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Chapter 283: The Theories

The full group reassembled at breakfast on the first morning of the new term, and it took Elsie exactly four minutes to notice that something had fundamentally changed about two of their number.

ELS: Corin smiled at me.

She said it in the particular hushed, scandalized whisper reserved for genuinely alarming news, and Arthur, following her gaze across the refectory, found Corin seated with Talon, engaged in what appeared to be an entirely ordinary conversation, wearing an expression that was, admittedly, considerably less rigid than his usual composed neutrality.

ART: He smiled at you?
ELS: When I said good morning. A real one. It reached his eyes.
YSE: That is genuinely alarming.
FNN: WHAT'S ALARMING?

He'd arrived mid-conversation with his usual total volume, dropping into his seat with a tray piled considerably higher than breakfast strictly required.

ELS: Corin smiled at me. Properly.
FNN: Corin doesn't smile. Corin has one facial expression and it's mild disapproval.
BRR: That's not entirely fair.
FNN: When have you EVER seen Corin smile, Briar?

Briar, considering the question with more genuine thought than Finn's rhetorical framing had probably intended, found himself, somewhat awkwardly, without an easy answer.

BRR: I mean. He's been in fairly good spirits since break, actually.
FNN: SEE. Something's happened. Something's clearly happened to him over the break and nobody's told the rest of us.

Elsie leaned forward with the particular focused intensity of someone building a genuine investigation.

ELS: And you.
BRR: Me?
ELS: You failed your research project. You told us that yourself, first thing this morning. And yet you seem remarkably at peace about it. Suspiciously at peace, if I'm being honest.
BRR: I made peace with a limitation. That's not suspicious, that's simply maturity.
FNN: Nobody achieves maturity over a two week break, Briar. That's not how maturity works.
BRR: I genuinely don't know what to tell you.

Yseult, who had been listening with the particular sharp attention she brought to any genuine puzzle, set down her own utensils with quiet deliberation.

YSE: I have a theory.
ELS: Go on.
YSE: They fell in love. Over the break. With each other.

The table went silent.

BRR: WHAT?
FNN: OH MY GOD.
BRR: THAT'S NOT WHAT HAPPENED.
YSE: It's the only theory that explains both of you being simultaneously, uncharacteristically content. Shared secret happiness. Classic symptoms.
BRR: Corin and I barely spoke during break!
FNN: DID YOU, THOUGH? DID YOU BARELY SPEAK, OR DID SOMETHING ELSE HAPPEN THAT YOU'RE NOT TELLING US ABOUT?
BRR: We had breakfast together exactly once, three days before term started, purely by coincidence!
ELS: That sounds like a date.
BRR: IT WASN'T A DATE. BEVAN WAS THERE.
FNN: WHO'S BEVAN?
BRR: The groundskeeper. He makes excellent stew. It's a whole separate thing, entirely unrelated to whatever theory Yseult's currently constructing.
FNN: A THIRD PERSON. THIS IS EVEN MORE SUSPICIOUS NOW.

Across the refectory, apparently having caught some fragment of the escalating volume, Corin glanced over with mild, distant curiosity, and the entire table immediately, unconvincingly, attempted to look like they hadn't been discussing him.

ELS: Act normal.
FNN: I AM NORMAL.
ELS: You're doing the opposite of normal right now, Finn.

Mira, who had been quietly eating her own breakfast throughout the entire exchange without comment, finally spoke, her voice carrying the particular understated observation she brought to most things.

MRA: Maybe something simply happened at home. Something good. It doesn't have to be a conspiracy.

The table considered this.

FNN: That's considerably less interesting than my theory.
MRA: I didn't say it was interesting. I said it was probably true.
YSE: She has a point. Occam's razor and all that.
FNN: I don't accept Occam's razor as a legitimate investigative principle.
BRR: Is it because it consistently disproves your theories?
FNN: THAT'S IRRELEVANT.

The conversation continued in this vein for a considerable while longer, theories growing progressively more elaborate, Finn's contributions escalating from secret romance to secret royal lineage to, at one memorable point, the suggestion that both Corin and Briar had been secretly replaced by doppelgangers over the break, a theory that even Finn himself seemed to recognize as a stretch almost immediately upon proposing it. Arthur, listening to the whole increasingly absurd discussion unfold, found himself, mostly, simply glad that both Corin and Briar seemed genuinely, quietly happier than they had been before break, whatever the actual, considerably less dramatic explanation turned out to be. He did not share this observation aloud, recognizing, correctly, that it would do nothing to slow the momentum of Finn's ongoing theorizing.

ELS: What do you think happened, Arthur?
ART: I think you should probably just ask them directly, instead of constructing elaborate theories from across the room.

The table considered this suggestion with the particular universal disappointment of people being offered a sensible solution to a problem they were having considerably more fun investigating dramatically.

FNN: That takes all the mystery out of it.
ART: That's rather the point of asking directly.
YSE: He has a point. Boring, but valid.
FNN: I refuse to accept boring and valid over interesting and unproven.
BRR: That explains a great deal about your midterm results, honestly.
FNN: THAT'S UNRELATED AND ALSO HURTFUL.

The breakfast continued in its familiar, chaotic register, and across the room, entirely unaware of the considerable speculation their newfound contentment had generated, Corin and Talon continued their own quiet conversation, and Arthur, watching the whole scene with the particular fond amusement that had become, across a single term, an increasingly familiar feeling, found himself genuinely looking forward to whatever the new term had waiting for all of them.




[ Given the choice between a simple truth and an elaborate mystery, most people, if they're honest with themselves, will choose the mystery every single time. ]




Chapter 284: Registration Day

The announcement went up on the central courtyard notice board on a bright, cold morning three weeks into the new term, and Finn discovered it before anyone else in the group had even finished breakfast.

FNN: THE SPORTS FESTIVAL IS IN TWO WEEKS.

He announced this by bursting into the refectory at a dead sprint, skidding slightly on the polished floor, and arriving at their usual table with an energy that suggested he'd run the entire distance from the notice board without pausing.

BRR: We know. It's an annual event. It happens every year.
FNN: I KNOW IT'S ANNUAL, BRIAR, THAT'S NOT THE POINT. THE POINT IS REGISTRATION OPENS TODAY AND I NEED EVERYONE TO COMMIT TO EVENTS IMMEDIATELY.
ELS: Why immediately?
FNN: BECAUSE THE GOOD EVENTS FILL UP FAST. LAST YEAR THE RELAY TEAMS WERE FULL BY LUNCH.

He produced, from somewhere within his robes, a folded piece of parchment covered in his own frantic handwriting, diagrams and lists crossed out and rewritten multiple times, the particular chaotic evidence of someone who had clearly been planning this for considerably longer than the notice board had technically existed.

FNN: I've already drafted our team assignments.
YSE: You've drafted them. Without asking any of us.
FNN: I asked myself what would be best for the group, and then I answered on everyone's behalf. It's more efficient this way.
BRR: That's not how consent works, Finn.
FNN: Consent is for things that matter. This is a SPORTS FESTIVAL.

He unfolded the parchment with dramatic flourish, revealing a considerably more elaborate document than the situation seemed to require, complete with a small hand-drawn diagram of the festival grounds and what appeared to be strategic notations regarding optimal event timing.

FNN: Alright. Listen carefully. Briar, you're doing the academic relay, obviously, given your general aptitude for anything requiring rapid information retrieval.
BRR: I suppose that's reasonable.
FNN: Elsie, precision wind-navigation course, since your control's considerably better than your raw power, which plays to your strengths.
ELS: That's actually a fair assessment.
FNN: Yseult, open Alchemy demonstration, because you're going to win regardless of what event I put you in, so we might as well let you win somewhere impressive.
YSE: I appreciate the confidence.
FNN: Mira, the strategy tournament, since you think more clearly under pressure than anyone I've ever met.

Mira, considering this, offered a small, surprised nod of acknowledgment.

FNN: Arthur-

He paused, his usual rapid momentum stalling slightly, and Arthur, watching the hesitation, felt a small flicker of concern.

FNN: I genuinely don't know what to put you in. You don't have an ability to showcase in the ability-specific events, and the physical events feel almost unfair given whatever it is you're capable of doing that none of us fully understand yet.

The table went briefly quiet, the particular careful silence that settled whenever Arthur's unusual situation surfaced directly, and Arthur, feeling the weight of it, considered the question honestly.

ART: What events don't require an ability at all?
FNN: There's the endurance course. Straight physical trial, no abilities permitted, purely conditioning and technique.
ART: That one, then.
FNN: Are you sure? It's genuinely brutal. Most people who attempt it without an ability boosting their stamina drop out halfway.
ART: I've had six years of sword forms and considerably more stubbornness than sense. I think I'll manage.

Finn studied him for a moment, something considering crossing his usually chaotic expression, and then nodded with sudden, decisive approval.

FNN: I like this energy. Endurance course it is.
BRR: What about you? What event have you assigned yourself?
FNN: I'm doing everything.

The table stared at him.

ELS: Everything?
FNN: Every event that permits multiple entries. It's an efficient use of the festival's full duration, and also I simply enjoy competing.
BRR: That's not efficient, Finn, that's exhausting.
FNN: Efficiency and exhaustion aren't mutually exclusive.

He rolled up his parchment with the particular satisfied finality of someone who considered the matter entirely settled, and Arthur, watching him prepare to launch into whatever came next in his elaborate planning, found himself, despite everything, genuinely looking forward to watching the whole chaotic spectacle unfold.

Registration itself, when they finally reached the courtyard table an hour later, proved considerably more disorganized than Finn's careful planning had apparently accounted for.

The line stretched halfway across the courtyard, students calling out event names to a harried-looking upperclassman managing the registration ledger, and Finn, upon reaching the front, attempted to register for what turned out to be seven separate events simultaneously, causing the poor upperclassman visible distress.

UPP: You can only register for four events maximum. It's in the rules.
FNN: SINCE WHEN?
UPP: Since the rules were written. Which was before either of us were born, presumably.
FNN: That seems like an arbitrary limitation.
UPP: It's to prevent exactly what you're currently attempting to do.

Finn, visibly wounded by this revelation, spent a considerable further stretch of time agonizing over which three events to eliminate from his original seven, muttering calculations under his breath while the line behind him grew progressively more impatient, and Arthur, waiting his own turn with the rest of the group, found the whole spectacle genuinely, thoroughly entertaining.

ELS: This is taking forever.
YSE: Watching Finn make decisions under pressure is its own kind of entertainment, though.
BRR: He's been standing there for ten minutes.
FNN: I'M THINKING STRATEGICALLY.

He eventually settled on four events, registered with visible reluctance at having to abandon his original ambitions, and stepped aside to let the rest of the group finally register their own single events with considerably less drama.

By the time they finished, the whole group stood together in the cold afternoon light, officially committed to the festival two weeks hence, and Finn, having apparently fully recovered from his registration disappointment, was already deep into strategic planning for how he intended to approach his four remaining events.

FNN: We should start training immediately. All of us. As a group. Mutual support and encouragement.
BRR: The festival's in two weeks, Finn.
FNN: Exactly. Two weeks is barely enough time to properly prepare.
ELS: You've had this planned since before the notice even went up, haven't you.
FNN: I refuse to answer that question on principle.

The group made their way back across the courtyard together, Finn already outlining an elaborate, entirely unrealistic training schedule that nobody else had any intention of actually following, and Arthur, walking alongside them in the cold, bright afternoon, felt the particular easy anticipation of something genuinely fun approaching, the whole chaotic energy of the group settling comfortably into whatever came next.




[ Some plans survive contact with reality. Others simply provide an excellent excuse for chaos, which, more often than not, turns out to be considerably more entertaining anyway. ]




Chapter 285: The Betting Sheet

Combat conditioning ran through the middle of most afternoons, the whole cohort working through drills under Instructor Sutton's watchful, exacting eye, and it was during a brief pause between exercises, the group catching their breath along the yard's low stone wall, that Briar noticed Finn hunched over a folded piece of paper with unusual, suspicious focus.

BRR: What are you doing?
FNN: Nothing.
BRR: You're being furtive. You're never furtive. It's deeply out of character.
FNN: I'm simply reviewing some private notes.

Briar, recognizing the particular quality of Finn's evasiveness as a near-guarantee that something worth investigating was happening, leaned over without asking permission and got a clear look at the paper before Finn could properly fold it away. It was, unmistakably, a betting sheet, covered in Finn's frantic handwriting, event names down one column, odds and predictions scrawled beside each, and Briar, scanning quickly down the list, found his own name listed clearly beside the academic relay. Beside it, in Finn's own handwriting: Briar - unlikely. Bet against.

BRR: You bet against me.
FNN: That's not-
BRR: You bet against me, Finn. In my own event. The one you personally assigned me to, because, and I quote, my general aptitude for anything requiring rapid information retrieval.
FNN: The odds simply favored someone else this particular round!
BRR: WHO?
FNN: Corin's cousin, apparently. Visiting relative, competing as a guest entry. Word is she's exceptional at rapid retrieval tasks.
BRR: AND YOU DIDN'T THINK TO MENTION THIS BEFORE ASSIGNING ME TO THAT EXACT EVENT?

The commotion had, by this point, drawn the attention of several nearby classmates, and Elsie, catching sight of the paper still clutched in Briar's outraged hands, crossed over with immediate, sharpening interest.

ELS: What's happening?
BRR: Finn bet against me. In my own event.
ELS: He did WHAT?

She snatched the paper before Finn could properly protest, scanning down the list with rapidly growing indignation, and Arthur, watching from a few feet away, saw her expression shift through several stages of betrayal in quick succession.

ELS: He's got me down as unlikely too! In the precision course! The event I'm ACTUALLY GOOD AT!
FNN: The odds shifted after a transfer student's course times leaked-
ELS: WHAT TRANSFER STUDENT?

By now the whole immediate area had gathered, the entire cohort's collective curiosity thoroughly engaged, and Yseult, arriving at the center of the commotion with her usual sharp attention, took one look at the sheet and burst out laughing.

YSE: He's got me down as a lock to win. Finally, some sense on this ridiculous document.
FNN: You ARE a lock to win, that's just accurate assessment.
YSE: I appreciate being spared your betrayal, at least.

Mira, arriving quietly at the edge of the growing crowd, peered at the sheet over someone's shoulder and made a small, surprised sound.

MRA: He's got me favored too. In the strategy tournament.
FNN: Also accurate! I'm not entirely without loyalty, you'll notice, I simply follow the data wherever it leads me.
BRR: THE DATA LED YOU TO BETTING AGAINST YOUR OWN FRIENDS.
FNN: The data doesn't care about friendship, Briar. That's rather the entire point of data.

The crowd's collective disappointment had, by this point, solidified into something approaching genuine outrage, several classmates who barely knew Briar or Elsie personally nonetheless voicing solidarity purely on principle, and Finn, finding himself increasingly surrounded and increasingly without allies, drew himself up with the particular defensive dignity of someone committed to defending an indefensible position purely out of stubbornness.

FNN: You don't make money betting on the favorites.

The declaration landed into a silence that somehow managed to be both stunned and deeply unimpressed.

BRR: THAT'S NOT THE POINT.
FNN: It's entirely the point! If everyone simply bet on who they liked, the whole system would collapse! Someone has to bet on the underdogs, or there's no actual profit margin in the enterprise at all!
ELS: You're betting REAL MONEY on this?
FNN: A modest amount. For entertainment purposes primarily. The profit motive is secondary.
BRR: You said profit margin about eight seconds ago!
FNN: Both things can be true simultaneously!

Arthur, who had been observing the entire escalating spectacle with considerable amusement, noticed, almost as an afterthought, that his own name hadn't come up anywhere in the ongoing commotion, and found himself, with mild curiosity rather than any particular concern, reaching for the sheet himself. Elsie handed it over without comment, still visibly aggrieved on her own behalf, and Arthur scanned down toward the endurance course listing. His own name sat there, beside a blank space where odds should have been, and a small note in Finn's handwriting that simply read: No data available. Nobody's taking bets on him either way.

ART: I'm not even on the board properly.

The commotion around them paused, several heads turning toward him with sudden, collective attention.

FNN: It's not personal! Nobody knows what to make of the endurance course odds because nobody's ever seen anyone do what you apparently did to that lightning bolt, so the whole betting community's simply too uncertain to commit either direction.
ELS: That's ridiculous. He should absolutely be favored.
FNN: Favored based on WHAT data, Elsie? One incident, years ago, that nobody present at this academy actually witnessed firsthand? The betting community operates on verified information, not secondhand legend.
BRR: You're doing this AGAIN. Dismissing people based on incomplete information.
FNN: I'm not DISMISSING anyone, I'm simply reporting the current state of uncertainty!

Arthur, listening to the whole increasingly heated exchange with genuine amusement rather than any real sting, found himself, somewhat unexpectedly, entirely unbothered by his own absence from the betting board. There had been a time, he understood clearly, standing in the cold training yard with the whole commotion continuing around him, when being overlooked this completely might have cut considerably deeper. He thought, briefly and without much weight, of a scorched schoolyard, of a word that had once followed him like weather. It did not touch him the same way now.

ART: It's fine, Finn.
FNN: It's not FINE, it's a gap in the market, and I fully intend to place a substantial bet on you myself the moment actual odds get established, purely for strategic advantage.
ART: That's not quite what I meant, but thank you.
ELS: I'll bet on you too. Properly. Not for strategic advantage, just because I actually believe you'll do well.

She said it with the particular fierce loyalty that had defined their friendship since a well and a schoolyard fence, years and a lifetime ago, and Arthur, meeting her eyes, felt something warm settle into his chest despite the whole ridiculous commotion still unfolding around them.

BRR: I'll bet on him too, honestly. And I'd like it formally noted that I still haven't forgiven Finn for his own betrayal.
FNN: Noted. Grudgingly. Can we please return to conditioning drills before Instructor Sutton notices we've all abandoned our stretches in favor of an impromptu financial scandal?

The group dispersed reluctantly back toward their exercises, the commotion gradually settling, though Finn continued muttering calculations under his breath for the remainder of the session, apparently already revising his entire betting strategy in light of the morning's developments, and Arthur, returning to his own drills, found the whole absurd episode settling into something he could genuinely laugh about, the particular easy comfort of being surrounded by people who, whatever their occasionally questionable betting practices, would absolutely, reliably, choose his side when it actually mattered.




[ Being overlooked stops mattering, eventually, once you've surrounded yourself with people who never once, not for a single moment, actually overlooked you themselves. ]




Chapter 286: The Opening Ceremony

The festival grounds transformed overnight, the wide eastern fields that ordinarily hosted nothing more dramatic than routine combat drills now strung with colorful banners in each house's particular colors, temporary stands rising along the field's edges to accommodate the whole assembled student body, and a raised platform constructed at the grounds' center where, Arthur understood from the printed schedule tucked into his pocket, the opening remarks would shortly begin.

FNN: This is it. This is genuinely it.

