal nullification sphere. The suppression network across Valthenar had been Maestro-level work. The linked fire trap around the mayor’s home had been precision-engineered. Every fabrication I’d encountered in that city had pointed to a single supplier—someone operating at a level that should have been impossible for a regional Hand cell.

If the blade was a fabrication too, it might carry a signature. And that signature might connect to the same source.

I needed to see that blade again.

The back corridor behind Isabel’s shop felt different this time. The arcane lantern that had guttered on my earlier visit was dark now, and the air held the faint mineral tang of fabrication compounds—Isabel’s work bleeding through the walls. I tapped the prescribed pattern on the rear door and waited.

Jocelyn opened it herself, which told me something. The last time, the lock had clicked open automatically. This time, she was standing behind it, one hand on the frame, her expression flat.

“Twice in one morning,” she said.

“I have questions about the blade.”

“You have questions about everything. It’s a persistent flaw.” But she stepped aside, and I followed her back to the small office.

The maps were still pinned to the walls, the intelligence reports still stacked in their neat piles. The leather folio with the Hand’s clenched-fist sketches sat on the corner of the desk. But Thomas’s dagger was gone—already secured somewhere else, filed away as evidence for whatever case the reformation was building.

“I need to see it again,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t think it’s just a stamped marker. I think it’s a fabrication.”

Jocelyn regarded me for a long moment, her fingers resting on the desk. Then she opened a drawer—not the one she’d used before, a different one, even deeper—and withdrew the dagger. She set it on the desk between us.

“Go ahead,” she said.

I didn’t touch it immediately. Instead, I tapped the ukelin in a detection sweep focused tight and directed at the blade.

The resonance came back like a bell struck in a quiet room.

Power, though not much. Nothing that would have been obvious to someone without training, or to someone who wasn’t specifically looking for it. But the dissonance in the metal was unmistakable. The blade had been infused with contained energy, bound into the steel the way Isabel bound power into her lantern cores and warming stones. It was subtle, carefully made, and—I had to admit—beautifully executed.

“A fabrication,” I said.

“Of course it is.” Jocelyn leaned back in her chair, watching me the way she always did, as if measuring what I was worth against what I might cost her. “A skillfully made one.”

I thought about Thomas. He’d been a competent soldier, dangerous in close quarters, but not someone I’d have expected to wield a fabricated weapon with any real understanding. He’d used the nullification sphere like a blunt instrument—effective, but crude. The dagger, however, was something else. Whoever had made it hadn’t built it for Thomas specifically. They’d built it as a symbol. A marker that carried real power, meant to be recognized by those who knew what to look for.

“All the officers carry blades like this?” I asked.

“The ranking officers, yes. Lower ranks and foot soldiers get replicas with stamped steel, no fabrication. Just a symbol of allegiance. We’ve collected dozens of those over the years. They’re worthless.” She tapped the dagger’s hilt. “But these—the fabricated ones—are rare. And the quality varies. Some are competent work, functional but unremarkable. Others…”

She let the silence sit.

“Others are made by someone with real skill,” I finished.

“This one is among the best we’ve recovered. The binding is layered—three distinct frequencies, interwoven. That’s not something an average fabricator can achieve. That takes training, resources, and access to materials that don’t circulate freely.”

Three frequencies. The same layered technique I’d felt in the suppression network across Valthenar. The same precision I’d sensed in the nullification sphere. Made by the same hand.

“How many ranking officers does the Hand have?”

“At least five that we’re aware of. Possibly more. The Hand’s structure is cellular. Each officer operates semi-independently, running their own territory, recruiting their own soldiers. They answer to someone above them, but we haven’t been able to identify who. The intelligence has been fragmented. Names without faces, faces without names.” She paused. “Which is why your work in Valthenar matters more than the simple job I gave you. Thomas was one of five. Now he’s gone, and we have his blade—which gives us a fabrication signature to compare against the others we’ve recovered.”

“You’re building a pattern.”

“We’re trying. Nyban’s people have been working on mapping the Hand’s officer network for months. The reformation can’t afford to fight on two fronts—loyalists within the Guild who still want the former Maestro restored, and the Hand pressing in from outside. If we can identify who’s supplying the Hand’s officers with fabrications of this quality, we can trace the connection upward. Find the source.”

The source. Harwell. Gael’s Crossing. The fae-touched materials, the crates, the supply chain I’d followed from Valthenar to the caravan and beyond.

I wanted to tell her about the northern shipments, the fabricators heading back toward Gael’s Crossing. But something held me back. Not distrust, exactly. More like caution. Jocelyn had sent me to Valthenar on a deadline she’d known was tight. She hadn’t mentioned the suppression network, or Trem, or any of the larger operation. Either her intelligence had been genuinely incomplete, or she’d withheld it deliberately.

“I’m going to look into something,” I said. “I’m not done with what I started in Valthenar.”

Her expression hardened. “The assignment is complete. Thomas is dead, the blade is delivered. I told you, I’ll have new instructions within two days.”

“And I’ll be ready for them. But in the meantime, there are threads that need following. The woman I mentioned—Jenasia Leighton. She’s operating in the same space as the Hand’s supply chain, targeting the same infrastructure. If she reaches whoever is supplying those fabrications before the Guild does, we lose the trail.”

“That is not your concern.”

“It became my concern when I watched her burn through a caravan full of fabricators and take one of them with her. She’s not random, Jocelyn. She’s hunting someone specific. And I think it’s the same person who made that blade.”

Jocelyn was quiet. The wire woven through her braids caught the lamplight as she tilted her head, studying me.

“You’ve exceeded your brief twice now,” she said. “The first time, I praised your instinct. This time, I’m telling you to stop. Not because the intelligence isn’t valuable—it is. But because you are one operative, recently returned from a difficult assignment, operating without support in a situation that has grown beyond what a single Hunter should handle.”

“I’ve handled worse.”

“You’ve handled different. And you had Nyban behind you then.” She stood, gathering the blade and folio. “Two days, Silas. Rest, recover, and be ready for what comes next. If there’s an operation to pursue Jenasia Leighton or the Hand’s supply chain, it will be planned and resourced properly, not run on instinct by a man who hasn’t slept in two days.”

I left without arguing further. There was no point. Jocelyn had given her answer, and pushing harder would only make her suspicious.

But I wasn’t going to wait two days.

Outside, the morning had ripened into something brighter. I moved through the streets heading west, tapping the ukelin in my pocket, testing. Jenasia’s trace was still there—faint, a warmth in the dissonance that I might have imagined if I hadn’t felt the real thing in Valthenar. She had passed through Avenhar, I was certain of it. Not lingering. Moving. The direction of her passage was northward, the same heading she’d been on when I’d last felt her Song-presence from the farmstead south of Caldwen.

She was still heading toward Gael’s Crossing. Still hunting whoever waited there.

I needed to move. But I couldn’t move alone.

Which meant I needed to find Carris.

And I knew exactly where he’d be.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The western edge of Avenhar was where the city stopped pretending. The merchant houses gave way to taverns with no names, boardinghouses that charged by the hour, and establishments that wore their purpose plainly.

I wasn’t the kind of person who favored brothels, but I wasn’t going to pass judgment on those who did.

Carris, after a completed job, had a pattern. He’d stable the horses, find the nearest place that served decent ale and offered company, and settle in until the restlessness from days of controlled violence had worked its way out of his system. He called it letting off steam. I called it predictable.

The brothel he preferred in Avenhar occupied a three-story building with a tavern on the ground floor. A carved sign over the door read “The Gilt Sparrow,” and the windows were dressed with curtains that had been red once but had faded to a dusty rose.

Stepping inside, I wrinkled my nose. The air was sour ale, sweat, and the cloying sweetness of dried flowers—a failed attempt to mask the other odors.

A woman came toward me, tall and straight-backed in a high-necked green gown, her smile warm and practiced.

“May I find you a seat?”

“I’m not here to drink.” I glanced toward the stairs at the back. “I’m looking for a friend. Carris Weld.”

Her smile tightened. “Yes, well, he’s been something of a handful. We’ve moved him to one of the side rooms.”

“Drinking?”

“Unfortunately,” she said.

She directed me to a doorway off the main floor. The side room was smaller, dimmer, and held only a few tables—each occupied by a solitary man, each absorbed in his own quiet misery or celebration.

Carris sat at the far table, a mug of ale gripped in both hands, staring into it as if the answers to something lived at the bottom.

“Everything all right?” I asked, pulling out the chair across from him.

He looked up, and the blur in his eyes cleared for a moment. “Silas. There you are.”

“Here I am. What’s going on?”

“Went looking for you after I stabled the horses. Couldn’t find you.” He took a drink. “But that’s not uncommon, is it? You always have somewhere else to be.”

“I had to report, as you know,” I said. “And then I had questions that needed asking.”

“You always have questions.” He set the mug down. His eyes were reddened, and there was something behind them—not just the ale but a weight I recognized. I’d seen it building up during the Valthenar job, in the tension of his shoulders, in the way his jokes had grown sharper and more frequent. I’d been too focused on my own work to pay it proper attention.

“I found something,” I said. “But first, how many of those have you had?”

He glanced at the mug. “A couple.”

“A couple meaning two, or a couple meaning you stopped counting?”

He laughed, and it was the bitter kind. “Job’s done, isn’t it? No reason to hold back.” He took another long drink, then set the mug down with more force than necessary. “I know you’re going to go after that woman. After Jenasia. Don’t blame you for it. You get a scent and you don’t let go.” He shrugged. “Me, I go after ale. We all have our vices.”

I sat quietly and let the silence stretch. Carris wasn’t a man you pushed. He’d talk when he was ready, or he wouldn’t. But the drinking, the side room, the heaviness in his posture—it all pointed to the same thing I’d been noticing since we’d first encountered the Hand’s operation in Valthenar.

“I shouldn’t have brought you into that,” I said.

He looked at me sharply. “Into what?”

“Valthenar. The Hand. All of it.”

Something shifted in his expression. The ale-blur receded, replaced by a clarity that was almost painful to witness. “You didn’t bring me into anything. I came because I chose to.”

“But it cost you something. I could see it.”

He was quiet for a long time. He swirled the mug slowly, watching the ale move.

“I had someone once,” he said. “Before all this. Before the campaigns, before the Guild’s orbit, before any of it. A woman. Her name was Sera.”

I said nothing. Let him go at his own pace.

“You settle into a life,” he went on, his voice dropping into the rough, meditative cadence of a man revisiting something he’d buried deep. “You think you can serve your term, come back from deployment, and find things the way you left them. Most of the time, that’s how it works.” He snorted. “Most of the time.”

“What happened?”

“The Thornfeld campaigns happened.” He looked up, and for a moment his eyes were clear. “I was deployed with a company—mercenary work, hired by one of the local lords who was trying to hold his territory against the factions pushing in from both sides. The Guild on one hand, the Hand on the other, and people like us caught in the middle. I was gone for months. When I came back…”

He trailed off.

“The Hand,” I said.

“They’d moved into the region while the fighting was happening elsewhere. Not soldiers—organizers. The quiet kind, the ones who set up their cells in towns while everyone’s looking the other way. They recruited, they pressured, they made examples of people who didn’t cooperate.” His grip on the mug tightened. “Sera got involved somehow. I don’t know the details. She was always braver than she was careful, and if she saw something wrong, she said so. That’s the kind of thing that draws their attention.”

“And when you draw their attention⁠—”

“You saw what they do.” His tone was flat now, stripped of everything except the fact of it. “I came home to an empty house and a neighbor who couldn’t look me in the eye. Nobody would tell me what happened. Not directly. You know how people are in small towns. They speak around the edges, let you piece it together yourself. As if that makes it easier.”

“I’m sorry, Carris.”

“I went to my commander. Asked for men to go back and find out who was responsible. He told me it wasn’t our fight. That the Hand’s activities in the region were a political matter, not a military one. That I should grieve and move on.”

He finished the ale and set the mug down with deliberate care.

“So when you came to me with this Valthenar job and I realized the Hand was involved, I thought it might be good for me. Therapeutic, maybe.” A humorless smile. “It wasn’t. It was harder than I expected. Seeing those cages in the plaza. Watching Thomas strut around like he was building something noble while his soldiers terrorized the locals. All I could think about was Sera, and towns like hers, and how many times this same thing had played out in places nobody with power cared about.”

I hadn’t known all of this. I’d known there was something—the tension, the sharp edges beneath his humor, the way he’d pushed to leave Valthenar after the fires. But I’d been too consumed with my own objectives to ask the right questions.

That was my failure. Not a failed assignment—a failed partnership.

“What did you do in Valthenar?” I asked. “While I was dealing with Thomas and tracking Jenasia, you were operating on your own. What did you find?”

He blinked, and the clarity held. “I watched. Listened. Tried to figure out their structure, like who answered to whom, where the soldiers gathered, what the patrol patterns looked like.” He leaned back. “Mostly foot soldiers. Men in it for the coin, same as any mercenary company. I know the type. Can’t hate them for it. A job’s a job.”

“But?”

“But there were others. Not many—two, maybe three—who moved differently. They didn’t drink with the soldiers, didn’t patrol, didn’t seem to answer to Thomas or Voss. They came and went from the eastern quarter, near where the fabrication operation was set up. They carried themselves like people who were used to not being questioned.”

I straightened. “You didn’t mention this before.”

“You didn’t ask before. And I wasn’t sure it meant anything. Could have been fabrication workers, could have been visiting merchants, could have been anything. But they didn’t feel right. The way they moved reminded me of the people I saw during the Thornfeld campaigns. The ones who’d show up in a town before the Hand moved in. Advance scouts. Assessors. The ones who decided whether a place was worth taking.”

Assessors. People who reported upward—not to Thomas or Voss, but to whoever was above them. To whoever controlled the supply chain.

“Did you get a look at them?”

“One was tall, lean, gray at the temples. Moved like he’d had training—real training, not street fighting. The other two I only saw at a distance.” Carris shrugged. “I didn’t push it. Didn’t want to compromise what you were doing.”

Gray at the temples. Trained movement. Not a soldier, not a fabricator, but something else. An operative. The kind of person who connected cells to command, who maintained the flow of materials and intelligence between the Hand’s scattered territories.

Someone who might answer directly to Harwell.

“That’s useful,” I said. “More useful than you know.”

“Glad to hear it.” He waved to a server. “Have a drink with me.”

“I can’t. Not yet. I need to track Jenasia. I can feel her trail. She’s heading north, and she’s moving fast. If I wait much longer, I’ll lose her.”

He studied me. “The girl. It’s always about the girl, isn’t it?”

“This time, it’s about what she knows. She’s targeting the same people who supplied Valthenar. If she gets to them first⁠—”

“She either kills them and scatters the network, or gets herself killed and tips them off that someone’s coming.” He nodded slowly. “Either way, your intelligence goes cold.”

“Exactly.”

He was quiet, swirling the empty mug.

“I came with you because it was the right thing to do,” he said. “And I’ll come with you again. But not tonight. Tonight I’m going to finish drinking, because I need to. And tomorrow, if you still want me, I’ll be ready.”

“Tomorrow might be too late.”

“Then go without me and I’ll catch up. Wouldn’t be the first time.” He paused, then added, more quietly: “I’m not sad about what we did there, Silas. Those buildings burning, the Hand’s operation coming apart—I’d do it again. But it brought back things I’d buried, and I need to sit with that for a while. You understand.”

“I understand.”

I set a copper on the table. “Let me cover the next round.”

“Might cover two,” he said, and the ghost of a real smile crossed his face. He waved the server over.

I sat long enough to see his drink arrive, then I stood.

The woman in the green gown watched me from near the entrance, her expression carefully neutral. I nodded to her and stepped out into the street.

