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Chapter 255: The Road To Solmere

The village had disappeared behind them by midmorning, and by midday it had stopped feeling like something they had left and started feeling like something that simply existed elsewhere now, a fact of the world rather than a place they could turn around and walk back into within the hour. Arthur found the road easier than he'd expected.

Not physically. Physically it was long, and his pack sat heavier by the third hour than it had by the first, the particular deceptive weight of things that seemed reasonable when you packed them and unreasonable once you'd carried them a dozen miles. But the walking itself, the steady rhythm of it, the particular meditative blankness that long travel eventually settled a person into, felt familiar in a way he hadn't anticipated, an echo of countless evenings spent running forms in the yard behind his house until his legs ached the same patient ache.

ELS: You're doing the thing again.
ART: What thing?
ELS: The quiet thinking thing. You've been doing it for an hour.
ART: I'm just taking it in.
ELS: You can take it in out loud, you know. I don't mind.

He glanced at her, walking easily beside him with her own pack settled comfortably across her shoulders, her hair pulled back against the traveling wind, and felt something loosen in his chest at the simple, ordinary fact of her presence, the same presence that had sat beside him at a well ten years before and had not once, in all the years since, properly left his side.

ART: I was thinking about how strange it is. That we're just walking toward it. Six years of Hobbes's letter sitting in a drawer, and now we're just walking, same as any other road.
ELS: Did you expect trumpets?
ART: A little, maybe.

She laughed, and the sound of it carried easily across the open road, and Arthur found himself smiling despite the ache in his shoulders, the particular lightness that traveling with the right person could bring even to the longest distances.

They crested the final rise on the third afternoon, and the whole of Solmere opened out beneath them at once, and Arthur stopped walking entirely.

He had imagined it, across six years of imagining, in the particular vague and inadequate way a village boy imagined things he had never seen, some hazy composite of his father's old stories and his own limited experience of what a large place might look like. None of it had prepared him for the actual scale of it.

The city spread along the western coastline in a wide, gleaming sprawl, white stone and red-tiled roofs catching the late sun in long warm sheets of color, the harbor beyond it crowded with ships whose masts rose like a second forest against the horizon. Streets radiated outward from a central district in careful, deliberate patterns, wide avenues cutting between districts that even from this distance announced their different characters, the dense close-packed warmth of a market quarter, the wider formal spaces of what had to be a noble district, the particular organized calm of somewhere built with real intention rather than simply grown.

And above all of it, set on a rise at the city's northern edge, walled entirely in pale grey stone that caught the light differently than the rest of the city around it, sat the academy.

ELS: Oh.

She said it very quietly, and Arthur understood the sound completely, because he did not have a better word for it himself. The academy's walls alone seemed larger than the whole of their village combined, towers rising at intervals along their length, and beyond the walls he could make out the suggestion of green, courtyards and gardens and open training grounds, the particular grandeur of a place built not just to educate but to announce, unmistakably, its own importance.

ART: That's where we're going.
ELS: I know.
ART: I mean, I knew it would be big. Hobbes said prestigious. I just didn't understand what prestigious actually looked like, up close.

Elsie was quiet for a long moment, her eyes moving across the whole sprawling scale of the city and the walled campus above it, and when she spoke again her voice had lost some of its earlier lightness, replaced by something more careful.

ELS: Do you think we'll fit in there?
ART: I don't know.
ELS: That's not very reassuring.
ART: I'm not trying to reassure you. I'm trying to be honest. I don't know if we'll fit in. But I know we walked three days to find out, and I'd rather find out than wonder about it for the rest of my life.

She looked at him for a moment, something in her expression settling, the particular fierce quiet resolve that had carried her through a fence confrontation with Felix and had not, in all the years since, ever fully left her.

ELS: Alright. Let's go find out, then.

The road down into the city took the better part of the afternoon, and the closer they came, the more the sheer noise and motion of the place pressed in around them, merchants calling their wares in accents Arthur had never heard, carts and carriages moving through streets crowded in a way the village had never once been crowded, the particular overwhelming abundance of a place where thousands of lives moved through the same narrow spaces every single day. They reached the academy gates as the sun was beginning its long slow descent toward the harbor, painting the pale stone walls in deep gold, and found themselves in a line of other arriving students, families embracing at the gate's edge, the particular universal ritual of parents letting go of children they had raised toward futures the parents themselves would only ever witness from a distance. A woman in academy robes moved along the line with a ledger, checking names, directing new arrivals through the gates in an efficient, practiced rhythm.

WOM: Names.
ART: Arthur Lyerm.
WOM: Lyerm. Yes. Recommended admission, village sponsorship. And you?
ELS: Elsie Tanner.
WOM: Tanner. You'll have a brother already here, then, an upperclassman. He's been asking after your arrival for weeks.
ELS: That sounds like Rowan.

The woman marked something in her ledger and gestured them through the gates, and Arthur stepped across the threshold into the academy grounds proper, and felt, for one suspended moment, the full weight of everything that had led to this exact step, a scorched schoolyard, a burned hand, a letter carried by a paid rider, six years of forms practiced in a yard behind a farmhouse, all of it compressing down into this single ordinary act of walking through a gate. Beyond it, the grounds opened into wide green courtyards, students moving between buildings in loose unhurried clusters, the particular busy calm of an institution large enough to hold thousands of separate lives within its walls at once.

WOM: You'll want the administration hall, just ahead, for room assignments. Welcome to the academy.

She moved on to the next arrivals, and Arthur stood for a moment longer, looking out across the grounds, Elsie beside him doing the same, and neither of them said anything at all, because there was, for the moment, nothing that needed saying. They had arrived. Whatever came next would simply have to be walked into, the same as everything else.




[ Some journeys end with trumpets. Most simply end with a gate, and a line, and a woman with a ledger asking for your name. ]




Chapter 256: Settling In

The administration hall was cool and dim after the gold evening light outside, and Arthur and Elsie joined a slow-moving line of other new arrivals, each one stepping up in turn to a long counter where robed clerks checked names against ledgers and handed out folded papers with practiced, efficient speed.

CLK: Lyerm.
ART: That's me.
CLK: East Hall, third floor, room fourteen. Curfew's at the ninth bell, meals in the central refectory, orientation begins tomorrow at first light in the east courtyard. Don't be late.

He handed Arthur the folded paper and looked past him to the next in line before Arthur had finished tucking it away, and Arthur stepped aside to wait for Elsie, who was already at the counter, giving her own name.

CLK: Tanner.
ELS: Yes.
CLK: West Hall, third floor, room nine.

Elsie took her paper, and for a moment neither of them said anything, the small geography of it settling between them, East Hall and West Hall, the particular administrative distance that would now sit between two people who had shared a single road for the better part of ten years.

ELS: East and West.
ART: I noticed.
ELS: We're not even in the same building.
ART: No.

She looked down at the paper in her hand, turning it over once as if the words might rearrange themselves into something more convenient, and Arthur watched her do it, feeling something quiet settle in his own chest, the particular small ache of a thing changing shape without warning.

ELS: I suppose I always sort of assumed we'd figure this part out together too. Even the boring parts. The dormitory parts.
ART: We'll still see each other. Meals, classes, all of it.
ELS: I know. It's not that I think we won't. It's just-

She stopped, searching for the shape of the thing she meant, and Arthur, who had spent enough years learning the particular language of Elsie's pauses, waited without pushing.

ELS: It's just the first time in a long while that something's going to be mine and not ours. Or yours and not ours. I don't know which way round it goes.
ART: Both, probably.
ELS: Probably.

She looked up at him, and something in her expression settled into the particular fierce, plain resolve he had come to rely on across a decade of friendship, the same expression she'd worn standing between him and Felix at a schoolyard fence a lifetime ago.

ELS: Well. It's not the end of the world. I'll come find you at breakfast, and if your roommate turns out to be dreadful, you can complain to me about it at length, and I expect the same courtesy in return.
ART: Deal.
ELS: Deal.

She reached out and squeezed his arm once, brief and certain, and turned toward the doors that would lead her, eventually, to West Hall, and Arthur watched her go until the crowd of other arriving students folded her from view, and felt, standing there alone in the cool dim hall, the particular strange hollowness of a distance that had never once existed between them before today. It was not a large distance. He reminded himself of that as he turned toward his own paper, toward East Hall, toward whatever waited for him there. A short walk between buildings. Meals shared. Classes shared, likely, given how few students the academy's rare admissions actually took. It simply felt larger than it was, the first evening of it, the way most new distances did.

East Hall rose three stories around a central stone stairwell, the particular hushed emptiness of a building not yet fully populated for the evening, most of its residents still scattered somewhere across the grounds settling their own arrivals, and Arthur climbed to the third floor and found room fourteen at the end of a long corridor, the door unlocked, the room beyond it dim and unoccupied. He stood in the doorway for a moment before entering. Two narrow beds sat against opposite walls, two desks, two wardrobes, the particular spare functional furnishing of a space built to be shared by strangers who would, presumably, eventually stop being strangers. One side of the room showed evidence of a roommate already arrived and already departed again, a trunk pushed against the wall, unopened, a coat thrown carelessly across the foot of the bed, though the roommate himself was nowhere in sight. Arthur crossed to the empty side and set his own pack down. He unpacked slowly, methodically, the particular unhurried rhythm of someone glad, for the moment, to have something small and physical to occupy his hands. His clothes into the wardrobe. His few books onto the narrow shelf above the desk. His practice sword, the same worn wooden thing Calder had first placed in his hands six years before, propped carefully in the corner where he could see it from the bed. He sat down on the edge of the narrow mattress once everything had found its place, and the room settled into a particular quiet that felt, after three days of road and the noise of arrival, enormous. He thought of his parents.

He thought of the last image of them at the village's edge, his mother's hand raised in a wave held far longer than necessary, his father's careful, controlled composure, the particular brave performance of two people watching their son walk toward a future they could not follow him into. He thought of Master Hobbes, six years gone from his daily life now but never entirely absent from it, the letter that had started all of this sitting somewhere in a drawer at home, the door he had spoken of finally, after all this waiting, standing open and walked through. He thought, distantly and without the old sting it had once carried, of a schoolyard, and a word, and a boy who had never once told anyone no and had finally been told it himself. None of it felt quite real yet. He suspected it would take days, weeks perhaps, before the actual weight of having arrived somewhere he had spent six years imagining would properly settle into him. He rose and crossed to the room's single narrow window.

Solmere spread out below him in the deepening dusk, lights beginning to kindle across the city in scattered, warming patterns, the harbor beyond it catching the last of the day's color in long streaks of orange and violet across the water. Somewhere down there, in a building he could not identify from this angle, Elsie was likely doing the same thing, looking out at the same darkening city, and the thought of that, of two windows somewhere in the same sprawling grounds both looking out at the same view, eased something in his chest that he had not fully realized was tight.

He was here.

Eight years old, once, with a burned hand and a word that had followed him like weather, and here, now, fifteen and steady and standing at the window of a room in the finest academy in the province, having walked every step of the distance between those two versions of himself on his own two feet.

He did not know what tomorrow would bring. Orientation, new faces, teachers whose reputations he had only heard secondhand, the particular uncertain first steps of an entirely new chapter.

But he had walked into uncertain things before, and had not broken, and found, standing at the window with the city glittering slowly awake beneath him, that he was not afraid of walking into this one either.

He watched the last of the light fade from the harbor, and then he turned from the window, and readied himself for sleep, and the first night of the rest of his life settled quietly around him, ordinary and enormous all at once.




[ Every arrival contains, somewhere inside it, all the departures that made the arriving possible. He carried every single one of them to that window with him, and did not find the weight of it too heavy to hold. ]




Chapter 257: Meeting Classmates And Teachers

Arthur woke to the sound of someone very deliberately not being quiet. He sat up in the narrow bed, momentarily uncertain where he was, the ceiling wrong, the light wrong, the whole unfamiliar geometry of the room resolving itself slowly into memory, East Hall, room fourteen, Solmere, and across the room a young woman he had never seen before was crouched over the trunk he'd noticed the evening before, unpacking it with the brisk efficiency of someone entirely unbothered by his presence. She was tall, blonde, dressed already despite the early hour, and there was a smear of something faintly metallic across one knuckle that she hadn't bothered to wipe away.

ART: I think there's been a mistake.
YSE: Was there? I was told room fourteen. Is this not room fourteen?
ART: It's room fourteen. I just thought-
YSE: You thought they'd give you a roommate who matched your general shape and disposition. Understandable assumption. Wrong one.

She straightened, wiping her hands on her trousers, and looked at him properly for the first time, an assessing, unhurried once-over that made Arthur suddenly, acutely aware that he was sitting in bed with his hair doing whatever it did overnight.

YSE: Yseult Marchant.
ART: Arthur Lyerm.
YSE: I know. Everyone knows. You're the one who parried lightning with your bare hand and no ability to speak of. You're rather famous, in certain circles.
ART: I didn't realize the story had traveled this far already.
YSE: Astoria's not a large province, in the ways that matter. Word moves quickly among people who care about that sort of thing. And I care very much about that sort of thing.

She said it plainly, without any apparent embarrassment at the admission, and crossed the room to drop down onto the edge of her own bed, studying him with an expression Arthur couldn't quite categorize, somewhere between scientific curiosity and something else he was less equipped to name.

ART: I didn't realize the dorms weren't-
YSE: Sorted by anything so old-fashioned as gender? They're not. Solmere sorts by academic merit and administrative convenience, and apparently the administration decided the boy who does the impossible and the girl who intends to invent the impossible belonged in the same room. I can't say I disagree with their logic.
ART: You intend to invent the impossible.
YSE: Eventually. Presently I intend to pass Alchemy foundations, which starts in an hour, so you should probably get dressed unless you'd like to attend your first class looking like that.

Arthur looked down at himself, and then back at her, and found her watching him with an expression that had shifted, subtly, into something closer to open amusement.

ART: Looking like what?
YSE: Like someone who just woke up. It's not an insult. I find it rather charming, actually. Most people spend twenty minutes making themselves presentable before they'll let a stranger see them. You simply exist, unbothered, at whatever version of yourself the morning handed you.
ART: I don't know what to say to that.
YSE: You don't have to say anything. I'm simply making an observation. I make a great many observations. You'll get used to it.

She stood, tossing something at him from across the room, a folded shirt that turned out to belong to him, apparently retrieved from where he'd left it draped over the desk chair the night before, and Arthur caught it against his chest with more startlement than the gentle throw warranted.

YSE: Get dressed, Arthur Lyerm. I intend to walk into my first Alchemy lecture beside the most interesting person in this entire academy, and I'd rather you weren't late for it.
ART: Is that what I am? The most interesting person in the academy?
YSE: Currently, yes. Ask me again in a year. I reserve the right to revise my assessment.

She said it with a small, private smile that Arthur found himself entirely unable to interpret, and gathered her own things with the same brisk efficiency she'd unpacked with, and Arthur, dressing hurriedly behind the modest privacy of turning his back, found himself smiling slightly despite his own confusion, the particular disarmed amusement of someone who had just been thoroughly, cheerfully outmaneuvered in a conversation he hadn't realized he was having. The Alchemy lecture hall was larger than any room Arthur had ever stood in, tiered benches curving down toward a raised platform at the front where a woman in dark, practical robes was already arranging a series of small vials and instruments with the particular unhurried precision of someone who had given this exact lecture many times before. Arthur found a seat, Yseult settling in beside him without asking, and looked around at the gathering room, easily thirty or forty students filing in around them, and spotted, three rows down, a familiar dark head of hair holding easy court among a small cluster of others.

Corin Ashby.

He had not spoken to Arthur once since their arrival, had not, as far as Arthur could tell, even fully registered his existence, and Arthur watched him now with the particular detached curiosity of someone assessing a person he suspected he'd need to understand eventually, without yet knowing how.

YSE: That's Corin Ashby. Castelgard nobility. Top of every ranking they've ever published. Don't let him rattle you.
ART: I wasn't planning to.
YSE: Good. Most people do, eventually. He has a gift for it.

Before Arthur could ask what she meant, a boy dropped into the seat on his other side with the particular unhurried confidence of someone entirely comfortable inserting himself into a conversation he hadn't been part of.

BRR: You're the Lyerm one, aren't you. The lightning thing.
ART: Word travels fast.
BRR: Word travels fast everywhere, but especially here, where half the students have nothing better to do than gossip about the other half. Briar Colton. Corvane.

He extended a hand, sun-browned and calloused in a way that suggested real work rather than academy softness, and Arthur shook it, finding something immediately easy about him, the particular unguarded warmth of someone who had never learned, or never bothered to learn, the more careful social calculations Corin seemed to operate by.

BRR: You'll want to watch this one.

He nodded toward Yseult, who was arranging her own materials with the focused attention of someone entirely uninterested in the conversation happening beside her, though Arthur suspected, from the small curve at the corner of her mouth, that she was listening to every word.

YSE: I can hear you, Briar.
BRR: I know. That's rather the point.

On Arthur's other side, a quiet girl with pale, unusual eyes and a faint iridescent sheen along her cheekbones that caught the light strangely had settled into her seat without a word, and Arthur, noticing the particular careful stillness of her posture, the way she seemed to be bracing for something before anyone had said anything at all, offered her a small nod.

ART: Arthur.
MRA: Mira.

She said it quietly, and did not offer anything further, her eyes flicking briefly toward him and away again, and Arthur, recognizing something in that particular careful economy of movement, the specific wariness of someone accustomed to being looked at for reasons that had nothing to do with kindness, did not push for more. The lecture hall's noise settled as the instructor at the front raised a hand.

VNC: Settle, please. I am Instructor Vance, and this is Alchemy Foundations, a course every single one of you will complete before you're permitted to choose a specialization in your third year. I want to begin with a simple truth, one you'll hear repeated across every lecture I give you this term, because it bears repeating until it settles properly into your bones.

She held up one of the small vials from the table before her, its contents shifting faintly with an inner light.

VNC: Your soul ability is what your soul already is. Effortless. Given. Alchemy is not that. Alchemy is the deliberate bending of your own soul essence into a shape it was never meant to hold. It will always cost you more than your natural gift would. It will always produce something rougher than what a soul ability could manage on its own. If you came here expecting an easy second gift, I encourage you to leave this lecture hall immediately and save us both the disappointment.

A ripple of nervous laughter moved through the room, and Instructor Vance did not smile.

VNC: I am not joking. Alchemy is difficult, and costly, and most of you will find your first attempts humbling in ways your soul ability never was. But it is also the one door in this entire academy that opens for absolutely anyone, regardless of what you were or were not born with.

Her eyes moved across the room, briefly, and Arthur had the distinct impression, though he could not have said why, that they had paused on him a fraction longer than they had on anyone else.

VNC: Let's begin.

She launched into the first practical demonstration, a simple bending of essence into a small controlled current of water, hovering it above the vial in a slow, unimpressive coil, and had barely finished explaining the theory behind it when Yseult, beside Arthur, leaned toward him with a running commentary he suspected was not meant for Instructor Vance's ears at all.

YSE: She's underselling it. That's a much finer thread of control than she's letting on. You can see it in the way the water holds its shape without wavering, that's not foundations-level work, that's someone who's spent years refining a much simpler trick until it looks effortless. I'd wager she could do considerably more if she-
VNC: Miss Marchant.

Yseult straightened immediately, the picture of innocent attention, though the effect was somewhat undermined by the fact that half the row had turned to look at her.

YSE: Yes, Instructor?
VNC: Since you clearly have opinions on the fineness of essence control, perhaps you'd like to demonstrate your own.
YSE: I'd be delighted.
VNC: Wonderful.

Instructor Vance's hand moved with a small, precise gesture, and the coiled water she'd been holding above the vial detached itself and crossed the space between the platform and the third row with an unhurried, deliberate arc, and struck Yseult square in the face with the particular soaking, undignified thoroughness of a bucket upended over someone's head. The lecture hall erupted. Yseult sat there for a long moment, dripping, her carefully arranged hair now plastered flat against her skull, water running in a steady stream off the end of her nose, and the silence she maintained in the aftermath was, if anything, more impressive than anything she'd said all morning.

VNC: There. Now you have opinions AND a demonstration to compare them against. I find that's usually the more educational combination.

She returned to her materials without further comment, and the laughter took a long while to fully subside, and Briar, three seats down, was wiping actual tears from his eyes.

BRR: I've been here one day and that's already the best thing I've ever seen.

Yseult wiped water from her face with the back of one hand, entirely unbothered by the general hilarity at her expense, and turned to Arthur with an expression that had lost none of its earlier confidence despite being, at present, thoroughly drenched.

YSE: Well. Now you've seen me at my absolute worst.
ART: I don't think that's your worst.
YSE: No?
ART: I think your worst would involve considerably more talking.