He'd arrived early, dressed already in whatever combination of practical gear he'd assembled for his own four events, and practically vibrated with the particular contained energy of someone who had been anticipating this exact morning for weeks.

BRR: You say that like you haven't been talking about nothing else since registration.
FNN: I've been talking about the ANTICIPATION of it. This is different. This is the ACTUAL THING.

The whole group had gathered near the eastern stands, the full assembled cast of the past several months standing together in the cold, bright morning, and Arthur, looking around at all of them, Elsie already stretching with focused concentration, Yseult examining her own hands with the particular confident satisfaction of someone entirely certain of her own upcoming performance, Mira quiet and composed at the group's edge, Corin standing slightly apart with Talon and, Arthur noted with interest, a young woman he didn't recognize who bore an unmistakable family resemblance, found himself struck by the sheer accumulated warmth of it, months of friendship condensed into one bright, anticipatory morning.

COR: This is Rosalind. My cousin.

He said it with the particular formal introduction his family's manner always seemed to require, and the young woman beside him offered a warm, easy smile that carried none of Corin's usual careful reserve.

ROS: You must be the group he's been writing about. It's lovely to finally put faces to names.
ELS: He's been writing about us?
ROS: Extensively, actually. Though I'll admit he'd deny it if pressed.

Corin's expression carried the particular controlled discomfort of someone whose private correspondence had just been revealed without his consent, and the group's collective, delighted attention immediately shifted toward him with open amusement.

FNN: HE'S BEEN WRITING ABOUT US?
COR: I mention you occasionally. In passing. It's hardly extensive.
ROS: He described Elsie as, and I'm quoting directly, formidable in ways that continue to surprise him.
ELS: Did he really.
COR: Rosalind.
ROS: And Arthur as someone whose rivalry he considers, again quoting, the most genuinely interesting development of his entire academic career so far.

Arthur, catching Corin's mortified expression, found himself, despite the moment's teasing edge, genuinely warmed by the revelation, and Corin, apparently recognizing the futility of further protest, simply sighed with the particular resignation of someone who had clearly underestimated his cousin's willingness to expose him.

COR: I regret inviting you.
ROS: No you don't.
COR: No. I suppose I don't.

The platform at the field's center drew everyone's attention as Headmistress Wysteria ascended it, her presence commanding immediate, respectful quiet from the assembled crowd, the particular authority she carried without ever needing to raise her voice to claim it.

WYS: Welcome, all of you, to Solmere's Annual Sports Festival.

Her voice carried easily across the whole field, and Arthur, watching her from the crowd, found himself, as always, drawn to the particular quality of attention she brought to everything, the faint iridescent shimmer along her collarbone catching the morning light as she turned to address different sections of the gathered students.

WYS: This festival exists for a purpose beyond simple competition, though competition, certainly, is part of its value. It exists to remind each of you that strength takes many shapes. Some of you will compete today using the gifts your souls granted you at birth. Others will compete using skills built through years of deliberate, patient effort. Both are worth celebrating equally. Neither is worth more than the other.

She paused, her gaze moving slowly across the crowd, and Arthur, though he could not have said precisely why, felt certain, for one brief moment, that her attention had settled on him specifically before continuing onward.

WYS: I ask each of you, competitors and spectators alike, to remember that today is not simply about who wins. It is about what each of you discovers, in the effort of trying, about the shape of your own particular strength. Compete with honor. Compete with joy. And remember that the person standing across from you deserves your full respect, regardless of what today's outcome ultimately reveals.

She stepped back from the platform's edge, and the crowd's applause rose warm and enthusiastic, and Instructor Sutton, taking her place at the platform's front with rather less ceremony, began reading through the day's event schedule in his characteristic brisk, efficient register.

SUT: Academic relay begins in twenty minutes at the eastern pavilion. Precision navigation course opens simultaneously at the northern field. Alchemy demonstrations and strategy tournament both convene at midday, in the central hall and the eastern hall. Dueling showcase begins after lunch at the main arena. Endurance course concludes the day's individual events at the western track.

He looked up from his notes, his expression carrying its usual weary, unbothered patience.

SUT: Get to your events. Don't be late. I have neither patience nor sympathy for tardiness on festival days specifically.

The crowd began dispersing toward their various events, the whole field dissolving into organized, purposeful chaos, and Arthur, checking his own schedule, found he had several hours yet before the endurance course began, and turned to the rest of the group with the particular anticipation of watching people he cared about compete at things they'd worked hard toward.

ELS: Come watch me first. Northern field.
ART: Wouldn't miss it.
YSE: And then the demonstration hall, obviously.
ART: Obviously.
BRR: And the relay, before that, if you don't mind. I could use the moral support, given certain people's betting practices.

He directed a pointed look toward Finn, who raised both hands in a gesture of exaggerated innocence.

FNN: I've fully revised my position on that matter.
BRR: You bet against me AGAIN this morning, didn't you?!
FNN: The odds simply remained unfavorable!

The group's familiar bickering carried them across the field toward their various destinations, and Arthur, walking among them in the cold, bright morning, the whole festival's colorful, anticipatory energy settling comfortably around him, found himself entirely, thoroughly looking forward to whatever the day had waiting.




[ Some mornings arrive carrying nothing more than themselves. Others arrive carrying the accumulated weight of months of friendship, competition, and quiet, patient growth, dressed up as something as simple as a school festival. ]




Chapter 287: The Locked Study

The academic relay, Briar discovered upon arriving at the eastern pavilion, bore almost no resemblance to what its name suggested. He had expected trivia, perhaps, or rapid retrieval of obscure historical facts, the kind of straightforward knowledge contest that would have played comfortably to his established strengths. What he found instead was an elaborately staged room, constructed within the pavilion's largest hall, dressed to resemble a wealthy merchant's private study, complete with a heavy oak desk, tall bookshelves, and, sprawled dramatically across a fine rug near the hearth, the unmoving form of a man clearly meant to represent the study's owner. A proctor stood near the room's entrance, consulting a clipboard.

PROC: Colton, Briar. Ashby, Rosalind. You're paired for this heat.

Rosalind arrived a moment later, dressed practically, her expression carrying the particular focused eagerness of someone genuinely looking forward to the challenge ahead rather than simply the competition itself.

ROS: A murder mystery. How delightfully unexpected.
BRR: I was told this was an academic relay.
ROS: I imagine deduction counts as academic, technically.

The proctor gestured them both toward the staged study's entrance.

PROC: The rules are simple. You have access to the same scene, the same witnesses, at the same time. First to correctly name the culprit, with adequate supporting reasoning, wins the heat. You may question the witnesses in any order, examine the scene freely, but you may not physically interfere with evidence or coach each other, obviously.
BRR: Obviously.
PROC: The victim is Aldric Fenmore, a wealthy merchant, found dead in his locked study following a private dinner party held two evenings prior, within the scenario's timeline. Five guests were present that evening. Any of them had opportunity. Begin whenever you're ready.

Briar and Rosalind exchanged a brief, assessing glance, the particular mutual respect of two people about to genuinely compete, and stepped into the staged study together. The body, upon closer examination, proved to be a remarkably committed piece of staging, an actual student volunteer lying perfectly still despite the room's considerable activity, and Briar, crouching beside the fallen "victim," noted the careful details someone had clearly put considerable thought into arranging. A wine glass sat overturned near the victim's outstretched hand, a dark stain spreading across the rug beneath it. A second, untouched glass sat properly upright on the desk several feet away.

BRR: Two glasses.
ROS: I noticed that too.

They moved through the room together, and Briar found himself, despite the pressure of direct competition, genuinely enjoying the careful puzzle of it, examining the desk's contents, a half-finished letter, its final line trailing off mid-sentence as though interrupted, a small, locked drawer that the proctor confirmed, upon request, had been forced open sometime after the body's discovery. The first witness waited in an adjoining chamber, and Briar recognized him immediately despite the elaborate costume.

FNN: I DIDN'T DO IT.

He announced this before either investigator had asked a single question, his expression carrying the particular theatrical guilt of someone entirely incapable of subtlety even in service of a scripted role.

BRR: We haven't accused you of anything yet.
FNN: I'm simply establishing my innocence PREEMPTIVELY. As his business partner, I had ABSOLUTELY NO REASON to want Aldric dead, despite what certain financial records MIGHT suggest if examined closely, which they SHOULDN'T be, because there's NOTHING to find.

Rosalind's eyebrows rose with visible interest.

ROS: What financial records?
FNN: I DIDN'T SAY ANYTHING ABOUT FINANCIAL RECORDS.
BRR: You said financial records twice, Finn.
FNN: THAT'S NOT MY NAME IN THIS SCENARIO, I'M PLAYING A CHARACTER.

He straightened, attempting, with limited success, to reassert some measure of theatrical composure.

FNN: I am Cornelius Whitmore, devoted business partner of the late Aldric Fenmore, and I categorically deny any involvement in his tragic and completely natural demise.
BRR: Nobody said it was natural.
FNN: I'M SAYING IT WAS NATURAL. I'M ESTABLISHING THAT NOW.

Briar exchanged a brief, amused glance with Rosalind, both of them recognizing, with equal clarity, that whatever genuine clues existed in the scenario, Finn's performance was providing considerably more comedy than actual investigative value. They moved to the second witness, and found Yseult reclined elegantly across a chaise, playing her role with theatrical relish.

YSE: I suppose you've come to ask about the inheritance.
ROS: Should we have?
YSE: Everyone always assumes the young wife married for money. It's terribly predictable, though I won't pretend the assumption is entirely baseless in my particular case.

She examined her own nails with studied disinterest, the particular performance of someone thoroughly enjoying the dramatic license of playing morally ambiguous.

YSE: Aldric and I were not, shall we say, a passionate match. But I assure you, murder seems like considerably more effort than simply waiting. He was not, despite appearances, a young man.
BRR: Where were you when the dinner party concluded?
YSE: In my own chambers, alone, which is unfortunately not an alibi anyone can verify, as I'm sure you've already deduced.

She smiled, the particular sharp, satisfied expression of someone enjoying being genuinely suspicious, and offered nothing further despite several follow-up questions from both investigators. The third witness proved considerably more difficult to draw out. Talon, playing the estranged son with a brooding intensity that felt, if anything, more natural than performed, answered most questions with clipped, minimal responses, his character's resentment toward his deceased father clearly evident without ever quite crossing into open confession.

TLN: He cut me from the will three years ago. Everyone at that dinner knew it. I've had no reason to hide my feelings on the matter, and I see no reason to start now, even under these particular circumstances.
ROS: That's rather convenient honesty.
TLN: Or it's simply honesty. Sometimes the two aren't mutually exclusive.

Briar, listening to the careful, deliberate way Talon delivered each response, found himself uncertain whether the character's evident bitterness was meant to implicate him directly or simply establish him as an obvious, misleading suspect, the particular ambiguity that separated a genuinely well-constructed mystery from a simple, obvious answer. They had two witnesses remaining, and the study's clock, visible on the mantle, continued its steady, competitive countdown toward whatever deadline the proctors had established. Rosalind glanced toward Briar with something considering behind her expression.

ROS: You're taking this rather seriously.
BRR: It's an actual puzzle. I enjoy puzzles.
ROS: So do I, evidently. I suspect that's going to make this considerably more interesting than either of us anticipated.

She said it with genuine warmth rather than any competitive edge, and Briar, despite the pressure of the ongoing contest, found himself, unexpectedly, glad of the company, and turned with her toward the remaining two witnesses, the mystery's true shape still, for now, carefully hidden beneath layers of theatrical misdirection and genuine, accumulating clues.




[ A good mystery never announces its answer directly. It simply scatters the truth across enough misdirection that finding it becomes its own particular, satisfying reward. ]




Chapter 288: The Physician's Error

The fourth witness waited near the study's far window, and Briar recognized Elsie immediately despite her elaborate costume, a sharp, expensive gown that suited her performance's evident hostility.

ELS: If you're here to ask whether I wanted Aldric Fenmore dead, the answer is obviously yes, though wanting and doing remain, I'd point out, two entirely separate matters.
ROS: That's remarkably direct.
ELS: I see no reason for subtlety. Everyone at that dinner knew about our rivalry. He undercut my prices for three straight seasons, deliberately, purely to drive me from the eastern trade routes. I've made no secret of my feelings toward the man, living or otherwise.
BRR: Where were you when he died?
ELS: In the dining hall, with the other guests, in full view of at least three people who could confirm as much, which I imagine makes me considerably less interesting as a suspect than you'd hoped.

She said it with a small, satisfied smile, the particular pleasure of someone playing morally sharp-edged but ultimately eliminable, and Briar, noting the specific alibi's apparent solidity, felt something in the puzzle's shape shifting toward a smaller, more manageable set of possibilities. They moved to the final witness.

Instructor Julian waited in a small side chamber dressed as the household physician, and Briar noted immediately the particular clinical precision he brought to the role, considerably more detailed and technically accurate than any of the previous witnesses' performances had managed.

JUL: I examined him myself, shortly after he was discovered. Heart failure, most likely. He'd suffered from a weak heart for years, a condition I'd been treating him for privately.
ROS: What time would you estimate death occurred?
JUL: Based on the body's condition when I examined it, I'd place it within the hour before he was discovered. Perhaps slightly before the other guests retired for the evening.

He delivered the assessment with total, professional confidence, the particular authoritative certainty of someone whose expertise the investigators had little immediate cause to question, and Briar, listening, found himself, for a long moment, entirely prepared to accept the physician's testimony at face value. Rosalind, beside him, had gone very still.

ROS: The wine glass.

She said it quietly, almost to herself, and crossed back toward the study's center where the overturned glass still sat, its dark stain spread across the rug beneath it, and Briar, following her, watched her crouch beside it with sudden, focused attention.

ROS: What kind of stain does this look like to you?

Briar examined it properly for the first time, really examined it, and felt something click into place with the particular satisfying certainty of a puzzle's final piece finding its correct position.

BRR: It's spread too widely for a quick spill. Look at the edges, they're gradual, not sharp. This wasn't knocked over suddenly. It leaked out slowly, over time, after he was already down.
ROS: Which means-
BRR: Which means whatever was in that glass took time to work. A slow-acting poison, not something that would kill within minutes.

They looked at each other, the same realization arriving in both of them at nearly the identical moment, and Briar felt the particular electric urgency of a solution finally, properly assembling itself.

BRR: The physician said death occurred within the hour before discovery. But if the poison was slow-acting, and the glass leaked out gradually rather than spilling all at once-
ROS: Then death occurred considerably earlier than he claimed.
BRR: Which he would know. As the physician. He'd know exactly how long that particular poison took to work, because-

He turned back toward the small side chamber, the whole shape of the mystery finally, completely visible.

BRR: Because he's the one who administered it.

He said it aloud, clearly, loud enough to carry, and the proctor, who had been observing from the room's edge, stepped forward with a small, satisfied nod.

PROC: Colton, Briar. You've named your culprit. State your full reasoning.

Briar gathered himself, the pieces settling into their final, complete shape.

BRR: Instructor Julian, playing the physician, poisoned Aldric Fenmore. The wine glass shows evidence of slow leakage rather than a sudden spill, indicating the poison took considerable time to fully work. But the physician's own testimony placed death within the hour before discovery, a timeline that doesn't match the physical evidence at all. He would have known the poison's actual working time, being the one with medical expertise and, we can reasonably infer, access to the poison itself. The false timeline was meant to obscure his own involvement, likely providing himself a false alibi for whenever the actual poisoning occurred.

The proctor consulted a small card.

PROC: And motive?

Briar considered this, working back through everything they'd gathered.

BRR: The business partner. Cornelius, Finn's character. He mentioned financial records he shouldn't have mentioned, twice, suggesting embezzlement he was desperate to hide. I'd guess the physician was paid to eliminate Fenmore before the embezzlement was discovered, making it look like natural causes given his known heart condition. A convenient cover, if you already knew the man's medical history intimately.

The proctor's expression shifted into open, approving satisfaction.

PROC: Correct. Full marks, Colton, Briar. Congratulations.

The staged room, for one suspended moment, held its collective silence, and then Instructor Julian, breaking character entirely, offered a small, genuinely impressed nod from the side chamber.

JUL: Well reasoned. Most competitors miss the leakage pattern entirely.

Rosalind, beside Briar, let out a breath that carried real, ungrudging admiration rather than any disappointment.

ROS: That was excellent deduction.
BRR: You spotted the wine glass first.
ROS: You made the connection to the timeline faster than I did. Credit where it's due.

She extended a hand, and Briar, shaking it, found the whole competitive tension of the past hour resolving into something considerably warmer, the particular mutual respect of two people who had genuinely enjoyed matching wits against each other, regardless of the final outcome.

ROS: Corin didn't exaggerate about your group, you know. He said you were all considerably more interesting than most people he'd met. I begin to see what he meant.
BRR: High praise, from him.
ROS: The highest, actually, though he'd never admit as much directly.

They left the staged study together, the whole elaborate scenario already being reset for the next pair of competitors, and Briar, stepping back out into the cold festival morning, found the whole disorienting, competitive final week finally, properly worth it, the particular satisfaction of a puzzle solved and a rivalry conducted with genuine mutual respect rather than any real bitterness settling comfortably into him. Somewhere behind him, he could hear Finn already loudly, enthusiastically recounting his own performance to anyone who'd listen, apparently having decided that his role as an unconvincing suspect had been, in his own estimation, a triumphant piece of theater regardless of how thoroughly it had actually implicated him. Briar, listening, found himself laughing properly for the first time all morning.




[ The best rivalries are rarely about proving someone else wrong. They are, more often, about two people discovering, together, how much further they can push each other toward being genuinely right. ]




Chapter 289: What Surprised Him

The northern field had been transformed for the precision navigation course, a winding path marked by suspended rings students needed to pass wind currents through cleanly, culminating in a series of distant targets requiring careful, controlled bursts to strike. Elsie found Rowan waiting at the starting line, stretching with the particular easy confidence of someone who had never once had reason to doubt his own performance in an event built entirely around his specialty.

RWN: Ready to lose?
ELS: Confident, for someone who hasn't seen me train in months.
RWN: I don't need to see you train. I've got four years and considerably more raw output than you do. That's simply arithmetic.

He said it without malice, the particular easy teasing they'd shared their whole lives, and Elsie, taking her position beside him, felt something private and stubborn settle into her chest, the same quiet determination that had carried her through weeks of cold, solitary mornings in the training yard. She had not told him about all the mornings.

PROC: Competitors, ready. Course begins on my mark.

The horn sounded, and Rowan moved first, predictably, powerfully, wind gathering visibly around him as he launched into the course's opening stretch, passing through the first ring with the kind of easy, effortless precision that had defined his ability since childhood. Elsie moved a half second behind him, and did something she had never once done in any of their previous, informal competitions. She drew the wind close instead of sending it outward. It gathered around her feet in a tight, controlled compression, dense and concentrated in a space no larger than her own soles, and she felt the particular unfamiliar power of it propel her forward with a speed that startled even herself, closing the distance toward the first ring considerably faster than her raw ability alone should have permitted. It was not, she registered even as she moved through the ring cleanly, quite enough to match Rowan's own speed.