The daylight hit me with the force of someone who hadn’t slept in too long. I blinked against it and took stock.

Jenasia was heading north. Carris wouldn’t be ready until tomorrow. Jocelyn had told me to wait two days. Every reasonable voice—hers, his, my own exhaustion—was telling me to rest.

But the trail was fading. I could feel it in the dissonance, that Jenasia’s warm, purposeful signature was growing dimmer with each hour, the Song of her passage stretching thin as distance opened between us. By tomorrow, it might be gone entirely. And without that trail, I’d be searching blind.

I needed something more than the ukelin’s detection sweeps. The small instrument was versatile—perfect for fieldwork, for the subtle chordings that kept me alive—but its range was limited. What I’d been doing was the equivalent of reading by candlelight. To track Jenasia across the distance she was opening, I needed something brighter.

I stood in the street outside the Gilt Sparrow, feeling the pulse of the city around me, and considered what that meant.

The memory stone sat in my pack, back at the Broken Crown. The priests of Yur had given me that crystal that carried within it a fragment of the Song, preserved and portable. I had used it sparingly since leaving the cliff-city, afraid of drawing attention, afraid of what it might reveal about me to anyone who knew what to look for.

The risk was real. Using the memory stone would broadcast my presence in the dissonance like a signal fire. Anyone sensitive enough to feel it—Guild operatives, the Hand’s fabrication-attuned people, or Jenasia herself—would know exactly where I was and what I was doing. It would mark me as something other than an ordinary Hunter, something that carried power from a source the Guild didn’t fully understand.

But Jenasia was pulling away. And the intelligence I’d gathered—about Harwell and the supply chain and the fabricators heading north—would mean nothing if the network scattered before the Guild could act.

I started walking east, toward the Broken Crown and the memory stone.

As I walked, the shape of what I was about to do settled over me with a weight I couldn’t ignore.

Jocelyn had told me to wait two days. A direct order from my handler—the woman Leo had placed in Avenhar to run the reformation’s intelligence operations in this region. Following that order was what a Guild operative did. It was what I had been trained to do, what the hierarchy demanded, what every instinct from the Academy said was correct.

But the communication orb had changed the calculus.

Nyban had sent his recall through an old Celebrant channel—pre-reformation routing that bypassed the standard Guild network entirely. That meant Nyban didn’t trust the standard network. And if Nyban didn’t trust it, there was a reason. The same northern network that Leo had built to catch exactly the kind of operation Harwell was running had failed to catch it. Intelligence flowed through that network. Jocelyn received her orders through that network. And if someone like Harwell understood how Guild intelligence moved—understood it the way a fabricator understood the dissonance, as a system that could be studied, mapped, and redirected…

Then Jocelyn’s order to wait two days might not be her own judgment at all.

If so, it wouldn’t be betrayal, or corruption. It would be something quieter and more dangerous: a handler receiving intelligence that had been shaped by someone who wanted certain operatives in certain places at certain times. Jocelyn telling me to stand down because her information told her that was the right call—and her information was wrong because someone had made it wrong.

If Leo’s intelligence flowed through Jocelyn, and Jocelyn’s intelligence was compromised by Harwell, then following orders meant following Harwell’s playbook.

The logic was clean. The implication was not.

I was choosing my own judgment over the Guild’s chain of command out of necessity instead of rebellion. But the distinction between the two was thinner than I’d like. Every operative who’d gone rogue had told themselves the same thing: I see what they don’t. I have to act. Some of them had been right. The ones who’d been wrong had ended up as assignments for Hunters like me.

I thought about Nyban, who had taught me to observe, question, and think independently rather than follow orders blindly. I thought about Leo, who had dissolved himself from the Guild entirely when the institution failed to match his principles. I thought about the priests of Yur, who had never once told me what to do—only helped me hear more clearly so I could decide for myself.

This was what they had trained me for. Even if none of them would have said so.

As I walked, I turned the evidence over—not the intelligence, but the pattern beneath it: The landscape flicker on the road from Caldwen. The warm cobblestones in Valthenar’s dead zone. The distributed pressure across the valley, the underground pulse that had drained the anchor. I’d treated each one as passive thinning—the fae gates weakening, the barriers eroding at the seams.

But passive thinning didn’t concentrate where gate-resonant materials had been gathered. It didn’t follow supply routes. Whatever was happening at the gates wasn’t just bleeding outward. Something on the other side was pulling—responding to what was being built with those materials, answering a call that hadn’t finished being made. The thinning wasn’t decay. It was a conversation.

I hoped Leo understood. He’d trusted me to see beyond the immediate assignment. To find the connections others missed.

If using the priests’ gift was the cost of following those connections to their source, then I’d pay it. And deal with the consequences after.

The morning light was warm on my face as I walked. Somewhere to the north, beyond the city walls and the rolling farmland and the thinned landscape where the fae gates were bleeding through, Jenasia Leighton was heading toward Harwell.

I intended to get there first.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


I sat on the roof of the Broken Crown, the ukelin in my lap and the memory stone in my palm.

The rooftop wasn’t as high as I’d have liked—only three stories, not enough to see much beyond the nearest blocks—but it gave me distance from the street noise and a clear line to the open sky. More importantly, it put me above the dense layering of the city’s ambient dissonance, where the accumulated signatures of thousands of lives pressed together like voices in a crowd. Up here, the noise thinned. I could hear further.

In theory.

I loosened my fingers and tapped the strings in a detection chording, which was one of the simple, reliable patterns I’d used since my earliest training. The notes spread outward, probing the city’s dissonance like fingers testing water temperature. I felt the usual returns: the steady hum of Isabel’s fabrications two streets away, the distant pulse of the river docks where fabricated cargo locks kept merchant goods secure, the faint signatures of Guild-trained operatives moving through the morning crowd.

No Jenasia. Not at this range.

I turned the memory stone over in my hand. It was warm like always, a steady pulse that I’d grown accustomed to in the weeks since the priests of Yur had placed it in my palm. Small and crystalline. The containment harmony sealed inside it hummed against my fingers with a patience that felt almost alive.

The priests had given it to me as a defensive tool—enough harmony to recognize a fae gate, enough to slow what came through one. I hadn’t used it for that. But I’d spent long nights in camp learning its resonance, letting its warmth bleed into my detection chordings, and I’d discovered something the priests hadn’t mentioned. Or perhaps they hadn’t needed to because it was obvious to anyone who lived inside the Song the way they did.

The harmony amplified.

Not the chording itself—the stone didn’t add power. But it deepened the range of what I could hear, the way cupping your hands around your ears lets you pick out a distant conversation. The containment harmony created a clarity in the dissonance, smoothing the interference, letting subtler signals travel farther before they dissolved into noise.

The risk was real. Using it would broadcast my presence so that anyone sensitive to the dissonance would feel it, and anyone who knew what the priests of Yur carried would recognize it. But Jenasia was pulling away. Every hour mattered.

I pressed the memory stone against the ukelin’s soundboard, holding it there with my thumb while my fingers found the strings. Then I played.

The difference was immediate.

The detection chording flowed outward as it always did, but the harmony smoothed its path—stripping away the ambient interference, the accumulated noise of the city, the layered signatures that normally turned the dissonance into a wall of sound at any distance beyond a few streets. Instead, the sweep traveled clean and far, spreading across Avenhar like a ripple across still water.

And everything came back.

Not everything. Not truly. But so much more than I was used to that for a moment I was overwhelmed. Signatures, contours, fabrication resonances, the movement of people who carried the dissonance in them—all of it rushed back at once, a flood of information I had to sort through, separate, and filter before it became meaningless noise.

I played a second chording—a filtering pattern, something I’d learned at the Academy—and narrowed the sweep. Less breadth, more focus. I was looking for one thing: the warm, fluid quality of Jenasia’s Song-presence. The resonance that wasn’t dissonance or harmony but something between the two, something the priests had recognized and I was only beginning to understand.

The memory blurred as the harmony deepened.

I wasn’t on the rooftop anymore. Or I was, but the sensation had shifted. The city spread beneath me not as buildings and streets but as a landscape of sound, each signature a light in the dark, each fabrication a steady glow. I could feel the river to the south, its water carrying a low, clean note that resonated with something in the stone—something old, something that made the warmth in my palm pulse faster. For a fraction of a second, the water’s sense folded inward, and I felt that half-familiar pull again—cool hands, a voice calling a name that dissolved before I could hear it—and then the moment passed, and the sweep moved on.

Focus. Jenasia.

I filtered harder, pushing the sweep northward, testing each return for that particular warmth. Street by street, block by block, the detection sweep covered ground I couldn’t have reached in an hour of walking.

And then I found her.

The signature was unmistakable. Warm, fluid, carrying that quality I’d first felt in the prison cell in Valthenar—the Song that lived in Jenasia. Not active. Not a chording or a technique. Just her, present, radiating that steady warmth.

But something was wrong with it.

The warmth was there, but it was contained and pressed inward, as if something was holding it in place. The signature felt compressed and restricted. I could sense her, but the resonance wasn’t flowing the way it should. It was trapped.

My focus tightened as I tried to read the location. The sweep gave me direction and distance—north and east, perhaps fifteen minutes’ walk. Near the river district, in the area where merchant warehouses lined the docks.

And then I recognized it.

The building. The location. The specific point where Jenasia’s compressed signature was radiating from.

Trem’s warehouse.

Mercer Trem, the explosives merchant whose manor had burned at the start of this whole assignment. His home had detonated, but his business hadn’t operated from a single location. The warehouse on the river, where he’d stored materials and staged shipments, had been untouched by the fire. I’d noted it in my initial reconnaissance of Avenhar, filed it away as a secondary target, and never returned to it because the Valthenar assignment had pulled us west.

Of course Jenasia would go there. She was tracing the supply chain from the opposite end—not following the materials south from Gael’s Crossing, but tracking them backward from their destination. Trem’s warehouse was a node in the network. If there were records, materials, anything that connected the Avenhar distribution to the northern source, it would be there.

And she’d walked into something that had trapped her.

I pulled the memory stone away from the ukelin. The harmony faded, and the world contracted back to its normal dimensions—the rooftop, the city noise, the morning light. My hands were shaking from the effort of holding the amplified sweep for that long. The stone’s warmth had intensified, and for a moment, my palm ached with it.

I tucked the stone back into my inner pocket and took stock.

Jenasia was alive—her Song-presence confirmed that. But she was contained, trapped by fabrications strong enough to suppress her resonance. Someone had expected her, or at least had prepared for a Song-sensitive intruder. The kind of preparation that required the same caliber of fabrication work I’d encountered throughout Valthenar.

Which meant Trem’s warehouse wasn’t just a storage facility. It was a node in a network that was still active—still defended, still maintained—despite his absence.

Someone else was running it.

I needed to move. But not yet. Not in daylight, not without preparation, and not without understanding what kind of defenses I’d be walking into.

I had until dark.

I spent the remaining hours of the day preparing and, in that preparation, thinking.

At one point, I unstrapped the mandolin case and opened it. Leo’s gift lay in dark velvet. The pale wood, with its silvery grain, caught the light like moving water. I hadn’t played it since before Valthenar.

I lifted it and played a few notes. Not a chording. Just sound.

The wood was warmer than I remembered. It wasn’t the steady background warmth I’d grown accustomed to. Rather it was something deeper, more responsive, as if the instrument was meeting my fingers halfway. The tone came back fuller, the harmonics extending past the edge of hearing into something felt rather than heard. Something had changed. In the instrument, or in me. Perhaps the Song-awareness the priests had opened had made me more attuned to whatever lived in that strange wood. Perhaps it had always sounded like this and I simply hadn’t been able to hear it.

I played a single wandering phrase, and the dissonance on the rooftop shifted around me as it responded to the music.

I put the mandolin away before anyone below could feel it. But my hands remembered the warmth long after the case was closed.

I thought back to a training session at the Academy, years ago. Leo and I had been young then, still students, and not yet the people we would become. He’d taken me to a clearing in the woods beyond the Academy grounds, where a ring of boulders formed a natural arena. A haze of smoke drifted through the space in a masking technique, he’d claimed, but really it was just another way of making things harder for me.

“You hold back, Silas,” he’d said, after deflecting my third attempt at a dissonance strike. My side ached. My back screamed from where I’d hit a boulder. He stood across from me, barely winded, his own ukelin balanced casually in one hand. “That’s what will weaken you. You have potential—the ability to do much more than a simple chording. But you’re afraid of what happens if you stop controlling it.”

“I’m not holding back,” I’d said, breathing hard. “I’m trying to reach you.”

“Trying isn’t reaching. When you play, what do you feel?”

“The dissonance.”

“You feel it, but do you feel it?” He’d smiled at my frustration—that particular smile that meant he was enjoying teaching more than he was enjoying winning. “There’s a difference between sensing the dissonance and being in it. You treat it like a tool. It’s not a tool, Silas. It’s a medium. You don’t use water—you move through it. The dissonance is the same. Stop playing at it and start playing within it.”

I hadn’t understood then. Not fully. It had taken years—and Yur, and the priests, and the Song—before I’d begun to grasp what he’d meant.

The dissonance wasn’t something I wielded. It was something I inhabited. And the Song beneath it—the deeper harmony the priests had shown me—wasn’t a separate thing but the foundation of the dissonance itself.

Leo had known. Even then, as a student, he’d sensed it. No wonder the old Maestro had feared him.

And now Leo sat in the Maestro’s chair, leading a reformation that half the Guild wanted to burn, while I crouched on a rooftop in Avenhar preparing to break into a dead merchant’s warehouse to rescue a woman who wielded the Song in ways I didn’t understand.

But I wasn’t the only one who’d learned to reach further than I should. The former Maestro had learned the same lessons—different teachers, different ends, same architecture. I’d sung his power apart in Ibanar’s square, felt his rigid chordings shatter under my mother’s song. For a moment I’d believed the threat ended with his fall. It hadn’t. The scars I’d given him had changed his method, not his ambition. Harwell was his instrument now—operating at a distance, building at a distance. The same way I was Leo’s instrument. Two Maestros, two operatives. The parallel was uncomfortable, but I sat with it anyway.

The irony wasn’t lost on me.

I waited until dusk.

The river district quieted as the light faded. Dockworkers headed home, merchant offices locked up, and the warehouses settled into the particular stillness of large, empty buildings holding valuable things. I moved through the streets with the lullaby of shadows wrapped around me. The light shrouding was just enough to blur my outline and soften my footsteps.

Trem’s warehouse was a long, stone-built structure near the eastern docks. Two stories, narrow windows set high in the walls, a loading bay facing the river, and a main door secured with a heavy iron lock. The building looked abandoned, with no lights, no movement, no guards visible. But I knew better than to trust what was visible.

I sent a quick, muted detection sweep—without the memory stone this time. I didn’t want to broadcast my presence. The detection came back with exactly what I’d expected: fabrications. A lattice of them, woven through the building’s structure, concentrated most heavily around the ground floor. Defensive wards, alarm triggers, and something denser—the same kind of suppression field I’d encountered in Valthenar, though smaller in scale. A localized cage.

That was what was holding Jenasia.

I circled the building, testing, looking for gaps in the fabrication network. Every defensive system had seams where the coverage was thinner, where the fabricator had prioritized one area over another. The trick was finding them without triggering an alarm.

The seam was at the second floor, on the river-facing side. The fabricator had concentrated the heaviest defenses on the ground level—the doors, the loading bay, the floor itself. The upper windows had been warded, but less thoroughly. Whoever had set this up had expected intruders to enter through doors, not walls.

They hadn’t planned for someone who could climb.