Something flickered across her face, surprise giving way almost immediately to delight, and she laughed, loud and genuine and entirely unselfconscious despite the water still dripping from her chin.

YSE: Arthur Lyerm. Was that a joke?
ART: I'm not sure. Was it funny?
YSE: It was, rather. I didn't expect that from you.
ART: Neither did I.
YSE: Careful. Keep that up and I might have to revise my assessment of you sooner than a year.

She said it with a particular arch note that made the back of Arthur's neck go warm, and he found himself, despite the ridiculousness of the moment, entirely unable to think of a response, and Yseult, apparently satisfied with having thoroughly won whatever exchange had just occurred, turned back toward the front of the room, wringing water from the end of her sleeve with the particular unbothered composure of someone who considered herself, water damage notwithstanding, to have come out of the encounter well ahead.

The rest of the morning passed in the particular blur of a first day anywhere new, names and faces arriving faster than Arthur could properly file them, the lecture giving way to a practical demonstration that left most of the room, Arthur included, producing results considerably less impressive than the instructor's own effortless example.

By the time the bell rang for the midday meal, his head ached with the particular fullness of too much new information arriving too quickly, and he found Elsie waiting near the refectory doors exactly where they'd agreed, her own face carrying a similar expression of overwhelmed satisfaction.

ELS: How was it?
ART: Loud. Confusing. My roommate is Yseult Marchant.
ELS: The girl from the gate line? The clerk mentioned her?
ART: No, that was a different- it doesn't matter. She's brilliant, and strange, and I don't think I understood half of what she said to me this morning.
ELS: Do you like her?
ART: I don't know yet. I think I'm supposed to find out.

Elsie studied him for a moment with an expression he couldn't quite read, something careful behind her usual easy directness, and then it passed, replaced by her familiar grin.

ELS: Well. Tell me everything over lunch. I want to hear about the lightning boy's very confusing first morning in full.
ART: It's not that confusing.
ELS: You just told me you don't understand half of what your roommate said to you. That sounds fairly confusing to me.

She looped her arm through his, the same easy, familiar gesture she'd used a thousand times across a decade of friendship, and pulled him toward the refectory doors, and Arthur, following her in, found himself laughing despite the exhaustion, the particular relief of an old, uncomplicated comfort after a morning full of new and complicated ones.




[ The people who end up mattering most rarely announce themselves. They simply appear one ordinary morning, uninvited, and refuse to leave. ]




Chapter 258: First Impressions

Arthur was three days into a routine that had already begun to feel less like an adjustment and more like simply how his life worked now, when the courtyard outside the refectory erupted into noise that had nothing to do with anything he'd yet learned to expect from Solmere.

FNN: THAT'S NOT FAIR, THE RULES CLEARLY SAY YOU CAN'T USE YOUR ABILITY DURING A REGULATION MATCH.

A boy considerably smaller than the crowd of older students gathered around him was standing atop an overturned crate, both fists raised, his voice carrying with a volume that seemed genuinely disproportionate to his size, and Arthur, arriving with Elsie and Briar in tow, stopped to take in the scene.

BRR: That's Finn.
ART: I gathered.
BRR: He skipped ahead a year. Youngest student in our cohort by a fair margin. What he lacks in size he makes up for in volume, as you can hear.

The dispute, whatever it concerned, resolved itself the way most schoolyard disputes eventually did, with an older student conceding the point simply to end the noise, and Finn hopped down from the crate with the particular triumphant energy of someone who had never once lost an argument by attrition and did not intend to start now. He spotted their small group and crossed the courtyard at a jog.

FNN: You're the lightning one!
ART: I keep hearing that.
FNN: You should. It's genuinely the most interesting thing that's happened here in months. I heard it three different ways from three different people and none of them agreed on the details, which honestly makes it better, if you ask me. Finn Jota.

He stuck out a hand with the same enthusiasm he seemed to bring to everything, and Arthur shook it, absorbing the particular force of Finn's grip with mild surprise, considerably stronger than his slight frame suggested.

FNN: Corvane. Same as Briar, actually, though we didn't know each other before this. Small world.
BRR: Smaller than you'd think. He's been talking my ear off about it for two days.
FNN: Because it's INTERESTING, Briar. Not everyone finds mineral compositions of Corvane bedrock interesting, you know. Some of us prefer conversations that don't put people to sleep.
BRR: My conversations are educational.
FNN: Your conversations are a cure for insomnia.

They bickered with the particular easy rhythm of two people who had clearly settled into this exact dynamic within days of meeting, and Elsie, watching them with open amusement, leaned toward Arthur.

ELS: I like him already.
ART: He hasn't stopped talking since he got here.
ELS: I know. It's wonderful.

They found a spot beneath one of the courtyard's wide old trees for the midday meal, and Arthur watched the group settle into its still-forming shape, Briar unpacking a small, battered notebook he apparently carried everywhere, already scribbling something related to whatever Finn had interrupted him mid-thought about, Finn talking with his mouth half full about a dozen different topics in quick, restless succession, Elsie laughing at something Arthur had missed entirely. Mira arrived last, settling at the edge of the group with the particular careful economy of someone who had clearly debated whether to join at all.

ART: There's room here, if you want it.

He said it quietly, without making a production of the offer, and Mira looked at the space beside him for a moment before sitting, her posture still slightly turned away from the group's center, angled toward the option of leaving without needing to push past anyone.

FNN: Mira! I was JUST about to ask if anyone's seen the eastern coastline near Eskandar. My cousin says the water changes color at sunset, properly changes color, not just the light, and I want to know if that's true or if he's exaggerating again.

Mira's shoulders tightened slightly at the sudden direct address, and for a moment Arthur thought she might not answer at all, but she looked up, her pale eyes flicking briefly to Finn and then away, toward some middle distance that seemed easier to hold.

MRA: It's true. Something in the current, near the reef line. My mother used to take me to watch it.
FNN: SEE. I knew he wasn't exaggerating for once. What color does it turn?
MRA: Gold, mostly. Sometimes green, if the season's right.

She said it quietly, and Arthur noticed the particular way her hands had gone still in her lap, the careful stillness of someone monitoring exactly how much of herself she'd just offered and whether it had been too much, and Finn, apparently satisfied with the answer, moved on to his next topic without lingering, which seemed, Arthur thought, to be exactly what Mira needed, someone who asked and received and did not make her presence in the conversation feel like a spotlight she hadn't consented to. Briar glanced up from his notebook.

BRR: You're from Eskandar too, then.
MRA: Yes.
BRR: Interesting. The soil composition there's supposed to be almost entirely different from Corvane's. Something about the coastal mineral deposits.
FNN: Here we go.
BRR: It IS interesting.
FNN: It's SOIL, Briar.
BRR: Soil is the foundation of everything, Finn. Show some respect.

Mira, watching the exchange, made a small sound that might, if Arthur hadn't been listening carefully, have gone entirely unnoticed, a brief, quiet huff of amusement, quickly suppressed, and Arthur found himself smiling at the sight of it, the particular quiet reward of watching someone guarded let a small piece of genuine feeling slip through despite themselves. Across the courtyard, near the fountain, Corin Ashby sat with a small cluster of similarly well-dressed students, Talon Pryce beside him as always, and Arthur, glancing over during a lull in Finn's ongoing commentary, caught Corin's gaze resting on their table for a moment before it moved deliberately elsewhere, the particular practiced disinterest of someone who wanted it clearly understood that he had noticed something and equally clearly understood that he did not care to comment on it. Talon, beside him, held the look a moment longer. There was something in his expression that Arthur couldn't quite place, not quite curiosity and not quite judgment, something closer to simple observation, the particular attention of someone cataloging information without yet deciding what to do with it, and then he too looked away, saying something to Corin that made the other boy's mouth curve into a thin, unreadable smile.

ELS: Do you think they talk about us?

Arthur glanced at her, surprised she'd noticed the same exchange.

ART: Probably.
ELS: Do you care?
ART: Not really. Should I?
ELS: No. I just wondered.

She said it lightly, her attention already returning to Finn's latest tangent, something about whether the academy's kitchens used genuine Eskandar spice or a cheaper regional substitute, and Arthur, looking back toward Corin's table one last time before the conversation pulled him elsewhere, found that the old, familiar tightness he might once have felt under that kind of distant scrutiny simply wasn't there. He was not eight years old in a scorched schoolyard anymore. He was fifteen, sitting beneath a wide old tree with people who had, in the space of a few short days, already begun to feel less like strangers and more like something worth calling his own, and whatever Corin Ashby thought of that from across the courtyard mattered, Arthur found, considerably less than the argument currently unfolding about spice authenticity directly beside him.

FNN: I'm just saying, if they're cutting corners on the spice, what ELSE are they cutting corners on?
BRR: It's a school kitchen, Finn, not a conspiracy.
FNN: That's exactly what a conspiracy would want you to think.

Mira made the small sound again, and this time she did not entirely suppress it, and Elsie's laugh rang out clear and bright across the courtyard, and Arthur, sitting in the middle of all of it, found the ordinary noise of it settling into him like something he had been waiting a long time to have.




[ A found family rarely announces itself with ceremony. Mostly it simply accumulates, one shared lunch at a time, until one day you look around and realize it has already happened. ]




Chapter 259: Attention

By the end of the first week, Arthur had developed a working theory that Yseult Marchant did not experience embarrassment the way ordinary people did, and possibly did not experience it at all. The theory found new supporting evidence most mornings.

YSE: I've decided you should walk me to breakfast.

He looked up from where he was lacing his boots, midway through the particular ordinary business of getting ready for a day that had not yet properly started.

ART: Isn't that what we already do?
YSE: We happen to leave the room at similar times and end up walking the same direction. That's different from you deciding to walk me. I'd like the deciding part. It matters more than you'd think.
ART: I don't understand the distinction.
YSE: You will. Give it time.

She said things like this with such complete conviction, delivered so plainly and without any of the coy hesitation Arthur might have expected from someone flirting, that he found himself, more often than not, entirely unequipped to respond, his usual steady composure dissolving into something closer to flustered silence. It was, he suspected, precisely the effect she was going for.

ART: Fine. I've decided.
YSE: Decided what?
ART: To walk you to breakfast.

Something in her expression shifted, a small, genuine flash of surprised pleasure quickly folded back beneath her usual composed confidence, and Arthur felt a small private satisfaction at having, for once, managed to catch her slightly off guard instead of the other way around.

YSE: Look at you. Learning.
ART: I have good teachers.
YSE: You have one excellent teacher and several adequate ones. Don't be modest about the distinction. It's beneath you.

The refectory was crowded by the time they arrived, the particular busy noise of a hundred students converging on the same limited breakfast hour, and Arthur found their usual table already half occupied, Briar deep in some notebook, Finn talking at a volume that suggested he'd been awake and opinionated for several hours already. Elsie waved them over.

ELS: You're both late.
YSE: Arthur was deciding things. It took longer than expected.
ELS: Deciding what?
ART: Nothing. Don't ask.

Elsie's eyes moved between the two of them with the particular quick, assessing attention she'd been bringing to this exact configuration more often lately, and Arthur, catching the look, felt an unfamiliar warmth climb up the back of his neck that had nothing to do with Yseult this time. They settled into the meal, the conversation folding back into its usual sprawling shape, Finn holding forth on some theory about the kitchen's bread supplier, Briar occasionally interjecting a correction nobody had asked for, and Arthur found himself, somewhere in the middle of it, relaxing into the particular comfortable noise of a group that had, in a single week, already begun to feel like something permanent.

It was Yseult who broke the moment.

She reached for the pitcher of water at the table's center, and in doing so, stretched slightly across the table in a manner that was, Arthur suspected, not entirely necessary given how close the pitcher already sat, and the effect on the surrounding tables was immediate and considerable. A boy two tables over, mid-sentence with a friend, simply stopped talking, his eyes fixed and his expression gone entirely slack. His friend followed his gaze, and had much the same reaction.

Somewhere behind them, a sudden, startled exclamation was quickly followed by the particular scramble of someone realizing, with real alarm, that their nose had begun to bleed rather dramatically, and a small commotion broke out as friends produced handkerchiefs and offered unhelpful advice about tilting the head back or forward, the two schools of thought apparently in fierce and immediate disagreement. Yseult, oblivious or entirely unbothered, poured her water and sat back down.

YSE: What's all that noise?
BRR: Marlowe's having a nosebleed.
YSE: Is he alright?
BRR: He'll live. Probably.
FNN: This is the third one this week. There's something wrong with the water pressure, I've been saying it for days, all that stretching people do to reach the far pitchers, it's clearly a design flaw in the table.

Elsie, watching Finn's earnest theorizing with open disbelief, caught Arthur's eye across the table, and something in her expression made it clear she'd drawn a rather different conclusion about the water pressure than Finn had.

ELS: It's not the table, Finn.
FNN: Then what is it?

Elsie glanced pointedly at Yseult, who was buttering a piece of bread with total unconcern for the small chaos unfolding two tables away, and Finn, following her gaze, went very still for a moment, processing.

FNN: Oh... OH!
BRR: Took you long enough.
FNN: Well nobody TOLD me, I thought it was genuinely a structural issue!

Yseult looked up, apparently catching the tail end of the conversation, and glanced between the three of them with mild curiosity.

YSE: What are we discussing?
ELS: Nothing.
YSE: It's clearly something. You've all gone very quiet and Finn's making a face like he's just solved a great mystery.
FNN: I have, actually.
BRR: Finn.
FNN: What? I'm allowed to be impressed by things.

Arthur, who had been quietly, desperately hoping the conversation would move on without requiring his participation, found Yseult's attention swinging toward him instead, her expression settling into something amused and knowing that suggested she had, in fact, understood the joke from the start and had simply been enjoying watching everyone else arrive at it.

YSE: Arthur. You've gone very red.
ART: I haven't.
YSE: You have. It's rather sweet, actually.
ART: I'm not- it's warm in here.
YSE: Is it?
ART: Yes.
YSE: Interesting. I hadn't noticed.

She said it with a small, private smile that made the warmth in question considerably worse rather than better, and Arthur, recognizing a losing battle when he was thoroughly, comprehensively engaged in one, gave up entirely and buried his attention in his own breakfast, which did not stop Elsie's quiet, delighted laughter from reaching him regardless.

ELS: You're hopeless.
ART: I have no idea what you're talking about.
ELS: No, of course you don't.

She was still smiling when she said it, but there was something underneath the teasing that Arthur, absorbed as he was in his own flustered retreat, did not fully register, a small, careful watchfulness that had settled into her expression sometime over the past week and had not, despite everything, entirely left it since. Across the refectory, the commotion around the nosebleed had finally settled, the unfortunate boy escorted off toward the infirmary by two sympathetic friends, and Finn, apparently satisfied with his newly acquired understanding of the situation, returned to his breakfast with the particular contentment of someone who had solved a puzzle he hadn't previously realized existed.

FNN: This is going to happen a lot, isn't it.
BRR: Probably.
FNN: I should keep a tally.
BRR: Please don't.
FNN: I'm absolutely keeping a tally.




[ Some attention is loud enough to draw a crowd. Some is quiet enough that only the person receiving it, red-faced and hopeless over breakfast, ever truly feels its full weight. ]




Chapter 260: Rivalry

The combat yard sat at the academy's eastern edge, a wide expanse of packed earth ringed by low stone benches, and Arthur stood at its border with the rest of the first-year cohort, watching Instructor Sutton pace the length of the assembled students with the particular unhurried scrutiny of a man conducting an inspection rather than beginning a class.

SUT: Today we establish baselines. Sword against sword, no abilities, no Alchemy. I want to see what you actually are before I spend a year teaching you to hide behind what your soul gave you for free.

He read pairings from a slate, names called and matched with brisk efficiency, and Arthur felt something settle in his chest, quiet and certain, when the name that followed his own was not one he'd expected.

SUT: Lyerm. Ashby.

A ripple of interest moved through the gathered students, quiet but unmistakable, and Arthur, glancing across the yard, found Corin already watching him, his expression composed into something politely unreadable, the particular practiced neutrality of someone who had decided, well in advance, not to give anyone the satisfaction of a reaction. Talon, beside him, was not nearly so composed.

TLN: That should be interesting.
COR: It'll be brief.

He said it without heat, simply a statement of expected fact, and crossed the yard toward the marked circle with the easy, unhurried confidence of someone who had never once had reason to doubt the outcome of a duel before it began. Arthur followed, practice sword in hand, the familiar worn weight of it settling into his grip the way it always had, and took his position across from Corin, and for a moment neither of them moved, the yard's noise dropping away into the particular held silence that preceded any real contest.

SUT: Begin.

Corin opened with a feint high, then dropped low, blade angling for Arthur's leading knee. Arthur read it a half beat before it landed, pivoted, let the strike pass wide, answered with a cut toward Corin's exposed shoulder that Corin caught on the flat of his own blade with barely a fraction of effort spared.

Corin pressed forward. Three strikes in rapid succession, high, high, low, each one probing, testing, and Arthur gave ground in small, deliberate steps, absorbing the rhythm of it, the particular pattern Corin's technique kept falling into, always three strikes and a reset, always testing the same three angles before committing further. He broke the pattern on the fourth exchange.

Instead of retreating from the low strike, Arthur stepped into it, closed the distance Corin hadn't expected him to close, and drove his own blade up in a tight, economical arc that forced Corin backward for the first time, the crowd's murmur sharpening into something more attentive. Corin's composure did not crack, but something in his eyes did, a flicker of genuine recalculation.

He came again, faster now, the testing patience gone, replaced by something sharper, more committed, and the duel accelerated into a rhythm that left the watching crowd struggling to track individual strikes, blade meeting blade in a rapid percussive sequence, high guard, low parry, a redirected thrust that nearly opened Arthur's guard before he recovered, a counter that clipped Corin's shoulder hard enough to draw a hiss of breath. They broke apart, circling, both breathing harder now.

COR: You've trained.
ART: Six years.
COR: It shows.

He said it without warmth, an observation rather than a compliment, and came again, and this time Arthur felt something different in the strikes, a fraction more force behind each one than pure muscle should have accounted for, and understood, in the half second before he could properly react, exactly what was happening. Corin's blade had begun to glow, faintly, along its edge, a thin seam of shifting light that had not been there a moment before.

The next strike landed hard enough to nearly take the practice sword from Arthur's hands entirely, the impact ringing up through his forearm with a force that had no business coming from a boy Corin's size, and Arthur, stumbling back a full step, understood that whatever restraint had governed the duel until this exact moment had just been abandoned.

ART: That's Alchemy.
COR: Is it?

He did not deny it. He did not stop, either, the enhanced blade coming again in a strike that Arthur only barely deflected, the force of it numbing his fingers, and around the ring the murmur of the crowd had shifted into something sharper, more alarmed, several voices calling out at once. Instructor Sutton moved.

Arthur did not see him cross the distance. One moment the instructor stood at the ring's edge, arms folded, and the next he was between them entirely, having closed twenty feet of packed earth in a span of time too brief to properly register, and Corin's glowing blade, already committed to its downward arc, met not Arthur's guard but Instructor Sutton's bare hand, two fingers closing around the flat of the enhanced steel and simply stopping it, dead, mid-strike, the way a person might catch a falling leaf. The yard went utterly silent.

SUT: I said no Alchemy.

He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. He held Corin's blade motionless between two fingers, the enhanced edge still glowing faintly against his skin without so much as scorching it, and looked at Corin with an expression that carried more weight than any shout could have managed.

COR: I-
SUT: You heard the instruction. You chose not to follow it. I want you to sit with why, before you offer me an explanation I haven't asked for yet.

He released the blade, and Corin lowered it slowly, his composure finally, visibly cracking, a flush climbing from his collar that had nothing to do with exertion.

SUT: Lyerm.
ART: Sir.
SUT: You held your ground against an enhanced strike with an unenhanced blade and didn't lose your footing. That's worth noting.

He turned back to the wider yard, his voice returning to its earlier brisk, instructional register, already moving on to the next pairing, and Arthur lowered his own sword, his arm still ringing faintly from the last impact, and found Corin watching him across the circle with an expression that had shed every trace of its earlier composure. There was no anger in it. Arthur had expected anger.

What he found instead was something closer to genuine unsettlement, the particular look of someone confronting a result they had not prepared for and did not yet know how to file away.

COR: You should have lost.
ART: I know.
COR: I don't understand why you didn't.

Arthur considered this honestly, turning it over the way he'd learned to turn things over years before, and found he did not have a clean answer to offer, only the truth as he understood it.

ART: I've spent a long time learning not to break the first time something hits hard.