He had wind gathered beneath him too, lifting him into a brief, controlled hover that let him cut directly across sections of the course rather than following its winding path, and Elsie, watching him gain further distance through the simple, overwhelming advantage of flight, felt her earlier confidence settle into something more realistic. She was not going to win the speed portion.

She continued anyway, her compressed footwork carrying her through the course's remaining rings with a controlled, efficient precision that, while not matching Rowan's raw speed, moved her considerably faster than her old, familiar approach ever had, and reached the final stretch, the precision targets, only moments behind him.

RWN: You're keeping up better than I expected.

He said it over his shoulder, genuine surprise threading through his usual easy confidence, and Elsie, positioning herself before the first target, felt a small, private satisfaction at having, for the first time in longer than she could properly account for, genuinely surprised her older brother. She raised her hand toward the target, and instead of the wide, dispersed gust she'd always used before, drew the wind into a tight, compressed pellet, dense with concentrated force, and released it. It struck the target's exact center with a precision that punched clean through the wood, a small, perfect hole marking the point of impact.

RWN: That's-

He stopped, staring at the target, something in his expression shifting from easy confidence into genuine, startled attention.

RWN: Elsie, that's genuinely impressive control.

She struck the second target with the same compressed precision, and the third, each shot landing with a tight, concentrated accuracy that would have been, she understood clearly, entirely impossible using her old approach. Rowan, beside her, raised his own hand toward his remaining targets, and simply blew them away entirely, wide gusts of raw power that obliterated the targets' wooden frames outright rather than striking any particular point, the difference between his approach and hers laid bare in the simplest possible terms. Power against precision. Scale against concentration.

He finished first, the course's overall timing settling clearly in his favor, and the proctor's final tally confirmed what both of them had already understood, Rowan's victory secured through the simple, overwhelming advantage of raw capability that four additional years and a naturally stronger gift had granted him. But it had been close. Considerably closer than either of them had expected.

RWN: Where did you learn that?

He asked it the moment the course officially concluded, his usual easy composure replaced by genuine, searching curiosity, and Elsie, catching her breath from the whole exertion, considered how much to actually share.

ELS: I've been practicing.
RWN: Clearly. That's not what I asked.
ELS: I found something new. In the way I hold it. I don't send it out anymore, not always. Sometimes I keep it close instead, and it gets stronger for staying small.

Rowan studied her for a long moment, something considering behind his own familiar features, the particular recognition of a sibling encountering, for the first time, a version of the other that genuinely surprised them.

RWN: I've never seen anyone do that. Compress it like that, I mean. Most people who try simply lose control of it entirely.
ELS: I lost control of it plenty, before I managed to hold it.
RWN: How long have you been working on this?
ELS: A while.

She said it without further elaboration, the particular quiet privacy she'd maintained since that first cold morning in the empty training yard, and Rowan, recognizing, perhaps, that pushing further wouldn't yield more than she'd already offered, simply nodded.

RWN: I'm impressed, Elsie. Genuinely. I've had four years of head start and you very nearly matched my speed today, on top of hitting precision I don't think I could manage even trying.
ELS: You still won.
RWN: I did. But I don't think that's going to stay true forever, if you keep finding things like that.

He said it with the particular genuine respect that had been entirely absent from his earlier teasing, and Elsie, standing on the cold northern field with her whole body still humming from the exertion, felt something warm settle into her chest that had nothing to do with the competition's actual outcome. She had lost. She understood that clearly. But she had also, for the first time in longer than she could properly measure, genuinely surprised the one person whose ability had shaped her whole understanding of what her own gift's limits were supposed to be, and found, standing there in the aftermath, that the surprise itself felt considerably more valuable than the win she hadn't quite managed to claim.




[ Losing, sometimes, matters considerably less than what the losing reveals about how far a person has actually come since the last time anyone bothered to properly look. ]




Chapter 290: Precision And Fire

The central hall had been cleared for the Alchemy demonstrations, a wide circular arena marked out in careful, protective wardings meant to contain whatever the competitors' essence manipulations might produce, and Yseult stood at its edge, rolling her shoulders with the particular loose, confident ease of someone entirely unbothered by the crowd gathering along the arena's perimeter. Her opponent, a third-year student named Desmond Kael, offered a brief, professional nod as they took their positions.

DES: I've heard good things about your Alchemy work.
YSE: I imagine you have. I'm rather difficult to miss.

She said it without arrogance, simply the plain confidence of someone who had never once needed to inflate her own reputation, and the proctor overseeing the match raised a hand, calling for the arena's attention.

PROC: Alchemy duel, one on one. First to yield, or first disqualified for excessive force, loses the match. Begin on my signal.

The signal came, and Desmond moved first, drawing his own essence into a rippling wall of hardened air that surged toward Yseult with considerable force, the particular blunt, straightforward application of Alchemical strength that most competitors relied on. Yseult answered with fire. A tight, controlled stream of flame gathered at her outstretched palm and met the wall of air directly, the combination of the two forces producing a sudden, roaring updraft that scattered the wall's structure into harmless, dispersing heat, and the crowd's murmur sharpened with immediate, appreciative attention.

DES: That's an unusual pairing. Fire against air, most people expect it to feed the wall rather than break it.
YSE: Most people don't control the ratio properly. Too much fire and you're right, it simply fuels the thing. Get the proportion correct, and the heat differential tears the structure apart from the inside instead.

He came again, faster this time, and Yseult, shifting her stance, drew her essence toward the packed earth beneath them instead, raising a low, curved wall of stone that intercepted his next strike cleanly, the raw structural solidity of it absorbing the impact without so much as cracking.

DES: Earth now. You're not committing to a single discipline at all.
YSE: Why would I? Fire's decisive but limited. Air's flexible but requires precision to make it matter. Earth's solid but slow to shape properly. Used together, each one covers what the others lack.

She pressed the advantage, and the crowd watched, increasingly transfixed, as she moved fluidly between disciplines, a controlled spiral of wind to redirect his next attack's momentum, a sudden eruption of loose earth to obscure his line of sight, and then, as he pressed forward through the settling dust, something considerably stranger. A thick, viscous substance gathered around her hands, dark and glistening, and she flung it toward him in a wide, adhesive arc.

DES: Is that-

The slime caught his leading foot mid-step, anchoring him suddenly, awkwardly to the arena floor, and Desmond, overbalanced and unable to properly recover his stance, stumbled hard, catching himself only barely before falling entirely.

DES: That's not a technique I've ever seen taught.
YSE: It isn't taught. I built it myself, adapting principles from three separate branches of standard theory into something none of them cover individually.

She approached, unhurried, and raised one hand, a final, focused burst of compressed air gathering at her palm, and Desmond, still partially anchored by the slime's stubborn grip, raised both hands in the particular universal gesture of concession before the strike ever landed.

DES: I yield. Thoroughly.

The proctor's hand rose, calling the match, and the crowd's applause rose warm and genuine around the arena's edge, considerably louder than it had been for any previous match that morning, and Yseult, straightening from her stance, offered Desmond a hand to help him back to his feet.

YSE: Good match. You adapted well to the fire and the air both. The slime caught most people off guard, though. I don't blame you for that one.
DES: I've never faced anyone who used that many different applications in a single match. Most Alchemists specialize. You seem to have simply refused to.
YSE: Specializing is efficient. It's also predictable. I'd rather be difficult to prepare for than simply excellent at one narrow thing.

She won her next two matches with similar, overwhelming versatility, each opponent finding themselves facing an entirely different combination of techniques than the one before, fire giving way to stone, stone giving way to sudden bursts of adhesive slime, wind weaving through all of it in constant, adaptive support, and by the time her final match concluded, the crowd's attention had settled into something approaching genuine anticipation whenever her name was called, the particular reputation that formed around competitors whose skill genuinely exceeded easy explanation. Instructor Vance, observing from the judges' platform, made careful notes throughout each match, her expression carrying the particular professional interest of someone documenting something worth remembering.

VNC: Miss Marchant.

She approached after the final match concluded, and Yseult, still catching her breath from the accumulated exertion, straightened to properly acknowledge her.

YSE: Instructor.
VNC: I counted no fewer than five distinct disciplines across your matches this morning. Fire, earth, air, some manner of conjured adhesive substance I don't believe has a formal academic name yet, and, in your second match, something resembling controlled crystallization. Most third-year Alchemists have committed themselves fully to one, perhaps two, disciplines by this stage.
YSE: I never saw the appeal of choosing only one. Every discipline has weaknesses. Combining them properly covers those weaknesses far better than mastering any single branch in isolation.
VNC: That's a considerably more labor-intensive approach than most students are willing to pursue. The essence cost alone, maintaining competence across that many separate applications, must be substantial.
YSE: It is. I don't mind the cost.

Instructor Vance studied her for a moment longer, something considering behind her usual precise, composed features.

VNC: You have real talent, Miss Marchant. The kind that occasionally exceeds what formal instruction can properly cultivate on its own. I'd encourage you to keep experimenting, whatever combination your curiosity leads you toward next.

She moved on to the next competitor's results, and Yseult, standing alone at the arena's edge in the aftermath of her decisive victories, felt something warm and genuinely satisfied settle into her chest, the particular quiet pride of skill properly recognized by someone whose recognition actually meant something. She gathered her things, already thinking ahead toward the demonstration hall's next scheduled event, and found herself, walking back toward the wider festival grounds, already turning over Instructor Vance's observations with genuine, curious interest, the whole shape of her next experiment beginning, almost unconsciously, to take form in her mind.




[ Mastery, properly understood, is rarely about perfecting one single thing. It is about refusing, patiently and stubbornly, to be limited to only one thing in the first place. ]




Chapter 291: The Immortal Game

The strategy tournament occupied the academy's smaller eastern hall, considerably quieter than any other festival venue, and Mira found the hush of it immediately, genuinely comfortable in a way none of the morning's louder events had managed. Twelve boards had been set out across the hall's length, competitors seated in careful, silent concentration, and Mira took her place at the fourth board across from a classmate she knew only distantly, a quiet, sharp-featured boy named Aldous Renn who had, according to the tournament's posted rankings, dispatched his previous three opponents with considerable efficiency.

REN: Doyle, isn't it.
MRA: Yes.
REN: I've heard you're good.
MRA: I've heard the same about you.

He offered a small, professional nod, and the proctor started their clock, and the hall settled back into its particular focused silence. Mira opened with her king's pawn to e4, the most direct opening available to her, and Renn answered with his own pawn to d6, the Pirc Defense, declining immediate confrontation in favor of building his position quietly behind his own lines. She recognized the shape of it immediately.

Her pawn to d4. His knight to f6. Her knight to c3, and then his pawn to g6, his bishop preparing to settle into the long diagonal, the whole opening coiling into the familiar tension of two players who both understood exactly what the other was building toward. Her bishop to e3. His bishop to g7. Her queen to d2. His pawn to c6. Her pawn to f3.

She built slowly, deliberately, the particular patient construction she preferred, each piece finding its assigned place in an arrangement whose full purpose would not become visible for many moves yet, and Renn, opposite her, built his own careful structure with equal deliberation, his pawn pushing to b5 on the queenside, his knight developing to d7 behind it.

Her bishop to h6, offering the trade of dark-square bishops, and Renn accepted, his bishop taking hers, and Mira's queen recaptured on h6, establishing herself aggressively on the kingside while Renn's own bishop settled onto b7, eyeing the long diagonal toward her king's eventual position. Her pawn to a3, quietly reinforcing. His pawn to e5, striking at her center.

She castled queenside, and Renn answered with his queen to e7, and the two positions locked into something considerably sharper than the opening's patience had suggested. Her king to b1. His pawn to a6. Her knight back to c1. Renn castled queenside as well, into what he clearly considered safety. Mira looked at the position and felt something settle, quietly and completely, into place. She could see it. Not the immediate move, but the whole shape of what came after, six moves ahead, eight, the entire arrangement of pieces rearranging itself in her mind into something that had, she suspected, been waiting there since the opening's first patient constructions.

Her knight to b3. His pawn took hers on d4. Her rook recaptured. His pawn to c5. Her rook retreated to d1. His knight to b6. Her pawn to g3. His king to b8. Her knight to a5, settling into aggressive position. His bishop retreated to a8, tucked into the corner. Her bishop to h3. His pawn to d5. Her queen to f4. His king to a7. Her rook to e1. His pawn pushed to d4.

And there it was. Renn's pawn striking at her knight, forcing the exchange he clearly expected, and Mira, looking at the board, saw the whole devastating sequence unfold in her mind with perfect, complete clarity. Her knight took on d5. His knight recaptured. Her pawn took his knight. His queen to d6. The position sat before her, and every reasonable evaluation, every conventional principle of material and position, said one thing clearly.

She did the opposite. Her rook took the pawn on d4. She sacrificed the rook. Renn's head came up sharply, his expression shifting from professional focus into open, startled disbelief, and around the hall, several nearby competitors, noticing the sudden shift in his posture, glanced over toward their board with dawning curiosity.

REN: That's-

He stopped, staring at the position, working through the consequences. He took it. He had no reasonable alternative. His pawn captured her rook. And Mira's other rook came down onto e7, with check, and the entire, extraordinary sequence began. His king fled to b6, off his own back rank. Her queen took the pawn on d4, closing in. His king ran further to a5. Her pawn to b4, cutting off his retreat. His king ran on, driven now to a4, entirely exposed in open territory. Around the hall, other competitors had begun abandoning their own boards entirely to watch, a small crowd accumulating around the fourth board's edge, the particular hush of people witnessing something considerably beyond ordinary competitive play.

Her queen to c3. His queen took her pawn on d5. Her rook to a7, joining the pursuit. His bishop moved to b7 to block. Her rook took the bishop. His queen to c4. Her queen took the knight on f6 with total, unhurried precision. His king ran again to a3, driven now to the very edge of the board's third rank.

Her queen took the pawn on a6. His king took her pawn on b4. Her pawn to c3, cutting further. His king took that pawn too. Her queen dropped to a1 with devastating purpose. His king to d2. Her queen to b2, closing. His king to d1.

Renn's king had been driven from a7, across the entire width of the board, down into the first rank on the opposite side, hunted every step of the way, and Mira, watching him work through the position's final, inescapable geometry, felt the particular quiet certainty of something already finished.

Her bishop to f1. His rook to d2. Her rook to d7. His rook captured it. Her bishop to c4. His pawn took the bishop. Her queen took his rook on h8. His rook to d3. Her queen to a8. His pawn to c3. Her queen to a4. His king to e1. Her pawn to f4. His pawn to f5. Her king to c1. His rook to d2. Her queen to a7. Renn stared at the board for a long moment, his hand hovering over his own king, and then, slowly, tipped it forward.

REN: I resign.

The hall's accumulated silence broke into genuine, startled applause, competitors and spectators alike, and Renn, sitting back in his chair, ran both hands through his hair with the particular dazed expression of someone still working through what he'd just experienced.

REN: The rook. On move twenty-four. Why did you do that?
MRA: Because I could see what came after it.
REN: All of it? From that far back?
MRA: Most of it. The rest arrived as the position developed.

She said it plainly, without any particular boast, simply the honest answer to a genuine question, and Renn, staring at her, laughed with a kind of helpless, admiring disbelief.

REN: That's genuinely one of the most extraordinary games I've ever been part of, and I lost it thoroughly.
MRA: You played well. The position was considerably closer than the ending suggests.
REN: That's kind of you to say. It's also not remotely true.

He extended a hand across the board, and Mira, taking it, felt the particular unfamiliar warmth of being properly, publicly seen for something she was genuinely, exceptionally good at, an experience that had, across most of her guarded, careful life, been considerably rarer than she'd have liked. The tournament's remaining rounds concluded within the hour, and Mira, sitting quietly at the hall's edge while the final results were tallied, found herself surrounded, unexpectedly, by a small cluster of other competitors, several of whom had watched her fourth-board game and now wanted, with genuine enthusiasm, to discuss it. She answered their questions carefully, patiently, the particular quiet pleasure of talking about something she loved with people who genuinely wanted to understand it, and did not notice, until the proctor called her name for the final standings, exactly how long she'd been comfortably, unselfconsciously talking to strangers.

It was, she reflected afterward, walking back out into the bright festival afternoon with the tournament's first-place recognition tucked carefully into her bag, considerably easier to be seen when the thing people were seeing was something she had built herself, deliberately, across years of patient, solitary work. She thought Talon would probably want to hear about the rook sacrifice. She found, somewhat to her own surprise, that she genuinely wanted to tell him.




[ Some victories are won through force. Others are won eight moves earlier, quietly, by someone patient enough to see the whole shape of a thing before anyone else notices it exists. ]




Chapter 292: Speed And Steel

The main arena had filled considerably by the time the dueling showcase began, the festival's afternoon events drawing the largest crowds of the day, and Arthur found a place along the eastern stands with Elsie and Briar as the first pairings were announced.

FNN: Corin's up against Whitlock.

He'd arrived breathless from whatever event he'd just competed in, dropping into the seat beside them with his usual total absence of subtlety.

BRR: Dane Whitlock? The fourth-year?
FNN: That Dane Whitlock, yes. The one everyone's been afraid of since before we got here.
ELS: Is he actually that good, or is it mostly reputation?
FNN: Genuinely that good, from what I've heard. He's never lost a formal duel at this academy. Not once, in four full years.

Arthur, watching the two competitors take their positions at the arena's center, felt the crowd's particular anticipatory hush settle around them, the specific attention that gathered whenever a matchup carried real, uncertain stakes. Dane Whitlock stood a full head taller than Corin, broader through the shoulders, holding his practice blade with the particular unhurried ease of someone who had never once needed to prove anything to anyone, and Corin, opposite him, seemed, by every visible measure, thoroughly outmatched.

PROC: Weapons only. No abilities, no Alchemy. First clean strike, or first yield, decides the match. Begin.

Dane moved first, and Arthur understood immediately why the reputation existed. His opening strike carried a controlled, deliberate power that suggested he could have hit considerably harder if the format permitted it, and Corin, meeting it, was driven back two full steps by the force of the impact alone.

DAN: You're faster than I expected.
COR: You're stronger than I hoped.

They separated, circling, and Dane came again, pressing with methodical, patient aggression, each strike heavy enough that blocking directly cost Corin real ground, and Arthur, watching from the stands, felt his own hands tighten unconsciously on the bench's edge.

BRR: He can't trade blows with him. Corin's giving up too much reach and weight.
ELS: He knows that.

She said it with certainty, and Arthur, watching more closely, saw what she'd already noticed. Corin had stopped blocking directly.

He was deflecting instead, redirecting each of Dane's heavy strikes rather than absorbing them, and doing it faster with each successive exchange, his footwork carrying him around Dane's guard rather than into it, the whole shape of his approach shifting from defense into something considerably more aggressive. Then he accelerated.