I found the back wall, used a fabricated grip I carried for exactly this kind of work, and scaled the stone until I reached a narrow window on the second level. The ward here was a simple alarm trigger—a single-frequency fabrication that would resonate if broken. I played a counter-note on the ukelin, matching the frequency and then gently detuning it until the ward dissolved without sounding. A technique I’d learned from Nyban, during the Hunter training that had nearly killed me.

I slipped through the window and dropped into darkness.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


The upper floor of Trem’s warehouse was a storage loft. Crates were stacked against the walls, thick dust coated every surface, and the air carried the stale mineral smell of fabrication compounds long since sealed away. I waited, letting my eyes adjust, and listened.

Below me, on the ground floor, Jenasia’s Song-presence pulsed like a heartbeat behind glass.

I tapped the ukelin. The detection sweep painted the building’s interior in strokes of resonance—the fabrication lattice on the ground floor was denser than I’d expected. Not just a suppression field and alarm triggers. There was a cage, built from interlocking fabrication nodes anchored to the floor and walls, creating a contained space where the dissonance was dampened to nearly nothing. Inside that cage, Jenasia’s warmth was muffled but present.

And surrounding the cage was a monitoring fabrication—passive, patient, designed to record who came and went. Someone had built this trap not just to hold an intruder but to identify them.

Which meant I was being watched. Or would be, once someone checked the recordings.

I moved to the stairs and descended, placing each foot with the kind of deliberate care that Nyban had beaten into me during training. The lullaby of shadows clung to my outline. The suppression field pressed against me as I reached the ground level, thickening with each step, but it was designed for the cage—not the whole floor. I could still play, still feel, though the dissonance moved sluggishly, like sound through water.

The ground floor was a large, open space. More crates, these ones bearing merchant marks I recognized—Trem’s distribution stamps. But the center of the floor had been cleared, and there, surrounded by six fabrication nodes arranged in a precise hexagonal pattern, each one humming with contained energy, stood Jenasia.

She looked up when I appeared. Her eyes found me in the dark with an accuracy that confirmed what I already knew—the cage suppressed her Song, but it didn’t blind her to it.

“Took you long enough,” she said.

“How long have you been here?”

“Since last night. I tripped the cage coming through the loading bay.” She gestured at the hexagonal nodes with a mixture of frustration and grudging respect. “Whoever built this knew what they were doing. It’s not just suppression—it’s adaptive. Every time I push against it, it adjusts. Tightens. I stopped trying about four hours ago.”

I studied the nodes. Each one was copper-wound, seated in a stone base, and connected to its neighbors by thin wires embedded in the floor. The fabrication was elegant—six interlocking resonance frequencies, each one tuned to counter a different range of the dissonance spectrum. Together, they created a net that would hold anything. Chordings, Song, even the ambient background noise of a normal person’s dissonance signature.

Six frequencies. The same layered technique I’d felt in Thomas’s command blade. The same hand.

“I can break them,” I said. “But it’s going to be loud.”

“How loud?”

“Enough that whoever monitors this building will know someone was here.”

She considered that. “There’s a monitoring fabrication at the entrance. It’s been recording since I arrived.”

“I know. Which means we’re already on someone’s list. The question is how quickly they check.”

“Then do it.”

I stepped closer to the nearest node. The suppression pressed harder—a physical weight against my chest, trying to flatten the dissonance into silence. I resisted it, holding the ukelin steady, and began to play.

Not a single note. A sequence. The same countering technique I’d used on the window ward, but scaled up. I matched each of the six frequencies in turn, detuning them, creating a cascading failure that would bring the whole lattice down in a single collapse rather than fighting each node individually.

It required precision. Each frequency had to be matched exactly, held for just long enough to destabilize, and then released before the adaptive mechanism could compensate. Leo had taught me the theory. The priests of Yur had taught me the way to listen. And Nyban had taught me the nerve.

I played through the first three frequencies cleanly. The fourth was harder. The adaptive mechanism pushed back, tightening as it tried to compensate. I held the counter-note, forcing it, and felt the node shudder.

The fifth broke easily, weakened by the cascade. The sixth⁠—

The sixth fought. The fabrication surged, pulling energy from the broken nodes, trying to consolidate what remained into a single, stronger barrier. For a moment, the cage intensified—I could see Jenasia flinch as the suppression spiked around her—and then I struck the final counter-note with everything I had.

The lattice shattered.

The sound was enormous, not audible but a rupture in the dissonance that rolled outward like a shockwave, rattling the crates, shaking dust from the rafters, and sending the fabrication nodes spinning across the stone floor like broken pottery. I stumbled back, ears ringing with the aftershock.

Jenasia caught herself against a crate, breathing hard. The Song flooded back into the space around her—warm, fluid, filling the vacuum the cage had created. For a moment, her presence in the dissonance was almost blinding.

Then she pulled it inward, controlled it, and the room settled.

“Thank you,” she said. And then, with the directness I was beginning to associate with her: “Why are you here?”

“Because I tracked you across Avenhar and found you trapped in a dead man’s warehouse.”

“That’s how. I asked why.”

I met her gaze. In the dim light filtering through the high windows, she looked different from the last time I’d seen her—thinner, harder, the easy confidence of Valthenar replaced by something more ragged. She’d been running, I realized. Not just moving—running. From something or toward something, and probably both.

“Because you know things I need to know,” I said. “About the supply chain. About Gael’s Crossing. About whoever is running the operation that supplied Valthenar.”

Her expression shifted to recognition. As if she’d been waiting for someone to ask the right questions.

“And you followed me here because your Guild sent you?”

“The Guild told me to stop. I came anyway.”

She studied me for a moment, the way she had in Valthenar—weighing, assessing, deciding how much to trust. The Song around her hummed with that steady warmth, and beneath it I could feel something more considered. She was reading me the same way I was reading her. Not with chordings, not with instruments or technique, but with the Song itself—a direct, intuitive awareness that the Guild never taught because the Guild didn’t know it existed.

“You used something to find me,” she said. “Not just your instrument. Something deeper. I felt it, a sweep that cut through the city noise like it wasn’t there. Clean. Clear. Harmonic.” She tilted her head. “That’s not a Guild technique.”

“No. It isn’t.”

“Where did you learn it?”

“A place called Yur. Priests who maintain harmony to seal fae gates.”

The reaction was subtle, but I caught the flicker in her eyes, a slight forward lean, the Song-warmth around her pulsing once, stronger, before she controlled it.

“You know about Yur,” I said.

“Later,” she said. “First—this is why I came here.”

She crossed to the far wall, where a row of crates bore Trem’s distribution marks. She pulled a leather folio from behind one of the crates—she’d gotten to it before triggering the cage.

“Shipping manifests,” she said, handing the folio to me. “Three months of deliveries. Materials in, weapons out. Every shipment signed for by an intermediary. And every intermediary answered to the same man.”

I opened the folio.

The manifests were meticulous, showing dates, quantities, and destinations, all recorded in a tight, precise hand. Materials received: athenite ingots, copper, binding compounds. Materials dispatched: fabricated blades, suppression nodes, nullification devices, explosive charges. The volume was staggering. This wasn’t a side operation—it was an industrial supply chain, producing Guild-quality fabrications at a scale that should have been impossible outside the Guild’s own workshops.

And at the bottom of each manifest, the same signature repeated on every page.

Harwell.

“You know the name,” Jenasia said, watching my face.

“I heard it in Valthenar. Thomas’s superior—someone above Voss in the Hand’s hierarchy.” I turned the pages. “But this is more than a Hand officer. This is a production operation. Weapons, suppression systems, nullification devices. All of these are manufactured to specification, all distributed through a network of intermediaries. This is someone with Guild-level fabrication knowledge running a parallel operation outside Guild oversight.”

“Not outside it,” Jenasia began. “Beside it. Harwell isn’t⁠—”

The dissonance shifted.

Not the slow, ambient drift of a city settling into night. This was a sharp displacement—three signatures, moving fast, approaching the loading bay from the river side. Two were unremarkable. Soldiers, or hired muscle. The third carried the familiar tang of fabrication compounds, dense and acrid, the signature of someone who handled explosive materials so routinely that the resonance had seeped into their skin.

I knew that signature.

“We have company,” I said.

Jenasia felt it too. She pulled the folio against her chest and moved to the shadows behind the crates. I drew the wire from my belt and positioned myself near the loading bay door, the ukelin ready in my off hand.

The door opened.

Mercer Trem walked in like a man checking on his inventory—keys in hand, posture relaxed, a lantern held low. He was exactly as I remembered from Valthenar: compact, olive-skinned, dense beard, alert eyes that moved constantly. Two guards flanked him, blades drawn but held loosely. A routine visit. They weren’t expecting anyone.

Trem’s lantern swept the room. It found the shattered fabrication nodes scattered across the floor, the broken cage, and the displaced crates.

He stopped.

“Get back,” he said to his guards, his tone gone flat. The lantern came up. His eyes found me in the shadows, and recognition hit him like a slap. “You,” he said. His mouth twisted. “Left your arm man and his arm at my door.”

“He was your guard, Trem. And he drew on me.”

“Doesn’t make it less memorable.” He was already reaching into his coat—not for a blade, but for the small fabricated charges he carried the way other men carried coin. His specialty. His survival. “I heard my manor burned. I assume that was you and that swordsman.”

“It was.”

“And now you’ve broken into my warehouse and smashed my equipment.” He glanced at the shattered nodes. “That cage cost me three months’ worth of commissions.”

He wasn’t panicking. That was what made him dangerous—not his fighting skill, but his calm. Trem was a survivor. He’d escaped the manor through a tunnel while the building burned behind him. He didn’t win confrontations. He outlasted them.

I moved first.

The wire sang as I snapped it taut and sent it lashing toward his wrist. Trem was already turning, throwing himself sideways behind the nearest guard. The wire caught the guard instead, biting deep across the forearm. The man screamed and dropped his blade.

The second guard charged me. I sidestepped and tapped the ukelin—a sharp dissonance strike that caught him in the chest and sent him staggering into a stack of crates. Wood splintered. He went down hard and didn’t come back up.

Jenasia moved from the shadows. The Song-warmth around her pulsed with a pressure that made the air between her and the first guard dense and heavy. He stumbled as if he’d walked into a wall, his wounded arm hanging useless. She was past him before he hit the ground.

But Trem was already running.

Not toward the door. Toward the far wall. He’d pulled something from his coat—a small marble-sized sphere, glowing with the contained fury of a compressed explosive fabrication. His specialty. The same kind of device his fabricators had been producing for the Hand across the realm.

“Down!” I shouted.

Trem hurled the sphere at the wall. The detonation was precise, a focused charge that punched a hole through the stone the size of a doorway. Dust and debris exploded inward. The shockwave knocked me back a step and sent Jenasia stumbling against a crate. My ears rang. The dissonance screamed with the aftershock of released energy.

Through the gap, I could see the dark gleam of the river. And Trem, already through, already running along the dock with the desperate efficiency of a man who had practiced this exact escape a dozen times before.

The first guard was down, bleeding heavily from the wire wound. The second hadn’t moved. Neither would be following their employer.

I watched Trem’s silhouette diminish along the dock.

I could have gone after him. I was faster, and the wire gave me reach. But Jenasia was behind me with the manifests, and the detonation had been loud enough to wake the river district. Pursuing Trem meant leaving her exposed—leaving the intelligence exposed—in a building that was already on someone’s monitoring list. And if I caught him, I’d have a body and nothing else. The folio in Jenasia’s hands was worth more than Mercer Trem’s life.

That was the calculation. It was also, if I was honest, an excuse I’d gotten comfortable making.

Three escapes: the manor in Avenhar, the street in Valthenar, the warehouse tonight. Three times I’d had Mercer Trem within reach and three times he’d slipped through—tunnel, crowd, and wall. The Guild would call it a pattern of failure. Jocelyn certainly would. And somewhere beneath the tactical reasoning there was a simpler, less comfortable truth: I had failed to kill a man three times, and dressing that failure in strategy didn’t change what it was.

Trem would run north. There was nowhere else for him to go. He’d reach Harwell, and Harwell would know we had the manifests. That was a consequence, not a plan. I wasn’t flushing anyone. I was standing in a warehouse with a hole in the wall, watching my target disappear for the third time.

“You’re not chasing him,” Jenasia said. Not a question.

“No.”

She looked at the gap in the wall, then back at me. I waited for the judgment. Instead she said, “Good. I need you here more than I need him dead.”

We went through the gap Trem had made—no point using the loading bay when the wall was already open—and dropped onto the dock. The river air was cold and sharp. Jenasia moved into the shadows between warehouses, and I followed, the folio secure inside my coat.

We navigated the side streets at a pace just below running, which was fast enough to put distance between us and the warehouse, and slow enough not to draw attention from the night watch. It was while we moved that Jenasia talked, her voice low and controlled, the words coming in bursts between turns and alley crossings.

“Harwell isn’t Hand,” she said. “Not originally. He was Guild.”

The words landed like a blade between ribs.

Guild-trained. He’d walked the same corridors I had. Studied the same texts, practiced the same techniques, stood in the same workshops learning to bind power into metal and stone. The Academy wasn’t large—perhaps two hundred students in any given year. If Harwell had been there within a decade of my time, we might have passed each other in the halls. Might have sat in the same lectures, listened to the same instructors explain why control mattered more than understanding. The difference between us wasn’t ability. It was what we’d decided the ability was for—and I wasn’t certain that difference was as wide as I wanted it to be.

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been watching him.”

I followed her around a corner, through a narrow passage between two merchant buildings. The river’s low note hummed beneath us.

“Is he working for the former Maestro?” I asked. “Harwell. Is he carrying out someone else’s design, or is this his own?”

Jenasia was quiet for a few steps. “I don’t know. Mavera thought he was independent—that whatever he’d heard in the Thornfeld shafts had given him his own purpose, separate from the Maestro’s agenda. But the materials, the supply chain, and the Hand’s infrastructure all overlap with what the former Maestro was building before Leo stopped him. Either Harwell inherited the network, or someone handed it to him.”

“And if someone handed it to him⁠—”

“Then the former Maestro is still directing operations from wherever he disappeared to. And Harwell is a builder, not an architect.”

Neither option was comforting. An independent Harwell meant a brilliant engineer pursuing his own apocalyptic vision with no one to answer to. A directed Harwell meant the former Maestro was still in play—still shaping events, still reaching through the network he’d built over decades, still pushing toward the fae gates from behind a curtain of distance and silence.

I filed away both possibilities. One of them was true. The answer mattered, but not as much as the bridge, which would destroy the barriers regardless of whose hand had drawn the blueprints.

“Mavera said he was the reason the fae gates were seeping.”

I stared at the dark street ahead. Guild-trained. That explained everything—the suppression network in Valthenar, the nullification sphere Thomas carried, the linked fire trap, the six-frequency cage that had held Jenasia. These weren’t Hand fabrications. They were Guild fabrications, built by someone who had learned the trade inside the Academy and then taken that knowledge elsewhere.

I was being used. Again. By people I trusted, for purposes I agreed with, in ways I hadn’t been told about.

“There’s more,” Jenasia said. We’d reached a wider street now, and she slowed, pulling into the shadow of a shuttered bakery. Her breathing was steady, but I could feel the Song-warmth around her running tight with controlled urgency. “Harwell isn’t just producing weapons. The athenite, the gate-resonant materials—he’s using them for something specific. Something Mavera recognized before she died.”

“What?”

“He’s building a key. A fabrication designed to open the fae gates permanently—not just weaken the barriers, but break them open.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked. “Mavera couldn’t have known the specifics. Not from the outside.”

Jenasia was quiet for a few steps—the particular silence of someone choosing how much to disclose. “The woman you questioned. Moira.”

“She talked?”