Corin held his gaze for a long moment, something working behind his eyes that Arthur couldn't fully read, and then, without another word, turned and walked back toward Talon at the ring's edge, his shoulders set in a rigid, controlled line that suggested the composure he'd worn into the duel was costing him considerably more to maintain now than it had an hour ago. Talon watched him go, and then glanced back once, briefly, toward Arthur, something in his expression that had not been there before the duel began, a small, private recalculation quietly taking place behind otherwise unreadable features.

He said nothing. He simply looked, and then followed Corin from the ring, and Arthur, flexing the numbness slowly out of his sword hand, understood that whatever had just happened in that ring had changed something, even if none of them yet had the words for exactly what.




[ You should have lost is, more often than not, simply another way of saying I did not know you the way I thought I did. ]




Chapter 261: An Audience Of One

The names landed together on the slate, and Arthur, watching from the sidelines with the rest of the cohort not currently paired, felt a small, distinct sense of foreboding settle into his chest that had nothing to do with the actual danger of the exercise.

SUT: Marchant. Tanner.

Elsie crossed to the ring first, rolling her shoulders with the particular easy looseness of someone entirely unbothered by the pairing, and Yseult followed a moment later, twirling her practice sword once in her grip with a flourish that seemed designed purely for effect.

YSE: Well. This should be illuminating.
ELS: Should it?
YSE: I find duels tell you a great deal about a person. Their instincts. Their priorities. Who they're really performing for.

She said the last part with a small, pointed glance toward the sidelines, toward Arthur specifically, and Elsie followed her gaze, and Arthur, catching both of them looking at him at once, suddenly found the practice sword in his own hands fascinating enough to warrant intense study.

ELS: I'm not performing for anyone.
YSE: Neither am I.
ELS: You just said duels reveal who people perform for.
YSE: I said it reveals things. I didn't say it was flattering. Shall we?
SUT: Begin.

Elsie opened fast, faster than Arthur had expected, her strikes carrying an economy that suggested genuine training rather than natural talent alone, and Yseult, meeting the first exchange, gave ground with a small, surprised laugh.

YSE: Oh, you're good.
ELS: You sound surprised.
YSE: I'm delighted, actually. I do so hate an easy contest.

She came back harder than her casual tone suggested, and the duel settled into a real rhythm, strikes and counters trading with genuine skill on both sides, and Arthur, watching from the ring's edge, found himself tensing with each exchange despite knowing, rationally, that practice blades and Instructor Sutton's watchful presence meant neither of them was in any real danger. Beside him, Briar leaned over with obvious interest.

BRR: This is better than I expected.
ART: Elsie's been training since before I was.
BRR: Has she? I hadn't realized.
ART: Her brother started her early. Wind's not much use in close combat if you can't also hold your ground with a blade.

Across the ring, Yseult landed a strike that forced Elsie to give a full step of ground, and immediately glanced toward the sidelines, toward Arthur, with an expression that seemed to be checking whether the point had properly registered. Arthur, caught looking, quickly looked back at the duel itself instead. Elsie noticed the exchange.

ELS: You're checking if he saw that.
YSE: I have no idea what you mean.
ELS: You very obviously looked right at him after that strike.
YSE: I was simply confirming my footing. It's good technique to reassess your surroundings mid-duel.
ELS: Your surroundings are a training yard. Arthur is not part of your surroundings.
YSE: Isn't he?

She said it lightly, almost teasingly, and pressed forward with a fresh combination that Elsie met with visible effort, and for a moment the duel's intensity climbed genuinely higher, both of them fully absorbed in the actual contest, before Elsie, parrying a strike aimed high, used the recovery to glance toward the sidelines herself. Arthur, watching, felt something click into place with faint horror.

ART: They're both doing it.
BRR: Doing what?
ART: Checking. They're both checking to see if I'm watching.

Briar looked between the ring and Arthur with dawning delight.

BRR: This is the best training exercise I've ever witnessed.
FNN: What's happening, what did I miss?

Finn had arrived mid-exchange, breathless from whatever had previously occupied him, and dropped into the space beside Briar with immediate, total attention on the duel.

BRR: They're fighting for Arthur's attention. Sort of. While also genuinely trying to win.
FNN: Simultaneously?
BRR: Apparently.
FNN: That's incredible. That's genuinely the most efficient use of a training exercise I've ever seen.

In the ring, Elsie caught Yseult's next strike on a tight parry and used the momentum to spin inside her guard, forcing a clean disengage that drew a small, appreciative sound from the watching crowd, and Yseult, stepping back to reset, allowed herself, for just a moment, a look of genuine respect.

YSE: You really are good.
ELS: I told you.
YSE: You did. I chose not to fully believe you. That was likely an error.

She came again, and this time there was less theater in it, both of them settling into something closer to a genuine contest, strikes trading with real focus, and Arthur, watching, found the earlier awkwardness of being watched-for-being-watched giving way to something he could only describe as pure appreciation, two people he cared about, in different ways, being genuinely, impressively skilled at something in front of him. He must have let that show on his face, because when Elsie, several exchanges later, finally glanced his way again, her expression shifted into something warmer at whatever she found there, and Yseult, following the look with her usual sharp attention, caught the same thing and smiled a small, private smile of her own. The duel ended not with a decisive blow but with Instructor Sutton calling time, both of them breathing hard, practice swords lowered, the exercise having run its allotted length without either fully overcoming the other.

SUT: Even match. Both of you, good work. Marchant, watch your footwork on the recovery, you're leaving your leading leg exposed. Tanner, solid throughout.

He moved on to the next pairing, and Elsie and Yseult crossed toward the ring's edge together, both flushed and grinning despite themselves, the earlier tension of the contest dissolved into something closer to mutual, grudging camaraderie.

YSE: Good match.
ELS: You too. Your footwork really is bad on the recovery.
YSE: I heard him the first time, thank you.

They reached Arthur and the others, and Yseult, still catching her breath, looked at him with an expression that had lost none of its earlier directness.

YSE: Well? Verdict?
ART: You were both incredible.
YSE: That's diplomatic. I want a verdict, not diplomacy.
ELS: Yseult.
YSE: What? I'm curious. There's no shame in curiosity.

Arthur, caught between the two of them and Finn and Briar's openly delighted attention, felt the particular helpless warmth of a situation with no safe answer available, and settled, in the end, for the only honest thing he had.

ART: I don't think I'm qualified to pick a winner between two people who are both better with a blade than I expected either of you to be.
YSE: That's still diplomatic.
ART: It's also true.

She studied him for a moment, and then laughed, bright and genuine, apparently satisfied enough with the answer to let the matter drop, and Elsie, beside her, caught Arthur's eye one more time with something unreadable and warm settling behind her usual easy grin.

FNN: I'm keeping a tally of this too, by the way.
BRR: Of what?
FNN: I don't know yet. Something. This feels important.




[ Every contest has an audience, and every audience, whether they mean to or not, becomes part of what the contest is actually about. ]




Chapter 262: The Secret

Arthur, watching from the sidelines with Elsie and Yseult on either side of him, felt an entirely different kind of foreboding settle in as Briar and Finn made their way toward the ring, the particular dread of two people who had clearly been plotting something for the better part of a week and had simply been waiting for an excuse to enact it.

SUT: Colton. Jota.

Briar rolled his shoulders. Finn bounced twice on his toes, practice sword held with rather more enthusiasm than technique.

FNN: You ready for this, Briar?
BRR: I've been ready since Tuesday.
FNN: What happened Tuesday?
BRR: I decided I was ready.

They took their positions across from each other, and Instructor Sutton, glancing between them with the particular weary patience of a man who had already assessed both students' combat aptitude and was expecting, at best, a moderately competent exchange.

SUT: Begin.

The duel that followed was, charitably, enthusiastic. Neither of them possessed anything close to Elsie or Yseult's polish, and the exchange devolved quickly into a series of overcommitted swings and hasty recoveries, both of them grinning the entire time with an energy that suggested the actual outcome mattered considerably less than whatever conversation was apparently happening between strikes.

BRR: So. Arthur.
FNN: Right! Arthur.
BRR: We've been talking.
ART: That's never good.
FNN: It's very good, actually. We've been talking, and we've decided. We want you.

Briar swung, Finn parried, both of them still talking through the exchange with total unconcern for the actual duel.

ART: You want me for what?
BRR: We just want you. That's the whole of it, really. We've discussed it at length and we're both in complete agreement.
ART: That's not an answer.
FNN: It's the most honest answer we've got. We watched you all week and we said to each other, Briar, we said, we need him. Whatever he's got, we need it, and we need it soon.
ART: Whatever I've got.
BRR: You know. The thing. The way you are.
ART: I don't know what that means.
FNN: It means we want in, Arthur. We want what you've got, and we want it badly, and we're not ashamed to say so in front of everyone.

Arthur, watching the two of them continue swinging at each other with escalating enthusiasm while somehow maintaining an entirely separate, increasingly alarming conversation, felt the particular slow dawning confusion of someone who suspected he was missing something important, or possibly several somethings, all at once.

ART: In on what, specifically.
BRR: You. All of you. The full experience.
FNN: We've been watching you go home with two different girls looking at you like that, practically every single day, and we thought, why not us? Why should they get to have that and not us?
ART: Have what, exactly.
BRR: Whatever it is you're giving them! We don't even need to know the details. We just want the same treatment.
FNN: We want you to notice us the way you've somehow got them noticing you.

Their voices had risen with genuine, unselfconscious excitement now, both talking over each other, both leaning forward across the exchange with an earnestness that had nothing performative left in it, and Arthur felt something cold and deeply confused settle into his stomach at the phrase notice us.

ART: You want me to notice you.
BRR: Desperately, yes.
FNN: We've been very patient about it, honestly. We could have said something sooner.
ART: Said something about what.
BRR: About wanting in. About wanting you to make us feel the way you're apparently making everyone else feel.
FNN: We just want to know the secret. So we can have what you've got too. For ourselves.

The two of them, still swinging practice swords with escalating enthusiasm, both talking rapidly and earnestly and entirely without irony, seemed, for one suspended and deeply confusing moment, to be describing a desire that had absolutely nothing to do with romantic advice and everything to do with wanting, very specifically, Arthur himself. Arthur went very still.

ART: Wait.

He held up a hand, the universal gesture of someone requesting an urgent pause, and both Briar and Finn, mid-swing, faltered just enough to glance toward him with matching expressions of confusion at the interruption.

ART: Hold on. Wait a second.
BRR: What?
ART: Just. Wait. Let me think for a moment.
FNN: Think about what? We're kind of in the middle of something here.
ART: I know. That's rather the problem.

He stood there, sword lowered, running back through the entire conversation in his head, we want you, we want in on you, we want you to notice us the way you're making them notice you, and the longer he sat with it, turning each phrase over individually, the less any other explanation seemed to present itself.

BRR: Arthur, you're doing the staring thing. It's unsettling.
ART: I'm processing.
FNN: Processing what?
ART: What exactly you're asking me for.
BRR: We told you. We want in.
ART: Right. Yes. That's what I thought you said.

He took a slow breath, the particular bracing inhale of someone about to say a thing out loud that he very much did not want to be saying out loud, in a training yard, in front of witnesses.

ART: Are you two asking me on a date?

The silence that followed was total. Briar's sword arm dropped entirely. Finn's mouth fell open. Around the ring, several nearby students, close enough to have overheard the tail end of the exchange, turned with sudden and undisguised interest.

BRR: WHAT?
FNN: NO. NO, ARTHUR, WE'RE ASKING HOW YOU GET GIRLS TO LIKE YOU. WE MEANT GIRLS. AS IN, FOR US. WITH GIRLS.
BRR: WHY WOULD YOU THINK-
FNN: WE MEANT THE OPPOSITE OF THAT, ARTHUR, THE COMPLETE OPPOSITE-

Arthur, several beats behind and still catching up to his own catastrophic misunderstanding, felt the mortification climbing his neck redouble entirely.

ART: You said you wanted what I've got!
BRR: WE MEANT THE ATTENTION, NOT- NOT YOU, SPECIFICALLY, NOTHING PERSONAL, YOU'RE JUST NOT-
FNN: HE'S NOT WHAT WE'RE INTO, ARTHUR, IT'S NOTHING AGAINST YOU-
BRR: THIS IS SO EMBARRASSING-
FNN: I CANNOT BELIEVE THIS IS HAPPENING DURING A GRADED EXERCISE-

Both of them, thoroughly derailed, mortified, and no longer paying the slightest attention to their own combat positioning, swung at exactly the same moment in a final, uncoordinated flourish of frustrated gesturing rather than any deliberate strike, and their practice blades, aimed at nothing in particular and everything in general, crossed paths precisely where neither of their heads should have been but somehow, catastrophically, were. The flat of Finn's blade caught Briar squarely across the temple. The flat of Briar's blade caught Finn squarely across the temple. Both boys stood for exactly one suspended, glassy-eyed second, and then collapsed forward in perfect, simultaneous unison, faceplanting into the packed dirt of the training yard with twin, muffled thuds that echoed across the suddenly, entirely silent combat ground. Instructor Sutton looked down at the two dazed boys, then back at the assembled cohort, his expression carrying the particular flat weariness of a man who had genuinely seen everything at this point and was no longer capable of being surprised by any of it.

SUT: ...Match called. Someone get them to the infirmary.

Beside Arthur, Elsie had both hands pressed over her mouth, her shoulders shaking with barely contained laughter, and Yseult had simply given up any pretense of restraint entirely, laughing loud enough that several other students had turned to look.

ART: I don't understand what just happened.
ELS: I don't think they do either.
YSE: Oh, this is the best thing that's happened all week, and I include my own duel in that assessment.

Two students jogged forward to help carry Briar and Finn toward the infirmary, both boys still faintly, dazedly conscious, and as they were lifted, Finn managed one last, groggy, entirely earnest protest.

FNN: ...still want to know the secret, though.




[ Some misunderstandings resolve themselves gently. Others require a direct hit to the skull, delivered simultaneously by two mortified best friends. ]




Chapter 263: A Gentle Defeat

Mira went very still at the sound of her own name, her hands tightening briefly around the practice sword she'd been holding with the particular loose, uncertain grip of someone who had spent considerably more time reading about combat than practicing it, and beside Arthur, Elsie leaned forward with open interest.

SUT: Doyle. Pryce.
ELS: Oh, this should be good.
ART: Should it?
ELS: Talon's never once looked at her without going slightly soft in the face. Watch.

Mira crossed to the ring first, her shoulders drawn inward, and Talon followed a moment later, and Arthur, watching the exchange, understood almost immediately what Elsie had meant. Talon's usual composed, watchful expression, the one he wore at Corin's side like a second skin, had softened into something considerably less guarded the moment Mira came into view, and he took his position across from her with visible reluctance, his practice sword held at an angle that suggested he had already, before the match even began, decided something about how this was going to go.

SUT: Begin.

Mira raised her blade in a stance that was, charitably, more theoretical than practiced, her weight distributed wrong, her grip too tight, and Talon looked at her for a long moment, and did not move at all.

MRA: You're supposed to attack.
TLN: I know.
MRA: Then why aren't you.

Talon considered the question with visible discomfort, glancing briefly toward the sidelines where Corin stood watching with his arms crossed, and then back at Mira, and something in his expression settled into quiet, resigned defeat.

TLN: I can't.
MRA: You can't?
TLN: I don't want to hit you.

He said it plainly, without embarrassment, the particular simple honesty of someone who had clearly already made peace with how this admission was going to sound out loud, and lowered his sword entirely, letting the tip rest against the packed earth.

TLN: You can win. I concede.

Mira stared at him, her own sword still raised in its uncertain, theoretical stance, clearly uncertain how to process a duel that had ended before it had properly begun.

MRA: That's not how this works.
TLN: I'm aware.
MRA: You're supposed to try.
TLN: I did try. I tried very hard, for about four seconds, to imagine swinging a sword at you, and I found I simply couldn't manage it.

Instructor Sutton, watching from the ring's edge, pinched the bridge of his nose with the particular long-suffering weariness of a man whose training exercises kept producing results he had not remotely accounted for in his lesson plan.

SUT: Pryce. This is a graded exercise.
TLN: I understand, sir. I accept whatever grade that earns me. I still can't do it.

Across the yard, several students had begun to laugh, quiet at first and then less quiet, and Corin, still watching with his arms crossed, closed his eyes briefly in what might have been embarrassment on his friend's behalf, or might simply have been resignation. Mira, still holding her uncertain stance, looked at Talon for a long moment, something working behind her pale, careful eyes.

MRA: You could at least pretend.
TLN: I'm not very good at pretending. It's rather a flaw of mine.
MRA: This is ridiculous.
TLN: I agree completely.

She lowered her sword slowly, and something in her expression, guarded as it usually was, cracked just slightly at the edges, a small, reluctant curve at the corner of her mouth that she seemed to be actively fighting against.

SUT: ...Match to Doyle, by concession. Pryce, see me after class.
TLN: Yes, sir.

He said it with the easy, unbothered acceptance of someone who had already decided the outcome was worth whatever consequence followed it, and Mira, sheathing her practice sword, walked past him back toward the sidelines with her cheeks faintly, unmistakably pink, and did not look back to see the small, helpless smile Talon wore as he watched her go.

Soul Theory occupied the academy's western lecture hall, considerably smaller and quieter than the Alchemy amphitheater, and Instructor Pratt stood at its front with the particular precise, unhurried composure of someone who had never once needed to raise her voice to command a room's attention.

PRT: Today we discuss origins. Where souls come from. Why some carry abilities and others, historically, have not.

She said the last part without looking directly at Arthur, though he felt the sentence land regardless, and continued without pause.

PRT: The oldest texts describe souls as fragments. Pieces broken from something larger, something that existed before the current shape of the world settled into place. Most scholars agree the metaphor is imprecise, but it persists because it captures something true. A soul is not the whole of a person. It is a piece of something, carrying within it the particular shape of what that larger something once was.
FNN: What was the larger thing?
PRT: Nobody knows. That's rather the point of calling it a fragment. You cannot examine the whole from a single piece, only infer its possible shape.

She moved to the room's central table, where a series of old, careful diagrams sat spread across the surface, faded illustrations of interconnected shapes that Arthur found himself leaning forward to examine despite understanding little of what they actually depicted.

PRT: Abilities, in this framework, are understood as the particular resonance of a fragment. Every fragment carries a different shape, and that shape, when a person is born, expresses itself as whatever ability we eventually see manifest. Lightning. Wind. The capacity to make one's shadow move independently. All of it, according to the old theory, simply different shapes of the same broken thing.
BRR: What determines the shape?
PRT: Also unknown. Family lines show weak correlation at best, which contradicts simpler inheritance theories. The prevailing academic position, and I stress this is a position, not a settled fact, is that the shape is assigned at the moment of birth by some property of the fragment itself interacting with the specific circumstances of that birth. Where. When. Under what stars, some of the older, less rigorous texts insist, though I'd encourage you not to repeat that particular theory in an examination.

A ripple of quiet laughter moved through the room.

PRT: What we do know, with reasonable confidence, is this. A soul ability is not learned. It is not earned. It is not, in any meaningful sense, chosen. It simply is, the way a fragment's shape simply is, fixed before the person carrying it ever draws breath.

She looked up from the table, her eyes moving briefly across the room, and this time, unmistakably, they paused on Arthur.

PRT: Which makes certain exceptions considerably more interesting to study than the rule itself.

She did not elaborate further, moving instead into the next portion of the lecture, something concerning the historical documentation of ability manifestation across different provinces, and Arthur, sitting with the weight of that brief, pointed pause still settling into him, found himself wondering, not for the first time, exactly how much Instructor Pratt already suspected about the particular shape of whatever fragment he did or did not carry.




[ Some battles are won with steel. Others are won simply by being someone your opponent cannot bear to strike. ]




Chapter 264: The Boy In The Window

Solmere's lower market district smelled, on a good afternoon, of fresh bread and sea salt in roughly equal measure, and Elsie had been insisting for the better part of a week that they visit a particular bakery near the harbor road, one Rowan had apparently mentioned in passing as the best in the city.

ELS: He said the honey ones are worth the walk.
YSE: Everything is worth a walk if honey is involved. I don't need convincing.

They found the bakery easily enough, a narrow shopfront with steam curling from a side vent and a small handwritten sign advertising the day's offerings, and Elsie had just started toward the door when Yseult caught her arm and pulled her back behind the corner of the adjacent building.

ELS: What-
YSE: Look.

She nodded toward the bakery's front window, and Elsie, following the gesture, went quiet. Corin stood outside the glass, close enough that his breath was faintly fogging the pane, dressed exactly as he always was, the fitted leather armor beneath a dark traveling cape, his sword belted at his hip the way it seemed to be belted at his hip regardless of occasion, and he was watching the trays of pastries through the window with an expression Elsie had never once seen him wear in any of their shared classes. He looked, for lack of a better word, hungry. Not for food alone. Something in the particular careful, wistful stillness of his posture suggested a hunger that went beyond the pastries themselves, the specific longing of someone watching an ordinary pleasure from the outside of it, uncertain whether he was permitted to want something so small.