Arthur had seen Corin fight before, had fought him directly back in the autumn, and had never once seen him move like this. He crossed the distance between them in a burst that drew a sharp, startled sound from the crowd, his practice blade coming in from an angle Dane had no reasonable way to anticipate, and Dane, caught mid-recovery from his own previous strike, barely turned it aside. Corin did not stop.

He struck again immediately, and again, each strike arriving faster than the last, pressing an advantage built entirely on speed rather than force, and Dane, for the first time in the match, was driven backward.

DAN: There it is.

He said it with something that sounded almost like satisfaction, adjusting his own stance to meet the new pace, but Corin had already committed fully, moving now with a controlled, blistering efficiency that gave Dane no space to reestablish his own methodical rhythm. The final exchange lasted perhaps four seconds. Corin feinted high, drew Dane's guard upward, dropped low in a movement almost too fast to properly track, and brought his blade cleanly across Dane's exposed midsection. The proctor's hand rose immediately.

PROC: Clean strike. Match to Ashby.

The crowd's reaction arrived a full second late, the particular delayed roar of an audience that needed a moment to properly process what it had just witnessed, and Arthur, on his feet without having consciously decided to stand, found himself genuinely, uncomplicatedly delighted.

FNN: HE ACTUALLY DID IT.
BRR: That was extraordinary. Genuinely.

Down in the arena, Dane straightened, examining the point where Corin's blade had landed with an expression that carried no trace of frustration, only a kind of considering, professional respect.

DAN: That was fast.
COR: I've been working on it.
DAN: Clearly. Nobody's taken a clean strike off me in two years.

He extended a hand, and Corin, accepting it, offered the particular formal, composed nod that Arthur had come to recognize as his highest available expression of genuine respect. They left the arena together, and the crowd's applause carried them the whole way out. It was Instructor Sutton, standing at the arena's edge as the next pairing prepared, who offered the observation that reframed the whole match entirely.

He said it to another instructor beside him, not quietly enough, and Arthur, passing close by on his way toward the western track for his own event, caught it clearly.

SUT: Impressive from Ashby. Genuinely.
INS: Whitlock looked properly caught out.
SUT: In a weapons-only format, certainly. If abilities had been permitted, that boy wouldn't have lasted eleven seconds.
INS: That badly?
SUT: Whitlock's ability is one of the three most dangerous in this entire academy, and I include the faculty in that assessment. Ashby earned that win fairly, within the format's rules, and he should be proud of it. But he should also understand precisely what those rules were protecting him from.

Arthur slowed as he passed, the words settling into him with considerable weight, and glanced back once toward the arena where Dane Whitlock was collecting his things with the same unbothered, unhurried composure he'd carried throughout the entire match. He had lost. He did not, Arthur noted, seem remotely concerned about it. That, more than anything else in the entire duel, was the detail that stayed with Arthur as he continued on toward his own event.




[ Every victory is defined as much by its conditions as by its outcome. The wise competitor learns to notice, quickly, exactly which rules were protecting them, and from whom. ]




Chapter 293: The Western Track

The endurance course ran the full perimeter of the academy's western grounds, a brutal circuit of steep inclines, weighted carries, rope climbs, and long open stretches designed specifically to strip competitors down to whatever raw physical capacity they actually possessed, repeated across as many laps as any individual could manage before their body simply refused to continue. Twenty-three competitors began. Arthur stood among them at the starting line as the late afternoon light stretched long across the grounds, and found, looking down the line at the others, that most of them carried the particular loose confidence of people whose soul abilities would ordinarily supplement their stamina considerably, and who had likely never once had to complete anything genuinely difficult without that supplement. He had spent his entire life without it.

PROC: No abilities permitted. Any use of a soul ability during this event results in immediate disqualification. Complete as many full circuits as you can manage. Last competitor still moving takes the event. Begin.

Eight dropped out within the first hour. Arthur completed his fourth circuit as the sun began its slow descent toward the harbor, his breathing steady, his pace deliberately, carefully conservative, the particular disciplined restraint Calder had spent six years teaching him about managing effort across long distances rather than spending it all at once. By the sixth circuit, only nine competitors remained. By the ninth, five. Arthur's legs had begun to burn properly by then, the particular deep, accumulating ache of muscles working well past comfort, and he adjusted his form accordingly, shortening his stride slightly on the inclines, conserving through the flatter stretches, the whole approach built around the simple, patient understanding that this was not a contest anyone won through speed.

ELS: ARTHUR!

Her voice carried across the grounds from where the group had gathered along the western fence, and Arthur, passing them on his eleventh circuit, managed a brief acknowledging raise of one hand without breaking pace.

FNN: THAT'S ELEVEN. NOBODY'S DONE ELEVEN.
BRR: Somebody did fourteen four years ago, actually.
FNN: NOBODY'S DONE ELEVEN THIS YEAR, BRIAR, LET ME HAVE THIS.

By the fifteenth circuit, three competitors remained. By the eighteenth, two. Arthur's body had passed, somewhere around the sixteenth, into territory it had genuinely never occupied before, every muscle protesting, his lungs burning with each breath, the particular total exhaustion that arrived when the reserves a person usually relied on had been fully, comprehensively spent. He kept moving anyway.

The final competitor, a broad-shouldered second-year whose name Arthur had never learned, dropped out midway through the nineteenth circuit, sitting down abruptly on the packed earth with the particular helpless finality of a body that had simply stopped accepting instructions. Arthur was alone on the course.

PROC: Lyerm. You've taken the event. You may stop.

He heard it clearly. He understood it perfectly. And he found, somewhere in the deep, spent exhaustion of nineteen full circuits, that he did not particularly want to stop yet. He kept running. The crowd along the western fence had grown considerably by the twentieth circuit, students drifting over from other events as word spread, and by the twenty-second, the whole western grounds had filled with spectators watching a competitor who had already won continue running for reasons nobody could adequately explain.

ELS: Why isn't he stopping?
BRR: I genuinely don't know.

Arthur ran. His body had passed exhaustion somewhere circuits ago, had passed into something beyond it, and yet each stride continued arriving with a steadiness that made no reasonable physical sense, his pace holding where it should have collapsed entirely, his form remaining clean where it should have deteriorated into stumbling. He was not, he understood distantly, still running on anything he could properly identify as his own strength. Something else was carrying him.

He could not have named it. He had no framework for what it was or where it came from, only the strange, specific sensation of drawing on something considerably larger than himself, some vast reserve he had never once consciously reached toward and could not now stop reaching toward, and he ran, and ran, and the circuits accumulated behind him. Along the western fence, Elsie found herself gripping the railing with both hands, and did not immediately notice that she had stopped feeling tired.

She had been on her feet since dawn. She had completed her own brutal precision course hours earlier, had felt the accumulated exhaustion of the entire festival day settling properly into her bones, and now, watching Arthur complete his twenty-fourth circuit, found that exhaustion simply, inexplicably absent, replaced by something warm and rising and impossible to properly account for. She was not the only one.

Briar, beside her, straightened without quite understanding why, some tiredness he'd been carrying since the murder mystery's conclusion lifting entirely. Finn, who had competed in four separate events and should by every reasonable measure have been barely upright, found himself suddenly, genuinely energized, bouncing on the balls of his feet with an enthusiasm that felt disproportionate even by his own considerable standards. Across the western grounds, in scattered pockets throughout the growing crowd, people who had spent the whole long festival day expending themselves entirely found something rising in them that felt, for reasons none of them could articulate, remarkably like hope. Nobody connected it to the boy still running. Why would they?

Arthur completed his twenty-seventh circuit as the last of the daylight failed entirely, and finally, slowly, came to a stop near the starting line, his hands settling onto his knees, his breathing arriving in deep, ragged pulls. The crowd's noise reached him a moment later, enormous and genuine. He straightened slowly, looking around at the assembled faces, at Elsie forcing her way toward the fence's front with an expression of pure, uncomplicated delight, at Finn shouting something incomprehensible at maximum volume, at Instructor Sutton standing near the proctor's table with an expression Arthur had never once seen him wear, something considerably closer to genuine astonishment than his usual weary composure.

SUT: Twenty-seven circuits.

He said it flatly, consulting the proctor's tally sheet as though the numbers themselves might have been recorded in error.

SUT: The previous record was fourteen. Set four years ago, by a competitor with an endurance-enhancing soul ability, in a format that permitted its use.

He looked up from the sheet, directly at Arthur.

SUT: You nearly doubled it. Without an ability. How.

Arthur, standing in the gathering dark with his entire body finally, belatedly registering exactly how much it had been asked to do, considered the question honestly and found, as he so often did, that he had no adequate answer available.

ART: I don't know, sir. I just didn't stop.

Instructor Sutton studied him for a long moment, something working behind his usual composed features, and then, slowly, nodded once and returned to his tally sheet without further comment. But he did not, Arthur noticed, look at him the same way afterward.




[ There are limits a body reaches on its own, and limits it reaches carrying something larger than itself. The difference between them is rarely visible from the outside, and almost never understood, even by the person doing the carrying. ]




Chapter 294: The Final Tally

The results were posted at dusk, the whole assembled student body crowding around the central notice board as the proctors pinned up the final standings for every event, and Finn arrived at the front with the particular desperate urgency of someone who had considerably more riding on the outcomes than mere curiosity. He read the board. He read it again.

FNN: No.
BRR: What's wrong?
FNN: NO.

He turned around slowly, his expression carrying the particular hollow devastation of someone confronting the total collapse of a carefully constructed financial strategy.

FNN: I lost everything.
ELS: You bet against three of your closest friends, all of whom won or exceeded expectations. What exactly did you expect?
FNN: I expected the DATA to hold, Elsie. The data did NOT hold. The data betrayed me comprehensively.
BRR: I won the academic relay. Which you assigned me to. And then bet against me in.
FNN: I'm aware.
BRR: And Elsie nearly matched a second-year in the precision course.
FNN: I'M AWARE.
ELS: And Arthur nearly doubled a four-year-old record that was set by someone using an ability, in an event you didn't place a single coin on because, and I'm quoting you directly here, nobody's taking bets on him either way.

Finn made a sound that suggested genuine physical pain.

FNN: I want it formally noted that my reasoning was sound at the time it was applied.
BRR: Your reasoning cost you your entire term's spending money.
FNN: MY REASONING WAS SOUND.

Yseult, examining the posted results with considerably more satisfaction, glanced over with open amusement.

YSE: How much did you actually lose?
FNN: I'd rather not discuss specifics.
YSE: That much?
FNN: I'd rather not discuss specifics, Yseult.

Arthur, standing at the back of the group with his entire body still registering the full accumulated cost of twenty-seven circuits, found himself laughing despite the exhaustion, the particular helpless amusement of watching someone suffer entirely self-inflicted consequences with maximum dramatic volume.

MRA: I won my tournament as well.

She said it quietly, almost as an afterthought, and Finn's expression cycled through several stages of fresh devastation.

FNN: Did I bet against you too?
MRA: You did.
FNN: WHY DID I DO THAT?
MRA: I don't know. I found it rather unflattering, honestly.
FNN: I'M SO SORRY, MIRA.
BRR: You're only apologizing because you lost money.
FNN: I'm apologizing because I lost money AND because I've realized, somewhat belatedly, that I may have been systematically undervaluing everyone I actually care about, which is a genuinely uncomfortable thing to discover about oneself in a single afternoon.

The group considered this.

ELS: That's surprisingly self-aware.
FNN: I contain multitudes. Also I'm going to need someone to lend me money for the next six weeks.

The final standings, once the group had properly worked through them, painted a considerably better picture than Finn's finances suggested. Briar had taken the academic relay outright. Mira had won her strategy tournament without dropping a single match. Yseult's Alchemy results had been described by the posted commentary as, in the proctors' own written assessment, exceptional across multiple disciplines. Corin's dueling victory over Dane Whitlock had, apparently, generated enough discussion across the grounds that people who hadn't even witnessed it were still talking about it hours later. Elsie had placed second in the precision course, behind Rowan, by a margin considerably narrower than anyone had predicted. And Arthur's twenty-seven circuits sat at the board's very top, printed alone in a separate section beneath a heading that read, simply, New Academy Record.

ELS: You're on the board by yourself.
ART: I noticed.
ELS: They gave you your own section, Arthur.
ART: I noticed that too.

He said it with the particular flat understatement he defaulted to whenever something genuinely overwhelming happened to him, and Elsie, recognizing the deflection for exactly what it was, bumped her shoulder against his without further comment. They stayed at the board a while longer, the whole group's accumulated day settling comfortably around them, and drifted eventually toward the refectory together as the evening properly arrived, Finn still loudly mourning his finances, Briar still gently mocking him for it, the ordinary comfortable noise of eight people who had, across a single long day, each managed something genuinely worth being proud of.

Headmistress Wysteria remained at the notice board long after the students had dispersed. She stood alone in the gathering dark, reading the posted results with the particular unhurried attention she brought to everything, and paused, for considerably longer than the other entries warranted, at the separate section printed beneath the heading marking the new academy record. Twenty-seven circuits. No ability. No Alchemy. She read the name beside it twice.

Instructor Sutton found her there some minutes later, arriving with his own copy of the day's official tallies, and stopped when he saw where her attention had settled.

SUT: You saw it, then.
WYS: I watched the final nine circuits from the north tower. I did not intend to. I found I couldn't quite stop watching, once I'd started.
SUT: Neither could anyone else, as it happened.

She was quiet for a long moment, her gaze still resting on the posted name, something considering and difficult to read moving behind her ancient, patient features.

WYS: Tell me something, Kade. In all your years teaching here, how many students have you watched push genuinely past their own physical limit? Not their comfortable limit. Their actual one.
SUT: A handful. Perhaps five or six, across two decades.
WYS: And how many of those did it without an ability supplementing them?
SUT: None. Not one.
WYS: No.

She said it quietly, still watching the board, and something in her expression shifted into something Sutton could not immediately place, some old recognition surfacing from considerably further back than any student's academy record could reasonably account for.

WYS: I have seen someone do that before. Once. A very long time ago now.
SUT: Who?

She did not answer immediately.

WYS: Someone who mattered a great deal. To a great many people. Long before this academy existed.

She turned from the board at last, her expression settling back into its usual composed, unreadable calm, and began walking back toward the main hall without further elaboration.

WYS: Keep an eye on that boy, Kade. Not because he requires supervision. Because I suspect we are all going to want to remember, eventually, exactly what we witnessed today.

She left him standing alone at the notice board in the dark, and Sutton, looking back once more at the record printed alone in its separate section, found himself, for the first time in a considerably long teaching career, entirely uncertain what he had actually watched that afternoon.




[ History rarely announces itself as it happens. It simply passes through an ordinary afternoon, unremarked upon by nearly everyone, and waits patiently for someone old enough to recognize the shape of it. ]




Chapter 295: The Infirmary

Arthur's body presented its full bill two days after the festival. He had expected soreness. He had not expected to wake on the second morning genuinely unable to descend the dormitory stairs without gripping the railing with both hands, every muscle from his calves to his shoulders locked into a deep, protesting stiffness that made even ordinary movement a considered negotiation.

YSE: You look like you've been struck by a cart.
ART: I feel like I've been struck by a cart.
YSE: Twice, perhaps. From different directions.
ART: Thank you, Yseult, that's genuinely helpful.
YSE: I'm simply providing accurate observation. Go to the infirmary before you damage something permanently.

She said it with the particular firmness that suggested further argument would be both unwelcome and unsuccessful, and Arthur, recognizing a losing position when he occupied one, made his slow, undignified way across the grounds toward the academy's medical wing. The infirmary occupied a bright, well-ordered corner of the academy's eastern wing, and Arthur found it considerably calmer than he'd anticipated, only two other students present, both apparently recovering from their own festival-related overexertions. The physician looked up from a set of notes as Arthur entered.

JUL: You'd be Lyerm.
ART: How did you know?
JUL: Twenty-seven circuits. Everyone in this academy knows who you are as of two days ago, and you're currently walking like a man twice your age, which narrows the field considerably.

He set his notes aside and gestured toward the nearest examination bench, and Arthur, lowering himself onto it with considerable care, got his first proper look at the man. He was perhaps forty, unremarkable in build and dress, with the particular economical stillness of someone who moved only when movement served a purpose, and his attention, once it settled on Arthur, carried a focused, methodical quality that felt considerably more thorough than the situation strictly required.

JUL: Julian.
ART: Just Julian?
JUL: Just Julian. Saves everyone the trouble of remembering a surname nobody's going to use anyway.

He began his examination without further preamble, working through Arthur's shoulders and back with careful, practiced pressure, his questions arriving in a steady, efficient rhythm.

JUL: Any sharp pain, as opposed to general soreness?
ART: No sharp pain.
JUL: Numbness anywhere? Tingling in the fingers or toes?
ART: No.
JUL: Blood in anything it shouldn't be in?
ART: ...No.
JUL: Good. That's the one that would have concerned me.

He moved to Arthur's legs, working through the calves and thighs with the same methodical care, and Arthur, wincing at several points, found himself, despite the discomfort, appreciating the sheer unfussy competence of the whole process.

JUL: Severe muscular strain. Nothing torn, nothing structurally damaged, which frankly surprises me given what you put yourself through. You'll be miserable for another four or five days and entirely recovered inside two weeks, provided you don't do anything ambitious in the meantime.
ART: That's it?
JUL: Were you hoping for something more dramatic?
ART: I suppose I expected worse.
JUL: So did I, honestly. Twenty-seven circuits should have done considerably more damage than this.

He said it plainly, an observation rather than a question, and Arthur, uncertain how to respond to it, said nothing at all. Julian did not press further. He prepared a salve while Arthur rested on the bench, working at a side counter with the same economical precision he brought to everything, and the conversation drifted, as conversations in quiet rooms often did, toward nothing in particular.

ART: How long have you been at Solmere?
JUL: Coming up on eleven years now.
ART: That's a long time.
JUL: It is. Though it hardly feels it. Academy years compress considerably once you've watched enough students cycle through.
ART: Where were you before?
JUL: Field medicine, mostly. Various postings. I spent a stretch in Drennick, which I'd recommend to absolutely nobody, and a longer stretch working the coastal routes out of Lassiter.
ART: Lassiter's the merchant republic, isn't it? Both continents?
JUL: That's the one. Considerably more interesting work than academy medicine, though considerably less pleasant. You see things on the trade routes that you don't see in a place like this.

He finished the salve and returned to the bench, applying it with careful, efficient movements.

JUL: Apply this twice daily. Morning and evening. It'll help considerably with the stiffness.
ART: Thank you.
JUL: You're welcome. Try not to require my services again quite so dramatically next time.

Arthur, gathering himself carefully off the bench, paused at the door as something small and entirely inconsequential surfaced in his mind.

ART: You said eleven years at Solmere.
JUL: I did.
ART: And before that, the coastal routes out of Lassiter.
JUL: For about six years, yes.