“Eventually.” The word carried weight, though not cruelty. Jenasia didn’t strike me as someone who enjoyed extracting information, but there was a flatness to it that suggested the process hadn’t been pleasant for either of them. “She held out for two days. Convinced I was Guild, convinced I was going to kill her regardless. It wasn’t until I showed her what Harwell’s materials were doing to the fae barriers—the thinning, the dead anchors, the resonance damage—that something changed. She’d felt it herself, working with the gate-resonant ore. Headaches, nightmares, a wrongness she couldn’t explain. She’d told Harwell. He’d told her they were normal exposure effects.”

“It wasn’t.”

“It was the Song, bleeding through damaged barriers into anyone sensitive enough to feel it. Moira didn’t know that. But when I explained it—when I let her feel the Song directly, without the fabrication noise—she understood what she’d been building. And she stopped protecting the man who’d lied to her about it.”

“How did Moira communicate with Harwell’s network?” I asked. “The intermediaries. The factors. If she was an independent contractor, someone had to relay instructions.”

“Local contacts, like fabricators sympathetic to the operation, or at least willing to pass messages for coin. Moira gave me three names.” Jenasia glanced at me. “One of them was in Avenhar.”

The scrubbed signatures at Isabel’s shop. The guest she’d been hosting. The deliberate emptiness I’d felt in the dissonance that had been the result of concealment.

“A fabricator on Coppersmith Row,” I said.

Jenasia smiled, the expression one of satisfaction at a connection that had been confirmed. “You already knew.”

“I suspected. There’s a fabrication shop I’ve done business with. The owner was sheltering someone the morning I came back from Valthenar. Someone skilled enough to scrub their dissonance signature clean.”

“That fits. Moira said the Avenhar contact was a relay point—messages in, materials out. Not a true believer. Just someone who handled the logistics and didn’t ask questions.”

Isabel. Careful, shrewd Isabel, who survived in the fabrication trade by knowing where the lines were and never quite crossing them. She hadn’t crossed this one, either—not in her own mind. Passing messages wasn’t building weapons. Sheltering a contact wasn’t endorsing Harwell’s operation. She’d have told herself it was business. The same way the bearded fabricator on the caravan had told himself he was just building defensive devices.

I filed it. Isabel wasn’t the enemy, but she was a thread in Harwell’s network, and threads could be pulled.

We’d reached a quieter street. Jenasia slowed, and in the stillness her voice dropped lower.

“Moira said one thing about him that stayed with me,” Jenasia added. “She said Harwell kept records of everything—every test, every chamber session, every person who went in and what came out of them. Meticulous notes in his own hand, the way a physician charts the progress of a disease. She said he’d sometimes sit in the chamber doorway and watch the harvesting with this expression she couldn’t read. Not enjoyment. Not guilt. Just… attention. As if he were witnessing something important and wanted to make sure he remembered it accurately.”

“What does he look like?” I asked.

“Moira said he’s lean. Precise in his movements the way fabricators are, everything measured. Graying at the temples, clean-shaven, with restless eyes that never linger on one thing for long. She said the most unsettling thing about him was how ordinary he looked. You’d pass him on the street and think he was a clerk. And she told me about the chambers Harwell uses. Containment chambers rather than workshops, designed to draw from people with the gift. From the Song itself.” She glanced at me. “He has them in every city his network touches. Valthenar, Caldwen, Gael’s Crossing. And here. In Avenhar.”

I stopped walking.

“Here.”

“Beneath a tannery, three streets east of the river. Moira described it in detail—the layout, the defenses, the containment design. It’s small compared to the primary facility in Gael’s Crossing, but it’s active.” She kept her voice level, but the Song-warmth around her tightened. “The bridge is in the north, Silas. The key is being built there. But the chambers feed it. Every one of them channels harvested power into the materials Harwell is using. Destroying one doesn’t just remove a workshop. It weakens the whole structure.”

The scope of it rearranged itself in my mind. I’d been thinking of Harwell as a destination—a man in a city, weeks of riding to the north. But he wasn’t a fixed point. He was a web, and strands of it ran beneath the city where I was standing.

“Harwell himself,” I said. “Where is he?”

“He rotates between the workshops. Moira said he checks the Avenhar chamber regularly to adjust the containment and collect what’s been harvested. She couldn’t give me a schedule, but she said he was here within the last week.”

Within the last week. If Harwell visited the Avenhar chamber on any kind of regular cycle, there was a chance—slim, but real—that hitting the workshop didn’t just disrupt his operation. It caught the man himself.

And even if he wasn’t there, the chamber was. Active. Feeding the bridge. Every hour it operated was an hour the key moved closer to completion.

“Tonight,” I said.

Jenasia’s expression didn’t change, but the Song-warmth around her steadied—the tension in it resolving into something that felt like confirmation. She’d been waiting for me to arrive at this conclusion on my own.

“Tonight,” she agreed.

“I need Carris.”

“The swordsman. How quickly can you reach him?”

“The Broken Crown is twenty minutes from here. He’s either sleeping off his drink or sitting awake with his hand on his sword.”

“Then get him. I’ll be at the tannery on Bridger’s Lane, east side of the river. The entrance is behind the building. Look for the stairs.” She paused. “The last two people who entered that chamber without Harwell’s permission didn’t come out. Make sure your swordsman knows that.”

“Encouraging.”

“I’m not trying to encourage you. I’m trying to make sure you understand what we’re walking into.”

She slipped into the shadows, and the Song-warmth faded with her—slowly, reluctantly, the way it always did. As if the dissonance didn’t want to let her go.

I stood in the street and listened to the city settle around me. The river’s note, the distant hum of fabrications, the ordinary quiet of a sleeping city that had no idea what was operating beneath it.

Harwell. A Guild-trained fabricator building a key to permanently open the fae gates. Not a man in a distant city but a presence woven through this one. His chambers hummed under the streets, feeding a bridge hundreds of miles to the north. Weeks from completion.

And three of us—a Hunter, a swordsman, and a woman who heard the Song—were headed not to Gael’s Crossing but to a tannery on Bridger’s Lane, to pull the first thread loose.

But as I made my way back through the dark streets toward the Broken Crown, the memory stone warm against my chest and the ukelin steady in my coat, I felt something I hadn’t felt since leaving Yur.

Purpose. Not the Guild’s purpose, or Leo’s, or Nyban’s. Mine.

And that, I thought, would have to be enough.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Carris didn’t ask questions when I woke him. He read my face, buckled his sword, and followed me into the street.

We found Jenasia waiting behind the tannery on Bridger’s Lane, exactly where she’d said she’d be. The smell of curing chemicals hung in the air—heavy, acrid, the kind of stink that would mask almost anything happening beneath it. A good location for something you didn’t want found.

Carris looked at her, then at me. “This is the woman from the caravan.”

“Jenasia,” she said. No offer to shake hands.

“Carris.” He studied the building behind her. “Silas says there’s a workshop underneath this.”

“Not a workshop exactly. Something worse.”

She led us to the narrow stairway behind the building. Before starting down, she turned back.

“Two things,” Jenasia said, and something in her voice tightened. “First—Moira. She’s gone.”

“Gone how?”

“I left her under watch with a contact north of the city. When I came back to check, the watch was unconscious and Moira had disappeared. No struggle, no trail.” Her jaw set. “She’s a top-tier fabricator. I should have anticipated she’d have resources I couldn’t account for.”

“How long ago?”

“Two days.”

Two days. Enough time to reach a relay point. Enough time to send word north—or south, to Avenhar, to whoever was maintaining Harwell’s local operations.

“If she’s warned Harwell—” I began.

“Then he knows someone is hunting his network. He knows I took his fabricator. He knows the caravan was destroyed.” Her expression was hard, but I could see the self-recrimination beneath it. “Which is why we move tonight. Before he has time to relocate.”

“And the second thing?”

“Moira said the Avenhar chamber is due for a visit from Harwell.”

“Due when?”

“She couldn’t give me exact days, but based on when she last saw him travel south, it should be soon. Days, not weeks.”

The implication settled between us. We might not just be destroying a chamber tonight. We might be walking into its operator.

“All the more reason to move fast,” I said.

Jenasia nodded and started down the stairs. Carris followed. I went last, one hand on the ukelin, the other on the wire spool at my belt.

Jenasia paused at the bottom, her hand resting on a heavy wooden door. “Remember what I said. The last two people who entered without Harwell’s permission didn’t come out.”

Carris drew his sword. “Encouraging.”

“That’s what I said, too.”

She pushed the door open.

The cellar beyond was not a cellar.

It had been, once—the low ceiling and stone foundations still belonged to the tannery above. But the space had been gutted and rebuilt. The walls were lined with fabrication nodes, dozens of them, copper-wound and seated in brackets at precise intervals. The floor had been replaced with fitted stone that was dark, smooth, and engraved with geometric patterns that I recognized immediately.

Containment circles. The same design I’d studied at the Academy, in the workshops where senior fabricators bound power into materials. I’d helped build smaller versions during my training, with rings of engraved stone that focused the dissonance inward, creating a controlled space where energy could be shaped without bleeding into the surrounding environment.

But those had been workbenches. Small, precise, designed for individual fabrications.

This was a room.

The containment pattern covered the entire floor, wall to wall. The fabrication nodes along the walls were linked—I could feel the connections between them, thin wires of resonance, creating a mesh that surrounded the space on all sides, ceiling included. Whoever had built this hadn’t created a workshop. They’d created a vessel.

“Don’t play anything yet,” Jenasia said from the doorway. She hadn’t crossed the threshold.

I stepped inside. The dissonance shifted the moment I entered. It wasn’t suppressed, the way it had been in Valthenar’s network, but channeled. Guided. The containment circles pulled the ambient energy inward, toward the center of the room, where a stone pedestal stood. Empty. Waiting.

The memory stone in my inner pocket blazed hot.

I pressed my hand against it through the fabric of my coat, startled by the intensity. Since leaving Yur, the stone had been a steady, quiet warmth—a background hum, like a pulse. I’d grown so accustomed to it that I sometimes forgot it was there. But now it burned against my chest, the containment harmony inside it resonating with the chamber’s design as if recognizing something. Not a fae gate. Something adjacent. Something built to mimic one.

“You feel it,” Jenasia said. It wasn’t a question.

“The stone. The priests’ gift. It’s reacting to the chamber.”

“Because the chamber uses the same principle. Containment. Except the priests contain power to protect the barriers. This”—she gestured at the room—“contains power to harvest it.”

I moved along the wall, studying the fabrication nodes. Most were standard—copper-wound athenite, the same materials I’d encountered throughout Valthenar. Good work, Guild-quality, consistent with what we knew about Harwell’s training.

But the brackets holding them were different.

The metal was dark, almost black, with a matte finish that absorbed the lantern light rather than reflecting it. I reached out and touched one. The sound died, simply ceasing to exist in the space around the bracket, as if the metal swallowed it whole. The dissonance went silent in a half-inch radius around my fingertips. I had never encountered metal like this. But the sensation was deeply, uncomfortably familiar—a recognition that lived in my body rather than my memory, as if my hands had known this silence before my mind could name it.

I pulled my hand back. The sound returned.

I moved to the pedestal at the center. The containment circles converged here, their engraved lines spiraling inward to a focal point. This was where the harvested energy would collect—drawn from anyone inside the chamber, channeled by the nodes, funneled to this single point.

And beneath the fabrication’s hum, I sensed something else. Not the containment itself, and not the residual energy of previous uses. There was something behind it, as if the chamber wasn’t merely trapping power but reaching for something, or being reached for. The dissonance here didn’t feel empty. It felt hungry.

I stepped back from the pedestal.

“This is a power harvester,” I said.

Jenasia nodded from the doorway. She still hadn’t entered.

“I built smaller versions of these at the Academy,” I said. “Workbench scale, designed to channel dissonance into fabrication materials during the binding process. It’s how fabricators infuse power into metal and stone. You create a contained space, generate the energy inside it, and the containment circles guide it into whatever you’re building.” I looked around the room. “But this isn’t a workbench. This is designed to harvest from a person. Someone stands in the center, generates power—plays an instrument, sings, uses the dissonance in any way—and the chamber captures everything they produce. Drains it. Funnels it to the focal point.”

“And stores it,” Jenasia added. “In whatever material sits on that pedestal. The athenite, the gate-resonant compounds—Harwell has been feeding them harvested energy from people with the gift. Building the power reserves for his bridge.”

The scope of it settled into my understanding like cold water.

The former Maestro’s plan. Not the political maneuvering, not the Hand’s territorial expansion, not even the fae gates themselves, but the purpose behind all of it. I’d seen the edges of it in Yur, when the former Maestro had tried to force the priests’ barriers open. I’d felt it in the materials sealed in the caravan wagons. And now I was standing inside a machine built to do the same thing at human scale.

Trap the gifted. Harvest their power. Channel it into materials that could weaken—or break—the barriers between this world and whatever waited on the other side.

Harwell might not understand the full design. He was an engineer, a fabricator, a man who built what he was told to build. But the principle was the same. This chamber was a prototype. Gael’s Crossing, with its bridge and its stockpiled materials, would be the final version.

“The Gael’s Crossing chamber is the largest. Moira said it occupies an entire building. But they all feed the same project.”

“And the people he harvests from?”

Jenasia’s expression didn’t change, but the Song-warmth around her tightened. “People like me. People who hear the Song. People the Hand identifies in the towns they occupy—anyone who shows sensitivity to the dissonance beyond the ordinary. They’re brought to the chambers, made to play or sing or simply exist inside the containment field, and the chamber does the rest.” Her tone was flat. Controlled. “Mavera warned me this was happening. It’s why the Hand burned her home. She’d been hiding Song-sensitive people, keeping them away from Harwell’s collectors.”

I thought of Yur. Of the priests who maintained the harmony—dozens of them, each carrying a sensitivity to the Song that would light up Harwell’s collectors like a signal fire. If Harwell knew what the priests could do, if his network reached far enough north to identify them, the cliff-city wouldn’t just be a target for the Maestro’s ideology. It would be a resource. A harvest. And Larale was there, living among them, unaware that the work she’d found peace in existed at the center of a target she couldn’t see.

I thought of Carris’s Sera. A woman in a small town who’d drawn the Hand’s attention. Who’d gotten involved.

“We need to destroy this chamber,” I said.

“Yes. But first, I need to show you why you can’t do it the way you’re thinking. Play a detection chording,” she said. “The way you found me—with the stone. I need you to hear what this chamber is doing.”

I hesitated. Using the memory stone in the warehouse rooftop sweep had been a calculated risk, since it had broadcast my presence across the city. Using it here, inside a containment chamber designed to capture and harvest power, felt like lighting a torch inside a powder magazine.

“If I play with the stone active, the chamber will try to harvest it.”

“Yes,” she said. “That’s the point. You need to feel what it does with the energy. What it’s reaching for.”

I looked at Carris. He’d positioned himself near the door with his sword drawn, watching the stairs behind us, ready for whatever came from outside. He couldn’t help us with what was about to happen inside.

I drew the memory stone from my inner pocket and pressed it against the ukelin’s soundboard, the way I’d done on the rooftop. The harmony bloomed immediately as the priests’ containment warmth bled into the instrument, smoothing the dissonance, deepening the range. But in this chamber, the effect was different. The warmth didn’t spread outward. It was pulled inward, toward the pedestal, toward the focal point, as if the containment circles were drinking it before I’d even played a note.

“Be ready to stop,” Jenasia said.

I tapped the strings. A single detection chording—one clean note, amplified by the stone’s harmony.

The chamber woke.

Every fabrication node along the walls flared in the dissonance. The containment circles on the floor blazed with channeled energy, the geometric patterns suddenly alive, pulling inward with a force that made the air pressure drop. The pedestal at the center began to resonate, a low, subsonic hum that I felt in my teeth and my bones.