ELS: Is he just going to stand there?
YSE: Apparently.

They watched him for a long moment. He did not go in. He simply stood, cape settling around his boots in the harbor breeze, sword catching the afternoon light, watching a tray of honey pastries being pulled fresh from the oven with an expression that had no business belonging to someone as composed as Corin Ashby usually was.

ELS: He's not going to buy one.
YSE: No. I don't think he is.
ELS: Why not?

Yseult considered this, watching Corin's rigid, watchful posture with the particular sharp attention she brought to most puzzles.

YSE: I imagine buying yourself a pastry requires believing you're allowed a small, unearned pleasure. I'm not certain that's a belief he holds.

Elsie looked at her.

ELS: That's rather insightful.
YSE: I have my moments.

They watched a moment longer, and then Elsie, apparently having reached some decision of her own, straightened and started toward the bakery's door.

YSE: What are you doing?
ELS: Getting him a cupcake.
YSE: Elsie!
ELS: What? He's clearly not going to do it himself. Someone should.

Corin did not notice them approach until Elsie was directly beside him, and when he did, his whole posture shifted immediately back into its usual guarded composure, the wistful stillness folding away so quickly Elsie might have doubted she'd seen it at all if Yseult hadn't witnessed the same thing.

COR: Tanner. Marchant.
ELS: Not on a first-name basis, are we..?
COR: What are you doing here?
ELS: Buying pastries. Same as you, presumably.
COR: I wasn't buying anything.
ELS: I noticed.

Something flickered across his face at that, quick and gone, and Elsie, without further comment, pushed through the bakery door and returned a few minutes later with a small paper bag, from which she extracted a single frosted cupcake and held it out toward him without ceremony.

COR: What's this.
ELS: A cupcake. I believe that's fairly self-explanatory.
COR: I didn't ask for one.
ELS: I know. I'm giving it to you anyway. That's generally how gifts work.

Corin looked at the cupcake, and then at Elsie, and then, briefly, at Yseult standing a few steps behind her with an expression of open, curious amusement, and something in his rigid posture wavered, the particular visible discomfort of someone being offered a kindness he had no established protocol for accepting.

COR: I don't need charity.
ELS: It's not charity. It's a cupcake. You're allowed to simply want things sometimes, Corin. Nobody's keeping score.

He did not answer immediately. He looked at the cupcake for a long moment, his expression unreadable, and then, finally, reluctantly, took it from her hand, holding it as though uncertain what the proper procedure for eating it in public actually was. He ate it in three small, careful bites, standing stiffly in his full traveling attire on the harbor road, cape shifting slightly in the breeze, and said absolutely nothing at all when he finished, simply crumpling the small paper wrapper and tucking it into a pocket with the same rigid formality he seemed to apply to everything. He turned and walked off without another word. Elsie watched him go, her expression settling into something between amusement and genuine bemusement.

ELS: He didn't even say thank you.
YSE: No. He didn't.
ELS: Not one word. Just ate it and left.
YSE: I noticed that too.
ELS: Do you think he doesn't know how? Or he simply chose not to?

Yseult considered the question with real thought, watching Corin's retreating figure, cape catching the wind, sword swaying slightly at his hip, until he turned a corner and disappeared entirely from view.

YSE: I think, whatever the reason, it's probably not as simple as rudeness. Nothing about that boy seems simple, from what I've observed.
ELS: That's the second insightful thing you've said today. I'm starting to worry about you.
YSE: Don't. It happens rarely enough that you needn't adjust your expectations permanently.

They turned back toward the bakery, the afternoon settling warm and easy around them, and Elsie, glancing once more toward the corner Corin had vanished behind, found herself turning the whole strange little encounter over in her mind, the cape and the armor worn even here, on an ordinary street, on an ordinary afternoon, the particular careful rigidity of someone who did not seem to know how to simply exist without his armor on, in every sense of the word.

ELS: Should we tell Arthur about this?
YSE: Absolutely not. Let the man have his mystery. It's rather the only interesting thing about him at the moment, aside from the fighting.
ELS: That's a little harsh.
YSE: It's accurate. Now come on. I believe there were honey ones, and Rowan was apparently correct about them being worth the walk.




[ Some people wear their armor even when there is nothing left to fight. It is, for them, simply easier than remembering what it felt like to go without it. ]




Chapter 265: What The Old Books Don't Say

Arthur, already three shelves deep into the library's eastern wing, glanced back at him without slowing his pace.

BRR: So what are we looking for exactly?
ART: I don't entirely know.
BRR: That's not a promising start to a research project.
ART: It's the honest start, though.

Briar fell into step beside him, notebook already in hand, the particular readiness of someone who found any excuse for methodical inquiry difficult to resist regardless of how vague the actual parameters were.

BRR: Give me something. Anything. A word. A category.

Arthur considered this as they moved deeper into the stacks, the library's central hall giving way to narrower, quieter aisles where the shelving rose taller than either of them, packed dense with volumes whose spines had faded past legibility in places.

ART: Souls. Where abilities come from. Whether there's any record of someone who didn't have one.
BRR: Didn't have one at all, or hasn't manifested yet?
ART: Didn't have one at all. Permanently. And still-

He stopped, uncertain how much to say even to Briar, who had never once pushed for the details behind Arthur's careful silences on the subject, content, it seemed, to simply be present for whatever Arthur was willing to offer.

ART: -still managed something. Anyway.

Briar studied him for a moment, and Arthur half expected a follow-up question, but instead Briar simply nodded, filing the request away with the particular efficiency of someone treating it as a puzzle rather than a confession.

BRR: Alright. Soulcraft's usually catalogued near the history section, given how tangled the two subjects tend to get. This way.

They worked for the better part of two hours, Briar pulling volumes with genuine, focused enthusiasm and Arthur reading through page after page of dense, often contradictory theory, most of it circling the same territory Instructor Pratt had already covered in lecture, souls as fragments, abilities as resonance, origin unknown, inheritance unreliable. Nothing new emerged for a long while.

BRR: Here's something.

Arthur looked up. Briar had a slim, water-damaged volume open on the table between them, its pages brittle and yellowed, the handwriting inside cramped and difficult to parse.

BRR: It's mostly folklore. Collected stories, the kind scholars gather to study rather than to believe. But there's a section here about anomalous cases. People whose souls didn't follow the expected pattern.

He turned the book toward Arthur, and Arthur leaned in, reading slowly through the faded script.

Of the soulless, most tales agree on little save the shape of the sorrow. A soul without expression, the old telling goes, is not empty, only silent, waiting for a language it was never given at birth. Where this silence breaks, it breaks strangely, and no two tellings agree on how. One account, older than most, speaks of a soul that took its voice not from itself, but from those around it, borrowing what it could not produce alone. The tale calls this borrowing a mercy rather than a theft, though it does not explain why, and ends, as such tales often do, without resolution, the soul in question passing from the record entirely, its fate unknown.

Arthur read the passage twice, something in his chest tightening at words he could not have said, even to himself, why they landed the way they did.

ART: Borrowing what it could not produce alone.
BRR: Interesting phrase.
ART: What does it mean, do you think?
BRR: Honestly? Probably nothing concrete. This is folklore, Arthur, not scholarship. Half these stories exist because someone needed an explanation for something they didn't understand and invented one that felt satisfying. The other half are just good stories that got repeated until people forgot they were inventions at all.
ART: But it's not nothing.
BRR: No. It's not nothing. It's just not much, either.

He said it kindly, without dismissal, the particular honest assessment of someone who respected Arthur too much to oversell a fragment as more than it was, and Arthur, sitting with the old, brittle page open between them, found himself grateful for the honesty even as some smaller, hungrier part of him wished for more.

BRR: Want me to copy it out? For your own notes?
ART: Please.

Briar began transcribing the passage with careful, methodical handwriting, and Arthur, restless, rose and wandered further down the aisle, scanning titles without any particular destination in mind, the particular aimless drift of someone whose mind had not yet settled from what he'd just read. He stopped at a shelf near the aisle's end, a section marked, in faded gilt lettering.

Provincial Histories: Eastern Territories.

A single volume near the shelf's edge caught his eye, its spine considerably newer than most of its neighbors, and Arthur, curious, pulled it free.

A Brief Accounting of Valdrun's Fall, the title read, and beneath it, in smaller script, Being A Collection Of Verified And Unverified Reports From The Last Two Centuries.

He opened it to a random page, and found, beneath a woodcut illustration of a barren, blasted landscape he did not recognize, a passage that made something cold settle low in his stomach.

The corruption did not arrive as conquest. It arrived, by every surviving account, as accident, a single soldier, name lost to the record, who disturbed something in an old ruin that had been better left undisturbed. What emerged from that disturbance has been called many things across the two centuries since. The Ruined God is the name that has endured, though scholars caution against treating the title as confirmation of anything divine. It may simply be the name a frightened populace reached for when no better word presented itself.

Arthur stood very still, reading the passage a second time.

BRR: Find something?

He looked up. Briar had finished his transcription and joined him at the end of the aisle, glancing at the open volume with mild curiosity.

ART: Something about Valdrun.
BRR: Ah. Cheerful reading.
ART: Have you heard much about it? Properly, I mean. Not just schoolyard stories.

Briar considered the question, his usual easy confidence dimming slightly into something more careful.

BRR: A little. Not much more than what's probably in that book. Nobody knows very much for certain. It's mostly rumor built on rumor, at this point.

He closed the volume slowly, and returned it to its shelf, and found, standing there in the quiet, dust-scented aisle with two entirely separate fragments of mystery now settled uneasily alongside each other in his mind, a soul that borrowed what it could not produce alone, and a corruption born from accident that the world had not yet found better words for, that his afternoon of research had answered nothing at all. It had simply given him more to carry while he waited.

BRR: You alright?
ART: I think so. Just a lot to think about.
BRR: Welcome to research. It's mostly that. A lot to think about, and precious little to actually conclude.

He said it with a small, wry smile, and Arthur, despite everything, found himself smiling back, the particular relief of ordinary company after an afternoon spent circling questions with no clean edges to hold onto. They gathered their notes and left the library as the light outside began its long slow fade toward evening, and Arthur, walking beside Briar through the quieting courtyards, carried both fragments home with him, unresolved, patient, the same particular stubbornness that had carried him through every other unanswered question of his life settling in now to simply wait this one out too.




[ Some answers arrive all at once. Others arrive one brittle, half-legible fragment at a time, across years, and the only thing required of the person waiting is that they keep turning pages. ]




Chapter 266: The Sunspire Gardens

The announcement arrived at breakfast with the particular volume Finn reserved for discoveries he considered genuinely important, and the table's assembled attention, reluctant but inevitable, turned toward him.

FNN: EVERYONE. LISTEN. I have found something. The Sunspire Gardens. Rowan mentioned them, actually, before he got busy being an upperclassman and forgot the rest of us exist. Apparently it's the best sunset view in the whole city. We're going. This weekend. All of us.
BRR: All of us?
FNN: All of us. I already told Corin and Talon.

Across the table, several eyebrows rose.

ELS: You told them?
FNN: I told them. They're coming. Talon seemed pleased. Corin seemed like he was pretending he wasn't pleased, which is basically the same thing where he's concerned.

Nobody argued the point further, and by midday Saturday, the whole group, all eight of them, was climbing the wide stone path toward the Gardens' entrance, the autumn air carrying the particular crisp gold quality that made everything look slightly more beautiful than it likely was. The Gardens exceeded even Finn's enthusiasm.

They spread across the whole of a gentle hillside overlooking the western harbor, terraced paths winding between beds of flowers still holding their color despite the season, and at the hill's peak, a slender white tower rose above the treeline, the Sunspire itself, its upper platform visible from nearly every point in the gardens below. Other visitors moved through the paths around them, families and couples and small clusters of other students, the particular busy peaceful crowd of a genuinely popular public space, and Arthur, walking through it all with the noise of his friends around him, found himself struck by the simple, uncomplicated pleasure of an ordinary afternoon spent somewhere beautiful.

The group scattered gradually as they explored, the way groups always did, splitting into smaller, shifting clusters, Finn dragging Briar toward a hedge maze with tremendous enthusiasm and rather less sense of direction, Mira and Talon drifting, without any particular plan, into an orbit around each other that neither of them seemed inclined to comment on, and Arthur found himself, for a stretch of the afternoon, caught firmly between Elsie and Yseult, both of whom had apparently decided, independently and simultaneously, that this was an excellent occasion to compete for his attention.

YSE: You should sit with me for the sunset. Best angle from the eastern terrace.
ELS: The western terrace has the better angle, actually. I checked.
YSE: You didn't check anything, you're simply disagreeing with me on principle.
ELS: I'm disagreeing with you because I'm right.

They continued in this vein for some time, both increasingly focused on each other rather than the actual subject of their disagreement, and Arthur, watching the exchange escalate with the particular helpless amusement he'd come to associate with moments like this, found himself, at some point in the debate over terrace angles, quietly forgotten entirely. He took the opportunity without hesitation.

He slipped away down a side path while they were still arguing, and did not look back to see whether either of them noticed, and found, some minutes later, a quiet stretch of garden near the hill's western edge, mostly empty of other visitors, where Corin stood alone at the low stone wall, looking out toward the harbor and the sinking sun beyond it. Arthur approached and stopped a respectful distance behind him.

ART: It's a good view.

Corin did not turn immediately.

COR: It is.
ART: Better than Castelgard's?
COR: Different from Castelgard's.

He said it quietly, and something in his tone made Arthur move closer, standing now at the wall a few feet away, both of them looking out at the same darkening gold horizon.

COR: The sunsets there don't look like this. I used to think it was simply the terrain. Different hills, different angle of light. I've come to suspect it's something else.
ART: What do you mean?
COR: The air there carries a different color, most evenings. Not gold. Something closer to crimson, though I don't think that's the light either.

He did not elaborate further, and Arthur, understanding the shape of what wasn't being said, waited in silence rather than pushing.

COR: My province has been at war with itself for longer than either of us have been alive. Border disputes, mostly, old grievances nobody living remembers the origin of, kept alive by people who find it easier to keep fighting than to stop. It hasn't helped that the Ruined God's forces have begun testing our northern border, the stretch that meets the ocean. Small incursions. Nothing the histories will remember. But enough that my family decided, two years ago, that I would be sent here instead.

ART: To Solmere.
COR: To safety.

He said the word with visible distaste, his jaw tight, his gaze still fixed on the horizon.

COR: I did not want to come. I want you to understand that clearly. I am not here because I chose it. I am here because my father looked at what's happening on our northern border and decided his heir was worth more locked safely away in a garden than standing on a wall doing something useful.
ART: That's not weakness. Wanting to be safe.
COR: I didn't say I wanted to be safe. I said I was sent here regardless of what I wanted. There's a considerable difference.

He finally turned, and Arthur, meeting his gaze directly, found something raw beneath Corin's usual composure, something that had been sitting there, Arthur suspected, since long before this conversation began.

COR: I am the heir to a province that is bleeding out slowly at its own borders, and I am here, learning sword forms in a garden four hundred miles from where I'm actually needed, because someone decided I was too valuable to risk and too weak to trust with my own safety. Do you understand how that sits, Arthur? Every single day?

Arthur considered the question honestly, and found, in the end, that he did not have an easy answer to offer, only the truth as he understood it.

ART: I don't think I fully understand it. But I don't think you're weak, if that helps at all.
COR: It doesn't, particularly. But I appreciate the attempt.

He turned back toward the horizon, his composure settling back into place with visible effort.

COR: Astoria's borders are strong. Stronger than anything my province has managed to hold in decades. You've grown up entirely inside that strength, safe, without once having to consider what it costs to hold a line that doesn't hold on its own. I don't say that as an insult. I say it because it's true, and because it means you can't understand what I'm describing, not really, however kindly you mean the attempt.
ART: Maybe not. But I can still listen.

Corin was quiet for a long moment, the sun continuing its slow, golden descent toward the water.

COR: I intend to get stronger. Considerably stronger than I currently am. And when I have, I intend to end whatever the Ruined God's forces are doing at our northern border myself, so that no one else's father ever has the option of sending them somewhere safe instead of trusting them to stand.

He said it with total, quiet conviction, and Arthur, listening, felt something in his own chest settle into a shape he recognized completely.

ART: You won't be the one who defeats him.

Corin turned, an eyebrow raised, something between offense and genuine surprise crossing his features.

COR: Excuse me?
ART: The Ruined God. You won't be the one who ends it. I will.

The silence that followed carried a very different weight than the one before it, and Corin studied Arthur for a long moment, something calculating behind his eyes, before a short, disbelieving laugh escaped him.

COR: You speak like a child.
ART: Maybe.
COR: An entire province's worth of trained soldiers hasn't managed to hold that border, and you intend to simply walk up and end the thing responsible for it, on the strength of what, exactly? Sword forms and stubbornness?
ART: I don't know exactly. But I intend to.

Corin looked at him for a long moment longer, and something in his composed, aristocratic features shifted, the disbelief folding, slowly, into something that might almost have been the beginning of respect, though he seemed reluctant to let it show fully. A small, sharp smirk touched the corner of his mouth.

COR: Fine.
ART: Fine?
COR: You've declared your intention. I've declared mine. We can't both be the one who ends it, so it seems we're at an impasse. I suppose that makes you my rival, Arthur Lyerm.

He said it with the particular formal weight of someone making a genuine declaration rather than a passing remark, and Arthur, caught entirely off guard by the sudden shift, felt something bright and unexpected rise in his chest, a small, startled pleasure at being taken seriously by someone who had spent weeks treating him as barely worth acknowledging.

ART: I can live with that.
COR: I imagine you'll have to.

Before either of them could say anything further, the rest of the group arrived in a loose, noisy cluster, Elsie and Yseult apparently having resolved their terrace dispute by simply following Arthur's trail, Finn and Briar trailing behind with hedge-maze leaves still caught in their hair, Mira and Talon arriving last, walking close together without quite touching.

ELS: There you are. We looked everywhere.
FNN: THE SUN'S ALMOST DOWN, EVERYONE, HURRY.

The whole group gathered at the wall, Corin's earlier rawness folded back beneath his usual composure so completely that Arthur might have doubted the conversation had happened at all if he hadn't just been standing inside it, and together, all eight of them, they watched the sun complete its long, slow descent into the water, the whole western sky catching fire in long streaks of gold and deep, burning orange, the harbor below turned to hammered copper in the dying light. Nobody spoke for a long while. It was, Arthur thought, standing among people who had, in the span of a single autumn afternoon, become something considerably more than classmates, exactly the kind of view worth the whole long climb up.




[ Rivalry, properly understood, is not the opposite of respect. Sometimes it is simply respect that hasn't yet learned a gentler name for itself. ]




Chapter 267: Midterms

Six weeks into the term, the academy's usual noise took on a different, more frantic quality, the particular collective dread of several hundred students realizing, more or less simultaneously, that examinations were considerably closer than any of them had been mentally prepared for.

BRR: I've organized my notes by subject, then by sub-topic, then chronologically within each sub-topic. I finished my review three days ago. I'm currently on my second pass.
FNN: I HATE YOU.
BRR: You could have started earlier.
FNN: I DID START EARLIER, BRIAR, I STARTED YESTERDAY, WHICH IS TECHNICALLY EARLIER THAN TODAY.

They had claimed a corner of the library's common study room, the whole group gradually accumulating around a single long table over the course of the afternoon, and Arthur, surrounded by an increasingly chaotic sprawl of open books and half-finished notes, found himself watching his friends' collective approach to academic panic with the particular fascinated horror of someone witnessing several distinct disasters unfold simultaneously. Finn had surrounded himself with a fortress of texts, most of them open to random pages, occasionally slapping one closed and grabbing another with the particular manic energy of someone who had decided that touching more books faster equaled more effective studying.

MRA: You're not actually reading any of those.
FNN: I'M ABSORBING THEM.
MRA: That's not how absorption works.
FNN: IT IS IF YOU BELIEVE HARD ENOUGH.

Mira, by contrast, sat in near total stillness, a single volume open before her, working through it with the particular unbroken concentration of someone who found genuine peace in focused, solitary study, her earlier shyness entirely absent, replaced by something quiet and confident that Arthur hadn't seen from her before.

TLN: You're very good at this.

He'd settled beside her at some point without much fanfare, and Mira, glancing up briefly, offered the smallest possible smile before returning to her notes.

MRA: I like knowing things properly. It's easier than knowing people.
TLN: That's fair.