Arthur considered this, and then dismissed it, because the arithmetic was almost certainly his own error rather than anything worth remarking on, and because his entire body currently hurt considerably more than any minor discrepancy in a stranger's employment history warranted his attention.

He had read Julian's posted credentials on the infirmary wall while waiting. He was reasonably certain they'd listed a full decade of service in Eskandar's southern provinces, which, combined with eleven years at Solmere and six on the Lassiter routes, produced a total considerably longer than the man in front of him appeared to have been alive. He had probably misread it.

ART: Never mind. Thank you again.
JUL: Of course. Rest properly, Lyerm. Twenty-seven circuits earns you at least a week of taking things gently.

Arthur made his slow way back across the grounds toward his dormitory, the salve already beginning to ease the worst of the stiffness, and thought nothing further about the credentials on the infirmary wall.




[ Most inconsistencies are simply errors of memory, or arithmetic, or attention. It is only afterward, once something has properly gone wrong, that a person remembers noticing them at all. ]




Chapter 296: Back To Ordinary

The academy returned to its ordinary rhythms with a speed that Arthur found, frankly, insulting. Three days. That was the full extent of the festival's afterglow, three days of excited retelling and enthusiastic speculation, and then the whole institution simply resumed as though nothing of any consequence had occurred at all, lessons continuing on schedule, assignments accumulating without regard for anyone's recent achievements, the whole enormous accumulated energy of the festival evaporating entirely into the ordinary grey business of a term's middle stretch.

FNN: Nobody's talking about it anymore.

He said it with genuine offense, slumped across the refectory table with the particular boneless despair of someone whose entire week had failed to meet expectations.

BRR: Talking about what?
FNN: ANY of it. The festival. The record. My four events.
BRR: Nobody was talking about your four events during the festival either, Finn.
FNN: THAT'S NOT THE POINT.
ELS: What is the point, exactly?
FNN: The point is that Arthur nearly DOUBLED a four-year academy record, and I overheard someone yesterday describe it as, and I'm quoting directly, that endurance thing that happened.
ART: That's genuinely what happened, though.
FNN: IT DESERVES BETTER PHRASING THAN THAT.

Arthur, who had discovered over the past week that his own fame had lasted approximately as long as a decent rainstorm, found he minded considerably less than Finn apparently did on his behalf. It had been strange, briefly. People had looked at him in corridors. Someone he'd never met had congratulated him near the library. A second-year had asked, with genuine curiosity, how he'd managed it, and Arthur had given his honest answer, which was that he didn't know, and had watched the second-year's interest visibly deflate at the unsatisfying non-explanation. By the fourth day, it had all simply stopped.

ART: Someone called me Andy yesterday.
ELS: Who's Andy?
ART: I have no idea. Some other competitor, presumably. They congratulated me on my performance and called me Andy and I didn't have the heart to correct them.
FNN: THIS IS EXACTLY MY POINT.

The lessons themselves proved considerably worse than the general deflation. Instructor Bramwell's diplomacy and etiquette course, which had been merely tedious before the festival, achieved during that first week back a truly extraordinary quality of tedium, three consecutive sessions devoted to the formal address conventions of the seven provinces' respective nobility, delivered in her characteristically precise, unhurried register while the entire cohort visibly deteriorated around her.

BRM: The correct form of address for a Drennick magistrate's spouse differs meaningfully from that of a Corvane hold-keeper's consort, and the distinction, while subtle, will absolutely be noticed by anyone whose good opinion you require.

Yseult, seated beside Arthur, had her chin propped in one hand, her expression carrying the particular vacant devastation of someone whose considerable intelligence was being applied to nothing whatsoever.

YSE: I could be inventing something right now.
ART: Instead of learning how to address a magistrate's spouse?
YSE: Instead of doing anything at all, Arthur. I would rather be doing nothing than doing this. Nothing would at least be restful.

Two rows ahead, Briar had filled four full pages of notes, apparently determined to extract maximum value from material that offered almost none, and Finn, beside him, had fallen genuinely asleep with his eyes half open in a manner that suggested considerable practice. Mira, at the row's end, was reading something else entirely, hidden beneath her desk with the particular careful discretion of someone who had clearly done this many times before.

BRM: Miss Doyle.
MRA: Yes, Instructor.
BRM: What are you reading?
MRA: Nothing, Instructor.
BRM: Miss Doyle.
MRA: Advanced tactical theory. Third volume.
BRM: And is advanced tactical theory more compelling than provincial address conventions?
MRA: Yes, Instructor.

The honesty of it landed with such complete, unadorned directness that Instructor Bramwell paused entirely, and Arthur watched something almost like reluctant respect cross her precise features.

BRM: ...Fair enough. Put it away regardless.
MRA: Yes, Instructor.

Finn's financial situation, meanwhile, had deteriorated from comedy into something approaching genuine crisis.

FNN: I need money.
BRR: You need to stop gambling.
FNN: Those aren't mutually exclusive positions, Briar, and the first one is considerably more urgent.

He had, by the week's end, attempted three separate income-generating schemes of escalating desperation and diminishing plausibility, beginning with an offer to write other students' assignments for a fee, which Instructor Pratt had detected within a single day, continuing through an ill-conceived attempt to sell his own festival participation medals, which turned out to have no resale value whatsoever, and culminating in a proposal so genuinely absurd that Arthur had needed it explained twice.

FNN: I'd charge a modest fee to predict the outcome of things.
ELS: You'd charge people for predictions. You. After the betting sheet.
FNN: My accuracy has improved substantially since then.
BRR: Has it? Because you predicted last week that Instructor Sutton would cancel conditioning drills due to rain, and it did not rain, and he did not cancel them.
FNN: That was a single miss.
BRR: You also predicted the refectory would serve fish on Tuesday.
FNN: And they DID serve fish on Tuesday.
BRR: They serve fish every Tuesday, Finn. That's not a prediction, that's a menu.

By the week's end, the group had settled into a collective, resigned acceptance of ordinary life, and found, somewhat unexpectedly, that ordinary life had its own particular comforts once the initial deflation passed. They claimed their usual table each evening. They complained about Instructor Bramwell's address conventions with genuine, escalating creativity. Finn continued failing to generate income through increasingly ridiculous means, and everyone continued mocking him for it, and Briar eventually, quietly, lent him enough to eat properly without making any particular production of the gesture. Arthur, sitting among them on the seventh evening after the festival, found that the return to ordinariness had stopped feeling like a loss somewhere along the way. The record would stay posted on the board. That was enough. It did not require anyone to keep discussing it, and he found, watching Finn attempt to convince Yseult to invest in some new venture involving, apparently, the resale of secondhand practice equipment, that he genuinely preferred this, the ordinary comfortable noise of people he cared about being thoroughly, unremarkably themselves.

YSE: Absolutely not.
FNN: You haven't heard the full proposal.
YSE: I've heard enough of the proposal.
FNN: The margins are excellent.
YSE: The margins are imaginary, Finn. You've imagined them.

Arthur laughed, and reached for the bread, and let the ordinary evening carry on around him exactly as it was.




[ Glory lasts three days. Friendship, mercifully, lasts considerably longer, and requires nobody to keep talking about it for it to remain entirely intact. ]




Chapter 297: The Cat Cafe

The place sat two streets back from Solmere's central market, small and warm and cluttered in the particular unhurried way of establishments that had settled comfortably into themselves over many years, and Talon had proposed it with such total, unassuming casualness that Mira had agreed before she'd properly considered whether she wanted to.

TLN: They've got about a dozen. Maybe more. The owner keeps finding strays and simply refuses to stop.
MRA: You've been here before.
TLN: Twice. Alone, both times. I liked it enough to want to bring someone.

He did not elaborate on why she had been the someone, and Mira, grateful for the omission, did not ask. They found a table near the window, and within perhaps ninety seconds a large orange tabby had installed itself firmly across Talon's lap with the particular imperious confidence of an animal that had never once been told no.

TLN: This one's Marmalade. Apparently.
MRA: You know its name?
TLN: The owner introduced us. At length. He introduces everyone, whether you ask or not.

Mira watched him scratch behind the tabby's ears with careful, absent attention, and felt something in her own shoulders loosen slightly, the particular quiet ease of a setting that asked absolutely nothing of her. A smaller grey cat approached her own chair, considered her at length from the floor, and then leapt into her lap without invitation.

MRA: Oh.
TLN: That's a compliment, for what it's worth. They don't do that with everyone.
MRA: I wasn't expecting it.
TLN: Nobody ever is. That's rather the point of cats.

The tea arrived eventually, and the conversation drifted with it, unhurried and entirely without agenda, and it was somewhere in the middle of it, watching the grey cat settle more firmly into her lap, that Mira found herself explaining something she had never once explained to anyone at the academy.

MRA: People assume, sometimes. When they see me.
TLN: Assume what?
MRA: That there's a connection. Between what I am and them.

She nodded slightly toward the grey cat, and Talon, following the gesture, frowned with genuine confusion.

TLN: Between you and the cats?
MRA: Between monsterkind and ordinary animals. It's a common assumption, especially among people who've never actually known any of us. They see the features and they assume we're simply animals who learned to walk upright, or animals with human intelligence layered on top, something along those lines.
TLN: That's not right, though.
MRA: No. It isn't remotely right, and it's genuinely tiring to correct.

She stroked the grey cat's back absently, choosing her words with the particular careful precision she brought to subjects that mattered to her.

MRA: Monsterkind are their own species entirely. We descended from animals, yes, in the same broad sense that humans descended from something considerably earlier and considerably less impressive than yourselves. But that descent happened a very long time ago, and what emerged from it was not animals who became clever. It was something separate, with its own history, its own cultures, its own languages that predate half the human provinces by centuries.
TLN: And the appearance?
MRA: We kept the shapes we started with, mostly. Fur, feathers, scales, depending on the lineage. Bipedal, like you, because that turned out to be useful for the same reasons it was useful for humans. But this cat and I share about as much ancestry as you and it do, which is to say a great deal if you go back far enough and absolutely nothing that matters at any reasonable scale.

Talon absorbed this with the particular focused attention he brought to most things she said, and Mira, watching him actually listen rather than simply wait for his turn to speak, found something in her chest ease further.

TLN: And hybrids?
MRA: Exactly what the word suggests. Mixed parentage. A monsterkind parent and a human one.
TLN: Is that common?
MRA: Considerably more common now than it was three centuries ago. Less common than either species pretends it is. Common enough that most people have met one, uncommon enough that most people still stare.

She said the last part evenly, without any particular bitterness, simply an observation of fact, and Talon, hearing it, did not offer the reflexive sympathy that so many people reached for whenever she mentioned it.

TLN: Which parent?
MRA: My mother. Eskandar coastal lineage, closer to the avian side. My father's ordinary human stock from further inland.
TLN: Does that make things complicated? At home, I mean.
MRA: It makes things complicated everywhere. Home included, though less than most places.

She considered how much further to go, and found, somewhat to her own surprise, that she wanted to continue.

MRA: The thing people never understand is that hybrids don't fit neatly into either side. My mother's family looked at me and saw someone too human to properly belong. My father's family looked at me and saw something they had to be careful about explaining to visitors. Neither of them meant it unkindly. That's rather the part that stings. Nobody in my entire family has ever once been cruel to me about it, and it has still shaped absolutely everything about how I move through the world.
TLN: Because it's not cruelty that does the damage.
MRA: No. It's the careful. It's watching people be careful around you your entire life and understanding exactly what that carefulness means.

The grey cat, entirely uninterested in any of this, rearranged itself across her lap with a small dissatisfied noise, and Mira, adjusting to accommodate it, felt the whole weight of the subject settle back into something manageable.

TLN: Thank you for explaining it.
MRA: You didn't ask.
TLN: I know. I've been deliberately not asking for a while now, actually.
MRA: Why?
TLN: Because you'd tell me when you wanted to. And you did. That seemed considerably better than pressing for it earlier and getting something you'd rather not have given.

Mira looked at him for a long moment, and found, once again, the particular disorienting sensation of being handled correctly by someone who seemed to require no instruction on how to do it.

MRA: You're strange, Talon.
TLN: I've been told.
MRA: It's not an insult.
TLN: I didn't take it as one.

They stayed for another hour, mostly in easy silence, the cats cycling through their laps with total indifference to whatever the humans occupying the chairs happened to be discussing, and when they finally left, walking back toward the academy through the cooling afternoon, neither of them commented on the fact that nothing in particular had happened. Nothing had needed to.

MRA: I won the strategy tournament. At the festival.
TLN: I heard. I meant to say something earlier.
MRA: I sacrificed a rook. On the twenty-fourth move.
TLN: Is that impressive?
MRA: Extremely.
TLN: Then tell me about it properly. I'd like to hear it.

And she did, the whole way back to the academy gates, explaining the sacrifice and the king hunt and the entire extraordinary geometry of it in considerably more detail than most people would have tolerated, and Talon, walking beside her, listened to every word.




[ Some people ask for the whole of you immediately and are surprised when they receive nothing. Others simply wait, patiently, for as long as it takes, and are handed everything eventually. ]




Chapter 298: The Enterprise

The first scheme involved laundry.

FNN: People hate doing it. I don't mind doing it. There's an obvious market inefficiency here that I intend to exploit.
BRR: You want to wash other students' clothing. For money.
FNN: For a REASONABLE fee, yes.

It lasted four days. It collapsed on the fifth when Finn, having accepted considerably more laundry than one person could plausibly manage, attempted to expedite the process by washing everything simultaneously in the same enormous tub, producing a result that Arthur could only describe, upon witnessing it, as an entire generation of formerly white shirts now sharing a uniform and deeply unappealing shade of greyish purple.

BRR: What did you put in there?
FNN: Someone's dress robes. They were burgundy.
BRR: You washed burgundy with white.
FNN: IN MY DEFENSE, I didn't know that mattered.

He spent the following week's remaining coin on compensation, ending the enterprise considerably poorer than he'd begun it. The second scheme involved tutoring.

FNN: I'm good at things.
ELS: You're good at some things.
FNN: I'm good at ENOUGH things to charge for it.

He recruited Briar as an unwilling partner within the first hour, on the grounds that Briar's actual academic competence would lend the venture credibility, and Briar, who had specifically declined participation twice, found himself nonetheless sitting in a borrowed classroom on the following afternoon explaining Alchemical theory to four confused second-years while Finn collected fees at the door.

BRR: I said no.
FNN: You said no in a way that suggested flexibility.
BRR: I said no twice, Finn.
FNN: The second one was considerably softer.

The venture collapsed when the four second-years, having received genuinely excellent instruction from Briar and absolutely nothing of value from Finn, collectively demanded partial refunds on the grounds that they had paid for two tutors and received one.

FNN: I provided ADMINISTRATIVE support.
STU: You sat at a desk.
FNN: ADMINISTRATIVELY.

The third scheme involved Yseult.

YSE: Absolutely not.
FNN: You haven't heard it yet.
YSE: I don't need to hear it. The answer is no.
FNN: I want to sell Alchemically enhanced study aids.
YSE: The answer is emphatically no.
FNN: Small ones! Minor enhancements! Nothing that would violate academic honesty regulations in any way that anyone could reasonably prove!
YSE: Finn, do you understand that manufacturing Alchemical goods for sale without a license is genuinely illegal? Not academy-illegal. Actually illegal. Province-level illegal.
FNN: ...How illegal?
YSE: Meaningfully illegal.
FNN: But how MEANINGFULLY?

She refused to elaborate further, and the scheme collapsed before it had properly begun, though Finn spent the following two days visibly researching exactly how meaningfully illegal it would have been, apparently unwilling to fully abandon the idea without knowing the precise scale of what he'd narrowly avoided. The fourth scheme involved Mira.

FNN: Chess lessons.
MRA: No.
FNN: You're the tournament champion.
MRA: I'm aware.
FNN: People would pay considerably for instruction from a tournament champion.
MRA: They would. I'm still saying no.
FNN: WHY?
MRA: Because I'd have to talk to strangers for extended periods, repeatedly, about something I enjoy, and I'd like to keep enjoying it.

The clarity of the refusal was so complete that even Finn recognized it as final, and he retreated without further argument, though not without visible mourning. The fifth scheme involved Corin. Nobody, least of all Corin, ever quite understood how it had happened.

COR: I want to be clear that I did not agree to this.
FNN: You didn't disagree.
COR: I made no sound whatsoever. Silence is not agreement.
FNN: In certain contexts, it absolutely is.

The scheme, as far as Arthur could reconstruct afterward, involved Finn selling tickets to what he had advertised as a private dueling demonstration by the student who had defeated Dane Whitlock, without informing Corin of the event's existence until eleven students had already arrived at the training yard expecting a performance.

COR: Finn.
FNN: They've paid, though.
COR: FINN.
FNN: It would be genuinely unethical to refund them at this stage.

Corin, in the end, gave the demonstration, largely because eleven students were already present and standing them down would have been more embarrassing than simply proceeding, and Finn, having successfully generated actual income for the first time in weeks, celebrated by immediately losing all of it on a wager regarding whether it would rain the following Tuesday. It did not rain the following Tuesday.

ELS: How much do you currently have?
FNN: Define currently.
ELS: How much money do you have, in your possession, at this exact moment.
FNN: In my possession specifically?
BRR: Finn.
FNN: Four coppers and a button I'm fairly confident isn't mine.

The group considered this in collective silence.

ART: We could simply give you money.
FNN: ABSOLUTELY NOT.
ART: Why not?
FNN: Because that's charity, Arthur, and I have PRINCIPLES.
BRR: You tried to sell your own participation medals week.
FNN: THOSE WERE ASSETS. Selling assets is entrepreneurship. Accepting money for nothing is charity. The distinction is fundamental and I refuse to let it collapse simply because I'm currently experiencing a temporary liquidity crisis.
YSE: You've been experiencing a temporary liquidity crisis for six weeks.
FNN: TEMPORARY IS A FLEXIBLE TERM.

In the end, Briar simply began quietly paying for Finn's meals without mentioning it, and Finn, who almost certainly noticed, said nothing about it either, and the whole arrangement continued for the remainder of the term with neither of them ever once acknowledging it aloud.




[ There is a particular kind of friendship that expresses itself entirely through mockery, exasperation, and quietly paying for someone's dinner without ever once mentioning that you're doing it. ]




Chapter 299: Two Years

Arthur found the western practice yard occupied when he arrived at dawn. He had taken to training early since the festival, once his body had properly recovered, the particular solitary hour before the academy woke offering exactly the uninterrupted focus he preferred, and had assumed, across three weeks of finding the yard empty, that nobody else had discovered its virtues. Corin was already there.

He moved through a sequence Arthur didn't recognize, sharp and considerably faster than anything he'd shown in ordinary lessons, his practice blade cutting angles that seemed designed specifically to compensate for reach he didn't possess, and Arthur, stopping at the yard's edge, watched him for a moment before announcing himself.

ART: You're up early.

Corin did not stop immediately, completing the sequence properly before lowering his blade.