And the memory stone screamed.

Not a sound—a sensation. The containment harmony inside the priests’ stone surged against my palm with a heat that was almost painful. The frantic, desperate pulse felt like a warning siren translated into warmth and vibration. The stone had never done this. Not in Yur, not near the fae gates, not anywhere. Whatever the chamber was doing with the harmony I’d fed it, the priests’ stone recognized it as a threat on a level I hadn’t encountered before.

“Stop,” Jenasia said.

I pulled the stone away from the ukelin, but the chamber didn’t care. The single chording I’d played was still reverberating—captured by the containment circles, amplified by the nodes, cycling through the chamber’s network in a self-sustaining loop. The energy was building, feeding on itself, the harvesting mechanism doing exactly what it was designed to do.

But it wasn’t the dissonance the chamber wanted. It was the harmony. The priests’ containment—the Song-touched warmth sealed inside the memory stone—had bled into my chording, and the chamber had latched onto it with a voracity that made the nodes along the walls vibrate in their brackets. The dark metal brackets hummed, then went silent, then hummed again, cycling through sound and silence as if the chamber was breathing.

“This is what they want,” Jenasia said, her voice cutting through the building resonance. “Can you feel it? It’s in the Song, but you’re ignoring it. If you understand the Song at all—if you can hear it—then you’d know.”

I closed my eyes and listened to what was beneath the dissonance and the fabrication’s hum.

She was right.

The Song was there—the deeper harmony the priests had shown me, the foundation beneath the dissonance that I’d been learning to hear since Yur. But in this chamber, with the captured chording still cycling through the containment circles, the Song sounded different. Distorted. As if something was pulling at it from the other side—the same side the priests’ barriers were designed to protect against.

The chamber wasn’t just harvesting power. It was singing a note.

I understood it the way a musician understands a chord—not through analysis but through the body. Each of Harwell’s four chambers was tuned to a different frequency. Four notes. When played alone, each one was nothing—a single voice in an empty room. But played together, the four notes formed a chord, and the chord created something none of them could produce alone: a harmonic cascade, each resonance amplifying the others until the combined sound exceeded what any single source could generate.

Each one’s vibration making the next ring louder. Multiplication, not addition.

And the chord matched a frequency from beyond the fae gates. I could hear it now—the answering tone, faint but unmistakable, rising from beneath the Song. Something on the other side was singing back. Not forcing the gates open. Not breaking through. Harmonizing. Matching the pitch exactly—and a door that had been sealed for millennia began to open, because something on the other side was knocking in perfect rhythm.

The gates weren’t being broken. They were being invited in.

“The resonance bridge,” I said, understanding crashing through me. “It’s not a key. It’s a duet. Harwell’s chambers sing from this side, and something beyond the gates sings back. When the two match—when the chord is complete—the barriers resonate themselves apart.”

Jenasia’s expression told me I was right.

I tucked the memory stone back into my pocket, away from the ukelin. The harmony faded, but the chamber didn’t need it anymore. The cycling chording was self-sustaining now, feeding on the energy the containment circles had already captured.

“I need to break the cycle,” I said. “If the chord keeps reverberating, the channel stays open.”

“The nodes. Destroy the nodes and the containment fails. The energy dissipates.”

I was already moving. The fabrication nodes lined the walls at regular intervals—thirty-six of them, arranged in groups of six. The same six-frequency architecture as the cage that had held Jenasia in Trem’s warehouse. Harwell’s signature. His design language, repeated across every fabrication I’d encountered.

I started with the nearest group. The technique was the same counter-resonance cascade I’d used before—match the frequency, detune, destabilize. But these nodes were anchored to the chamber’s structure, drawing power from the containment circles beneath them. They were harder to break. Each one fought back, compensating, pulling energy from its neighbors.

I shattered the first node with a sharp, discordant strike. The resonance cracked, the copper winding split, and the node went dark. The chamber’s hum dropped a fraction to where it was barely perceptible but still there.

The second one I took with a sustained counter-tone, holding it until the frequency wobbled and collapsed.

The third was embedded deeper into the wall. I played a staccato sequence through the ukelin’s wire—the same technique I’d used to shatter the wagon locks on the road from Valthenar—and the node burst from its bracket in a spray of sparks and stone dust.

Three down. Thirty-three remaining. The chamber was still cycling the captured chording, still feeding the channel, but the containment was weakening. I could feel the pull toward the center losing force, the geometric patterns on the floor dimming at the edges.

I moved faster. Nodes four through six fell in quick succession—the cascade technique working now that I’d disrupted their local network. Each group of six was semi-independent; break one group, and the adjacent groups had to compensate, spreading thinner.

Jenasia appeared beside me. The Song-warmth around her had intensified. She placed her hand on a node, and I felt what she did rather than saw it. A direct, intuitive disruption—no chording, no technique I recognized, just the Song itself pushing against the fabrication’s frequency until it cracked from the inside out.

“That’s not a Guild technique,” I said.

“No,” she agreed. “It isn’t.”

We worked in tandem—me with the ukelin’s precise counter-resonance, her with the Song’s raw, intuitive force. Node by node, the chamber’s containment failed. The cycling chord grew weaker, the channel narrowing, the pull toward the center fading.

At node twenty-four, the dark metal brackets began to react. The silence that emanated from them expanded, actively pushing against our disruption instead of only absorbing sound. The remaining twelve nodes drew on whatever the brackets were made of, and the resistance doubled.

I played harder. The ukelin’s strings bit into my fingers, the chordings coming fast and sharp, each one precisely targeted. Jenasia matched me, her hands moving from node to node, the Song pouring through her in waves that I could feel resonating in my chest.

Node thirty.

Node thirty-three.

Node thirty-six.

The last node shattered, and the chamber died.

The silence was absolute. Not the hungry silence of the dark metal brackets, but the natural silence of a room that had been emptied of power. The containment circles on the floor were dead—engraved stone, nothing more. The pedestal stood inert. The cycling chord was gone, dissolved, the channel closed.

The memory stone in my pocket cooled. Slowly, like a fever breaking, the frantic pulse subsided to its usual steady warmth. The containment harmony settled. The threat had passed.

I stood in the center of the ruined chamber, breathing hard.

The memory stone rested against my chest, quiet again, but the echo of its scream lingered in my awareness. The priests of Yur had given it to me as a defensive tool—enough harmony to recognize a fae gate, enough to slow what came through one. They hadn’t told me it could be used to activate a harvesting chamber. They probably hadn’t imagined anyone would try.

And I thought, briefly, of the old priest who had pressed the stone into my palm on the cliff-edge in Yur. Of the way his hands had trembled with the effort of containing what the stone held. He’d said, This carries a piece of what we protect. Guard it as we guard the gates. I’d taken it as ceremony. Now, feeling the echo of the chamber’s hunger still vibrating in my bones, I understood it as warning. The priests knew what this harmony could be used for. They’d known all along. And they’d trusted me with it anyway.

Larale would want to know about this. The priests needed to know that Harwell’s chambers were designed to harvest the same harmony they spent their lives maintaining—that their life’s work and his weapons were mirror images of the same principle. That information could change how they defended the barriers.

Another message I needed to send. Another silence I couldn’t afford.

But the chamber had recognized the harmony inside the stone the way a lock recognizes a key. Not the same key Harwell was building—the opposite. The priests’ containment was designed to seal barriers; Harwell’s chambers were designed to open them. Mirror images of the same principle. And the chamber had consumed my chording with a hunger that told me exactly how close Harwell was to completing the bridge. These chambers weren’t experiments. They were infrastructure.

I followed Jenasia toward the door. At the threshold, I paused and looked back at the ruined chamber—the dead containment circles, the shattered nodes, the dark metal brackets still bolted to the walls in their ring of absolute silence.

Four chambers. Avenhar, Valthenar, Caldwen, and Gael’s Crossing. We’d destroyed one. The largest—the one feeding the resonance bridge—was still operational, hundreds of miles north, doing the same thing this chamber had done but at a scale I didn’t want to imagine.

And somewhere in those chambers, people whose only crime was hearing the Song, had been drained of their power to fuel a device designed to break open the barriers between worlds.

I was turning toward the door when the dissonance shifted.

Not from above. From below.

I held up a hand. Jenasia felt it too, which I could see in the way her Song-warmth contracted, pulling tight against her skin. Beneath our feet, beneath the dead containment circles and the stone floor, something was active. Not the residual hum of the destroyed chamber. Something deeper, more deliberate—a texture in the dissonance that felt designed, engineered. The mathematical cleanliness of Guild-trained technique.

I tapped a detection sweep. The ukelin’s notes sank through the floor and came back changed—shaped by distance and stone, but unmistakable. Multiple fabrication signatures were active below us. And beneath them, the steady, precise resonance of someone playing a psaltery with the easy familiarity of a person who’d done it every day of his life.

The Avenhar chamber was due for a cycle, Moira had said. Days, not weeks.

But it wasn’t days away.

It was happening tonight.

“He’s here,” I said.

Jenasia’s expression went hard. She’d been hoping for this, I realized. She’d brought us here knowing it was possible, and now it was real, and the satisfaction in her eyes was cold enough to cut.

“Below us,” she said. “There’s a stairway, behind the far wall. It goes deeper.”

I looked at her. “You knew about the lower level.”

“Moira mentioned corridors beneath the chambers. Old tunnels. She said Harwell used them to move between his workshops unseen.” A pause. “I wasn’t sure they’d be here. I’m sure now.”

Carris appeared in the doorway behind us, sword already drawn. He’d heard the change in our voices. “What?”

“Harwell,” I said. “He’s below us. Right now.”

Carris looked at the ruined chamber, at the dead nodes, at the dark metal brackets still bolted to the walls. Then he shot me with the look of a man who’d long since stopped being surprised by where I dragged him.

“Of course he is,” he said. And drew his blade the rest of the way from its sheath.

“Jenasia,” I said.

She turned.

“When we find him, I’m not going to ask the Guild’s permission. And I’m not going to bring him in for questioning.”

A smile of satisfaction crossed her face.

“Good,” she said. “Then we understand each other.”

The memory stone pulsed once against my chest—warm, steady, patient—and the dissonance below us hummed with the precision of a man who didn’t know his chamber had just gone dark.

We found the stairway behind the far wall, exactly where Jenasia had said it would be. It led down into darkness.

We followed it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


The stairway behind the tannery led deeper than I expected.

Below the containment chamber, a corridor stretched into darkness—rough-hewn stone, older than the building above, part of the underground channels that threaded beneath Avenhar’s river district. The city had been built over centuries, layer upon layer, and the oldest bones of it ran deep. Harwell had chosen well. Down here, no one would hear what happened in his workshop.

Carris moved behind me, blade drawn, his breathing controlled the way it always was before a fight—steady, measured, the product of years spent walking into places he expected not to walk out of. He’d said nothing since we’d descended. That was his way. Questions were for before and after. The sword was for during.

Jenasia moved ahead of us, her Song-warmth pulled tight, barely a whisper in the dissonance. I kept the ukelin in my left hand and the wire spool in my right, the strand already drawn taut between my fingers.

“They’re coming,” she said as the men moved in formation.

I felt it too. Footsteps, vibrating through the stone. Multiple sets, moving with the coordinated rhythm of trained soldiers rather than the scattered urgency of a surprised garrison. They’d been waiting.

The first of them appeared at a junction where the corridor split. Four armed men. Foot soldiers. The Hand’s rank and file. They carried blades, but the dissonance around two of them carried the telltale hum of fabricated weapons—the stamped replicas Jocelyn had described, cheap but functional.

Jenasia didn’t wait.

She played a note on the small string harp. I hadn’t seen her draw it, but it was there, dark wood and carved frame, fitting in one hand. The sound was soft, mournful, and utterly unlike any chording I’d been trained to produce. The dissonance didn’t ripple outward in a wave. It settled, like fog descending. The soldiers slowed, their movements thickening as if the air around them had become heavy.

It wasn’t a binding. I would have felt that. This was something else—the Song, woven into their awareness, pressing on them. Making them heavy. Making them hesitate.

I didn’t hesitate.

I came through the fog of her playing, wire singing between my hands. The first soldier was still reaching for his blade when the wire caught his wrist. I yanked hard, felt the strand bite through leather and into skin, and used the momentum to spin him into the corridor wall. His head hit stone with a wet crack. He slid down and didn’t rise.

The second came at me with the fabricated blade—a wild overhead swing, too much force, not enough control. I sidestepped into the wall’s shadow and tapped a sharp note on the ukelin. The dissonance strike targeted the blade’s resonance frequency. The fabricated metal shrieked and shattered in his grip, fragments spinning into the dark. He stared at the broken hilt. I drove my elbow into his throat, felt cartilage give beneath the blow, and he went down choking.

The third lunged at me low, blade aimed at my gut. I twisted, felt the edge catch my coat and slice through fabric, missing skin by the width of a finger. Before I could counter, Carris was there, stepping past me in that deceptively fast way he moved. His sword met the soldier’s blade in a bind that lasted a half second before Carris rotated his wrist, displaced the guard, and drove four inches of steel through the man’s chest. Clean. Economical. The kind of swordsmanship that came from killing people for a living, not from training halls.

The fourth soldier turned to run. Jenasia’s Song shifted—that mournful note deepening, becoming something colder—and the man stopped altogether. His blade lowered and his eyes went distant, as if he’d forgotten why he was holding a weapon, or why he was alive at all. She stepped forward, took the weapon from his unresisting hand, and drove it cleanly through his chest.

There was a brutality to it. A precision.

“You could have let him go,” I said.

“No,” she said. “I couldn’t.”

I didn’t argue. There wasn’t time, and the look in her eyes—Thornfeld burning behind them, Mavera’s empty house, every town the Hand had hollowed out—wasn’t something I could argue with. Not today.

Carris wiped his blade on the dead man’s coat. “She always like that?”

“We just met,” I said.

“Wonderful.”

We moved deeper.

Eight soldiers met us in the corridors, better armed than the previous group. Three of them carried fabricated blades with the officer-grade resonance I’d felt in Thomas’s dagger. These fought harder, faster, with a coordination that suggested real training rather than hired-sword desperation.

The corridor was too narrow for all of them to come at once, which saved us. But it also meant no room to maneuver—tight stone walls, low ceiling, the kind of close-quarters work where technique mattered less than willingness to get hurt.

Jenasia’s Song-fog slowed the front rank. The first two soldiers pushed through it, heavy-limbed but still moving, blades up. Carris met them.

He fought the way I’d seen him fight a dozen times—no flourishes, no wasted movement, every action designed to end the exchange as quickly as possible. He parried the first thrust with a lateral deflection that redirected the blade into the wall, then stepped inside the man’s guard and punched the pommel of his sword into his jaw. The soldier’s head snapped back. Carris cut him across the throat on the return stroke.

The second came at him before the first had finished falling. Carris gave ground—one step, two—drawing the man forward into the gap between bodies. The soldier overextended. Carris stopped retreating, set his weight, and drove his blade through the man’s sword arm at the bicep. The soldier screamed, dropped his weapon, and Carris kicked him into the wall.

I worked the middle of the formation. The wire was better than a sword in these quarters—flexible, fast, able to wrap around a forearm or catch a blade mid-swing. I snapped the strand taut and lashed it across the face of the third soldier. The wire opened his cheek to the bone. He reeled sideways, and I followed with a dissonance strike through the ukelin. The sharp, compressed wave hit him in the sternum and sent him crashing into the man behind him. Both went down in a tangle of limbs and fabricated steel.