He said it warmly, without any apparent offense at the implied comparison, and returned to his own considerably less organized notes with the particular contentment of someone perfectly happy simply existing in the same quiet orbit as her. Across the table, Yseult had adopted an approach entirely her own.

YSE: The third principle of transmutation states that essence cannot be created, only redirected from its original expression.

She said it aloud, slowly, her fingers tracing absently along her own lower lip as she considered the phrase, a small furrow of concentration between her brows, and Arthur, glancing up from his own notes without particular intent, found himself, for reasons he could not immediately explain, entirely unable to look away.

YSE: Redirected. From its original. Expression.

She repeated the phrase again, softer this time, worrying at her lip with her thumb, her eyes half-lidded with the particular focused intensity of someone working through a difficult concept, and Arthur, still staring, became distantly aware that his pen had stopped moving several sentences ago.

BRR: Arthur.
ART: Mm.
BRR: Arthur, you've gone still.
ART: Have I.
FNN: HE'S STARING AGAIN.

Yseult, apparently entirely unaware of the effect she was producing, continued murmuring her way through the transmutation principles, occasionally pausing to bite gently at the end of her pen, her expression the whole time one of pure, unselfconscious academic focus, and Arthur, several seats down, found himself in the exact same paralyzed state as before, his own notes entirely forgotten.

BRR: Oh no. She's doing it again.
MRA: Doing what?
BRR: Watch.

Briar gestured subtly toward Finn, who had, without anyone noticing the transition, also gone entirely still, his fortress of books abandoned mid-panic, his eyes fixed on Yseult with the exact same glazed, unblinking expression as Arthur's.

FNN: ...redirected from its original expression...

He murmured it back, apparently having absorbed the phrase through pure osmosis without processing a word of its actual meaning, his gaze not once leaving Yseult, and Briar, watching both of them with open, delighted horror, turned to Mira with the particular urgency of someone documenting a genuine phenomenon.

BRR: It's like looking directly at something you shouldn't. Like a very attractive form of Medusa. Anyone who makes prolonged eye contact just sort of... Stops functioning.
MRA: That seems like an exaggeration.
BRR: Look at them, Mira. LOOK at them.

Mira looked. Both Arthur and Finn sat frozen, pens abandoned, mouths slightly parted, their entire attention consumed by Yseult's continued, oblivious murmuring, and even Talon, glancing over out of simple curiosity, found his own gaze snagging for a dangerous half second before he deliberately wrenched it away with visible effort.

TLN: I see what you mean.
BRR: RIGHT?

Yseult, finishing her review of the transmutation principles at last, looked up, blinking, and found four separate people watching her with varying degrees of paralysis, and her expression shifted into open, delighted confusion.

YSE: What?

Nobody answered immediately.

YSE: Why is everyone staring at me?
BRR: No reason.
FNN: NO REASON AT ALL.
ART: I was just. Reviewing my notes. In your direction.
YSE: That's an odd way to review notes.

She studied the four of them for a moment longer, clearly suspicious but apparently deciding, in the end, that the mystery wasn't worth further investigation, and returned to her own materials, resuming her habit of murmuring theory aloud while absently tracing her lower lip, entirely unaware that she had, within seconds, claimed two more victims, Arthur going rigid again immediately, Finn's pen dropping from his suddenly nerveless fingers. Elsie, who had been quietly and productively working through her own notes at the table's far end for the entirety of this unfolding disaster, finally looked up.

ELS: Is he doing the staring thing again?
BRR: They're both doing the staring thing.
ELS: Of course they are.

She said it with the particular long-suffering patience of someone who had watched this exact phenomenon occur several times now and had entirely stopped being surprised by it, and returned to her own work without further comment, though Arthur, had he been capable of noticing anything beyond Yseult's continued murmuring, might have caught the small, private smile she wore while doing so. The exams themselves, when they finally arrived three days later, proved considerably less dramatic than the studying that preceded them. Briar finished early, calm and thorough throughout. Mira's results, when eventually posted, sat comfortably near the top of the entire cohort, her quiet focus translating precisely into exactly the outcome her discipline suggested it would. Finn, despite his chaotic preparation, scraped through with results that seemed to genuinely surprise even him, and Yseult's Alchemy marks were, unsurprisingly, flawless, delivered with the same easy, unbothered confidence she brought to everything else.

Arthur's own results arrived mixed, strong in combat practicals and swordsmanship theory, considerably weaker in Soul Ability foundations, a subject that continued to feel, to him, like studying the rules of a game he had never once been permitted to play. Instructor Pratt, handing back his marked paper, paused a moment longer than strictly necessary.

PRT: Weak results, but not surprising ones, given the material. I'd encourage you not to take it personally.
ART: It's difficult not to.
PRT: I imagine it is.

She said nothing further, moving on to the next student, and Arthur, looking down at his own paper, found himself, not for the first time, wondering exactly how much she already understood about why the material sat so uncomfortably against everything he was. That evening, the whole group gathered again, exams finally behind them, the particular loose, relieved energy of shared survival settling over the table.

FNN: We should celebrate.
BRR: With what?
FNN: I don't know. Cake. Something with cake in it.
YSE: I fully support this plan.
ELS: Of course you do.
YSE: What's that supposed to mean?
ELS: Nothing. I simply think you'd support any plan that involves you continuing to exist as the center of attention.
YSE: That's rather harsh.
ELS: Is it inaccurate, though?

Yseult considered this with genuine thought, and then, apparently deciding the accusation held enough merit not to warrant defending, simply smiled.

YSE: No. Not particularly.

The group's laughter carried out into the evening, exams survived, six weeks of Solmere behind them, and Arthur, sitting in the middle of it all, found the particular ordinary noise of friends who had made it through something together settling into him like something he was, by now, beginning to properly call his own.




[ Some dangers announce themselves loudly. Others simply trace their lower lip and murmur about transmutation theory, and are, in their own quiet way, considerably more devastating. ]




Chapter 268: The Turning Season

Two months into the term, the academy gardens had begun their slow surrender to autumn, the wide old trees along the western walk shedding color in careful, deliberate stages, gold first, then rust, then the deep, bruised red that meant winter wasn't far behind it. Arthur found Elsie beneath their usual tree after the day's lessons ended, sitting with her back against the trunk and her knees drawn up, watching the sky begin its long slide toward evening, and he settled beside her without needing to ask whether the space was open.

ELS: You're late.
ART: Instructor Vance kept a few of us back. Something about essence stability under sustained pressure.
ELS: Sounds thrilling.
ART: It was not, in fact, thrilling.

She smiled, not looking away from the horizon, and Arthur, settling more comfortably against the trunk, followed her gaze out past the garden's edge, past the academy walls, toward the harbor and the wide grey water beyond it, catching the day's last light in long, restless streaks. They sat in silence for a while, the particular comfortable silence that had defined most of their friendship across a decade now, the kind that required nothing further to justify itself.

ELS: Two months.
ART: What?
ELS: We've been here two months. I was doing the math earlier. It doesn't feel like two months.
ART: No. It doesn't.
ELS: Does it feel longer or shorter, to you?

Arthur considered the question honestly, turning it over the way he'd learned to turn things over across the years, and found the answer arrived more easily than he'd expected.

ART: Both, somehow. Longer, because I feel like I've known everyone here for ages already. Shorter, because I still remember the walk here so clearly it could have been last week.
ELS: That's exactly how it feels to me too.

She pulled her knees in tighter, resting her chin against them, and Arthur, glancing sideways, found something soft and thoughtful in her expression, the particular quiet stillness she rarely allowed herself in front of the others.

ELS: I keep thinking about home.
ART: Do you miss it?
ELS: Sometimes. Not the way I expected to. I don't miss the village, exactly. I miss knowing exactly how every day was going to go. There's a comfort in that, even when the days themselves aren't anything special.

Arthur thought of his own parents, the last image of them at the village's edge, his mother's raised hand, his father's careful, held composure, and felt the particular ache that memory always carried, softened now by distance but never quite gone.

ART: I write to them every week. Like I promised.
ELS: I know. You mention it every time you finish a letter, like you're checking it off some private list.
ART: Is that strange?
ELS: No. I think it's rather sweet, actually.

She said it simply, without any particular weight behind it, and looked back out at the horizon, where the sun had begun its final descent in earnest, the sky deepening from gold into something richer, the harbor water catching fire in long, rippling streaks.

ELS: Do you ever wonder what they'd think? If they could see all of it. Everyone we've met. Everything that's happened.
ART: My parents?
ELS: Everyone. Your parents. My parents. Master Hobbes. The whole village, really.

Arthur watched the light shift across the water, thinking of the schoolyard, the dirt against his cheek, the burned hand, the letter that had waited six years in a drawer before finally being opened, and felt something settle quietly in his chest, not quite sorrow and not quite pride, some complicated third thing that sat comfortably between the two.

ART: I think they'd be glad. I hope they would be, anyway.
ELS: I know they would be.

She said it with such simple, unguarded certainty that Arthur found himself, for a moment, entirely unable to look away from her, the particular quiet conviction she carried into everything that mattered to her, the same conviction that had once stood her between him and Felix at a fence, the same conviction that had followed him three days' walk to a city neither of them had ever seen.

ART: Elsie.
ELS: Mm.
ART: Thank you. For coming here. With me.

She turned to look at him properly then, something soft and unreadable crossing her expression, and for a long moment neither of them said anything at all, the evening settling gold and quiet around them, the wide old tree shedding another slow scatter of leaves onto the grass beside them.

ELS: Where else would I have gone?

She said it simply, as though the question itself barely made sense, and Arthur, looking at her in the fading light, found himself, not for the first time and probably not for the last, entirely uncertain how to hold the particular fullness of what he felt sitting there beside her. He said nothing further. He didn't need to.

They sat together beneath the tree as the sun finished its long descent into the water, the sky burning slowly down through gold and copper into deep violet, the first faint stars beginning to prick through the darkening blue above the harbor, and neither of them moved to leave, content, for this one quiet evening, to simply exist together in the particular comfortable silence that ten years of friendship had built between them, unhurried, unbroken, and entirely enough on its own.




[ Some conversations need every word available to them. Others need only two people, a tree, and a horizon patient enough to wait while they simply sit together in it. ]




Chapter 269: The Harvest Market

The lower districts of Solmere transformed entirely for the harvest festival, every street between the market square and the harbor road strung with garlands of dried leaves and late autumn flowers, stalls crowding the cobblestones three and four deep, the whole city given over for one weekend to the particular abundant chaos of a proper celebration.

FNN: I want to try everything. Every single stall. That's the plan.
BRR: That's not a plan, that's a stomach ache waiting to happen.
FNN: Same thing, different framing.

They arrived as a loose cluster of eight and dissolved almost immediately, the way crowds this size always encouraged, Finn towing Briar off toward a stall advertising some manner of spiced harvest bread, Mira and Talon drifting quietly toward a smaller, quieter row of stalls selling pressed flowers and preserved herbs, and Corin, after a moment's visible hesitation, following at a careful distance that suggested he hadn't quite decided whether he wanted to be found doing so. Elsie caught Arthur's eye briefly, glanced toward Yseult, and offered a small, knowing smile before disappearing after Finn and Briar with the particular deliberate casualness of someone leaving space on purpose.

YSE: She's matchmaking.
ART: She's not subtle about it.
YSE: No. I appreciate that about her. Subtlety wastes time.

She looped her arm through his without asking, the same easy confidence she brought to most things, and steered him toward the market's central row, where the crowd thickened around a cluster of game stalls, their proprietors calling out challenges with the particular theatrical enthusiasm of people who made their entire yearly income across one crowded weekend.

BTH: Test your strength! Ring the bell, win a prize!

Yseult stopped dead.

YSE: Oh, I'm doing that.
ART: You don't have a strength-based ability.
YSE: I don't need one. I have Alchemy, and I have spite, and between the two I've never once met a carnival game I couldn't out-think.

She approached the booth with total confidence, paid the proprietor his coin, and took up the heavy mallet with both hands, and Arthur, watching, felt a flicker of genuine curiosity about exactly how she intended to out-think a test of pure physical force. She did not swing the mallet the way the previous contestants had. Instead, she set it down, closed her eyes for a moment of visible concentration, and Arthur watched a faint shimmer gather along her forearms, the particular telltale sign of essence being redirected into something it wasn't naturally built for, and when she finally lifted the mallet and swung, the strike that landed carried considerably more force than her frame should have produced. The bell rang clean at the very top. The booth's proprietor stared at her with open, slightly offended disbelief.

BTH: That's not- you're not supposed to use Alchemy on the strength test.
YSE: There's no sign forbidding it.
BTH: It's implied!
YSE: Implication isn't a rule. I'd like my prize, please.

Arthur, watching the proprietor's slow, defeated capitulation, found himself laughing despite his best efforts at composure, and Yseult, accepting a small carved wooden charm as her prize with the particular satisfaction of someone who had never once doubted the outcome, turned back to him with visible triumph.

YSE: You're allowed to be impressed.
ART: I'm impressed you found a way to cheat at a strength test.
YSE: I prefer to think of it as identifying and exploiting an oversight in the rules. Cheating implies I did something wrong. I simply did something no one thought to prevent.
ART: That's a very generous interpretation.
YSE: I'm a generous person.

They wandered further through the crowded rows, sampling food from a dozen different stalls, watching a small traveling troupe perform something loud and acrobatic near the square's center, and Arthur found the afternoon settling into a particular easy rhythm, Yseult's constant, confident commentary on everything they passed, her genuine delight at anything sufficiently clever or absurd, the comfortable, familiar warmth of simply being beside her. They stopped eventually at a quieter stall near the market's edge, an old woman selling small paper lanterns meant to be released over the harbor once evening fell, their light supposedly carrying wishes out toward the water.

YSE: Do you believe in this sort of thing?
ART: I don't know. My mother always said wishes were just intentions you hadn't gotten around to acting on yet.
YSE: That's a very practical way to think about magic.
ART: She's a practical person.

Yseult purchased two lanterns anyway, handing one to Arthur without ceremony, and they carried them down toward the harbor as the light began its long slow fade, the crowd thickening again along the waterfront as the whole city gathered for the evening's release.

YSE: What will you wish for?
ART: I don't know yet.
YSE: You have to decide before you release it. That's the rule.
ART: Is that an actual rule, or another oversight you're planning to exploit?

She laughed, bright and genuine, and bumped her shoulder against his.

YSE: An actual rule, this time. I checked.

They stood together at the harbor's edge as the light finally failed entirely, the first lanterns beginning to rise around them, small points of warm gold light drifting up and out over the darkening water, dozens and then hundreds of them, the whole sky above the harbor filling slowly with drifting light. Arthur held his own lantern for a long moment, thinking, and found, in the end, that the wish that settled into him wasn't complicated at all.

He released it, and watched it join the others, rising slowly out over the water, and beside him, Yseult released her own, and for a moment neither of them spoke, both watching their small lights drift up into the gathering dark alongside hundreds of others.

YSE: Well?
ART: Well what?
YSE: What did you wish for?
ART: I'm not telling you. That defeats the purpose.
YSE: I'll find out eventually. I'm very good at finding things out.
ART: I believe you. I'm still not telling you.

She smiled, watching the lanterns continue their slow drift out over the water, and after a moment, quietly, without her usual performance of confidence behind it, she spoke again.

YSE: I'll tell you mine, if you like.
ART: You don't have to.
YSE: I know I don't have to. I want to.

She looked at him, the harbor lights reflected small and warm in her eyes, and something in her expression had shed all its usual armor entirely, leaving something simpler and more honest underneath.

YSE: I wished that you'd eventually let me in properly. Not just as a roommate you find amusing. Properly.

Arthur felt something catch in his chest at the plain, undefended honesty of it, and found himself, for once, without any ready response at all, and Yseult, watching him fail to find one, laughed softly and looked back out at the water.

YSE: You don't have to say anything. I told you because I wanted to, not because I expected anything back.

She reached over and took his hand, simple and easy, and they stood together at the harbor's edge as the last of the lanterns rose up into the deepening night, hundreds of small wishes drifting slowly out toward the horizon, and Arthur, standing there with her hand in his and his own unspoken wish already released into the dark, found the evening settling around him warm and complicated and entirely unresolved, in the particular way that the truest things in his life so far had always, eventually, turned out to be.




[ Some wishes are spoken aloud, brave and undefended, into the dark. Others are simply held quietly, and released anyway, trusting the water to carry them somewhere true regardless. ]




Chapter 270: Letters From Home

Three months into the term, letters from home had become a small, reliable rhythm across the dormitories, arriving twice weekly with the academy's regular post, and most students had long since settled into whatever relationship they held with the particular weight of news from provinces they'd left behind. Corin received his in the privacy of his own room, as he always did. He read the first lines standing, still in his day clothes, the letter having arrived just as he'd returned from evening lessons, and by the third line he had sat down without quite deciding to, the chair meeting him rather than the other way around.

Your father was wounded three weeks ago, at the northern line, the letter explained, in his mother's careful, formal hand, the particular controlled prose of someone determined not to let grief blur the facts she needed her son to have clearly. He will live. The medics are certain of that much. But something struck his spine during the retreat, and he will not walk again. I did not want you to hear this secondhand, though I fear this letter will already have taken longer to reach you than I would like.

Corin read it through twice more, sitting very still at his desk, a single candle burning low beside him, the room around him gone dim and quiet as the evening deepened outside his window. He did not move for a long while. When it finally arrived, it came silently, the way the worst grief often did, no sound escaping him, simply a slow, uncontrollable trembling that started somewhere in his chest and spread outward until his whole body shook with the effort of containing something too large to properly contain, tears sliding down his face in a steady, silent stream that he made no attempt to wipe away, his hands pressed flat against the desk on either side of the letter as though bracing against something that might otherwise knock him entirely from his chair. He cried for a long time, entirely without sound, the particular devastating silence of someone who had learned, somewhere along the way, that grief witnessed was grief that could be used against him, and even now, alone in his own locked room with no one else present to witness any of it, could not quite bring himself to abandon the habit. He thought of his father the way he had last seen him, upright, composed, sending his only son away to safety with a formality that had felt, at the time, like rejection rather than protection. He thought of every letter since, brief and dutiful, neither of them ever quite finding the words to bridge the distance properly. He thought of the northern line, the border he had never once seen with his own eyes, only imagined, night after night, in increasingly specific and increasingly unbearable detail. He thought, mostly, of how far away he was, and how little that distance had actually protected anyone.

When it finally passed, he sat for a while longer in the candle's dim, guttering light, breathing slowly, deliberately, until the trembling stilled entirely. Then he drew a fresh sheet of paper toward him, and began to write.

Father. I received Mother's letter this evening. I am glad, more than I can properly say here, that you survived what happened at the line, and I am sorry, more than I can say either, for what it has cost you. I do not have words adequate to the moment, and I will not pretend otherwise. I intend to return home for winter recess, as planned, but I want you to know I would return sooner if it were permitted. I will help however I am able, whatever that ends up meaning in practice. I do not yet know what a household adjusts to, in circumstances like this, but I intend to learn quickly, and to be useful in whatever capacity you'll allow. I am well here. My studies continue. I have made, against my own expectations, something like friends, and something like a rival, and I find both have taught me things I did not anticipate needing to learn. I will see you in winter. Please write again before then, if you're able. I would rather hear from you directly than continue receiving news secondhand, three weeks delayed, filtered through whatever the household staff decides I'm prepared to hear. Your son, Corin.

He read it over once, folded it carefully, and set it aside for the morning post, and began, methodically, to rebuild his composure, the particular careful reconstruction he had performed many times before, until nothing remained visible of what had happened in the hour before. He did not hear the door.

Finn had been cutting across the courtyard on his way back from the library, later than he'd meant to be out, the evening gone properly dark and cold around him, and had taken the shortcut past the Year 1 dormitory halls without much thought, the particular unremarkable route he took most nights without once considering who might be on the other side of which window. He nearly missed it entirely.

It was the quality of the silence that caught him, oddly enough, a faint, careful stillness audible even through a partially open window on the ground floor, the specific hush of someone trying very hard not to be heard, and Finn, slowing without quite meaning to, recognized Corin's voice a moment later, low and unsteady, reading something aloud to himself in a fractured half-whisper, the particular broken cadence of someone speaking through tears they were doing everything possible to keep silent.

He caught only fragments. He will not walk again. I did not want you to hear this secondhand. A long stretch of nothing but ragged, careful breathing, held so tightly it barely qualified as breathing at all.
Finn stood frozen in the cold courtyard for a long moment, uncertain whether to move closer or retreat entirely, and in the end did neither, simply standing very still in the dark, listening to something he had never been meant to hear, his usual restless energy gone completely, entirely still for perhaps the first time since arriving at Solmere.