COR: So are you.
ART: Three weeks now. I thought I had the place to myself.
COR: Four weeks, for me. I assumed the same thing.

They looked at each other across the empty yard, the particular awkwardness of two people discovering they had been unknowingly sharing a private habit, and Arthur, uncertain whether the correct response was to leave, felt the moment stretch several seconds longer than comfortable.

COR: You can stay. The yard's large enough.
ART: Are you sure?
COR: I said it, didn't I.

They trained separately for the better part of an hour, occupying opposite ends of the yard, neither acknowledging the other's presence beyond the occasional glance, and Arthur found, somewhat to his surprise, that he did not mind the company at all. It was Corin who broke first.

COR: Your footwork's inefficient on the reverse pivot.

Arthur stopped mid-sequence.

ART: Excuse me?
COR: Your reverse pivot. You're planting your rear foot before your weight's finished transferring, which costs you roughly half a beat every time you do it. In a real exchange, half a beat is considerable.
ART: My father taught me that pivot.
COR: Then your father taught you a half-beat inefficiency. It happens. Most people learn their fundamentals from someone whose own fundamentals contained flaws they never noticed.

He said it without any particular cruelty, simply a technical observation delivered plainly, and Arthur, considering it honestly, ran the pivot again with deliberate attention and found, uncomfortably, that Corin was entirely correct.

ART: Show me.

Corin blinked.

COR: What?
ART: Show me the correction. You've clearly worked it out, and I've apparently been doing it wrong for six years. Show me.

Something shifted across Corin's composed features, some brief flicker of surprise at being asked directly rather than argued with, and he crossed the yard without further comment. They worked through it together for the next forty minutes.

Corin proved, Arthur discovered, an exceptionally precise instructor, breaking the pivot down into component movements with the particular clarity of someone who had thought considerably harder about swordwork than most people ever bothered to, and Arthur, absorbing corrections with the same patient discipline he'd brought to every difficult thing in his life, felt the half-beat gap close by measurable degrees across the session's course.

COR: Better. Again.
ART: My legs disagree.
COR: Your legs are not the relevant authority here. Again.

By the session's end, Arthur's pivot had improved genuinely and noticeably, and both of them were breathing hard, and something in the yard's atmosphere had shifted into something considerably easier than it had been an hour before. They sat against the low stone wall as the sun properly cleared the eastern buildings, sharing the particular companionable exhaustion of people who had worked hard at the same thing.

ART: Why are you out here every morning?
COR: The same reason you are, presumably.
ART: I don't think that's true, actually. I train because I've always trained. It's simply what I do. You've got something else driving it.

Corin was quiet for a long moment, his gaze fixed somewhere across the empty yard.

COR: I made a promise. Over winter recess. To my father.
ART: What kind of promise?
COR: Two years. When I finish my third year here, I return home, and I drive the Ruined God's forces from Castelgard's northern border myself.

He said it plainly, without any theatrical weight, simply stating a fact he had clearly stated to himself many times since, and Arthur, absorbing it, felt the whole shape of Corin's recent intensity settle abruptly into perfect, obvious sense.

ART: That's an enormous thing to promise.
COR: It is.
ART: Do you think you can do it?
COR: Not currently. That's rather the point of the mornings.

He said it with the particular flat honesty that had, Arthur was beginning to understand, always been underneath the aristocratic composure, and Arthur, sitting beside him in the strengthening morning light, found himself genuinely moved by the sheer weight of what Corin had taken on entirely by choice.

ART: You know I intend to defeat him first.
COR: You've mentioned that, yes.
ART: I haven't changed my position.
COR: I'd be disappointed if you had.

He said it without looking over, and something almost like amusement threaded through the words, and Arthur, hearing it, felt the last of the morning's earlier awkwardness dissolve entirely.

COR: For what it's worth, I no longer think it's impossible. What you said at the Gardens. I thought it was a child's declaration at the time.
ART: And now?
COR: Now I've watched you run twenty-seven circuits without an ability, and I find myself considerably less certain about what is and isn't possible where you specifically are concerned.
ART: That's nearly a compliment.
COR: It's an assessment. Don't inflate it.

They rose eventually, gathering their practice blades as the academy's first bells began sounding across the grounds, and walked back toward the main buildings together without either of them proposing it.

ART: Same time tomorrow?

Corin considered this, and Arthur watched him weigh whether accepting constituted some concession he wasn't prepared to make.

COR: The yard's large enough.
ART: That's not an answer.
COR: It's the answer you're getting.

He walked ahead without further comment, and Arthur, following a few paces behind, found himself entirely certain that Corin would be there the following morning, and equally certain that neither of them would ever acknowledge the arrangement as anything other than coincidental use of a conveniently large training yard. He found he was perfectly content with that.




[ Some friendships announce themselves. Others simply appear one morning in a shared training yard, disguised as coincidence, and are never once mentioned aloud by either party. ]




Chapter 300: The Long Night

The end-of-term examinations began in thirty-one hours. Nobody had planned to stay up all night. That was, Arthur reflected afterward, the essential problem with all-night study sessions generally: nobody ever planned them, they simply accumulated, one reasonable extension at a time, until the reasonable extensions had consumed the entire night and everyone involved had lost the capacity to recognize how bad an idea the whole enterprise had become. At the eleventh bell, they were fine.

BRR: If we work through the theoretical section now, we can start the practical review at first light with everything fresh.
ELS: That seems sensible.
FNN: I'm feeling extremely capable tonight.

At the second bell of the morning, they were considerably less fine. Briar deteriorated first, and he deteriorated in the specific direction Arthur would have predicted.

BRR: -and so the fourth principle necessarily follows from the third, which itself derives from the foundational assumption established in the second, though it's worth noting the second contains an implicit dependency on the first that most texts fail to properly acknowledge, which is why I've written a supplementary note explaining that dependency, which is here, on this page, alongside a further note explaining why the supplementary note was necessary in the first place-
YSE: Briar.
BRR: -and that further note, in turn, references a third annotation I've cross-indexed at the back of the-
YSE: BRIAR.
BRR: What.
YSE: How many notes have you written about the notes.
BRR: ...Four layers.
YSE: You've written notes about notes about notes about notes.
BRR: When you say it like that it sounds excessive.
ELS: It sounds excessive when you say it too, Briar.

Finn went next. He had been quiet for nearly twenty minutes, which was, in itself, sufficiently unusual that Arthur had begun watching him with mild concern, and when he finally spoke, his voice carried the particular dreamy detachment of someone whose grip on reality had loosened considerably.

FNN: Do you think the walls know?
ART: Do the walls know what, Finn?
FNN: Anything. Do you think they know anything at all. They've been here a very long time.
ART: I don't think walls know things.
FNN: That's exactly what a wall would want you to think.
BRR: He's gone. We've lost him.
FNN: I'm perfectly lucid.
MRA: You just accused the architecture of conspiracy.
FNN: I ASKED A QUESTION. There's a difference between asking and accusing, Mira, and I think it's genuinely telling that you leapt straight to accusation.

He fell silent again for several minutes, and then, without any preamble whatsoever, announced with total conviction that he could taste the color blue, and nobody in the room could think of an adequate response. Mira's deterioration proved considerably more unsettling. She did not become incoherent. She became, instead, progressively, devastatingly honest, the careful social filtering she ordinarily maintained simply dissolving as exhaustion stripped away her capacity for diplomacy.

MRA: Your notes are useless, Briar.
BRR: I'm sorry?
MRA: Four layers of annotation. You've buried the actual information under so much explanation that retrieving it takes longer than simply learning it fresh. It's an elaborate system for making yourself feel productive while accomplishing considerably less than you would with a single clean page.
BRR: That's-
MRA: And Finn hasn't absorbed a single thing all night because he studies by moving objects around rather than reading them, which produces the appearance of work without any of the substance.
FNN: THE WALLS AGREE WITH ME.
MRA: The walls do not agree with you, Finn. The walls are load-bearing masonry and hold no opinions whatsoever.
ELS: Mira, are you alright?
MRA: I'm exhausted and I've stopped being able to be polite about things. It's remarkably freeing, actually. I understand why people do it.
YSE: This is genuinely the most I've ever heard her speak.
MRA: That's because I usually spend most of my energy deciding what not to say. I've currently run out of that energy entirely.

Corin, who had joined them near the first bell with visible reluctance and had maintained flawless composure for two consecutive hours, finally broke somewhere around the third. He did not become incoherent, or honest, or convinced of anything regarding the walls. He simply, without any warning whatsoever, began laughing.

COR: I'm sorry. I apologize. I don't-

He stopped, visibly attempting to gather himself, and failed entirely, dissolving back into helpless, wheezing laughter that seemed to have no identifiable cause whatsoever.

ELS: What's happening?
TLN: I've never seen him do this.
COR: I don't know. I genuinely don't know. Nothing's funny. I'm aware that nothing is funny.

He wiped his eyes, straightened with tremendous effort, held his composure for perhaps four seconds, and collapsed again immediately.

TLN: We should probably get him to bed.
COR: I'm FINE.

He was not fine. He laughed for a further eleven minutes, at nothing, with increasing desperation, while the rest of the group watched with a mixture of alarm and genuine delight, and Finn, still convinced of the walls' sentience, declared the whole episode further evidence of forces at work that none of them properly understood. Arthur, who had trained through genuine exhaustion often enough to recognize the specific quality of a body being pushed past reasonable limits, held out longest. He also, by the fourth bell, had stopped absorbing anything whatsoever.

ART: I've read this paragraph nine times.
ELS: Does it help?
ART: It gets less comprehensible each time. I think I've actually unlearned things tonight.
ELS: That's not possible.
ART: I could recite the third principle four hours ago. I currently cannot recall whether there is a third principle.
ELS: There is.
ART: You say that with tremendous confidence for someone who's been asleep sitting upright for the past twenty minutes.
ELS: I have been AWAKE.
ART: Elsie, you were snoring.
ELS: That was Finn.
FNN: I don't snore. I've never snored. The walls snore.

They dispersed near the fifth bell, in various states of ruin, having collectively absorbed considerably less material than any of them would have managed with an ordinary night's sleep. The examinations, thirty-one hours later, went reasonably well regardless. Briar, having discarded all four annotation layers in favor of a single clean page on Mira's brutal advice, performed better than he had all term. Mira, restored to her ordinary careful diplomacy, apologized to everyone for things nobody had actually minded. Finn passed comfortably despite having absorbed nothing, through what Arthur could only assume was some form of divine intervention. Corin never once acknowledged the laughing episode. The group agreed, unanimously and without discussion, never to attempt an all-night session again. They attempted one again seven weeks later.




[ Every group of friends eventually discovers, through direct experience, exactly which version of themselves emerges at four in the morning. Nobody is ever entirely pleased with the answer. ]




Chapter 301: What I Couldn't Say

The lamp had been out for perhaps ten minutes when Arthur finally said it. He had been building toward it for most of the evening, and for several evenings before that, the whole unresolved weight of the harbor and the lanterns and her plain, undefended honesty sitting between them across weeks of ordinary conversation neither of them had used to address it.

ART: Yseult.
YSE: Mm.
ART: The lantern festival. What you said.

The room went very quiet. He could hear her shift slightly in her own bed across the room, the particular small sound of someone turning to face a conversation they had perhaps been waiting some time for.

YSE: I wondered when you'd get to that.
ART: I should have said something sooner. I've been trying to work out what, and I kept not managing it, and then more time passed and it became harder rather than easier.
YSE: That's usually how it works, yes.

She said it lightly, and Arthur, lying in the dark with the whole difficult shape of what he needed to say pressing against his ribs, took a slow breath and simply said it.

ART: I don't know if I feel the same way.

The silence that followed was not long. That was, in some ways, the worst part of it.

YSE: Alright.
ART: I want to be honest with you, because you were honest with me, and you deserve that in return. I care about you enormously. I don't think I could properly explain how much. But I don't know if what I feel is the same thing you were describing, and I'd rather tell you that plainly than let you keep hoping for something I'm not certain I can give.
YSE: That's fair.
ART: Is it?
YSE: It's entirely fair, Arthur. It's considerably more fair than most people would have managed.

She said it evenly, without any tremor in it, and Arthur, who had spent weeks bracing for anger or argument or some difficult, extended conversation, found himself entirely unprepared for how gracefully she'd received it.

ART: You're not upset.
YSE: I told you at the harbor. I said it because I wanted to, not because I expected anything back. I meant that when I said it.
ART: I know you did. I still expected-
YSE: A scene?
ART: Something. I don't know. Not this.
YSE: I'm not going to make you responsible for how I feel, Arthur. That's not fair to you and it's not particularly dignified for me. You've been honest. I appreciate the honesty. That's genuinely the whole of it.

She turned over as she finished, facing away from him toward the wall, the blanket shifting with the movement.

YSE: We should sleep. Bramwell's assessment is tomorrow and neither of us has properly prepared.
ART: Yseult.
YSE: Goodnight, Arthur.

He lay awake for a long while afterward, turning the conversation over, examining it from several angles, and found himself unable to locate whatever it was that felt wrong about how easily it had concluded. It had gone better than he'd feared. She had been gracious. She had been, in fact, considerably more gracious than the situation had required of her. That was, he realized slowly, precisely the thing that felt wrong. He was still turning it over, somewhere past midnight, when he heard it. It was quiet. Extremely quiet, the particular careful, controlled sound of someone crying while making every possible effort not to, breath catching briefly and being immediately, deliberately smoothed back into evenness, the whole thing so restrained that he might have missed it entirely if the room hadn't been so completely silent. His chest went tight.

ART: Yseult?

The sound stopped instantly.

YSE: I'm asleep.
ART: You're not asleep.
YSE: I'm asleep, Arthur.

Her voice arrived steady, entirely composed, betraying absolutely nothing, and Arthur, lying in the dark listening to her hold that composure through what he now understood was considerable effort, felt something in his chest twist painfully.

ART: Are you alright?

A pause.

YSE: Yeah. I'm okay.

She said it clearly, without any catch in it whatsoever, the particular flawless delivery of someone who had spent considerable practice learning to sound fine, and Arthur, hearing exactly how practiced it was, sat up in the dark.

ART: Yseult.
YSE: Go to sleep.

He got up. He crossed the small room quietly, the floorboards cold beneath his feet, and stopped beside her bed where she lay facing the wall, her back to him, her whole posture rigid with the effort of stillness.

ART: I'm sorry. I didn't want to hurt you.

He reached out, and placed his hand carefully against her shoulder. She recoiled violently. Her arm came up and knocked his hand away, sharp and immediate, the particular instinctive rejection of someone caught in a moment they had been working desperately to keep private, and she turned toward him as she did it, and Arthur, standing there in the dark, finally saw her face. She was crying properly. Not the careful, controlled thing he'd heard through the dark, but genuinely, her cheeks wet, her eyes red and swollen with what had clearly been going on considerably longer than the few minutes he'd been listening, her whole composed, unbreakable confidence entirely, comprehensively gone. She stared at him, and he stared back, and neither of them said anything at all.




[ The kindest rejection is still a rejection. Grace, offered generously in the moment, has a habit of collapsing entirely the instant a person believes nobody is watching anymore. ]




Chapter 302: A Fragile Soul

He said it quietly, standing over her in the dark with his hand still half raised from where she'd knocked it away, and then, because standing felt suddenly unbearable, lowered himself down to sit on the cold floor beside her bed, his back against the frame, close enough to be present and far enough not to reach for her again.

ART: I'm sorry.

Neither of them spoke for a long while. The room held its silence around them, the particular heavy quiet of two people occupying the aftermath of something neither had properly prepared for, and Arthur, sitting on the cold floorboards with his knees pulled up, simply waited, offering nothing further, asking nothing at all. Eventually, he shifted slightly.

ART: Can I ask you-
YSE: I'm sorry.

She said it over him, cutting the question off before it had properly formed, her voice thick and unsteady in a way it had never once been across the entire time he'd known her.

YSE: I'm sorry you had to see that. I'm sorry you're sitting on the floor of your own room at midnight because I couldn't keep myself together for one single night. That wasn't fair to you. None of tonight has been fair to you, and I'd rather you weren't carrying any part of it.
ART: You're not making me carry anything.
YSE: I am, though. That's exactly what I'm doing. You said an honest thing, a genuinely kind and honest thing, and now you're sitting in the dark feeling guilty about it because I couldn't manage the one dignified response the situation required.
ART: Yseult.
YSE: I'm not usually like this.
ART: I know.
YSE: I'm genuinely not. I don't do this. I haven't done this in front of anyone in a very long time.

She wiped at her face with the back of one hand, the gesture rough and impatient, and Arthur, listening to the particular strain in her voice, simply let her continue without interruption.

YSE: My mother was ill for most of my childhood. Not the sort of ill that resolves. The sort that simply continues, getting slowly worse, for years, while everyone around it adjusts to a shape of life that keeps narrowing.

She said it flatly, the particular careful evenness of someone reciting facts to avoid feeling them.

YSE: My father left before I could properly remember him. I've been told several different versions of why. I stopped asking eventually. It didn't seem to change anything, knowing.
ART: Yseult-
YSE: There was a stepmother, afterward. She wasn't cruel. I want to be accurate about that, because people always assume cruelty when you say stepmother, and she wasn't. She simply never once looked at me the way she looked at her own son. Not once, in eleven years. She fed me and clothed me and made absolutely certain I understood, without ever saying it aloud, that I was an obligation she had accepted rather than a person she had chosen.

Arthur said nothing. He had learned, across a considerable childhood of his own, that some things needed room rather than response.

YSE: And there was a stepbrother.

Her voice changed on the word, something hardening beneath the exhaustion.

YSE: I don't want to talk about him. I'm not going to talk about him. I want you to understand that there's a reason I don't ever intend to see his face again, and I want you to understand that I'm not going to explain it further, tonight or otherwise.
ART: You don't have to explain anything.
YSE: I know. I'm telling you anyway, because you deserve to understand why I'm like this. Why I said what I said at the harbor. Why I've been the way I've been with you since the very first morning.

She laughed, small and broken and entirely without humor.

YSE: I'm sorry. I'm so sorry for asking to be loved. It's an embarrassing thing to want out loud. Most people have the sense to keep it quiet.
ART: Yseult, it's okay.
YSE: It isn't. It's undignified and desperate and I've spent my whole life promising myself I wouldn't become someone who-
ART: It's okay.

He said it again, steadily, without any pity in it, and something in the plain certainty of it stopped her entirely. She looked at him in the dark for a long moment.

YSE: Why does that work?
ART: What?
YSE: When you say it. Why does that actually work.

She shook her head slowly, her voice dropping into something quieter and more bewildered.

YSE: I don't know why I trust you this much. I genuinely don't. I've known you less than a year, and I told you something at that harbor I've never told anyone, and I'm telling you all of this now, and I can't account for any of it.

She was quiet for a moment.

YSE: The first morning. When you woke up and I was unpacking my trunk. Do you remember?
ART: I remember.
YSE: I felt something. When I looked at you. Right at the start, before we'd exchanged a single word.