The fifth came at me with an officer-grade blade. The fabrication in the metal sang as he swung—a resonance-enhanced edge, designed to cut through defensive chordings. I ducked beneath the first swing, felt it pass close enough to tug at my hair, and rolled along the wall. My shoulder hit stone hard enough to numb the joint. I played through the pain using a rapid counter-frequency that found the blade’s resonance and twisted it. The weapon didn’t shatter the way the cheaper blades did. It warped, the edge curling inward like heated metal, and the soldier stared at the ruined weapon in his hands for the half second it took me to wrap the wire around his throat and pull.

He went down hard, clawing at the strand. I planted a foot on his chest and yanked the wire free. Blood followed it.

The remaining three had pushed through Jenasia’s fog. One came for her directly—a mistake. She played a chord on the harp that made the air between them ripple like water, and the soldier’s swing went wide, as if gravity had shifted. She was inside his guard before he recovered, and the borrowed blade in her other hand found his ribs.

Carris took the sixth with a thrust through the gap between breastplate and shoulder. The seventh I caught with the wire across both wrists, binding his hands to his blade, and put a dissonance strike into his temple that dropped him where he stood. The eighth turned to run.

Carris let him.

“Nowhere to go,” he said, breathing hard. “The corridor’s a dead end behind us.”

He was right. The man ran twenty feet, hit a locked grate, and turned back to face us with the wild eyes of a trapped animal. Jenasia’s Song-fog rolled over him, and his blade clattered to the stone.

I left him. We didn’t have time for mercy or for killing, and sometimes the distinction didn’t matter.

My forearm was bleeding from a cut I didn’t remember taking, shallow but burning. My shoulder ached where I’d hit the wall. The wire had bitten into my own fingers in the close fighting, leaving thin red lines across the pads of my index and middle finger. I flexed them, testing. They’d play. That was enough.

As we descended, I began to feel the dissonance changing. Not the ambient noise of the corridors or the fabrication signatures of the soldiers—something deeper. A texture in the dissonance that felt designed, engineered. The same containment architecture I’d sensed in the chamber above, but larger, more complex, and far more active.

The memory stone pulsed against my chest in a steady, insistent warning. We were approaching something significant.

“Careful,” I said.

“Why?” Carris asked.

“Because this is someone from the Guild.”

I was certain of it. The dissonance signatures down here carried the precision and the mathematical cleanliness of Guild-trained technique. Not Jenasia’s intuitive Song-weaving. Not the crude fabrications of Hand soldiers. This was Academy work—someone who had studied the same theory I had, learned the same principles, trained in the same workshops.

Harwell.

Carris moved up beside me. “How many?”

“Three signatures in the room ahead. Two soldiers, one fabricator.” I paused, listening deeper. “The fabricator is strong. Guild-trained, playing a psaltery. He’s the one.”

“So we hit him fast,” Carris said.

“It won’t be that simple. He’ll have defenses. Fabrications I haven’t seen before.”

“It’s never simple.” He adjusted his grip on the sword. “But the principle holds. Don’t give the clever ones time to be clever.”

The corridor ended at an open door. A large room beyond, lit by fabricated lanterns that cast a steady, warm light—a sharp contrast to the violence we’d left behind us. The room had been furnished: a desk, shelving lined with materials and instruments, fabrication tools arranged with the fastidious organization of a man who valued precision. This wasn’t a temporary base. This was where Harwell worked.

Three figures stood inside.

Two were Hand officers. I could see the fabricated daggers at their belts—the same clenched-fist stamp on the pommels, the same contained resonance bleeding off the blades. They stood flanking the third figure, positioned like bodyguards, though their postures suggested more than hired muscle. These were operatives who understood what they were protecting.

The third figure was Harwell.

I hadn’t known what to expect. A name overheard through a wall, a signature on shipping manifests, an architect glimpsed through the evidence of his constructions. But the man himself was smaller than the scope of his work suggested. He wore a fabricator’s apron over clean clothes, and in one hand he held a small, boxed instrument. The psaltery was compact and flat, with strings visible through an opening in the top. His fingers rested on them with the easy familiarity of someone who’d played it every day of his life.

He looked at me. Then at Jenasia. Then at Carris. Then back at me.

“It was you,” he said, his tone mild and conversational. “In the chamber upstairs. I felt the disruption.” He frowned. “You were instructed to leave this alone.”

“Instructed by whom?”

“Jocelyn, of course. Through the proper channels.” He tilted his head, studying me the way Isabel studied a fabrication—measuring the workmanship, assessing the quality. “She told you to wait two days. You should have listened.”

The floor dropped out of my stomach.

Jocelyn. My handler. Leo’s hand-picked operative in Avenhar.

“She doesn’t work for you,” I said.

“Course she doesn’t. But I’ve cultivated enough influence within the Guild’s reformation network to ensure that certain operatives receive certain instructions at certain times. It’s not difficult, when you understand how information flows.” He shrugged one shoulder—a small, precise gesture. “The Guild has always been susceptible to infiltration from within. The former Maestro understood that. The current one, apparently, does not.”

Jenasia’s hand tightened on her harp. I could feel the Song-warmth around her surging—not mournful now, but angry.

“You’re the one who built the chambers,” she said.

“I am. And before you ask—yes, I know what they’re for. I’m not a fool.” His fingers moved on the psaltery’s strings, a slow, idle tap that produced no audible sound but sent a tremor through the dissonance. “But I’m also not the architect. I build what I’m told to build. The design comes from someone far more ambitious than me.”

“The former Maestro,” I said.

“Among others. The network is larger than any single person, Silas. It was larger than the Maestro who ran the Guild, and it will be larger than the one who replaced him.” His gaze sharpened. “Speaking of which. I need the identity of the current Maestro.”

The words landed in the room like a blade on stone.

“There are very few who know it,” Harwell continued. “The reformation was designed to protect that information—compartmentalized, layered, secured behind operational protocols. But you, Silas Karsson—you know him. It took me some time to understand why Jocelyn treated you with the deference she did. An ordinary Hunter wouldn’t warrant that level of attention. But a Hunter who’d been personally trained by the Maestro before he took the seat? Who’d served alongside him during the Academy years? His identity is worth a great deal,” Harwell said. “To the Hand’s upper command, to the former Maestro’s loyalists, to several independent factions who would pay handsomely for the opportunity to eliminate the current Guild leadership. A Guild in reformation is vulnerable. A Guild whose Maestro is exposed is already dead.”

“You’d sell it,” I said.

“I’d trade it. For operational independence, protection, and the resources to continue my work.” No shame, no bravado. He stated it with the same precision he applied to his fabrications. “I am an engineer. I don’t have loyalties. I have projects. And my projects require funding.”

Carris shifted beside me. I could feel his impatience—a swordsman’s instinct to close the distance while Harwell was talking. I held out a hand, palm down. Not yet.

“But you misunderstand me.” Harwell stepped forward, and something shifted in his tone. The clinical detachment cracked, replaced by something deeper: conviction. “You think I’m the villain, but I’m the only one who listened. The Song doesn’t come from here. It comes from there, beyond the gates. We’ve been living in an echo chamber, hearing the resonance of something we cut ourselves off from millennia ago. The Guild plays at the surface. The priests seal the barriers. And no one asks the obvious question: What if the barriers are the wound, not the protection?”

His eyes were bright with certainty.

“I’m not opening the gates to destroy this world,” he said. “I’m opening them to complete it.”

I listened for deception. For manipulation, or the calculated performance of a man trying to buy time. There was nothing. The dissonance around him carried the clean, unwavering frequency of absolute belief. Harwell meant every word.

That made him more frightening, not less. A man who builds machines to drain the gifted for profit can be stopped with a blade. A man who does it because he believes he’s healing the world will rebuild the machines as fast as you destroy them.

“Your projects drain people of their power and feed it into devices that weaken the barriers between worlds,” I said.

Harwell nodded. “Yes. Fascinating work, actually. The resonance bridge is the most sophisticated fabrication ever attempted. When it’s complete, it will open a stable, permanent connection to the source of all dissonance—the origin point of everything the Guild plays at.” Something lit behind his eyes—not ambition but curiosity. The genuine, terrible curiosity of a man who wanted to see what happened when you broke the world open. “The fact that it requires harvested Song-energy is unfortunate. But all great engineering requires fuel.”

“People aren’t fuel.”

“No. But their gifts are. And you, standing there with that instrument and that stone in your pocket—you carry more Song than any ten of the people I’ve harvested combined.” His fingers moved on the psaltery. “Which brings me to my point.”

He tapped the strings in a single, sustained note that he held with one finger while his other hand pressed something on the instrument’s back—a fabrication embedded in the body, I realized too late. The note was a trigger.

The dissonance in the room inverted.

I’d felt suppression fields before, in the network across Valthenar and the containment chamber upstairs. Those pressed inward, dampening, smothering. This was different. This seized. The dissonance around me locked in place, crystallizing, as if the air itself had turned to glass. My fingers froze on the ukelin’s strings. The wire in my other hand went rigid, the resonance in the metal dying instantly.

I couldn’t play. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe deeply enough to feel the dissonance in my own chest.

Beside me, Jenasia had gone still too. Her harp hung at her side, her hand arrested mid-reach. The Song-warmth around her was still present but muffled, sealed behind the same crystallized barrier that held me. Her eyes were wide with the fury of someone who recognized what had been done to her.

But Carris moved.

The crystallization field targeted the dissonance—the Song, the resonance, the power that flowed through anyone sensitive enough to use it. Carris had none. No chording, no Song, no gift. He was a swordsman who used muscle, steel, and nerve. And the field slid off him like water off stone.

He was already closing the distance before Harwell understood the mistake.

The two Hand officers intercepted him. They came at him together, coordinated and professional, and each carrying an officer-grade fabricated blade that hummed with contained resonance. These weren’t corridor guards. These were fighters.

Carris met the first one’s thrust with a parry that rang through the stone room like a bell. The second swung for his flank. Carris pivoted, letting the blade pass behind him, and drove an elbow into the second officer’s face. Blood burst from the man’s nose. But the first was already coming again—a fast, tight combination, high-low-high, that forced Carris backward across the room.

He gave ground. Drew them away from Harwell. The officers followed, reading it as retreat when it was repositioning. Carris pulled them toward the doorway, where the narrow frame would prevent them from flanking him.

The first officer overcommitted on a lunge. Carris sidestepped, caught the man’s sword arm at the wrist, and wrenched. The fabricated blade clattered to the stone. Before the officer could recover, Carris headbutted him—a short, savage blow that cracked the man’s forehead open—and shoved him into his partner. Both staggered.

But the second officer was better. He recovered fast, disengaged from his falling partner, and came at Carris with a series of cuts that were almost too quick to follow. One caught Carris across the forearm with a shallow slice that drew blood. Another nicked his ribs through his coat. Carris grunted but didn’t slow. He trapped the blade against his body, accepted the bite of it against his ribs, and drove his own sword through the officer’s shoulder.

The man screamed. Carris ripped the blade free and kicked him into the wall.

The first officer was rising, reaching for his fallen weapon. Carris stamped on his hand, bones crunching beneath his boot, and put the sword through him.

Two officers down. Maybe eight seconds.

Carris turned toward Harwell, bleeding from the forearm and the ribs, sword dripping. “Your turn.”

Harwell’s fingers danced on the psaltery. The crystallization field pulsed—and then shifted.

It hit Carris.

Not the dissonance-freezing effect that held me and Jenasia. Something cruder. A wave of compressed sound that struck him like a physical wall, hurling him backward across the room. He hit the stone shelving, instruments and materials crashing around him, and crumpled.

He didn’t get up immediately, but he was breathing. I could see the rise and fall of his chest beneath the wreckage.

Harwell lowered the instrument, the sustained note continuing on its own—a self-perpetuating fabrication, anchored in the room’s architecture. He looked at Carris with mild interest, then turned back to me.

“Did you think I hadn’t encountered anyone like either of you before?” Harwell said. He walked toward us, his boots clicking on the stone floor. “I’ve spent years studying Song-sensitive individuals. Testing them. Measuring what they can do. I know every technique the Guild teaches and every instinct the Song-touched rely on. And I’ve built fabrications to counter all of them.”

He stopped in front of me.

“The psaltery generates a crystallization field. It locks the dissonance into a static pattern, allowing no movement, no vibration, no resonance. Your ukelin is useless because the strings can’t produce a waveform in frozen air. Her Song is muted because the harmony can’t flow through a medium that won’t move. You are, in every functional sense, deaf and mute.”

He was right. I couldn’t feel the dissonance at all. The ukelin was dead weight in my hand. Even the memory stone had gone silent—not cool, not warm, just absent, as if the crystallization had sealed it off from me entirely.

“Now,” Harwell said. “The Maestro’s name.”

“I don’t know it.”

“You do. And you will tell me, because the alternative is that I hold you in this field until your body fails. The crystallization doesn’t just freeze the dissonance around you—it freezes the dissonance within you. Your nerves carry power. Your heart generates rhythm. Given enough time, the field will slow them both until they stop.” He said it clinically. An engineer describing a process. “It takes approximately four hours. The experience, I’m told, is deeply unpleasant.”

I couldn’t move my hands. I couldn’t play. I couldn’t reach the wire or the ukelin.

But I could hear my heart.

It was the only thing I could hear. The field had silenced everything else—the ambient dissonance, the fabrication hum, Jenasia’s Song-warmth, the memory stone’s pulse. All gone. All sealed behind glass. But my heart was inside me, and its rhythm was my own, and no fabrication built by human hands could silence the beat of a living body.

Not yet. Not in four hours. Now.

The realization came not as a thought but as a memory.

My mother’s hands. Warm, calloused, smelling of the herbs she grew in clay pots by the window. I was small—five, maybe six—and she had placed her palm against my chest, over my heart, and told me to listen.

“Can you feel it?” she’d asked.

“My heart?”

“Not just yours. Everything has a rhythm. The birds outside. The water in the well. The wood in the walls. Listen, Silas. Really listen. Your heartbeat is part of something larger. You can’t hear the whole thing yet. But someday you will.”

I hadn’t understood. I’d been too young. But I’d listened, because she’d asked me to, and for a brief moment—one that was warm and lost in time—I’d felt it. My heartbeat synced with something vast, something beneath the floor and the walls and the sky. A rhythm that held everything together.

The memory dissolved. Another rose.

The priests of Yur, standing in their stone temple with the fae-gate barriers humming overhead. The head priest, his hand on my shoulder, his voice patient.

“Music exists in everything, child. In the wind. In stone. In the body itself. The Song is not something you play. It is something you are.”

I hadn’t understood that, either. Not fully. I’d spent weeks in Yur learning to listen without instruments, to feel the harmony in the world around me without imposing the Guild’s rigid structures on it. I’d gotten better. I’d learned to sense the Song in landscapes, in water, in the resonance of living things.

But I’d never turned it inward. I’d never listened to my own body the way the priests listened to the barriers. I’d never treated my own heartbeat as an instrument.

My heart pounded. Steady, stubborn, refusing to slow despite the crystallization pressing against it from every direction. Each beat sent a pulse through my chest—not dissonance, not a chording, but a physical vibration. Sound. The most basic sound a human body could make.

And the memory stone heard it.

The warmth came back faintly. It wasn’t the steady pulse I was used to, or the frantic screaming from the chamber. Just a whisper. The containment harmony inside the priests’ gift, responding to the only rhythm that still existed inside the field. My heartbeat. The stone matched it, amplified it, the way it had amplified my detection sweeps on the rooftop. Adding clarity.

And beneath the clarity, I heard the Song.

Not through my ears. Not through the ukelin or any instrument. Through my body. Through my blood, and the rhythm of a heart that had been beating since before I knew what dissonance was, since before the Academy and the Guild and the wire and the killing. A heart that had first learned to listen in a small house with clay pots by the window, pressed against my mother’s palm.

Then a voice.