He thought of Corin at the Sunspire Gardens weeks before, composed and rigid even watching a sunset. He thought of every meal since where Corin had seemed, if anyone had bothered to look closely enough, very slightly diminished in some way none of them had properly named. He had not looked closely enough. He understood that now, standing alone in the dark courtyard with the cold settling into his shoulders.

FNN: ...oh.

He said it very quietly, to no one, the particular small, solemn sound of someone recalibrating, and made himself move on at last, walking the rest of the way to his own dormitory with none of his usual noise, already turning over, in his own restless, well-meaning way, exactly what, if anything, a person was supposed to do with a piece of someone else's grief they'd never been meant to overhear.




[ Some griefs are carried so carefully that even the people who love the person carrying them only ever learn of it by accident, standing frozen in a dark courtyard, hearing what was never meant to be heard. ]




Chapter 271: The Cupcake Conspiracy

He announced it at breakfast with rather less volume than he usually brought to his announcements, and Arthur, glancing up from his own meal, caught something careful and deliberate in Finn's expression that hadn't been there in his usual chaotic proclamations.

FNN: We're going to the bakery. All of us. This weekend.
BRR: The one by the harbor?
FNN: That one. And we're bringing Corin and Talon.
ELS: Did you ask them?
FNN: I'm going to. I wanted to tell everyone else first.

He said it with unusual precision, and Arthur, watching him, felt a small, quiet suspicion settle into place, the particular recognition of someone circling a thing without naming it directly.

ART: Finn.
FNN: What?
ART: Is there a reason for this specifically?

Finn met his eyes for a moment, something passing between them that felt heavier than the question warranted, and then looked away, back down at his own breakfast, his usual restless energy dimmed considerably.

FNN: I just think it'd be nice. That's all. Sometimes people need nice things happening around them, even if they don't ask for it. Especially if they don't ask for it.

He did not elaborate further, and Arthur, recognizing something careful in the deliberate vagueness, chose not to push, understanding, without being told, that Finn had learned something he wasn't prepared to share, and had decided, in his own restless, well-meaning way, to act on it regardless. Elsie, watching the exchange with quiet curiosity, said nothing either, though her eyes lingered on Arthur a moment longer than usual, some silent question passing between them that neither voiced aloud. Corin, predictably, resisted the invitation.

COR: I have studying to do.
FNN: It's Saturday. You always say that on Saturdays.
COR: Because I always have studying to do.
FNN: Come anyway.

He said it with an unfamiliar firmness, none of his usual chaotic pleading, simply a plain, steady insistence that seemed to catch Corin off guard more than any amount of begging might have.

COR: Finn-
FNN: Please.

The single word landed with more weight than its brevity suggested, and Corin, studying him for a long moment, something flickering behind his composed features that might have been suspicion or might have been something gentler, finally relented with a small, tired exhale.

COR: Fine. Briefly.
FNN: Briefly's fine. Bring Talon.

The bakery, when they arrived as a full group for the first time, proved considerably more crowded than any of their previous individual visits, the whole cluster of them spilling out onto the harbor road with paper bags and half-eaten pastries, the particular loose, easy noise of eight people with nowhere urgent to be. Corin stood slightly apart, as he often did, his usual traveling cape settled around his shoulders despite the mild afternoon, watching the group's chaos with his customary careful distance, and Arthur, catching sight of him there, understood, with sudden clarity, why Finn had insisted on this particular outing. He remembered the window. The wistful stillness. The cupcake Elsie had once bought him, eaten in silence, unacknowledged. Finn approached Corin now with a small paper bag of his own, and inside it, Arthur could see from where he stood, a single frosted cupcake, and something in the careful, deliberate way Finn held it out suggested he understood exactly what he was offering, even if he couldn't have explained why.

FNN: Here.
COR: I didn't ask for this.
FNN: I know. That's rather the point of gifts, or so I'm told.

Corin looked at the cupcake for a long moment, and then at Finn, something working behind his composed expression that Arthur couldn't fully read, and finally, wordlessly, took it. He ate it standing at the edge of the group, the same rigid, careful formality Elsie had once described, no thanks offered, no acknowledgment beyond the simple, quiet act of accepting it, and Finn, watching him, did not push for more, did not ask questions, did not do anything except stand nearby with the particular loyal patience of someone who understood, somehow, that the eating itself was the entire conversation this moment required.

ELS: He's doing it again.

She'd drifted close to Arthur, watching the same small exchange with quiet interest.

ART: Doing what?
ELS: Eating in complete silence like it's some kind of trial he's enduring rather than a treat someone gave him because they wanted him to have something nice.
ART: I think that might be exactly what it is, for him.

Elsie considered this, watching Corin finish the last bite and carefully fold the small paper wrapper, tucking it away with the same rigid precision he applied to everything, and something in her expression softened.

ELS: I hope someone teaches him, eventually. That accepting kindness doesn't have to feel like a trial.
ART: Maybe that's what we're doing. Slowly.

She looked at him, something warm and thoughtful crossing her face, and did not answer immediately, simply watching the small, quiet scene continue to unfold, Finn standing loyally beside Corin without demanding anything further, the rest of the group's noise carrying on comfortably around them both.

They stayed at the bakery longer than any of them had planned, the afternoon sliding easy and unhurried into early evening, and when the group finally began drifting back toward the academy in loose, scattered clusters, Corin found himself, for a stretch of the walk, beside Finn specifically, the two of them trailing slightly behind the others.

COR: Finn.
FNN: Mm?
COR: Why the cupcake.

Finn was quiet for a moment, choosing his words with visible care, an unusual deliberateness for someone who typically spoke first and considered the consequences afterward.

FNN: I heard something. Not everything. Not the details. I'm not asking you to tell me the details, either, I want that understood clearly. I just heard enough to know things have been hard lately, and I didn't know what else to do about it, so I did the only thing I actually know how to do well, which is organize an unnecessarily large group outing and force people to eat pastries together.

He said it with a small, self-deprecating smile, and Corin, walking beside him in the deepening evening light, was quiet for a long moment.

COR: I don't want to discuss it.
FNN: I know. You don't have to. I just wanted you to have a good afternoon regardless. That's all this was.

Corin considered this, his usual composed features working through something complicated, and when he finally spoke again, his voice carried a weight it rarely allowed itself.

COR: Thank you.

He said it quietly, almost too quietly to catch, and did not elaborate further, and Finn, understanding, somehow, that this was the whole of what Corin currently had to offer, simply nodded and let the silence settle between them, comfortable now in a way it hadn't quite been before, the two of them walking together through the gathering dusk back toward the academy, saying nothing further, needing nothing further, the afternoon's small quiet kindness settling into the space between them like something finally, properly understood.




[ Sometimes the kindest thing a person can offer is not an answer, or even a question, but simply their steady, patient presence, and a cupcake, and the quiet promise of asking for nothing else in return. ]




Chapter 272: The Quiet Orbit

Mira had discovered the roof access sometime in her second week at Solmere, a narrow maintenance stair tucked behind the West Hall laundry room that nobody else seemed to know about or care to use, and had claimed it, quietly and without announcement, as the one place at the academy that belonged entirely to her. She was there on a cold evening nearly four months into the term when she heard footsteps on the stair below. She did not need to look to know who it was.

TLN: I hope you don't mind.
MRA: How did you find this?
TLN: I followed you. Twice. I wasn't going to say anything, but I got tired of pretending I didn't know where you disappeared to most evenings.

He said it plainly, without apology, and settled himself a respectful distance away along the roof's low parapet, his gaze turning out toward the same dark harbor she'd been watching, the water catching what little light the clouded sky permitted.

MRA: You could have just asked.
TLN: Would you have said yes?

She considered this honestly.

MRA: Probably not.
TLN: There you go, then.

A small, reluctant huff of amusement escaped her, quickly suppressed, and they sat in silence for a while, the wind moving cold and steady across the rooftop, the distant noise of the academy grounds below muffled into something almost peaceful from this height.

TLN: Can I ask you something?
MRA: You're going to whether I agree or not.
TLN: That's fair. I'll ask anyway.

He turned to look at her properly, his usual composed features carrying something more careful than his typical quiet stillness.

TLN: The duel. Weeks ago. You said I was supposed to try, and I said I couldn't.
MRA: I remember.
TLN: I don't think I ever explained why properly.

Mira glanced at him, something guarded settling behind her pale eyes, the particular defensive stillness she brought to conversations that threatened to go somewhere she hadn't chosen.

MRA: You don't have to.
TLN: I know. I want to anyway.

He looked back out at the harbor, gathering something, and when he spoke again, his voice had lost some of its usual careful control.

TLN: I've spent most of my life standing beside Corin. Watching people look at him first, always, the way people look at anyone born into something enormous. I don't resent it. I chose it, in a way, choosing to stay close to someone who was always going to be looked at before I was.
MRA: What does that have to do with the duel?
TLN: I'm getting there.

He allowed himself a small, self-deprecating smile.

TLN: You're the first person here who didn't look at either of us first. You looked past both of us, mostly, the way you look past most things, and I found I didn't mind it. I found I rather liked it, actually, being someone you had to be coaxed into noticing rather than someone noticed automatically because of who I stand beside.

Mira was quiet for a long moment, processing this, her hands folded carefully in her lap.

MRA: And that's why you couldn't fight me.
TLN: That's part of it. I think, somewhere in the middle of that duel, I understood that hurting you, even in play, even with a padded blade, would have meant treating you like everyone else treats you. Like something to be handled carefully from a distance, or overcome, or managed. I didn't want to be one more person who approached you that way.

The wind shifted, carrying the distant sound of the harbor bells, and Mira, sitting very still beside him, felt something in her chest loosen slightly, the particular careful unclenching of a guard held too long out of habit rather than necessity.

MRA: You don't know what it's like. Being looked at the way I'm looked at.
TLN: No. I don't. I wasn't trying to claim I did.
MRA: I know. I'm not accusing you of anything. I just need you to understand something, before this conversation goes any further.

She turned to face him fully now, her pale eyes catching what little light the clouded sky offered, the faint iridescent sheen along her cheekbones shifting subtly with the movement.

MRA: I am not simply an outsider here, Talon. I understand that word. I have heard it applied to Arthur, and I understand what it means when people use it for him, someone who does not fit the shape the world expected of him. But I am something else. I am an outsider among outsiders, someone who does not fully belong even among the people who do not fully belong, because I am not only unlike the ordinary students who were born with the ordinary gifts of ordinary souls. I am unlike the other monsterkind too, half of something and half of something else, too human for the tribes my mother's blood comes from, and too strange, still, despite everything, for the humans whose approval I was never actually seeking in the first place.

She said it evenly, without self-pity, the particular careful precision of someone who had turned the thought over so many times in private that it had worn itself smooth, and Talon, listening, did not interrupt, did not offer easy comfort, simply sat with the weight of it beside her.

MRA: I have spent my whole life learning exactly how much of myself to show people, and when, and to whom, because showing too much, too soon, has never once gone well for me. So when you say you didn't want to be one more person who approached me carefully, from a distance, I need you to understand that careful, distant approach is the only kind that has ever actually kept me safe.
TLN: I understand.
MRA: I don't think you fully do. Not yet.
TLN: Maybe not. I'd like to, though. If you'll let me try.

She studied him for a long moment, the wind moving cold between them, the harbor dark and distant below, and something in his patient, unhurried expression, the total absence of any demand in it, settled slowly into something she recognized, with quiet surprise, as trust.

MRA: You can keep following me up here. If you like.
TLN: I'd like that.
MRA: But you have to keep being patient. I don't know how to be anything other than careful yet. I'm not certain I ever will.
TLN: I have nowhere else I need to be.

He said it simply, and Mira, looking at him in the cold, clouded evening light, found herself, for the first time in longer than she could properly account for, entirely unable to summon the guardedness she usually kept close at hand, and did not try particularly hard to find it again. They sat together on the rooftop as the evening deepened further, the harbor bells sounding faintly again in the distance, and said little else, needing little else, the particular quiet, patient orbit they'd settled into finally, tentatively, beginning to close its distance by the smallest possible degree.




[ Some people spend their whole lives waiting to be looked at first. Others spend theirs learning, slowly and at their own careful pace, that being looked at gently is not the same danger as being looked at first. ]




Chapter 273: What The Wind Knows

Elsie woke before the fifth bell most mornings now, dressing in the dark and slipping out of West Hall while the rest of the dormitory still slept, and made her way to a quiet, unused stretch of the training grounds where nobody else had any particular reason to be at this hour. She had not told anyone she'd started this. Not Arthur. Not even Yseult, who noticed most things. It was easier, somehow, to fail privately.

She stood in the empty yard as the sky lightened by careful degrees from black to deep grey to something approaching morning, and raised both hands, and called the wind the way she'd been calling it since she was four years old, the familiar, effortless gathering of it around her palms, and sent it curling outward in the same simple spiral she'd been able to manage since childhood. It was not enough. It had not been enough for weeks now, and the knowing of that sat heavier in her chest each morning than the last.

She thought of Yseult's easy, flawless mastery of Alchemy, complex theory rendered simple by pure natural aptitude. She thought of Arthur, whatever strange and formless thing lived inside him, capable of turning aside a killing bolt of lightning with nothing but instinct and six years of sword forms behind it. She thought of her own wind, competent and pleasant and, for the whole of her life so far, entirely, comfortably ordinary. She was tired of ordinary.

ELS: Again.

She said it to no one, the particular quiet command she'd taken to giving herself these past weeks, and called the wind again, harder this time, forcing more of herself into the shape of it, and felt the familiar strain arrive too quickly, the effort outpacing the result the way it always did lately, the wind obeying but refusing to become anything larger than what she'd always been able to produce. She lowered her hands, breathing hard, frustration climbing hot behind her ribs.

ELS: Again.

Rowan found her an hour later, on his way to his own early combat session, and stopped at the edge of the yard, watching her for a moment before announcing himself.

RWN: You've been out here every morning this week.

Elsie startled, lowering her hands quickly, the particular guilty flinch of someone caught at something private.

ELS: How long have you known?
RWN: A while. I wasn't going to say anything. I figured you'd tell me when you were ready.

He crossed the yard toward her, tall and easy in his upperclassman robes, and Elsie, looking at him, felt the old familiar mixture of comfort and quiet inadequacy that had followed their relationship since childhood, her brother who had never once had to struggle for anything his ability offered him.

ELS: I'm not getting anywhere.
RWN: With what?
ELS: Growing. Getting stronger. I do the same spiral I've always done, and it works, and it's fine, and it's not enough.
RWN: Enough for what?
ELS: I don't know. Enough to matter. Enough to be more than the person who's simply good enough to keep up.

Rowan considered this, his usual easy confidence dimming slightly into something more thoughtful, and settled onto the low stone wall at the yard's edge, watching her with real attention.

RWN: You know I didn't earn mine. My ability, I mean. It arrived when I was barely old enough to walk, and it's simply been getting stronger the way a tree gets taller, without any particular effort on my part beyond existing and getting older.
ELS: I know.
RWN: I say that because I think you've spent your whole life measuring yourself against something that was never a fair comparison to begin with. I didn't work harder than you. I was simply given more, earlier, and it's compounded ever since. That's not skill. That's luck, mostly, dressed up to look like something else.
ELS: That doesn't make it feel any less like I'm behind.
RWN: I know it doesn't. I'm not telling you the feeling's wrong. I'm telling you the comparison is.

He stood, brushing off his robes, glancing toward the sun climbing properly now over the eastern wall.

RWN: I have to get to my own session. But Elsie. Whatever you're chasing out here, alone, before anyone else is awake to see you fail at it. I hope you find it. I mean that. You've always had more patience than I ever did. Patience builds things luck can't.

He left without further ceremony, the particular easy, unhurried exit of someone who had said what he meant to say and trusted it to settle on its own time, and Elsie stood alone in the yard again, turning his words over slowly, patience builds things luck can't, and found, somewhere in the turning, a small, stubborn ember of resolve that hadn't been there a moment before. She did not call the wind outward again.

Instead, she stood very still, and turned her attention inward, toward the particular quality of the wind itself rather than its shape, the way it moved through her, the specific texture of the essence she'd been bending outward her whole life without ever once considering what it might do if she asked it to move differently. She thought of Yseult's duel weeks before, the careful precision beneath the flashier displays, technique refined until it looked effortless. She thought of her own wind, always sent outward, always projected, always aimed at something beyond herself.

What, she wondered, standing alone in the brightening yard, would it do if she asked it to stay closer instead? If she asked it to wrap around something, rather than strike outward at it? She raised her hands slowly, and called the wind, and instead of sending it out in its familiar spiral, she drew it inward, close around her own arms, feeling for the shape of it differently than she ever had before, testing whether it could hold rather than simply move.

It resisted at first, the particular stubborn refusal of habit reasserting itself against a new demand, and she pushed through the resistance with the same patient, quiet stubbornness that had carried her through every difficult thing in her life so far, adjusting, failing, adjusting again. Something small and unfamiliar finally gave way.

The wind settled around her forearms in a tight, controlled current, holding there instead of dispersing, and Elsie stood very still, staring at her own arms in genuine astonishment, the particular disbelieving joy of discovering, after weeks of frustrated failure, that the thing she'd been chasing had been waiting, the whole time, in a direction she'd simply never thought to look. It was small. It was nothing like Arthur's impossible parry, nothing like Yseult's flawless Alchemical mastery. It was entirely, completely hers.

ELS: Oh.

She said it quietly, to the empty yard, to the brightening morning sky, and felt something in her chest loosen that had been tight for weeks, replaced by something warmer, something that felt, for the first time in longer than she could properly account for, like the genuine, unhurried beginning of something worth continuing. She would tell no one yet. Not Arthur, not Yseult, not even Rowan, who had, without quite meaning to, given her the exact patience she'd needed to finally find it. For now, it was enough that she knew.

She stood in the empty training yard as the sun finally cleared the eastern wall properly, the wind held steady and controlled around her arms, and allowed herself, for one quiet, private moment, the small, fierce satisfaction of having built something entirely her own, one patient, frustrated, stubborn morning at a time.




[ Some strength arrives all at once, a gift given freely at birth. Other strength has to be found, alone, in the cold hour before anyone else is awake to witness the failing that comes before it. ]




Chapter 274: The Road To Castelgard

Corin left Solmere on the first morning of winter recess, before most of the academy had properly woken, his single traveling bag packed the night before with the same careful, deliberate precision he applied to everything. Talon had offered to walk him to the coach station. Corin had declined.

TLN: You don't have to do this alone.
COR: I know I don't have to. I want to.

He'd said it plainly, without any particular coldness behind it, simply a statement of preference that Talon, after a long moment, had accepted with the same quiet understanding he brought to most of Corin's guarded decisions, and Corin had left the dormitory alone in the dark, cold morning, his breath fogging faintly in the pre-dawn air. The journey east took the better part of four days. He traveled by coach where the roads allowed it, and on foot where they didn't, watching the landscape shift gradually beneath the winter sky, Astoria's gentle, well-tended countryside giving way slowly to something harder and more weathered, the particular unforgiving terrain that had shaped Castelgard's whole character across centuries of border conflict. He knew he was close when the first watchtower came into view. It rose from the hillside ahead, grey stone against a greyer sky, one of dozens that marked the province's ancient defensive line, and Corin, seeing it, felt something in his chest tighten with the particular complicated recognition of coming home to a place he had never once, in two years away, stopped thinking of as home despite everything it had cost him. The city itself sat behind a second, inner wall, older still than the outer watchtowers, and Corin passed through the eastern gate as the winter light was beginning its early failure toward evening, the guards there recognizing him with brief, respectful nods rather than any particular warmth, the particular formal distance that had always defined his family's relationship with the people they governed. He did not go directly to the manor. He walked instead through the lower districts first, unhurried, watching the ordinary business of the city continue around him, merchants closing their stalls for the evening, children being called in from the cold, the particular unremarkable rhythm of a place that had learned, across generations of conflict, to hold its ordinary life carefully alongside its extraordinary danger. He passed a recruiting post near the market square, its notice board thick with fresh postings, and stopped despite himself, reading the particular urgent language of a province stretched thin, seeking able bodies for the northern watch, offering terms that had grown considerably more generous, Corin suspected, than they'd been two years before. He did not linger.

The manor sat at the city's highest point, as it always had, its grey stone walls softened only slightly by the ivy his mother had spent years cultivating along its southern face, and Corin stood at its gate for a long moment before finally approaching, the particular hesitation of someone who understood that crossing this threshold meant confronting, at last, the thing he had spent the entire journey trying not to think about directly. A servant met him at the door, an older man Corin had known his whole life, and something in the man's careful, subdued greeting told Corin, before a single word was exchanged, exactly how much had changed since his last visit home.

SRV: Young lord. Welcome home. Your mother's expecting you.
COR: And my father?