She frowned, apparently struggling to properly articulate it even now.

YSE: It felt like hope. That's the only word I've ever found for it. Not attraction, not curiosity, something underneath both of those. Like something in my soul simply looked at you and decided things might be alright after all.

She laughed again, wetly.

YSE: That sounds insane.
ART: It doesn't.
YSE: It does. I'm aware of how it sounds. I've never said it aloud before because I know exactly how it sounds.

Arthur was quiet for a moment, turning something over, and then reached out slowly, taking her hand where it rested against the blanket's edge. She did not pull away this time. He drew it toward him and pressed her palm gently against his own cheek, holding it there, and looked up at her in the dark with something warm and entirely certain settling into his expression.

ART: Don't worry, Yseult.

He smiled, small and genuine.

ART: I'll protect your fragile soul for as long as I live.

She broke completely. It came out of her all at once, everything she'd been holding through the whole long careful evening finally collapsing entirely, and she cried properly, without restraint, her hand still pressed against his cheek, her whole composed, unbreakable confidence gone entirely, and Arthur simply held her hand there and let her, saying nothing further, offering nothing but the steady, uncomplicated fact of his presence. It took a long while to pass.

YSE: Arthur.
ART: Mm.
YSE: Can I sleep in your arms tonight?

She said it very quietly, the particular small voice of someone asking for something they fully expected to be refused, and Arthur, without any hesitation whatsoever, simply nodded.

ART: Of course.

She fell asleep considerably faster than he expected. Arthur lay awake for some time afterward, her weight settled warm against his chest, her breathing gradually deepening into the slow, even rhythm of someone properly, genuinely at rest, and found himself watching the particular quality of stillness that had come over her face. The tension she carried, the tension he had never once, in all the months of knowing her, seen her fully set down, had gone entirely. She looked younger. That was the strange part. Not childish, simply unguarded in a way her waking face never permitted itself to be, every carefully maintained defense finally, temporarily lowered, the accumulated weight of eleven years of being an obligation rather than a choice, of a mother slowly failing, of a father's several unsatisfying explanations, of a stepbrother whose face she would not describe, all of it simply lifted from her shoulders for the length of a single night's sleep. Arthur watched her a while longer, and eventually slept himself.




[ Some burdens are too heavy to set down alone. They require someone else's arms to hold them for a while, and the extraordinary, terrifying trust required to let them. ]




Chapter 303: The Shape Of Before

She is six years old, and the room smells of medicine. It always smells of medicine. It has smelled of medicine for as long as she can remember smelling anything at all, the particular sharp herbal sweetness that clings to the curtains and the bedding and, eventually, to her mother herself, until the smell and the woman have become the same thing in her mind and she cannot properly separate them. The light comes through the window wrong. In the dream it is always wrong, too gold and too thick, moving slowly through the air like something poured rather than shone, and her mother's hand on the blanket is very thin and very pale and does not move at all.

YSE: Mama.

Her voice arrives strange in the dream, small and distant, as though spoken through water.

YSE: Where did papa go?

The question hangs in the thick gold light. Her mother turns her head, slowly, and her face is soft and tired and enormously kind, and she opens her mouth to answer, and the answer does not come. It never comes. In every version of the dream she has ever had, across nine years of having it, her mother opens her mouth and nothing emerges, and the gold light thickens, and the smell of medicine grows stronger, and the answer never arrives. The room begins to fold inward at its edges.

She is nine years old, and it is raining, and the earth is very dark. The dream skips like a stone across water, and now she is standing at the graveside in a dress that does not fit properly, and everyone around her is enormously tall, adults in dark clothing whose faces she cannot see from this angle, and the rain falls in slow motion, individual drops hanging suspended in the air around her before continuing their descent. The hole in the ground is very deep. In the dream it is always deeper than it should be, extending downward into a dark that has no reasonable bottom. A hand settles on her shoulder.

It is not a warm hand. It is not unkind, either. It is simply a hand, placed correctly, at the appropriate moment, by someone who has understood that a hand should be placed there and has therefore placed it.

STM: What a terrible fate.

Her stepmother's voice arrives from somewhere above her, careful and measured and containing no particular grief at all.

STM: I hope that man burns in hell for what he did to you.

In the dream, Yseult does not know which man she means. She has never known. The dream never clarifies it, and the question sits in her chest, year after year, unanswered and unanswerable, while the rain continues falling in its slow suspended arcs and the hole in the earth goes down and down into nothing. The hand remains on her shoulder.

It does not tighten. It does not comfort. It simply remains, correct and dutiful and entirely empty, and the dream begins to fold again.

She is thirteen years old, and there is a door behind her. The dream does not skip cleanly this time. It lurches, the way the worst dreams lurch, and the gold light and the rain are gone entirely, replaced by something considerably darker and considerably closer, and she is standing with her back against a wall in a room she knows and cannot name. The door is behind her. She can feel it there. In the dream she always knows it is there and always knows, with total certainty, that it will not open. There is someone in the room with her.

She cannot see his face. She has never once seen his face in this dream, not in two years of having it, because the dream does not permit it, because the place where his face should be is simply dark, an absence rather than a feature, a blackness that swallows light and offers nothing back. He is not far away.

He is considerably closer than he was a moment ago, though she has not seen him move, and the room has grown smaller around them in the particular way that dream-rooms shrink, the walls arriving nearer without any visible movement, and her back is against the door and the door will not open and it has never once opened in two years. His hands reach toward her.

She can see them clearly. That is the cruelty of it, that she can see the hands with perfect, unbearable clarity while the face remains an absence, that the dream withholds everything except the specific thing she would most like to forget.

They come closer. The room shrinks further. The dark where his face should be leans in. She screams.

She screams properly, tearing herself upward out of the dream with her whole body convulsing against the blankets, her breath arriving in ragged desperate pulls, the room around her disorientingly wrong, unfamiliar shapes resolving slowly into a dormitory that took her several full seconds to recognize as her own. Her heart hammered painfully against her ribs.

There was light coming from somewhere. The washroom door, half open, spilling warm lamplight across the floorboards. Arthur's head appeared around its edge.

He had a toothbrush in his mouth and his hair was doing something entirely unreasonable and his expression carried the particular mild, unhurried concern of someone checking on a loud noise without any real expectation of finding a crisis.

ART: You good?

The absurdity of it landed with such total, disorienting force that Yseult, still shaking, still half caught in the shrinking room and the reaching hands and the dark where a face should have been, laughed. It came out wrong, cracked and unsteady and considerably closer to a sob than actual laughter, but it came out.

YSE: Yeah.

She pressed both hands against her face, breathing slowly, deliberately, until the shaking began to subside.

YSE: Yeah. I'm good.
ART: You sure?
YSE: Bad dream. It's an old one. It's fine.

He looked at her a moment longer, apparently weighing whether to press, and then, correctly, decided not to.

ART: Alright. There's water on the desk if you want it.

He disappeared back into the washroom, and the ordinary domestic sound of him brushing his teeth resumed, unremarkable and entirely mundane, and Yseult sat in the dark with her heart still slowing and found the sheer, stupid ordinariness of it more steadying than any amount of concern would have been. She reached for the water. Her hands had almost stopped shaking by the time she finished it.




[ The past does not visit as memory. It visits as architecture, rooms that shrink, doors that will not open, faces that refuse to resolve, and leaves the moment someone ordinary asks, through a mouthful of toothpaste, whether you are alright. ]




Chapter 304: Catalysis

The fourth prototype failed on a grey afternoon in early spring, and Briar sat looking at its cracked housing for a considerable while before finally, properly admitting to himself that he was not going to solve this alone. He found Yseult in the library two hours later.

BRR: I need help.

She looked up from whatever she'd been reading with immediate, undisguised interest.

YSE: With what?
BRR: A device. I've been building it since winter recess. It's failed four times now and I've exhausted every approach my own discipline offers me, which means either the concept is fundamentally impossible or I need someone whose training points in an entirely different direction than mine does.
YSE: And that someone is me.
BRR: You're the best Alchemist in our year. Possibly in the academy. I've spent four months not asking you because I wanted to solve it myself, and I've finally accepted that wanting to solve it myself was costing me more than my pride was actually worth.

Yseult regarded him for a long moment, and Briar, braced for mockery, found instead something considerably warmer settling across her expression.

YSE: That's a genuinely mature thing to admit.
BRR: It cost me quite a lot to say.
YSE: I imagine it did. Show me the device.

She had been, Briar noticed as they crossed toward the lower science wing, in an unusually good mood for several days now, something lighter in her whole bearing that he could not account for and did not ask about. The workshop remained exactly as he'd left it, the accumulated wreckage of four months' failure spread across every available surface, and Yseult moved through it with genuine curiosity, examining diagrams and cracked components with the particular focused attention she brought to any interesting problem.

YSE: Explain the concept properly.
BRR: My soul ability is foresight. I can see through my own future eyes, briefly. Two minutes ahead at the absolute maximum, a few seconds at a time, and only about once an hour before the drain becomes debilitating.
YSE: That's considerably more interesting than you've ever let on.
BRR: It's considerably less useful than it sounds. The device was meant to extend it. Longer duration, further range. I've tried every configuration I can conceive of and the essence conduit destabilizes every single time.

Yseult picked up the cracked housing, turning it over with careful attention.

YSE: Because you're trying to force more out of a fixed supply.
BRR: What?
YSE: Your essence. You've got a finite amount, and you're building something to stretch what it does rather than increasing what you've got to work with. That's the entire problem, Briar. You've been solving the wrong side of the equation.

She set the housing down and turned toward him with the particular bright, focused energy of someone whose interest had properly engaged.

YSE: Sit down.
BRR: Why?
YSE: Because I'm going to show you something considerably faster than explaining it.

She positioned him on the workshop's low stool, and then, without any warning whatsoever, stepped behind him and wrapped both arms around his shoulders from behind, pulling him back against her. Briar went entirely rigid.

BRR: What are you-
YSE: Physical contact's required. Hold still.
BRR: Yseult, I-

He stopped talking, because his face had gone a shade of red he could feel from the inside, and because his head was currently positioned in a manner that made continued speech feel dangerously unwise, and because he had lost, quite suddenly, all confidence in his ability to say anything at all without embarrassing himself catastrophically.

YSE: You've gone very tense.
BRR: I'm FINE.
YSE: You're extremely tense.
BRR: I'M FINE, YSEULT.
YSE: Alright. Just breathe normally and pay attention to how you feel.

He was on the verge of explaining, at some length, exactly how difficult paying attention to anything had become, when he felt it. It arrived slowly, spreading outward from where her arms rested against his shoulders, a warmth that had nothing to do with body heat, and something inside him, some reservoir he had never once consciously perceived, began, unmistakably, to fill.

BRR: What is that?
YSE: Use your ability. Right now.
BRR: I used it two hours ago, I won't be able to-
YSE: Use it, Briar.

He reached for it, expecting the familiar resistance of an ability recently spent, and found instead that it answered immediately and without any strain whatsoever. The workshop dissolved. He was looking through his own future eyes, standing in this same room, and the view held, and held, considerably longer than the two or three seconds he had spent his entire life accepting as his ceiling, and he watched himself turn and say something to Yseult and watched her laugh in response, and the vision continued, extending outward past two minutes, past three, further than he had ever once managed in his life. He came out of it gasping.

BRR: That was four minutes.
YSE: Was it?
BRR: FOUR MINUTES. And I'm not tired. Yseult, I'm not remotely tired, I should be barely able to stand right now and I feel entirely fine.

She released him and stepped back, and Briar, spinning around on the stool to face her, found her watching him with visible, delighted satisfaction.

YSE: My ability is called Catalysis.
BRR: I've never heard of it.
YSE: Very few people have. It doesn't do anything visible, which makes it deeply unimpressive to demonstrate and consequently rather badly documented. Through physical contact, I can increase both the potency and the abundance of soul essence. In myself, in another person, or in an object.
BRR: You can increase how much essence someone has.
YSE: Temporarily. It fades within an hour or so, and there are limits I haven't fully mapped. But yes.

Briar sat very still, the entire architecture of four months' failed work rearranging itself in his mind.

BRR: I've been building a device to stretch a fixed supply.
YSE: You have.
BRR: And the actual solution is to increase the supply instead.
YSE: Now you're getting there.

They worked through it together for the next three hours, and the concept assembled itself between them considerably faster than Briar had assembled anything alone.

BRR: The problem with your ability, as a permanent solution, is that you'd have to physically be there every single time I needed it.
YSE: Which is impractical, agreed.
BRR: But if the essence could be stored. If there were a way to accumulate it during the hours I'm not using my ability at all, when it's simply sitting unused inside me, and then release that accumulated store at the moment I actually need it-
YSE: Then you'd be drawing on hours of stored capacity rather than whatever happens to be available in the moment.
BRR: Alchemy handles the essence manipulation. Storage, transfer, the actual mechanics of holding it stable.
YSE: And your science handles the physical apparatus. The housing, the conduits, the release mechanism, everything that actually makes it a device rather than a technique.

They looked at each other across the cluttered workbench.

BRR: That could actually work.
YSE: That could genuinely, actually work.

Briar raised his hand, and Yseult, without any hesitation whatsoever, met it with a clean, satisfying smack that echoed across the small workshop.

BRR: Neither discipline could have built this alone.
YSE: No. That's rather the point, isn't it.

She pulled a fresh sheet of paper toward her, already sketching, and Briar, leaning over to add his own notations alongside hers, felt four months of accumulated frustration finally, properly dissolve into something considerably better.




[ Some problems cannot be solved by working harder within a single discipline. They require, instead, the considerably harder work of admitting that someone else's entirely different training might see what yours cannot. ]




Chapter 305: The Thaw

Spring arrived at Solmere the way it apparently always did, according to those who had witnessed it before: all at once, without warning, and considerably earlier than anyone raised further inland would have expected. Arthur woke one morning in the middle of it to find the whole quality of the light through his window had changed.

He noticed it before he noticed anything else, the particular clarity that replaced winter's flat grey diffusion, and lay there for a while simply observing it, watching the light move slowly across the ceiling in a way it had not moved for months. Yseult had already gone. Her bed was made, her side of the room in its usual state of controlled chaos, a half-finished diagram of some component or other pinned above her desk with three separate annotations in Briar's handwriting added along its margins. Arthur dressed and went outside.

The academy grounds had transformed while nobody was paying attention. The long beds along the eastern walk, which had been bare black earth since his arrival, had filled with something small and green and determined, and the old trees that had shed their color across the autumn now carried the faint, fuzzy suggestion of leaves returning, not properly arrived yet but unmistakably on their way. The air smelled entirely different. He walked the grounds' perimeter without any particular destination, the way he'd taken to doing on mornings when he woke before the bells, and found himself passing places that had accumulated meaning across the year without his noticing the accumulation as it happened. The courtyard where Finn had first barreled into their group, arguing at maximum volume atop an overturned crate. The wide old tree where they'd eaten lunch through the whole autumn, its branches now beginning their slow return to green. The training yard where he'd stood across from Corin with a practice blade and been told, with complete aristocratic confidence, that the match would be brief.

The western track, where twenty-seven circuits had gone into the academy's records beneath his name. He stopped there for a while, looking out across the empty course in the early light. He tried to remember what he had expected, walking up that road three days out from the village seven months ago now, and found the memory of his own expectations had grown genuinely difficult to reconstruct.

He had expected to be behind. That much he remembered clearly. He had spent six years knowing that the academy would be full of people whose abilities had been developing since childhood while his own had never once arrived, and had braced himself, thoroughly and repeatedly, for the particular experience of being the least capable person in every room he entered. That had not happened.

It had not been the opposite, either. He was not the best at anything, except one absurd endurance record that had lasted approximately three days in the general conversation before evaporating entirely. He was middling in most of his coursework, genuinely poor in Soul Ability theory, unremarkable in Alchemy foundations despite consistent effort. But he had not been left behind.

He thought about that for a while, standing at the western track's edge with the spring light strengthening around him, and found the reason arriving considerably more simply than he'd expected. He had not been alone.

That was the whole of it, really. Elsie had walked the entire road beside him and had never once, across ten years and three days of travel and most of an academic year, given any indication of considering the arrangement a burden. Yseult had installed herself in his life on the first morning with total, unapologetic confidence and had refused, through every subsequent complication, to leave it. Briar and Finn had adopted him within a week of meeting him. Mira had let him sit beside her when she'd clearly been debating whether to sit at all. Corin, who had begun the year regarding him as barely worth acknowledging, now shared a training yard with him at dawn and refused, on principle, to admit it was deliberate.

None of that had anything to do with abilities. He walked back toward the main buildings as the first bells began sounding across the grounds, and thought about his parents.

He had written to them every week, as promised. His mother's replies arrived reliably, full of village news he had begun, somewhat guiltily, to find distant, the small ordinary happenings of a place that had once been the entirety of his world and had become, across a single year, somewhere he thought about warmly and rarely.

His father's letters were shorter. They usually asked about his training. Arthur had written back describing the pivot correction Corin had shown him, the half-beat inefficiency that six years of Calder's instruction had never caught, and had worried afterward that it might land badly, that his father might read it as criticism. Calder's response had arrived the previous week.

Good. That's the thing about teaching someone: eventually they find a better teacher, and the whole point of the work was always to get them somewhere you couldn't take them yourself. Keep the correction. Thank the boy for me.

Arthur had read it four times and folded it carefully into the small stack he kept in his desk drawer. The grounds filled gradually as the morning properly arrived, students spilling out toward lessons in the new warmth, the whole academy waking around him, and Arthur, crossing the eastern courtyard toward the refectory, spotted Elsie already at their usual table through the tall windows, gesturing at something while Finn responded with visible outrage. Seven months.

That was how long it had been since he'd stood at the crest of that final rise and seen Solmere spread out below him for the first time, white stone and red tile and a walled academy on the northern hill, and had felt entirely, genuinely uncertain whether he belonged anywhere in it. He pulled the refectory door open, and the noise and warmth of it rolled out to meet him, and Finn's voice rose immediately above the general clamor demanding that Arthur come and settle an argument whose terms nobody had adequately explained. Arthur went to settle it.




[ A year does not announce its passing. It simply accumulates, one ordinary morning at a time, until you look up in unfamiliar light and realize the person standing there is no longer quite the one who arrived. ]




Chapter 306: The Narrowing

Elsie had been keeping count since the morning after the festival. Forty-three days. Forty-three mornings in the empty training yard before the fifth bell, working through the same narrow set of exercises she had designed for herself, and she had told nobody about any of them, not Arthur, not Yseult, not even Rowan, who had watched her compression work at the precision course and had asked, twice since, whether she'd been developing it further. She had answered vaguely both times.

It was not secrecy exactly. She had simply discovered, across the weeks since the festival, that she preferred the work unwatched, and had stopped interrogating herself about why. The morning was cold in the particular way early spring mornings still managed despite the season having technically turned, and Elsie stood at the yard's center with her hands raised and the wind gathering slowly around her forearms in a tight, controlled band. She had stopped celebrating this part months ago.