A man’s—deep, desperate, loving. A voice I had no memory of ever hearing. But the words surfaced from somewhere so far down in me that they felt less like memory and more like bone.

Find your song.

Three words. A father’s voice. I couldn’t see his face, couldn’t remember anything else about him. My mother had said he’d been lost to raiders. She’d never wanted to talk about it. But this—this fragment, rising now in the silence of Harwell’s crystallization field—was real. He’d said it to me. Maybe before I could speak. Maybe before I could walk. Maybe in a moment so early that my body had stored it where my mind couldn’t reach.

Find your song.

My heartbeat became the rhythm.

The memory stone blazed, a bridge between the priests’ harmony and whatever gift my parents had given me. The containment harmony caught my heart’s rhythm and carried it outward, threading through the crystallization field the way roots thread through stone—not breaking it, not fighting it, but growing through its cracks.

The dissonance unfroze in threads, in lines of warmth that radiated from my chest like cracks in ice. The crystallization was designed to hold the dissonance static, to prevent vibration and resonance and flow. But it hadn’t accounted for a rhythm that came from inside the body rather than from an instrument. It hadn’t accounted for the Song.

For one staggering moment unlike anything I had ever experienced, I heard the world the way it was meant to be heard.

The dissonance and the harmony were the same thing. The Song wasn’t beneath the dissonance. It was the dissonance, seen from the other side. Every vibration, every resonance, every note of power that the Guild had spent centuries trying to harness—all of it was part of a single, vast, interconnected music that existed in everything, that was everything, that had been playing since before anyone was alive to hear it.

And it sounded like home.

The small house. The clay pots. My mother’s palm on my chest. A father’s voice in the dark. The Song was home, and home was the Song, and for one perfect, annihilating second, I knew exactly what I was.

Not something new. Something assembled. The involuntary flash on the road from Caldwen. The triggered sensing at the fabrication node. The effortless activation near the caravan, where the Song had met me halfway. Fragments of this moment, scattered across weeks—and the heartbeat hadn’t created the power. It had completed a circuit that had been building since Yur.

Then the moment passed, and the fight began.

The crystallization field shattered.

It broke apart all at once, the static dissonance releasing in a shockwave that rippled outward from my chest. Harwell stumbled back, his psaltery nearly falling from his hands, his face showing the first real emotion I’d seen from him—astonishment.

Jenasia gasped beside me. The Song-warmth around her flooded back, and she immediately raised her harp.

I was already moving.

Not for the ukelin. Not yet. The field had shattered, but my hands were still numb, my fingers tingling with the aftershock of frozen nerves. I went for the wire instead—the weapon that didn’t require fine motor control and could be used with simple muscle memory. I snapped the strand taut and lashed it at Harwell’s psaltery hand.

He jerked back. The wire caught the edge of the psaltery instead, scoring a deep groove across the wooden frame. The sustained note wavered—the self-perpetuating fabrication destabilized by the physical damage to its anchor instrument.

Harwell played again. His fingers found the strings with the speed of a man who’d rehearsed this exact scenario, playing a sharp, aggressive counter-chording, Guild-trained and precise. The remnants of the crystallization field surged, re-forming around his immediate position as a defensive wall. The sound hit me like a physical thing, pressure against my chest pushing me back.

I set my feet. The Song was still in me—the deeper awareness, the heartbeat harmony—and it didn’t need an instrument to exist. But it needed one to fight with. I raised the ukelin.

The first note was rough thanks to half-numb fingers and imprecise placement, but the memory stone caught it. The priests’ harmony bloomed through the ukelin’s sound the way it had on the rooftop and in the chamber above. But this time it carried something more. The heartbeat. The deeper rhythm. The Song I’d heard in that single, shattering moment of clarity.

The ukelin sang with truth.

The melody that came through the strings was my mother’s song—the lullaby she’d hummed while her hands worked the herbs, the melody I’d used to shatter the Maestro’s binding stone in another life. But now it was different. Now it was played with an understanding I’d earned in the silence of a dead man’s crystallization field, powered by a rhythm that came from inside me rather than from technique or training or force.

The Song poured through the ukelin like water through an opened gate.

Harwell’s counter-chordings were walls. The Song was a river. And walls couldn’t hold a river that had found its path.

His defensive fabrication cracked. I pressed forward, playing through the pain in my fingers, each note cleaner than the last as feeling returned. The wire hung from my belt, ready. The ukelin did the work—not the instrument itself, but what moved through it. The same Song that moved through everything, that had been playing since before anyone was alive to hear it, channeled now through copper strings and a wooden frame that had no special properties at all.

That was the revelation. Not a special instrument. Not a gift from beyond the gates. Just the Song, heard clearly for the first time, played on the most ordinary tool I owned.

Harwell’s psaltery faltered. The sustained note cracked. The fabrication embedded in its body sparked and died, overloaded by a resonance it hadn’t been built to withstand.

His hand trembled. His eyes met mine, and I saw something behind the engineer’s typical clinical detachment—a recognition that he had miscalculated. He had studied the surface and missed the river underneath.

I stood ten feet from him, the ukelin singing in my hands, the Song resonating through every part of me—heartbeat, breath, blood, bone. The memory stone blazed against my chest, the priests’ harmony and my parents’ gift unified in a sustained note.

“Who is the Maestro?” Harwell whispered.

“He’s the one who taught me how to end you.”

I played the final note.

The song rang through the room with a clarity that transcended sound. It was a single, pure tone—my mother’s melody distilled to its essence, resonating on the frequency of the deeper harmony. Harwell’s remaining fabrications shattered. The psaltery cracked in his hands. The defensive wall collapsed. And the wave of Song resonance struck him with the force of the harvested energy, the drained gifts, and the silenced voices of every person he’d fed to his machines.

He hit the wall behind the desk and didn’t get up.

The room was quiet.

Not the fabricated silence of the crystallization field, not the hungry silence of the dark metal brackets. Natural silence. The sound of a fight that was over.

Carris was pulling himself out of the wreckage of the shelving, one hand pressed against his ribs where the officer’s blade had caught him. Blood seeped between his fingers, but he was on his feet, and the sword was still in his other hand. He looked at me with an expression I’d seen from him exactly once before—after Yur, when I’d done something he couldn’t explain and he’d decided not to ask.

“You all right?” I said.

“I’ve had worse.” He probed his ribs gingerly. “Nothing deep. Probably.” He looked at the fallen Hand officers, at Harwell slumped against the wall, at the cracked psaltery in pieces on the floor. “What did you just do?”

“I’m not entirely sure.”

“Typical.”

Jenasia stood over the fallen Hand officers, her harp at her side, her breathing steady. She looked at me, and something had changed in her expression. The wariness was still there, the careful assessment, but beneath it was something new. Recognition.

I looked back at her—at the harp held loose at her side, at the Song-warmth settling around her like breath after exertion—and I understood what I was seeing. She was what Leo had described all those years ago in the Academy clearing. Not control but understanding. Not structure but listening. She let the Song move through her without caging it, without forcing it into chordings and technique, and it answered her the way water answers gravity. The living proof of the reformation’s philosophy, and she’d never set foot inside a Guild Hall.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“Perhaps you found your song.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she nodded, as if that was enough. As if she understood what it meant, even if I was only beginning to.

I walked over to Harwell. He was alive—conscious, though barely. The psaltery lay in pieces beside him. His fabricator’s apron was scorched where the resonance had passed through him. He looked up at me with those sharp, restless eyes, and even now, even broken and defeated, I could see the engineer calculating. Assessing damage. Planning contingencies.

“The resonance bridge,” I said. “In Gael’s Crossing. How close to completion?”

“Close enough,” he said. “And you can’t stop it. I’m not the only engineer. Kill me, and the work continues. The design exists. The materials are stockpiled. The bridge will be built.”

“Maybe. But not by you.”

I picked up the leather folio from the desk—more manifests, more names, more connections. Evidence the reformation needed. Then I found what I’d hoped for: a sheaf of technical drawings, detailed schematics of the resonance bridge’s construction, annotated in Harwell’s precise hand. The blueprint for the device that was meant to break open the fae gates.

I rolled the drawings and tucked them inside my coat.

“Why?” I asked. I wasn’t asking for the ideology—he’d given me that already. I wanted to know the personal reason. The thing that made a brilliant man drain people and call it progress.

He was quiet long enough that I thought he wouldn’t answer. Then: “Thirty years ago, in the deep shafts at Thornfeld, I touched raw athenite that had sat against a thin place for centuries. And I heard the other side.” No posturing. No performance. Just the flat tone of a man describing the moment his life had split in two. “It wasn’t the Song—it was something older. A frequency the Guild doesn’t have a name for, because they’ve spent centuries pretending it doesn’t exist.”

“And what did the Guild do with that knowledge?” I asked.

“You already know the answer.” His voice was flat. There was no performance left. “They buried it. Classified the reports, reassigned the miners, sealed the deep shafts. Thirty years of containment—not because they didn’t understand what I’d found, but because they understood exactly what it meant and were afraid of it.” He looked at me with those sharp, restless eyes. “You’ve felt it too. I can see it in the way you move, the way you listen. You’ve heard what lives on the other side. The difference between us is that I decided to answer.”

“The difference between us is that your answer required draining people in containment chambers.”

“The Guild drains people every day. They just call it service.” Something flickered in his expression—the look of someone who had made his calculation long ago and was no longer interested in revisiting the arithmetic. “How many operatives has the reformation spent since the Maestro took the chair? How many Hunters have been sent into territory that killed them? You’re a tool, and you know it. The only question is whose hand holds the handle.”

I didn’t answer. Not because he was right—but because the part that stung was the part that was close to right, and he knew it, and I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of watching me flinch.

“And you brought it to the Academy.”

“I brought them thirty pages of measurements. Profiles no one had ever documented. Proof that the barriers weren’t just holding something out—they were holding us in.” His jaw worked. “They buried it. Told me the barriers were sacred. Gave me a commendation for my fieldwork and reassigned me to suppression design, where I could be useful and quiet.” He almost smiled, but it was thin, bitter, and the ghost of a younger man’s outrage. “You know what the Guild does with people who hear things they’re not supposed to hear, Silas. You’ve been one.”

I did know. I’d been sidelined after Yur for similar reasons, my reports filed and forgotten. The Guild’s way of handling inconvenient truths wasn’t suppression. It was patience. They simply waited for you to stop talking.

“My daughter heard things,” Harwell said. The same clinical tone. The same precision. But the rhythm of his breathing changed—a single hitch, controlled instantly. “She was seven when the Academy’s routine assessments flagged her sensitivity. They took her for evaluation. Standard process, they said. She didn’t come home.” He adjusted a cuff on his apron, the gesture automatic and meaningless. “The report was three pages. None of them explained anything.”

He didn’t elaborate. He didn’t need to.

I looked at Harwell and recalculated. The research suppression hadn’t radicalized him. It had been the confirmation of something he’d already decided—that the institution he’d served had taken the one person who heard what he heard, and returned paperwork.

The barriers he wanted to tear down weren’t just the fae gates.

“So you stopped asking permission,” I said.

“The gates are failing,” he said, and his voice carried something I hadn’t heard from him before: grief. “Every place, every dead anchor, every draining you’ve felt on the road—that’s not my doing. That’s entropy. The barriers are coming down whether I build the bridge or not. The only question I had was whether someone would be standing at the door when it opened. Or whether we’d all be asleep when it broke.”

It was the most human thing he’d said. And the most dangerous—because part of it was true. I’d felt the thinning. I’d seen the dead anchors. The priests of Yur had warned me the barriers were weakening. Harwell hadn’t invented the problem. He’d just decided he was the only one brave enough to solve it, and that certainty had eaten everything else—his conscience, his colleagues, and eventually the people he’d fed to his machines.

“Jenasia.”

She came to stand beside me, looking down at Harwell. The Song-warmth around her had gone cold. Focused to a point, like a blade.

“He built the chambers,” she said. Not to me. To him.

“I built what I was told to build.”

“You built the machine that drained my friends. That killed Mavera. That harvested people who’d done nothing except hear the Song.” Her voice didn’t rise. It lowered. “And you would have kept building.”

“Of course I would have. It’s extraordinary work.”

She looked at me. The question was in her eyes, and I knew she was asking for acknowledgment. For the understanding that what happened next was necessary, and that we would both carry it.

I held her gaze. Then I stepped back.

Carris turned away out of respect. The understanding that some debts are paid in private.

Jenasia knelt beside Harwell. The Song-warmth around her was a blade, and she used it.

When she stood, the room was quieter than before.


CHAPTER THIRTY


Harwell’s workshop was quiet the way a room is quiet after something has been broken that can’t be repaired.

He lay where Jenasia had left him, eyes open, the sharp restlessness gone from them. The psaltery was in my pocket—I’d taken it before she’d finished, partly because it was a fabrication I needed to study, and partly out of reflex. You don’t leave weapons on the ground. The crystallization field it generated was unlike anything the Guild had documented, and the reformation would need to understand it.

Carris sat against the far wall, pressing a folded strip of his own shirt against the cut on his ribs. The Hand officer’s blade had gone deeper than he’d admitted. Not life-threatening, but enough to slow him—and Carris slowed was still faster than most men at full speed. He’d said nothing since Jenasia had knelt beside Harwell. He’d watched, and then he’d looked away, and that had been enough.

Jenasia stood over the body. The Song-warmth around her was settling, and the blade-edge focus softened into something more complicated. Not regret. Something closer to the particular quiet that follows the end of a long pursuit, when the thing you’ve been running toward finally stops moving and you realize you have to decide what you are without it.

“It wasn’t just my family,” she said to the room. To whatever piece of Harwell still lingered in the dissonance.

“No,” I said. I thought about Carris, and Sera, and the towns the Hand had hollowed out across the Thornfeld region. I thought about Thomas, burned beyond recognition, identified only by the clenched-fist medallion fused to what was left of his chest. I thought about Jenasia, the Song-warmth I’d felt from her. I thought about the chambers. “I’m sure it wasn’t.”

She looked at me. The cold focus was fading, and beneath it I could see the cost—not of the killing, but of the months that had led to it. Mavera’s empty house. The caravan ambush. The cage in Trem’s warehouse. Every mile between Thornfeld and this room, walked alone, driven by something that had finally been spent.

“There are going to be questions from the Guild and Jocelyn about what happened here,” I said.

“Because you are Guild.”

“I am. And Harwell betrayed us. He infiltrated the reformation, manipulated intelligence, sold our people’s safety for funding and operational independence. The Guild needs to know that.”

“Then tell them. Tell them everything.” She paused. “Except my part in this.”

I held her gaze. There were arguments against this—practical, institutional. The Guild would want to know who had killed their quarry. They’d want names, accounts, a clean report they could file and forget.

But Jenasia had lost Mavera. Had spent months hunting the man who’d built the machines that drained her people. Walked into his trap in Trem’s warehouse and survived it, then fought beside me through corridors of Hand soldiers to reach this room.

She’d earned this. Not by Guild standards, but by the only standards that mattered when the institutions failed.

“I won’t mention you,” I said.

Something shifted in her expression. It wasn’t gratitude—Jenasia wasn’t the type for gratitude. Acknowledgment, maybe. Recognition that I’d chosen not to be what she’d expected the Guild to be.

“You’re skilled,” I said. “I’d like to work with you again. To learn about your chordings⁠—”

“The Song,” she said.

The word hung between us as an offering. The same word the priests of Yur used. The same word Mavera had taught her. A tradition older than the Guild, connecting people who heard the world the way it was meant to be heard.

“The Song,” I said. “I’d like to learn.”

“Perhaps another time.” She looked down at Harwell once more, then turned away with the finality of someone closing a door they don’t intend to reopen. “The resonance bridge is still in Gael’s Crossing. What he built doesn’t die with him.”