The servant's expression shifted, something careful and deliberately neutral settling over it.

SRV: He's in the east study. He's been there most evenings, since.
COR: Since?
SRV: Since he returned, my lord.

Corin nodded, understanding the careful evasion for what it was, and made his way through the familiar halls toward his mother's study first, needing, he found, a moment to prepare himself before facing what waited in the east wing. His mother rose from her desk the moment he entered, crossing the room with a speed that abandoned all her usual careful formality, and embraced him tightly, her composure cracking in a way Corin had rarely witnessed from her across his entire life.

MTH: You came.
COR: Of course I came.
MTH: I wasn't certain the letter would reach you in time. The post from here takes so long, and I worried.
COR: It reached me. I came as quickly as I could manage.

She pulled back to look at him properly, her eyes moving over his face with the particular searching attention of a mother assessing what two years and considerable distance had changed in her son, and something in her expression settled, slowly, into a complicated mixture of relief and lingering worry.

MTH: You've grown.
COR: It's been two years.
MTH: I know. I simply hadn't quite prepared myself for how much two years actually looks like, until you were standing here.

She held his face for a moment longer, the particular tender gesture she'd offered him as a child and had rarely allowed herself since he'd grown old enough to consider such gestures beneath his composure, and Corin, standing in his mother's study with the whole weight of the journey finally catching up to him, found himself, for one unguarded moment, simply a boy home from somewhere far away, rather than the heir his family needed him to be.

COR: How is he. Truly.

His mother's expression sobered further, the complicated warmth of a moment before giving way to something heavier.

MTH: Healing. Slowly. The healers say the worst of the danger has passed, that infection isn't a concern any longer, that what remains now is simply learning to live with what the injury has left him. He is not the man who left for the northern line eight months ago. I want you prepared for that, before you see him.
COR: I understand.
MTH: I don't think you do, quite yet. But you will, soon enough.

She released him finally, stepping back, and looked toward the east wing of the manor with an expression Corin recognized as her own particular version of the careful composure he'd inherited so completely.

MTH: Go to him. He's been asking after your arrival for days, though he'd never admit as much directly. You know how he is.
COR: I know how he is.

He said it with the particular weary familiarity of a son who had spent his entire life learning to read the careful silences of a man who rarely spoke his feelings outright, and turned toward the east wing, his mother watching him go with an expression that carried both hope and considerable worry in equal measure. The walk to the east study felt longer than it had any physical right to be.

Corin stood outside the door for a long moment, gathering himself, and thought, briefly, of Talon, of the offer he'd declined at the coach station, of the whole distance he'd insisted on crossing alone, and understood, standing there in the familiar corridor of his childhood home, that some doors, however much company one had available to offer, could only ever be walked through by the person they actually belonged to. He knocked once, and opened the door before waiting for an answer, and stepped inside.




[ Some homecomings begin the moment you cross a border. Others don't truly begin until you're standing outside the one door you've been dreading the entire journey, hand raised to knock. ]




Chapter 275: The Empty Halls

Solmere Academy emptied out gradually over the last few days before winter recess, the usual crowded noise of its corridors thinning by degrees until, by the morning the last coach departed for the coastal road, only a scattered handful of students and a skeleton staff remained behind. Briar had told the others he simply preferred the quiet. It was not entirely a lie.

He stood at the window of his empty dormitory room, watching the final coach pull away through the gate, Finn's voice still faintly audible somewhere in the departing crowd, over-enthusiastically wishing everyone a good break whether they'd asked for the sentiment or not, and felt the particular strange hollowness that settled into a place once its noise had properly gone. He had written to his mother the week before, explaining, in the careful, measured language he'd learned to use for difficult subjects, that the coach fare home and back would eat considerably into what little coin the family had managed to set aside, and that he thought it wiser, this year, to remain at Solmere and put the break toward his studies instead. She had written back, in her own plain, tired hand, that she understood, and that she loved him, and that his brothers asked after him constantly.

He had not told her about the actual coin his scholarship provided, which would have covered the fare easily enough. He had simply decided, quietly and without much internal debate, that whatever coin existed was better spent on his younger brothers' boots, which had, in his last letter home, been described as more hole than leather. It was easier, he'd found, to let his mother believe the absence was about money rather than choice.

The workshop he'd claimed for his own use sat in a disused corner of the academy's lower science wing, a small, cluttered room that had once served some purpose nobody currently remembered, and Briar had spent the first several days of break filling it with the particular accumulated chaos of genuine, obsessive research, diagrams pinned to every available surface, half-assembled components scattered across two long worktables, a growing stack of increasingly frustrated notes. He worked from sunrise most days, breaking only when hunger or exhaustion finally forced the issue, and by the fourth day of the break, had constructed something he was, cautiously, prepared to call a working prototype.

It was not elegant. It was a tangle of copper wire and carefully carved crystal lensing, powered by a small essence conduit he'd spent considerable time and no small amount of his own limited coin acquiring, and it was meant, in theory, to do something no scholar had ever successfully documented before. He meant it to hold his foresight steady. Longer. Further.

He had never told anyone the full truth of his ability, not even Finn, who knew almost everything else about him. His soul had given him foresight, the strange, disorienting gift of seeing briefly through his own future eyes, but the gift came bound in cruel limitation, never more than two minutes ahead, sustainable only for a handful of seconds at a time, and drainable only once, roughly, each hour, the effort of it leaving him wrung out and shaking whenever he pushed even close to those edges. It was, he had privately decided years ago, a nearly useless gift, dressed up to look like something impressive. He intended to fix that.

Bevan found him on the fifth day, wandering into the workshop with the particular unhurried, unbothered manner he brought to most things, a groundskeeper's tools still slung over one shoulder from whatever winter maintenance had brought him past this wing.

BVN: Didn't know anyone was still using this room.
BRR: Sorry. I should have asked permission.
BVN: Wasn't being used for anything else. No harm in it.

He looked around at the accumulated chaos of diagrams and components with open, unhurried curiosity, the particular easy interest of someone who had likely seen every strange thing a student's ambition could produce across however many decades he'd tended these grounds.

BVN: What's all this in aid of, then?

Briar hesitated, uncertain how much to explain, and found, in the particular quiet warmth of Bevan's patient attention, something that made explaining easier than he'd expected.

BRR: Trying to build something. A device. It's meant to extend a soul ability past its natural limits.
BVN: Can that be done?
BRR: I don't know yet. That's rather the point of trying.

Bevan considered this, nodding slowly, and settled himself onto an overturned crate near the workbench, apparently in no hurry to continue whatever task had originally brought him past this wing.

BVN: My own gift never amounted to much. Bit of resilience to cold, is all. Useful for groundskeeping in winter, not much use for anything grander. Took me a long while to stop resenting it for that.
BRR: Did you stop, eventually?
BVN: Mostly. Realized somewhere along the way that a gift not amounting to much isn't the same as a life not amounting to much. Different things entirely, whatever it feels like at the time.

He said it plainly, without any particular weight behind the words, and Briar, turning the sentiment over, found something in it settling uncomfortably close to a truth he hadn't quite been ready to examine.

BRR: I'm trying to make mine into something. Something that matters.
BVN: Nothing wrong with that. Just don't let the trying eat you whole before you've got anything to show for it. Seen it happen to cleverer folk than either of us.

He rose, gathering his tools back over his shoulder, and paused at the workshop door.

BVN: You eating properly? Sleeping?
BRR: Mostly.
BVN: Mostly's not properly.

He said it with the particular gentle firmness of someone who had clearly delivered this exact reminder to countless students over countless years, and left without waiting for further response, and Briar, alone again in his cluttered workshop, looked at the tangle of copper wire and carved crystal before him, and felt, for the first time since break began, a small flicker of doubt about whether the thing he was building was actually going to work at all. He picked up the prototype anyway, turning it carefully in his hands, and set to work testing the essence conduit's connection points one more time.

Somewhere outside, the winter light was already beginning its early failure toward evening, and Briar, absorbed entirely in his work, did not notice it passing.




[ Ambition, left entirely alone with itself for too long, forgets sometimes that it is allowed to eat, and sleep, and be reminded, gently, by someone kind enough to notice, that it is still a person underneath all the wanting. ]




Chapter 276: The East Study

The east study looked exactly as Corin remembered it, the same tall shelves of old military histories, the same worn leather chairs arranged before the hearth, the same heavy oak desk where his father had spent countless evenings across Corin's whole childhood, reviewing dispatches long after everyone else in the household had gone to bed. His father sat in a wheeled chair near the fire, a blanket arranged over his legs despite the room's considerable warmth, and looked up at the sound of the door.

FTH: Corin.

His voice carried the same deep, familiar register it always had, and for one brief, disorienting moment, Corin's mind supplied the memory of his father standing, tall and composed, exactly as he'd always been, before the actual sight of him properly registered, and the disconnect between memory and reality landed with a quiet, devastating force.

COR: Father.
FTH: You made good time. I wasn't expecting you until tomorrow, at the earliest.
COR: I didn't want to waste any of the days I had.

His father studied him for a long moment, something warm moving behind his tired eyes despite the visible strain in the rest of his features, the particular exhaustion of a man who had spent months learning to live inside a body that no longer answered him the way it once had.

FTH: You've grown. Two years does that, I suppose, though I confess I hadn't quite braced myself for how much.
COR: Mother said the same thing.
FTH: Your mother's rarely wrong about such things.

He gestured toward the second chair near the hearth, the one that had always, across Corin's whole childhood, been understood as his own particular seat in this room, and Corin crossed to it and sat, the familiar leather creaking beneath him exactly as it always had, and found himself, despite everything, uncertain how to properly begin.

FTH: How is Solmere treating you.
COR: Well enough. The academics are demanding. The company's proven more interesting than I expected.
FTH: Interesting how?
COR: There's a rival there. Someone I hadn't anticipated finding worth the effort of rivaling.

His father's mouth curved into something that might, in better circumstances, have become a genuine smile.

FTH: That sounds promising. A good rival sharpens a person considerably faster than easy company ever manages.
COR: That's rather what I've concluded as well.

They sat for a moment in a silence that carried more weight than either of them seemed prepared to address directly, and Corin, watching his father's hands rest carefully on the blanket over his legs, found himself unable to look away from the particular stillness of them, hands that had once handled a blade with the same easy confidence Corin had spent his whole life trying to match.

FTH: You're staring.
COR: I'm sorry.
FTH: Don't apologize for it. I'd rather you look directly than pretend not to notice. Pretending helps no one, least of all me.

He said it with a plain, matter-of-fact honesty that Corin recognized, with quiet discomfort, as the exact same register he himself defaulted to whenever a subject grew too difficult to approach gently.

FTH: I won't walk again. I imagine your mother's already told you as much, but I'd rather you hear it from me directly, plainly, without either of us dancing around it.
COR: She told me.
FTH: Good. Then we needn't revisit it further tonight, unless you have questions.

Corin had questions. He had, in fact, an entire journey's worth of questions, accumulated across four days of travel and considerable private turmoil, but found, sitting in the familiar chair beside his father's unfamiliar, wheeled one, that none of them arrived in any usable order, and settled, in the end, for the smallest and safest of them.

COR: Does it hurt.
FTH: Less than it did. The worst of that's passed. What remains is more inconvenience than pain, most days.
COR: That's not really an answer.

His father regarded him for a long moment, something considering behind his tired eyes.

FTH: No. I suppose it isn't. Give me time, Corin. I've had eight weeks to grow accustomed to this. You've had four days. We needn't arrive at the same place at the same pace.
COR: I understand.
FTH: I don't think you fully do. But you will, given time, the same way I've had to.

It was nearly the exact words his mother had offered earlier, and Corin, hearing the echo, felt something in his chest tighten uncomfortably, the particular helpless frustration of confronting a gap he could sense clearly but couldn't yet properly cross. They spoke for a while longer, careful, surface conversation about Corin's studies, about the household's winter preparations, about news from the wider province that his father, even now, kept careful track of with the particular diligence of a man who had not yet learned, or perhaps had simply refused, to stop considering himself responsible for its wellbeing. Neither of them mentioned the war directly again that evening. Eventually, his father's exhaustion became visible enough that Corin, recognizing it, rose to take his leave, the particular unspoken understanding of a conversation that had reached its natural limit for the night.

FTH: I'm glad you came home, Corin.
COR: Of course I came home.
FTH: I mean it more than the words probably suggest. I wasn't certain, when I wrote, whether you'd resent the summons. Whether being called back to see this-

He gestured, briefly, at the chair, at the blanket, at the whole unfamiliar shape of himself.

FTH: -would feel like one more thing being asked of you that you never chose.

Corin, standing at the study door, considered this for a long moment, and found, in the honest quiet of his father's admission, something he hadn't expected to receive tonight.

COR: I'm glad I came too.

He said it simply, and meant it, despite everything unresolved still sitting heavy between them, and left the study with his father's tired, grateful eyes following him to the door, and stood for a long while in the corridor outside, gathering himself before making his way, finally, toward his own familiar childhood room. The real conversation, he understood, standing alone in the quiet corridor, hadn't happened yet.

But something had begun tonight regardless, however small, however incomplete, and Corin, exhausted from four days of travel and the whole unbearable weight of finally seeing what the letter's careful words had only gestured toward, found that beginning, however modest, was considerably more than he'd allowed himself to hope for on the long road east.




[ Not every difficult conversation arrives all at once. Some simply open a door, gently, and trust the rest to follow in its own time. ]




Chapter 277: Shared Bread

Bevan returned to the workshop the following day, and the day after that, each time finding some plausible groundskeeping reason to pass through the lower science wing that Briar, increasingly, suspected was more excuse than necessity. He did not mind the company nearly as much as he might have expected to.

BVN: Made too much again.

He said it the same way each time, setting a cloth-wrapped bundle down on the corner of Briar's cluttered worktable, and unwrapped it to reveal considerably more bread and cheese than any single groundskeeper's midday meal reasonably required.

BRR: You keep saying that.
BVN: It keeps being true.
BRR: You're a terrible liar.
BVN: Never claimed to be a good one.

He said it with the particular easy, unbothered honesty that seemed to define most of his conversation, and settled onto his usual overturned crate, breaking off a portion of the bread and holding it out toward Briar without further ceremony. Briar took it, because refusing at this point would have required more energy than accepting, and because, if he was honest with himself, the quiet company had become something he looked forward to across the otherwise solitary stretch of each day.

BVN: How's the device coming along.
BRR: Slowly. I've rebuilt the essence conduit three times now. The connection keeps destabilizing whenever I push past the original threshold.
BVN: Sounds frustrating.
BRR: It is, rather.

He chewed thoughtfully on the bread, considering the tangle of copper and crystal still sitting on his worktable, its careful construction now marked with several small burns from previous, unsuccessful attempts.

BRR: I keep thinking I'm close. Then I test it, and I'm not, and I have to start the whole calculation over from somewhere further back than I'd like.
BVN: How close is close, exactly?
BRR: I don't fully know. That's rather the problem with foresight. I can't simply look ahead and confirm whether the thing I'm building will actually work. The ability doesn't work that way. It only shows me what's already going to happen, not what depends on choices I haven't made yet.

He said it with the particular weary specificity of someone who had spent considerable time wishing his own gift worked differently than it actually did, and Bevan, listening, nodded slowly, chewing his own portion of bread with unhurried thoughtfulness.

BVN: Must be strange. Carrying a gift like that.
BRR: It's mostly inconvenient. Two minutes ahead, a few seconds at a time, once an hour if I push it. I've used it to avoid stepping in mud puddles more often than I've used it for anything genuinely important.
BVN: That's not nothing.
BRR: It's not much, either.

Bevan considered this, tearing off another piece of bread, his expression thoughtful in the particular unhurried way that seemed to define most of his considerations.

BVN: Suppose the question's not really how big the gift is. Suppose it's what a person does with whatever size it happens to be.
BRR: That's what I'm trying to do. Make it bigger.
BVN: Is that the only way to do something with it, though?

Briar looked up from his bread, something in the question snagging at a part of his mind he hadn't previously turned toward it.

BRR: What do you mean?
BVN: Only, you're trying to stretch the gift itself. Longer looking, further seeing. Nothing wrong with that, if it works. But there's other ways to make a small thing matter more, besides making the thing itself bigger.
BRR: Such as?
BVN: Getting cleverer about when you use it, maybe. Or what you use it for. A gift that shows you two minutes ahead, once an hour, isn't much use for most things. But there might be a handful of moments where two minutes, used exactly right, matters more than two hours would in the wrong one.

He said it plainly, without any particular weight of insistence behind it, simply an observation offered and left to settle however it settled, and returned his attention to his own meal, apparently entirely comfortable letting the thought sit unpursued if Briar chose not to follow it. Briar sat with it for a long while, chewing slowly, turning the idea over from several different angles.

BRR: You might be onto something.
BVN: Might be. Might not. I'm just an old groundskeeper who talks too much to whoever's willing to share his lunch.
BRR: I don't think that's entirely accurate.
BVN: No? What do you think it is, then?

Briar considered the question honestly, looking at the older man across the cluttered workshop, the easy patience of him, the particular quiet wisdom he seemed to dispense without ever making it feel like a lesson.

BRR: I think you're considerably wiser than you let on.

Bevan laughed, a warm, unhurried sound that filled the small workshop pleasantly.

BVN: Maybe. Or maybe I've just had a long while to sit with disappointment about my own gift, and picked up a thing or two about making peace with limitations along the way. Comes to the same thing, in the end, I suppose.

He finished the last of his bread, brushed the crumbs from his hands, and rose, gathering his tools back over his shoulder with the particular unhurried motion of someone who had never once been in a rush across his entire life.

BVN: I'll bring more tomorrow. Seems to be helping, whatever else it's doing.
BRR: It is. Thank you.
BVN: Don't mention it. Genuinely. I'd only feel obligated to say something modest in response, and that takes more effort than either of us needs to spend on it.

He left with a small, easy wave, and Briar, alone again in the workshop, looked back at his damaged prototype with something that felt, for the first time in days, less like frustration and more like curiosity, the particular reawakened interest of someone who had just been handed a genuinely new angle to consider. He picked up his notes and began, slowly, to sketch something different in the margins.




[ Sometimes the answer to a problem isn't found by working harder at the same question. Sometimes it simply arrives, quietly, over shared bread, from someone patient enough to ask a different one. ]




Chapter 278: Learning To Be Useful

The first task Corin attempted, on his second morning home, was helping his father dress. It went badly. He had never once, in his entire life, considered the particular mechanics of it, the specific sequence of movements required to work a shirt over shoulders that could no longer easily lift themselves, the careful coordination needed to shift weight without causing pain, and he fumbled through the whole process with a clumsiness that embarrassed him considerably more than it seemed to embarrass his father, who simply directed him through it with the same patient, matter-of-fact tone he'd once used to teach Corin his first sword forms.

FTH: Not like that. You'll want to support the elbow first, or the whole sleeve catches.
COR: I'm sorry.
FTH: Don't apologize. You've never done this before. Nobody arrives at competence without first arriving at incompetence.

Corin adjusted, tried again, and managed, on the third attempt, something approaching success. He learned, across the following days, the particular geography of tasks he'd never once had cause to consider. How to properly angle the wheeled chair through the manor's narrower doorways, several of which, he discovered with quiet frustration, had never been built with such a chair in mind, requiring careful, awkward maneuvering that left both of them irritable more often than either would admit aloud.

How to help transfer his father from chair to bed and back again, a process that required real physical strength and considerably more delicacy than strength alone could provide, and which Corin, initially, managed with a stiff, overcautious rigidity that made the whole exercise more difficult than necessary.

FTH: You're treating me like glass.
COR: I don't want to hurt you.
FTH: You won't, if you stop being so careful you forget the actual mechanics of what you're doing. Trust your own strength, Corin. You have plenty of it. Using it properly isn't the same as using it recklessly.

He learned to read letters aloud when his father's hands grew too tired to hold the pages steady for long, working through the particular dense, careful language of provincial correspondence, requests from border villages, reports from the northern watch, the accumulated administrative weight of a province that did not pause its demands simply because its lord could no longer walk to meet them.

He learned, slowly, the specific quiet dignity his father brought to every single one of these adjustments, never once complaining directly, never once allowing the frustration Corin could sense simmering beneath the surface to fully break through into anything visible. By the fifth day, something had settled into a rhythm neither of them had anticipated.

They worked through the morning correspondence together most days, Corin reading, his father dictating responses, and Corin found himself, somewhere in the accumulated hours of it, genuinely absorbing the particular texture of what governing Castelgard actually required, the careful balance of resources stretched thin across too many competing needs, the specific weight of decisions that affected people Corin had never met and likely never would.

FTH: You're paying closer attention than I expected.
COR: Someone has to learn this eventually.
FTH: I'd hoped you'd have more time before that someone needed to be you.

He said it without self-pity, simply an honest observation, and Corin, setting down the letter he'd been reading, considered his father for a long moment.

COR: I don't mind. Learning it, I mean. I thought I would. I've spent two years resenting being sent away from anything that mattered, and now that I'm finally doing something that matters, I find I don't resent it at all.
FTH: That's rather the trick of usefulness, I've found. It rarely announces itself as important while you're doing it. Mostly it simply feels like work. The importance only becomes visible afterward, looking back.

Corin turned this over, finding, in his father's plain observation, something that settled uncomfortably close to a lesson he suspected he'd been needing for longer than he'd realized. He fumbled less by the end of the first week, dressing his father with something approaching real competence, navigating the manor's difficult doorways with growing ease, reading correspondence aloud with genuine attention rather than dutiful obligation.

It was, he found, standing in the east study on his seventh evening home, watching his father review the day's final letter with tired satisfaction, an entirely different kind of competence than the sword forms he'd spent his whole life mastering. It required no audience. It earned no glory. Nobody would ever compose songs about a son learning to properly support his father's elbow while dressing him, or to angle a wheeled chair through a narrow doorway without jarring the person seated in it.

But it mattered, in the particular quiet, unglamorous way that mattering sometimes required, and Corin, watching his father finally set the last letter aside for the evening, found himself, for the first time since arriving home, genuinely, uncomplicatedly glad to be exactly where he was.

FTH: Thank you, Corin. For all of this. I know it's not what you imagined your winter recess would involve.
COR: No. It's better than what I imagined.

His father looked at him properly then, something warm and considering behind his tired eyes, and said nothing further, simply accepting the sentiment for the genuine thing it was, and Corin, standing in the familiar study that had, across one short week, become the site of an entirely new kind of education, felt the last of his earlier awkwardness finally, properly settle into something that resembled, however imperfectly, belonging.




[ Some kinds of strength earn songs and titles. Others simply earn a father's tired, grateful eyes at the end of a long day, and are, in their own quiet way, worth exactly as much. ]




Chapter 279: The Second Failure

Briar tested the modified device on the tenth day of break, alone in the workshop, the reworked essence conduit humming faintly with the particular unstable energy of something pushed slightly beyond what it had been properly designed to hold. He had rebuilt the whole approach around Bevan's offhand question, spending three full days reworking the device not to extend the length of his foresight, but to sharpen its precision instead, theorizing that if he could not see further ahead, he might at least learn to see more clearly within the narrow window he already had, extracting more genuine use from the same two minutes rather than fighting to extend them. It was, he'd told himself repeatedly across those three days, a genuinely promising angle.

He activated the conduit, felt the familiar disorienting pull of his ability beginning to answer, his vision starting to blur at its edges the way it always did in the half second before his foresight properly engaged, and then the device's crystal lensing cracked clean down its center with a sharp, sudden report, and the whole careful construction died in his hands. The foresight never engaged at all.

BRR: No. No, no, no!

He said it to the empty workshop, setting the ruined device down with more care than his frustration currently wanted to allow, and pressed both hands against his own face, breathing slowly through the particular hot, climbing anger of ten days' effort collapsing, again, into nothing. He had been so certain. He sat with the ruined prototype for a long while, turning it over in his hands, examining the crack, tracing back through his own calculations searching for wherever the error had crept in, and found, the longer he searched, that he could not locate anything specifically wrong with the theory itself. The theory, as far as he could determine, was sound. The construction simply hadn't been able to hold it.

BRR: I don't have the materials for this. Or the technique. Or possibly both.

He said it slowly, the admission arriving with real difficulty, the particular bitter taste of acknowledging a limitation that had nothing to do with effort or cleverness and everything to do with resources he simply didn't possess, proper crystal lensing beyond what his limited coin could acquire, technique refined through years of formal instruction he hadn't yet received, the whole considerable gap between a scholarship student's improvised workshop and whatever a properly funded Alchemical laboratory might have offered instead. He thought, unwillingly, of Yseult.

He had thought of her several times across the past week, turning the idea over and setting it aside each time, some stubborn, prideful part of him resisting the specific admission that her particular expertise, drawn from an entirely different discipline than his own, might succeed where his own careful, methodical Science had repeatedly failed.

Alchemy bent a person's own soul essence into new shapes, the deliberate manipulation of something already present within them, weaker and cruder for the strain, but immediate, personal, requiring no external materials beyond the practitioner's own will and understanding.

Science, his science, worked differently entirely, harnessing the properties of the natural world itself, crystal and copper and the particular careful physics of essence conduits, elegant when it worked, but dependent, always, on materials and precision that pure willpower alone could never substitute for. He did not know if Yseult's approach could solve what his own had failed to solve.

He suspected, sitting alone in his ruined workshop with a cracked crystal lens and ten days of failed effort scattered across every surface, that his pride had been the only thing actually preventing him from finding out. He did not write to her. Not yet.

He gathered the pieces of the ruined device instead, setting them carefully aside rather than discarding them entirely, some stubborn part of him unwilling to fully abandon the attempt even now, and sat for a long while in the darkening workshop, the winter evening settling early and cold outside the window, turning over, again and again, the particular uncomfortable shape of a problem he suspected he could not solve entirely alone. He would think about it further. He was not yet ready to admit defeat properly, whatever the cracked lens currently sitting in his lap seemed to be telling him about the wisdom of that particular stubbornness.




[ Some failures teach a person what went wrong. Others simply teach a person, slowly and reluctantly, exactly how much help they've been too proud to ask for. ]




Chapter 280: What I Promise

His final evening at home, Corin found his father in the east study again, exactly as he had that first night, the same fire burning low in the hearth, the same blanket arranged over legs that would never properly answer him again. Corin sat in his usual chair without needing to be invited.

FTH: Your last night.
COR: Yes.
FTH: It went faster than I expected. I thought two weeks would feel considerably longer, once I finally had you home again.
COR: I thought so too.

They sat together in the particular comfortable quiet that had, across the past two weeks, replaced the earlier careful distance entirely, the fire crackling softly, the winter wind moving faintly against the study's tall windows, and Corin, watching his father's face in the firelight, found himself thinking of the recruiting notice he'd passed in the market square his first evening home, and of everything that notice had represented.

COR: I've been thinking about something. I want to tell you, before I leave tomorrow.
FTH: I'm listening.

Corin gathered himself, the particular careful composure he'd inherited so completely settling over him even now, even here, in the one room where he'd finally begun learning to let it slip.

COR: I'm going back to Solmere tomorrow, and I'm going to finish my studies there. Two more years. I understand that's what's required, and I don't intend to abandon it early, whatever I might want in the moment.
FTH: Good. I'd be concerned if you suggested otherwise.
COR: But when it's finished. When I've completed my third year, and chosen my specialization, and learned everything that place has to teach me. I'm coming home. And I'm going to drive the Ruined God's forces from our northern border myself.

He said it plainly, without theatrics, the particular quiet conviction he'd carried since the Sunspire Gardens finally given its full, deliberate shape, and his father, listening, went very still.

FTH: Corin.
COR: I mean it. Not as some vague ambition I'll abandon once the difficulty of it becomes clear. I mean it as a promise. Two years, Father. I'll return, and I'll end what's been testing our border, whatever that actually requires of me.

His father studied him for a long moment, the firelight catching the particular tired, considering weight of his expression, and Corin, watching him, braced himself for the argument he half expected, the careful, reasonable objections about danger and readiness and the wisdom of a fifteen-year-old promising to accomplish what trained soldiers had failed to manage for years. The argument did not come.

FTH: Two years.
COR: Two years.
FTH: You understand what you're promising. Not simply the danger of it, though that's real enough. You're promising to become, in two years' time, something you currently are not. A person capable of actually accomplishing what you've just described. That requires considerably more than conviction alone.
COR: I know. I intend to spend those two years becoming exactly that.

His father was quiet for a long while, the fire settling lower in the hearth, and when he finally spoke again, his voice carried a weight Corin had rarely heard from him, even now, even across everything the past two weeks had shown him.

FTH: I sent you away two years ago because I could not bear the thought of losing you the way I nearly lost myself. I want you to understand that clearly, before you make this promise. It wasn't about your capability, or lack of it. It was about my own fear, dressed up as prudent judgment.
COR: I understand that now. I didn't, before. I do now.
FTH: Then I want you to understand this as well. I am not going to ask you to abandon this promise. I could try. I could invoke every argument a frightened father has available to him, and perhaps some of them would even land. But I watched you these past two weeks, Corin. I watched you learn things I never expected you to need to learn, and do them without complaint, and grow, in ways two years at Solmere apparently couldn't manage on their own. I don't think the boy I sent away exists anymore. I think a different person came home to me instead, and I think that person has earned the right to make a promise like this one, and have it taken seriously.

Corin felt something catch hard in his chest, the particular overwhelming weight of being seen, finally, completely, by the one person whose judgment he had spent his entire life measuring himself against.

COR: Thank you.
FTH: Don't thank me yet. I haven't finished.

He straightened slightly in his chair, the particular careful effort of a man gathering what remained of his old, commanding presence despite everything his body no longer permitted him.

FTH: I accept your promise, Corin. Formally, as your father and as the lord this province still, technically, considers me to be. Two years. Return to us, and end what's testing our border, and know that whatever it costs you along the way, you will have done it with my full faith standing behind you, not simply my fear.
COR: I won't fail you.
FTH: I know you won't. Or if you do, it won't be for lack of trying with everything you have. That's all any promise like this can honestly guarantee, in the end.

He reached out, and Corin, understanding the gesture, crossed the small distance and took his father's offered hand, the grip weaker than Corin remembered from childhood but no less firm in its intention, and they held the handshake for a long moment, the fire burning low around them, the whole weight of the promise finally, properly settled between them.

FTH: Two years.
COR: Two years.

He released his father's hand and sat back, and for a while neither of them spoke, the particular full, comfortable silence of something important finally, correctly said, and Corin, looking at his father in the dying firelight, felt, for the first time since arriving home two weeks before, entirely and completely at peace with the whole shape of what waited ahead of him.




[ A promise made lightly costs nothing and means less. A promise made with full understanding of what it demands, offered freely and accepted solemnly, becomes something closer to a covenant, carried forward not as obligation but as purpose. ]




Chapter 281: Good Enough

Briar sat with the ruined device for three more days before he finally, properly let it go. He did not decide it all at once. It arrived instead the way most honest realizations did, slowly, in pieces, across quiet mornings spent staring at the same cracked crystal lens without any longer feeling the familiar hot climb of determination to fix it, and by the fourth morning, he found himself simply looking at the whole cluttered workshop, the diagrams, the components, the accumulated wreckage of two weeks' obsessive effort, and feeling, for the first time since break began, something closer to tired relief than frustration. He was not going to build a device that made his gift into something it wasn't. He understood that now, plainly, without the particular bitterness he'd expected the acceptance to carry. His foresight was two minutes, a handful of seconds, once an hour, and no amount of copper wire or careful crystal lensing was going to change the fundamental shape of what his soul had actually given him. He could refine his understanding of it, perhaps, learn to use those brief seconds more wisely, but the gift itself would remain, stubbornly, exactly the size it had always been. He found, turning the thought over one final time, that he was, mostly, alright with that.

He began packing the components away, not discarding them, some quiet part of him unwilling to fully abandon curiosity even now, but setting the whole project carefully aside for a future that didn't need to arrive on any particular schedule, and left the workshop for the first time in days without the accumulated weight of failure following him out the door. He found Bevan near the groundskeeper's shed, splitting firewood with the particular unhurried efficiency of someone who had performed the task so many times it required no conscious attention at all.

BRR: I'm giving up.

Bevan looked up, setting his axe down without any particular alarm at the announcement.

BVN: On the device?
BRR: On the device. On the whole approach, really. I've decided my soul is exactly as large as it's going to be, and I'm done trying to argue with it.
BVN: How's that feel?
BRR: Better than I expected. Worse than I'd hoped. Somewhere honestly in between.

Bevan nodded slowly, considering this, and wiped his hands on his trousers.

BVN: Sounds about right, for something like that. Come on, then.
BRR: Come where?
BVN: I've got a rabbit stew waiting on the fire in my quarters, and considerably more of it than one old groundskeeper needs. Figured you could use a proper meal that isn't bread and cheese eaten standing over a workbench.

Briar, realizing with some surprise exactly how long it had actually been since he'd eaten anything resembling a real meal, found himself agreeing without much internal debate. Bevan's quarters sat at the edge of the academy grounds, small and cluttered in the particular comfortable way of a space lived in for many years, and Briar sat at the modest table while Bevan ladled out two generous bowls of stew, the rich smell of it filling the small room pleasantly.

BVN: Eat. You look half starved.
BRR: I've been busy.
BVN: Busy and starved aren't mutually exclusive, unfortunately.

Briar ate, and found, somewhere in the simple, satisfying business of a proper hot meal, the accumulated tension of two weeks' obsessive effort finally, genuinely beginning to loosen.

BVN: So what's the plan now, then? Since the device is shelved.
BRR: I don't know yet. Maybe I write to Yseult eventually. Maybe I don't. Maybe I simply accept that two minutes an hour is what I've got, and find clever ways to use it instead of clever ways to force it into being something bigger.
BVN: Sounds like a reasonable plan to me.
BRR: You would say that. You're the one who suggested it.
BVN: I merely asked a question. You're the one who's spent two weeks arriving at the answer the hard way.

He said it with a small, dry smile, and Briar, despite everything, found himself laughing, the particular relieved laughter of someone who had finally set down a weight they'd been carrying considerably longer than was strictly necessary.

BRR: You know, for someone with, and I quote, not much of a gift, you've been remarkably useful this entire break.
BVN: I told you. Different things entirely, gift size and usefulness. Glad you're finally starting to believe me instead of just nodding along politely.
BRR: I wasn't nodding along politely.
BVN: You absolutely were. I've watched enough students nod along politely to recognize the specific quality of it.

They continued through the meal in easy, comfortable conversation, Bevan recounting some genuinely absurd story about a previous student who had once attempted to grow a garden of carnivorous plants in the academy's western courtyard, with results that had apparently required considerable groundskeeper intervention, and Briar, listening, laughing properly for what felt like the first time in weeks, found himself grateful, in a way that went considerably beyond the simple warmth of a shared meal, for the particular quiet, patient friendship that had somehow found him across an otherwise lonely break.

BRR: Thank you. For all of this. The lunches, the meals, the ridiculous stories. I don't think I would have made it through this break in one piece without you turning up in my workshop uninvited.
BVN: Wasn't uninvited. You never once told me to leave.
BRR: I suppose I didn't.
BVN: There you go, then. As invited as I needed to be.

He refilled Briar's bowl without asking, the particular unassuming generosity that had defined the entire break, and Briar, sitting in the small, warm quarters with a proper meal finally settling his hunger and a friend's easy company settling the rest of him, found the whole difficult, obsessive, ultimately unsuccessful stretch of the past two weeks resolving, quietly, into something he could genuinely call, without reservation, good enough.




[ Sometimes the wisest thing a person can do with an unsolvable problem is set it down gently, share a meal with someone kind, and trust that the answer, if it exists at all, will still be waiting whenever they're ready to look again. ]




Chapter 282: The Shared Table

Corin returned to Solmere three days before the rest of the students, the coach depositing him at the academy gates on a cold, quiet morning with the whole campus still wearing the particular hushed stillness of a place not yet properly awake from its winter recess. He had left home with considerably more settled inside him than he'd carried arriving, the promise made and accepted, the awkward early fumbling of learning to help his father transformed, across two weeks, into something approaching genuine competence, and the whole journey back west had passed in a kind of quiet, contented reflection he hadn't expected to feel this soon after everything. He made his way toward his dormitory through the mostly empty grounds, and caught, drifting from somewhere near the groundskeeper's quarters, the particular warm smell of something cooking, and the sound, faint but unmistakable, of genuine laughter. Curiosity, more than anything else, drew him toward it. He found Briar and the groundskeeper, Bevan, seated at a small table just outside the modest quarters, a pot of something rich and savory between them, both of them apparently in the middle of some story that had Briar laughing hard enough that he'd nearly knocked over his own bowl.

BRR: -and then he just looked at Instructor Pratt, completely straight-faced, and said the plant had eaten his notes on purpose, out of academic jealousy-
BVN: I'm telling you, the boy meant it sincerely. Wasn't joking in the slightest.
BRR: Nobody actually believed him, though.
BVN: Course not. Didn't stop him from trying. Committed to the excuse right through to his final grade.

Briar caught sight of Corin standing at the edge of the small clearing and straightened, wiping at his eyes.

BRR: Corin. You're back early.
COR: The coach schedule worked out that way. I wasn't planning to interrupt.
BVN: You're not interrupting anything worth protecting from interruption. Come sit, if you like. There's plenty.

Corin hesitated, the particular unfamiliar uncertainty of someone unaccustomed to being invited into something so casually, and found, somewhat to his own surprise, that he wanted to accept.

COR: I wouldn't want to impose.
BRR: You're not imposing. Sit down, Corin. Bevan makes considerably better food than anything the refectory manages, and I'm not above admitting I've eaten here more often than I probably should have this break.

Corin crossed the small distance and sat, and Bevan, without asking further, ladled a generous portion of the stew into a third bowl and set it before him.

BVN: Eat up. You look like you've been traveling for days.
COR: Four, actually. From Castelgard.
BVN: Long way. Good to be back?

Corin considered the question with more genuine thought than its casual delivery required, turning over the whole shape of the past two weeks, the difficult first evening, the slow accumulated competence, the promise made in the firelight of the east study.

COR: Yes. Actually. Good to be back, and good to have gone, both at once.
BVN: That's often how home works, in my experience. Good to leave it, good to return to it, and both feelings entirely genuine at the same time.

Corin ate, the stew rich and warming after four days of travel rations, and listened as Briar and Bevan continued their easy, meandering conversation, stories about previous students, about the particular strange demands of groundskeeping at an academy full of ambitious young Alchemists, about nothing in particular and everything at once, the comfortable, unhurried talk of two people who had clearly settled into genuine friendship across the quiet stretch of break.

BRR: How was home? If you don't mind my asking.

Corin considered how much to share, the old careful instinct rising automatically, and found, somewhat to his own surprise, that he did not particularly want to guard this the way he guarded most things.

COR: Difficult, at first. Better, by the end.
BRR: That's good. I'm glad.
COR: My father was injured. Some months ago, at our northern border. He won't walk again.

He said it plainly, the particular honest directness that had, across two weeks at home, slowly become easier to summon, and Briar's expression sobered immediately, genuine sympathy replacing the earlier easy amusement.

BRR: I'm sorry, Corin. That's genuinely difficult.
COR: It was. It's becoming less so. I learned a great deal, being there. About him. About what actually needs doing, when difficult things happen to people you care about.
BVN: Sounds like a hard kind of learning.
COR: The hardest, probably. Also, somehow, the most worthwhile.

Bevan nodded slowly, refilling Corin's bowl without being asked, the same quiet, unassuming generosity he'd apparently offered Briar throughout the entire break, and Corin, accepting it, felt something in his chest that had remained carefully guarded across most of his time at Solmere so far settle, unexpectedly, into something considerably warmer. Briar told another story, something about Finn's increasingly elaborate attempts to convince the whole cohort that a particular hedge in the eastern gardens was, in fact, sentient and mildly hostile, and Bevan interjected his own dry, unhurried commentary throughout, and Corin, sitting at the small shared table with warm stew in his hands and the cold winter morning settling comfortably around them, found himself, without any particular effort or decision behind it, genuinely, thoroughly smiling. It was not his usual composed, careful expression.

It reached his eyes properly, unguarded, the particular full warmth of someone caught entirely off guard by simple, unearned happiness, and Briar, noticing it mid-story, paused for just a moment, something quietly pleased crossing his own features at the sight.

BRR: You should do that more often.
COR: Do what?
BRR: Smile like that. Properly, I mean. Not the polite version you usually manage.

Corin, catching himself, felt the old careful composure attempt to reassert itself automatically, and then, for reasons he couldn't fully articulate even to himself, simply let it be instead, the smile remaining exactly where it was.

COR: Maybe I will.

The three of them continued through the meal together as the winter morning slowly warmed toward midday, easy conversation and shared warmth settling comfortably over the small table, and Corin, four days removed from a promise made in firelight and considerably further removed from the guarded, composed boy who had first arrived at Solmere months before, found the whole moment settling into something he recognized, with quiet surprise, as genuine, uncomplicated belonging.




[ Some transformations happen loudly, in a single dramatic moment. Others simply arrive quietly, over shared stew, in the unguarded shape of a smile that finally, properly reaches someone's eyes. ]
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