“I know. I have the schematics.”

“Then you know what’s coming.” She moved toward the door. At the threshold, she looked back. “When you’re ready to learn—really learn—you know how to find me.”

She meant the Song-warmth. The trail I’d followed across Avenhar, the resonance that lingered in the dissonance like a warm thread through cold air. She was telling me that the trail would always be there. That I could follow it when I chose to.

Then she walked out, and the Song-warmth faded with her. Slowly, reluctantly, the way it always did.

Carris watched her go. “She’ll be all right?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But she’ll keep moving. That’s what she does.”

“Sounds familiar.” He pressed the cloth tighter against his ribs and stood with a grunt. “What now?”

“Evidence. Then we get out of here before Harwell’s network realizes he’s gone quiet.”

I stood in the workshop and let the quiet settle.

It wasn’t the comfortable kind. The room still carried the residual charge of what had happened—the shattered psaltery, the dead fabrication nodes, the scorched marks where the crystallization field had discharged. The bodies of the two Hand officers lay where Carris had left them. The desk was overturned, papers scattered, fabrication tools thrown across the floor.

Evidence. All of it evidence that the Guild needed to see.

I spent the next hour gathering it: Harwell’s manifests, the resonance bridge schematics, the crystallization psaltery, fabricated daggers from the fallen Hand officers, fabrication tools bearing Harwell’s maker’s marks. Physical evidence that a Guild-trained fabricator had been operating inside the Hand’s infrastructure, building weapons and containment systems that matched or exceeded Guild quality.

Carris helped where he could. He didn’t ask what most of the materials were. He didn’t need to. His job had never been to understand the fabrications. His job was to make sure I survived long enough to understand them myself.

It was damning. It was comprehensive. And it was going to make Jocelyn’s life very complicated.

I needed to tell Leo, not Jocelyn—not until I understood how deep Harwell’s influence had gone. Leo himself? The Maestro. The man whose identity Harwell had spent months trying to extract.

But that was going to require careful planning, secure channels, and a conversation that couldn’t be overheard. None of which I could arrange standing in a dead man’s workshop beneath a tannery.

Before we left, I stood in the center of the ruined room and pressed my hand against the memory stone through my coat.

It pulsed. Warm, steady, patient. The priests’ harmony was still intact, still carrying the containment resonance they’d sealed inside it. Yet something had changed—not in the stone itself, but in my awareness of it. Since the crystallization field, since the heartbeat breakthrough, the stone didn’t feel like a tool anymore. It felt like a conversation. As if the harmony inside it had been waiting for me to listen properly, and now that I had, it was answering in kind.

The ukelin hung from my belt, its copper strings still carrying traces of my mother’s melody. An ordinary instrument. No fae-wood, no otherworldly material. Just copper and carved wood and the skill of whatever Academy craftsman had built it.

That was the thing I kept returning to. The crystallization field had stripped everything away—instruments, technique, the dissonance itself. And what had remained was the heartbeat. The body’s own rhythm. The Song, living in me the way it lived in everything, needing nothing more than willingness to be heard.

Leo had spent years trying to teach me that. The priests had spent days. My mother had spent a single afternoon with her palm on my chest. She’d been the best teacher of the three.

I left the building as the first gray light of predawn touched the rooftops.

Carris walked beside me, one arm pressed against his ribs, the other hand resting on the pommel of his sword. The satchel of evidence hung heavy at my side.

Avenhar was beginning to stir. A few early vendors were setting up stalls in the market square. Dockworkers moved toward the river in small groups, their breath visible in the cool air. The city had no idea what had been operating beneath it.

They’d sleep better for the ignorance.

We walked east, toward the Gilt Sparrow.

Halfway across the market square, I stopped.

Not because of danger. Not because I’d sensed a threat or felt a fabrication signature or detected an operative. I stopped because I wanted to listen.

I closed my eyes and tapped the ukelin once in a single, quiet note, barely more than a whisper. And beneath the dissonance, beneath the ambient noise of a waking city, I heard the Song.

The deeper harmony. The foundation. The music that had been there since before anyone was alive to hear it—patient, vast, indifferent to human concerns, but present. Always present.

I listened, the way the priests had taught me. The way my mother had taught me before them.

And I heard something else.

A distortion within the Song that was faint, distant, and wrong. A pressure that hadn’t been there before, or that I hadn’t been sensitive enough to feel. It came from the north, from the direction of Gael’s Crossing and the fae gates beyond, and it carried a quality that I recognized from the containment chamber. The same reaching. The same hunger. Not just the gates thinning—something behind them, pressing against the barriers, aware that the barriers were weakening. Something that had felt the resonance bridge’s pull and was answering it.

Something that listened back when I reached out.

I opened my eyes. The market square was just a market square. Vendors and dockworkers and morning light on cobblestone.

But the Song carried that note now.

“You all right?” Carris asked. He’d stopped a few paces ahead, watching me with the expression of a man who’d grown used to waiting while I listened to things he couldn’t hear.

“Yeah,” I said. “Just listening.”

“Anything good?”

“No.”

He nodded, the way he always did when I told him something he didn’t want to hear. Then he kept walking, and I followed.

The Gilt Sparrow was nearly empty at this hour. We took a corner table by the window. The server brought drinks without comment.

The tiredness went past muscles and bones into the place where the Song lived. Carris’s hands were steady around his mug, but I could see the careful way he held his torso. The cut on his ribs pulled with every breath. He’d need stitching, but he would refuse it until someone made him sit still long enough.

“To trying,” he said, raising his cup of tea—and the weight of everything he’d told me about Sera and the Thornfeld towns lived in those two words. I lifted the ale and we drank in a silence that didn’t need filling.

The door opened behind me. The dissonance shifted, and I recognized the signature.

Jocelyn. She looked like she hadn’t slept. She glanced at Carris, then at me, and sat down.

“You weren’t supposed to move for two days,” she said.

“I know who told you to say that.”

She didn’t speak. Her hands, which had been moving to unbutton her coat, went still on the collar. Not a flinch—something deeper. The kind of stillness that comes when the body understands something before the mind has finished processing it.

I watched her work through it. Jocelyn was smart, and sharper than most of the Guild’s regional handlers, which was why Leo had placed her here. I could see the connections forming behind her eyes: the order she’d given me, the channels it had come through, the intelligence reports she’d relied on to shape her operational recommendations. All of it filtered through a network that Harwell had been shaping for months. Maybe longer.

“How long?” she said.

Not to me. To the room. To the empty space between us where the professional certainty she’d carried for years had just collapsed.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Harwell claimed he’d cultivated influence within the reformation’s intelligence network. He understood how information flows through the Guild—which channels were trusted, which operatives received which briefs. He didn’t need to replace anyone. He just needed to introduce the right distortions at the right points.”

She was silent for a long time. Her jaw tightened once, then released. Her hands settled flat on the table, with palms down and fingers spread, as if she were steadying herself against something only she could feel.

“Every operational recommendation I’ve made since arriving in Avenhar,” she said, her voice very controlled. “Every deployment, every timing call, every instruction to stand down or move forward. If his influence was in the network from the beginning⁠—”

“Then some of those calls weren’t yours. They were his, delivered through you.”

She looked at me, the professional mask now gone. Beneath it was something I hadn’t seen from Jocelyn before—not weakness, but the particular devastation of a competent person realizing they’ve been made into an instrument. She wasn’t angry yet. That would come later. Right now, she was mapping the damage. Counting every order she’d given, every operative she’d directed, every decision she’d made in good faith that might have been shaped by the man who now lay dead beneath a tannery three streets from the river.

“I need to see the evidence,” she said. Steady again. Or close enough.

I pushed the satchel across the table. “Everything I found. Manifests, schematics, fabrication tools. It’s comprehensive.”

She opened it, looked inside, and closed it without examining the contents. Not yet. She’d do that alone, in her office, with the privacy fabrication running and no one to see what it cost her.

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

She was quiet for a moment—the particular quiet of someone assembling a sequence of actions and testing each one for failure before committing. Then she spoke with the flat precision I associated with Jocelyn at her most dangerous.

“First, I quarantine every operational recommendation that came through the northern network in the last six months. Every deployment, every timing call, every intelligence assessment. All of it goes into a sealed review until I can verify the source chain independently.” She tapped the table once—not the absent, thinking tap from before. Decisive. “Second, I switch all Avenhar operations to the Celebrant channels. Nyban’s old routing. Harwell didn’t know about them, which means they’re clean—for now. Third, I send a priority alert to Nyban through the same channels, flagging the compromise. He’ll need to initiate the same review at the Ibanar end.”

“And the operatives currently deployed on orders that came through the compromised network?”

Her jaw tightened. “I recall every one I can reach. The ones I can’t…” She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to. Operatives who had deployed on manipulated intelligence were walking into positions an enemy had chosen for them. Some of those operatives might already be dead.

“I’ll include Harwell’s methods in the alert,” she said. “How he embedded monitoring fabrications inside the relay architecture. Nyban’s people will need to sweep every node in the network. It’ll take weeks. Months, maybe.” She met my eyes. “During which time, Leo’s early warning system—the one designed to detect exactly the kind of threat Harwell represented—will be offline. The Guild will be blind in the north for as long as the review takes.”

The implications settled between us. Harwell was dead, but the damage he’d done to the reformation’s intelligence infrastructure would outlive him. And Daven Correll, watching from the Council chamber, would see the blindness and call it proof that Leo’s leadership had failed.

“Harwell’s dead and he’s still winning,” I said.

“Not winning,” Jocelyn said. “But he built something that doesn’t need him alive to keep working.” She paused. “That’s what makes a good fabricator. The work outlasts the maker. There’s a communication orb,” she said. “Old Celebrant channel—pre-reformation routing. Harwell didn’t know about it.” She placed a small, dark sphere on the table. “From Ibanar. Nyban’s office.”

I picked it up. The resonance stirred with impressions, emotion compressed into harmonic shorthand. I turned the orb in my fingers. The Celebrant channel was two-way—an old design built before the reformation standardized communications through Nyban’s office.

I pressed the orb and spoke into the resonance.

“Did you know about Harwell?”

The response came not as words but as impression. Leo’s signature shifted and reshaped, the harmonic equivalent of a man choosing his words carefully. Then, with a clarity that cut through the ambient noise of the tavern:

I knew there was a shadow in the intelligence network. I needed you to find its shape.

A pause. The sustained note softened.

You did.

I gripped the orb harder. “You sent me into Valthenar knowing the Hand was there. Knowing the suppression network would nearly blind me and I might not come back.”

I sent you because you’re the one who would come back. And who would bring the truth with you.

The words arrived with the weight of absolute conviction—and beneath them, I could hear something Leo probably didn’t intend me to hear. The resonance carried a texture I recognized from Harwell’s voice in the workshop: belief so deep it had become architecture. Leo wasn’t apologizing. He wasn’t even explaining. He was stating operational fact the way the Maestro’s seat required him to.

I remembered the clearing at the Academy. The smoke, the boulders, the way Leo had smiled when he was teaching. That man had become this voice. The friend had become the institution.

Or maybe the institution had always been waiting inside the friend, and the Maestro’s seat had simply given it permission to emerge.

“You sound like Nyban,” I said. “You sound like the seat.”

The harmonic shifted. For a brief moment, almost too brief to catch, I felt something beneath Leo’s controlled resonance. Not the Maestro. The man. Tired. Carrying something heavier than authority.

The seat changes whoever sits in it. I told you that once. I was hoping I’d be the exception.

Then the controlled tone returned.

Come to Ibanar. Bring what you’ve found. We’ll need each other for what comes next.

The orb went quiet.

I set it down. The friendship hadn’t broken, but I could feel the strain in the resonance between us—the way you can feel a rope pulled taut, still holding, but with the fibers starting to separate under the load. Leo had used me. Not carelessly or cruelly, but with the calculated precision of a man who had learned to weigh lives against outcomes and make the trade.

The same calculation the former Maestro had made. Different values. Same arithmetic.

I would go to Ibanar. I would bring the evidence. I would work with Leo, because the resonance bridge was real and the thing behind the gates was patient and the world needed the reformation to hold together long enough to face what was coming.

But I wouldn’t forget this. And I wouldn’t let him forget that I hadn’t.

“Tell Nyban I’ll be there within the week.”

Jocelyn nodded once and left without asking about Harwell’s body or how he’d died. She carried the satchel with both hands as though she was carrying something that might detonate. Carris watched her go.

“We heading east?” he eventually asked.

“Ibanar first. Then north.”

He didn’t ask what was north. He’d been in Valthenar. He knew enough.

“I’ll get the horses,” he said.

The Gilt Sparrow emptied around me. I sat alone with the dregs of my ale and the morning light warm on my hands.

The thing behind the gates wasn’t passive. That was what I kept returning to. Harwell’s four chambers had been singing their chord across the realm, and something on the other side had been singing back—harmonizing, matching the frequency, turning a fabrication into a duet. Not because Harwell had tuned to it. Because it had tuned to him. The former Maestro hadn’t invented this hunger. He’d answered it. Something older was moving. Something that remembered a time when there were no barriers at all.

I finished my ale. The Gilt Sparrow was quiet in the way that only empty taverns can be—a held breath between one night’s noise and the next.

I closed my eyes.

The Song was there. Patient, vast, the foundation beneath everything. My mother had taught me to hear it. The priests had taught me to understand it. My father’s voice, rising from a depth I hadn’t known I carried, had taught me to trust it.

But beneath the harmony, something answered.

It wasn’t a sound—not entirely. Instead, it was a low, tidal pressure that lived in the register below the deepest note I could name. It had the quality of breath held for centuries—measured, unhurried, as if whatever produced it had been exhaling since before the barriers existed and had only now felt someone inhale in return. Not hostile. Curious. The vast, patient curiosity of something that had been listening in the dark for longer than the Guild had existed, and had just heard its own frequency echoed back by a man in an empty tavern.

I opened my eyes. The Gilt Sparrow was just a tavern, with ale dregs and morning light and dust in the air. But the answering tone didn’t fade entirely. It settled at the edge of hearing—the way a struck bell persists in the bones after the sound has gone from the room.

The road east would take three days to Ibanar. Three days of open country, of listening to the Song shift beneath my feet, of feeling the memory stone’s warmth against my chest. That warmth was steadier now, more present, as if whatever the priests had sealed inside it recognized the change in me and was answering in kind.

Three days to decide what I’d say to Asarina.

Not declarations—she’d see through those. Not promises—I’d already broken enough of those by taking too long. Something small. Something true. Three words that answered what she’d pressed into the communication orb like a thumbprint in wax:

I came back.

And the silence I’d leave around them for her to fill or not.

I walked out of the Gilt Sparrow into the morning. Avenhar was fully awake now—vendors calling prices, carts rattling over cobblestone, the river humming its low, clean note beneath the city’s noise. Carris was waiting with the horses at the eastern gate, his sword across his back and his eyes already on the road ahead.

I mounted and turned east. The sun was above the rooftops, warm on my face, and the ukelin rode my hip like a second heartbeat—ordinary wood and copper wire, carrying nothing more than what I chose to play through it. Which, as it turned out, was enough.

Behind us, the Song hummed beneath Avenhar’s cobblestones. Ahead, it stretched across open country, across rivers and hills and the miles between here and the people I needed to reach. And beneath it all—beneath the harmony, beneath the foundation—was another voice I hadn’t noticed before. Something about it seemed patient. As if listening. And waiting for the chord to complete.
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The Dissonance Chronicles will continue. Sign up to my newsletter to be the first to learn when the next release is coming.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading A Song Reforged. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

Review link HERE.

All my best,

D.K. Holmberg

p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

For more information:

www.dkholmberg.com
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