The compression itself had become reliable, the initial breakthrough that had once felt miraculous now settling into something closer to routine, and she had discovered, as most people eventually discovered about any hard-won skill, that arriving at competence simply relocated the difficulty somewhere further along rather than eliminating it. The difficulty was currently duration.

She could compress the wind readily now. She could hold it for perhaps eleven seconds before the concentration required began to fracture and the whole tight structure blew apart into ordinary dispersed air, and eleven seconds, she had determined across roughly two weeks of careful measurement, was nowhere near sufficient for anything genuinely useful. She began again.

The wind gathered. She drew it inward, tighter, feeling for the specific point where compression became strain, and held.

One. Two. Three.

Her arms began to shake somewhere around six, the particular tremor of muscles being asked to maintain something that fought back, and she pushed past it, holding the structure steady through seven, eight. At ten, her focus fractured. The compression blew apart, the wind dispersing outward in a sudden useless gust that scattered dust across the packed earth, and Elsie lowered her arms, breathing hard. Ten seconds. She had managed eleven twice, three days ago, and had not repeated it since.

ELS: Again.

She worked through fourteen more attempts across the following hour, and found herself, somewhere around the ninth, noticing something she had not previously considered. The failures were not identical. She had been treating each collapse as the same event, a simple failure of endurance, but paying closer attention now revealed that the compression broke differently depending on what she was doing with her attention in the moments before it went. When she concentrated hard on holding the structure, it collapsed at seven or eight. When she let her attention drift slightly, thinking about the shape of the wind rather than gripping it, she reached ten or eleven consistently.

ELS: Oh.

She said it aloud to the empty yard, and stood for a moment turning the observation over. She had been holding it too tightly. That was the entire problem, and it was, she recognized with the particular exasperation of someone encountering a lesson they had already learned once in a different context, precisely the same error she had made months ago when first attempting compression at all. She had spent weeks then trying to force the wind into a shape it resisted, and had only succeeded once she stopped forcing and started guiding. She had done it again. She had solved the initial problem and then immediately reverted to the same wrong instinct when the difficulty relocated.

ELS: You'd think I'd learn faster.

She raised her hands again. This time, instead of gripping the compression with her full concentration, she deliberately loosened her attention, holding the structure the way she might hold something delicate rather than something escaping, guiding rather than clamping.

One. Two. Three.

The tremor arrived later, around eight rather than six.

Nine. Ten. Eleven.

She held.

Twelve. Thirteen.

The compression broke at fourteen, and Elsie stood in the empty yard with her arms shaking and her breath coming hard and something bright and enormous rising in her chest. Fourteen seconds. She had added three seconds in a single morning by doing less rather than more. She managed fourteen twice more before the fifth bell rang across the grounds, and lowered her arms for the final time with her whole body aching pleasantly and the particular deep satisfaction of a morning genuinely well spent. She thought, briefly, about telling someone.

Rowan would want to know. He had asked twice, and would ask again, and would be genuinely, uncomplicatedly delighted by three seconds of improvement that most people would consider entirely unimpressive. Arthur would understand it immediately. He had spent six years adding half-beats and small corrections to sword forms nobody else was watching him practice, and would recognize exactly what fourteen seconds had cost and exactly why it mattered. She could tell either of them. She could tell both. She found, walking back across the waking grounds toward West Hall, that she still did not particularly want to. Not yet.

There would be a moment, eventually, when the work had accumulated into something worth showing rather than describing, and she intended to wait for it, and she found the waiting itself had begun to feel less like secrecy and more like something closer to anticipation. She had forty-three mornings behind her. She was genuinely curious how many more it would take.




[ Every skill relocates its difficulty rather than removing it. The people who improve are simply the ones willing to keep showing up after the difficulty has moved somewhere new. ]




Chapter 307: What The Traders Said

The rumor arrived the way rumors always arrived at Solmere, which was to say sideways, incompletely, and in several mutually contradictory versions before anyone established which parts of it were actually true. Arthur first heard it in the refectory queue.

STU: -closed the whole eastern crossing, apparently. Three weeks now.
STU2: That can't be right. Lassiter doesn't close the crossing. They've never closed the crossing.
STU: That's what makes it interesting, isn't it.

He caught only that much before the queue moved and the conversation carried out of range, and thought little of it until the second version reached him that afternoon, delivered by Finn at considerably higher volume.

FNN: THEY'VE CLOSED THE SEA OF SERENITY.
BRR: You cannot close a sea, Finn.
FNN: They've closed the crossings ACROSS the sea. Same thing, functionally.
BRR: It's not remotely the same thing.
FNN: The practical outcome is IDENTICAL, Briar.

By evening, enough fragments had accumulated that the group attempted, collectively, to assemble something resembling an accurate picture.

YSE: My understanding is that Lassiter's suspended commercial traffic across the eastern crossings. Not all of them. The three northernmost routes specifically.
BRR: Why those three?
YSE: Nobody's saying. That's rather the problem.
ELS: Suspended for how long?
YSE: Three weeks so far. Indefinite going forward.

Arthur, listening, found something in the specificity of it unsettling in a way the wilder versions of the rumor hadn't managed.

ART: Lassiter's economy is the crossings. That's the entire province.
YSE: It is.
ART: So they've suspended the thing their whole province depends on, on three specific routes, for three weeks, and haven't explained why.
YSE: That's the shape of it, yes.
MRA: That's not a commercial decision.

She said it quietly from the table's end, and the group turned toward her.

MRA: Merchant republics don't suspend trade routes for commercial reasons. Trade is the entire structure of their governance. If they've closed three routes indefinitely without explanation, it's because keeping them open had become more dangerous than the loss of revenue.

The table absorbed this.

FNN: Dangerous how?
MRA: I don't know. That's what nobody's saying.

The faculty knew something. That much became apparent across the following days, not through anything anyone said directly but through the particular quality of what they declined to say, the way conversations between instructors stopped when students approached, the way Instructor Whitfield, who taught strategy and had spent the entire term happily discussing historical border conflicts in exhaustive detail, abruptly declined to take a question about current provincial tensions.

WHF: That's outside this course's scope.
STU: You've discussed current tensions before, sir.
WHF: I've discussed historical patterns. Current events remain current, which means the pattern hasn't finished forming, which means anything I told you would be speculation dressed as instruction. Next question.

It was not, Arthur thought, watching the exchange from three rows back, the answer of a man with nothing to say. Dane Whitlock stopped attending meals. Arthur noticed it on the fourth day, the particular absence of a figure who had, without Arthur ever consciously registering it, been a reliable presence at the upperclassmen's far table across the entire year.

TLN: He's had letters.

Talon said it quietly when Arthur mentioned it, the two of them walking back from combat conditioning.

ART: From home?
TLN: Three this week. That's unusual for him. He gets one a month, ordinarily, and answers it the same evening.
ART: Has he said anything?
TLN: Dane doesn't say things. That's rather his whole approach.

He said it without any particular judgment, and Arthur, considering the shape of it, felt the vague ambient unease of the past week settle into something considerably more specific. Someone from Lassiter was receiving three letters a week and had stopped appearing at meals. That was not rumor. That was simply observable.

Arthur found himself, that evening, thinking about a passage he had read months before in a library volume about a province considerably further east than Lassiter.

The corruption did not arrive as conquest. It arrived, by every surviving account, as accident.

He had not thought about the passage since. He had filed it away with the rest of the half-answers his library afternoon had produced, one more fragment among many, unconnected to anything in his actual life. He thought about it now. Three northern crossings, suspended indefinitely. A merchant republic accepting economic damage rather than continuing to use them. Faculty declining questions they would ordinarily have answered at length. A boy from Lassiter receiving three letters in a week and no longer coming to meals. None of it necessarily meant anything. Arthur lay awake for some time regardless, and found, when he finally slept, that the unease had not entirely departed.




[ Trouble rarely announces itself. It simply appears first as a set of small unexplained facts, scattered across a week, waiting for someone patient enough to notice they belong to the same shape. ]




Chapter 308: The Trial Announced

The assembly was called for the seventh bell on a Tuesday, which was itself unusual enough that the whole student body arrived at the main hall already speculating. Headmistress Wysteria waited on the platform until the noise settled entirely.

WYS: Two weeks from today, Solmere will hold the Trial of Power.

The hall's remaining murmur died completely.

WYS: For those of you in your first year who have not encountered it before, I will explain it plainly, because it deserves plain explanation rather than the considerable mythology that tends to accumulate around it.

She moved slowly along the platform's front, her attention sweeping across the assembled students with the particular unhurried thoroughness she brought to everything.

WYS: The Trial is a single elimination tournament. One competitor against one competitor, until only one remains. It is open to every student in this academy regardless of year, discipline, or specialization. A first-year may face a third-year. A weapon specialist may face an Alchemist. There is no bracketing by experience and no accommodation made for disadvantage.

A ripple moved through the hall.

WYS: Soul abilities are permitted. Alchemy is permitted. Weapons are permitted. The Trial exists specifically to answer a question the Sports Festival, with its various restricted formats, cannot: not who is fastest, or most precise, or most knowledgeable, but simply who, using everything available to them, prevails.

She paused.

WYS: I want to be clear about something before any of you sign your name to the roster. The Trial is not a festival event. It is not a celebration. Students are injured in the Trial of Power most years, sometimes seriously. Faculty supervise every match and will intervene where necessary, but intervention is not prevention, and I would be doing you all a considerable disservice if I permitted you to believe otherwise.

The hall had gone entirely silent.

WYS: Registration opens tomorrow morning and closes in three days. Participation is entirely voluntary. There is no shame whatsoever in declining, and I would encourage every one of you to consider the decision carefully rather than emotionally.

She stepped back from the platform's edge.

WYS: That is all.

The refectory that evening carried a considerably different energy than it had for the Sports Festival's announcement.

FNN: I'm not doing it.

He said it immediately, without any of his usual deliberation, and Briar looked up in genuine surprise.

BRR: You're not?
FNN: I competed in four festival events and enjoyed all of them thoroughly, and I've listened carefully to what the Headmistress said, and I've concluded that I have absolutely no interest in being seriously injured in front of the entire school by someone three years older than me who can set things on fire.
BRR: That's remarkably sensible.
FNN: I contain multitudes.
MRA: I'm not entering either.

She said it plainly, without any apparent conflict about the decision.

MRA: I won a chess tournament. That's the extent of what I'm interested in proving this year.
ELS: I'm entering.

She said it without looking up from her meal, and the table turned toward her.

BRR: Are you certain? Abilities permitted means you'd be facing-
ELS: I know what it means.
BRR: Right. Of course.

She said nothing further, and Arthur, watching her, understood immediately that whatever she had been doing across the mornings she never discussed had reached a point where she wanted to test it against something that pushed back.

YSE: I'm entering as well, obviously.
FNN: Obviously.
YSE: I've spent a year developing techniques nobody in this academy has seen before and I'd very much like to find out what they're worth against someone genuinely trying to stop me.

Corin, seated at the table's far end where he had increasingly, and without comment, begun taking his meals, spoke without looking up.

COR: I'm entering.

Nobody expressed surprise. Talon, beside him, offered a small resigned shrug.

TLN: And I suppose I'm entering, because he is, and because it would be genuinely embarrassing to be the only one at this table who didn't.

The conversation continued around the table, and Arthur, who had not yet spoken, found everyone's attention gradually turning toward him.

ELS: Arthur?
ART: I'm entering.

The response arrived so immediately and with such total absence of deliberation that the table briefly paused.

BRR: You're certain? Abilities are permitted, Arthur. Fully permitted. That's the entire format.
ART: I know.
BRR: You'd be facing people using every advantage available to them, and you'd be-
ART: Using everything available to me. Which is what the Headmistress said the Trial was for.

He said it without any particular defensiveness, simply stating the arrangement as he understood it, and Elsie, watching him, smiled slightly.

YSE: You didn't hesitate at all.
ART: No.
YSE: Not even briefly?
ART: I stopped hesitating about this sort of thing somewhere around eight years old.

He said it lightly, and the table laughed, and the conversation moved on, and only Elsie, who had actually been present for the specific afternoon he was referring to, caught the full weight of what he'd said. He signed the roster the following morning, third name on an otherwise empty sheet. The registration hall was mostly quiet at that hour, and the upperclassman managing the ledger glanced up as Arthur set the quill down.

UPP: Lyerm. First year.
ART: That's right.
UPP: You understand abilities are permitted.
ART: I do.

The upperclassman looked at him for a moment longer, and Arthur recognized the particular expression, having encountered various versions of it his whole life, the specific look of someone deciding whether to say something they suspected would not be welcome.

UPP: Right. Good luck, then.

He entered the name into the ledger without further comment, and Arthur walked back out into the spring morning with his name on a roster and two weeks ahead of him and absolutely no idea whatsoever how he intended to survive a single match. He found he did not particularly mind. He had, after all, spent most of his life with no idea how he intended to manage things, and had managed a considerable number of them regardless.




[ Some decisions require weeks of careful deliberation. Others are simply made years in advance, quietly, by a version of yourself you no longer entirely remember being. ]




Chapter 309: The Last Morning

Registration closed at midday on the third day, and Finn arrived at the hall an hour before it did. He had not slept particularly well for two nights, which was itself unusual, and had spent both of them turning over a single sentence somebody had said at dinner without any apparent intention of it mattering to anyone.

I stopped hesitating about this sort of thing somewhere around eight years old.

Arthur had said it lightly. The whole table had laughed. Finn had laughed too, and had gone on to argue about something else entirely within about four seconds, and had assumed the moment had passed entirely. It had not passed.

It had followed him through two days of ordinary lessons, surfacing at inconvenient intervals, and had gradually assembled itself into a question Finn found he could not put down: when had he started hesitating, exactly, and had he ever once actually decided to?

He reached the registration table and found Mira already standing at it.

FNN: You're here.
MRA: I'm here.
FNN: You said you weren't entering.
MRA: I said a great many things. Most of them were reasonable at the time.

She did not look at him, her attention fixed on the ledger, and Finn, standing beside her, recognized something in her posture that he suspected was mirrored precisely in his own.

FNN: Was it the thing he said?
MRA: At dinner.
FNN: About eight years old.
MRA: Yes.
FNN: Me as well.

They stood there a moment, both of them looking at the ledger neither had yet signed.

MRA: I've been telling myself I don't need to prove anything. Which is true. I won a chess tournament and I was genuinely satisfied by it and I do not, in any measurable sense, require validation from a combat tournament I'd almost certainly lose in the first round.
FNN: That's a very reasonable position.
MRA: It is. I've reviewed it repeatedly. It holds up completely.
FNN: So why are you standing here?
MRA: Because reviewing it repeatedly is itself suspicious behavior, and I've begun to suspect that I've been dressing up an ordinary fear as a considered decision, and I find that considerably more embarrassing than losing a match would be.

Finn absorbed this.

FNN: That's genuinely the most self-aware thing I've ever heard anyone say.
MRA: I've had two days to construct it.

They did not sign immediately. Finn found himself explaining, without quite intending to, the whole shape of what had kept him awake, the specific unpleasant realization that his own refusal had felt sensible in the moment and had begun, upon inspection, to look considerably more like relief.

FNN: I said I had no interest in being injured in front of the entire school. Which is true! It's completely true. I don't want that at all.
MRA: But?
FNN: But I've been in four festival events and enjoyed every one of them, and I picked all four specifically because none of them could genuinely hurt me, and I hadn't noticed I was doing that until Arthur said what he said and I started actually thinking about it.
MRA: You'd been choosing safe things.
FNN: I'd been choosing safe things and calling it enthusiasm.

He said it with the particular flat honesty of someone who had arrived somewhere uncomfortable and had decided to stand in it rather than retreat.

FNN: And the thing that's genuinely bothering me is that he wasn't trying to make a point. He wasn't giving advice. He was answering a question and the answer was simply what it was, and it's been sitting in my chest for two days because it wasn't aimed at anyone.
MRA: The ones that aren't aimed always land hardest.
FNN: Why is that?
MRA: Because you can't argue with them. Nobody's asking you to change. There's nothing to push back against.

The upperclassman managing the ledger looked up eventually, mildly impatient.

UPP: Are the two of you registering, or simply standing there?

Finn and Mira exchanged a glance.

MRA: I'm going to lose in the first round.
FNN: Almost certainly, yes.
MRA: I'm reasonably certain I'll be eliminated by someone who doesn't even remember my name afterward.
FNN: That does seem likely.
MRA: I've thought about that quite a lot over the past two days.
FNN: And?
MRA: And I've concluded I'd rather lose in the first round than spend the rest of the year knowing I decided not to find out.

She took the quill and signed her name in a clean, unhurried hand. Finn signed directly beneath her.

FNN: For the record, I'm going to be eliminated even faster than you.
MRA: Almost certainly.
FNN: I want that clearly understood before anyone starts expecting things.
MRA: Nobody is expecting anything, Finn.
FNN: PERFECT. That's exactly the level of expectation I want going in.

They walked back out into the bright late-spring morning together, both of them registered for a tournament neither had any realistic chance of surviving past the opening rounds, and Finn found the particular light-headed terror of it considerably more pleasant than he had anticipated.

FNN: Should we tell him?
MRA: Tell who?
FNN: Arthur. That it was because of what he said.

Mira considered this for a moment.

MRA: No.
FNN: No?
MRA: He'd be embarrassed. He'd apologize for it, probably, or insist he hadn't meant anything by it, which would be true and would ruin it entirely.
FNN: That's a fair point.
MRA: Let him find out we entered and simply be pleased about it. That's considerably better.

They walked on toward the refectory, and neither of them mentioned it to anyone, and when Arthur discovered both their names on the posted roster two days later he stared at it for a genuinely long time before saying anything at all.




[ The words that change people are almost never the ones aimed at changing them. They are simply true things, said carelessly, by someone who had no idea anyone was listening that closely. ]




Chapter 310: Sixty Four

The Trial began at the eighth bell on the first genuinely warm morning of the year. The main arena had been reconfigured entirely for it, the festival's cheerful temporary staging replaced by something considerably more permanent: four separate combat grounds marked out across the expanded field, each ringed by warding stones that hummed faintly with contained essence, and a raised platform at the field's center where the faculty sat in a row that looked considerably less like an audience than a supervisory board. Sixty-four names on the posted bracket.

Arthur found his own about a third of the way down, and traced the lines outward from it the way everyone else was doing, following the branching path through six rounds toward a single space at the far right that most of them would never reach.

FNN: I've been sick twice.
BRR: You have not been sick twice.
FNN: I have been sick ONCE and nearly sick a second time, which is functionally equivalent.

He was pale in a way Arthur had genuinely never seen him, all his usual noise thinned into something considerably more brittle, and Mira, standing beside him, looked scarcely better, her hands wrapped around each other in front of her with the particular tight stillness she brought to anything genuinely frightening.

MRA: I've reviewed my decision.
ELS: And?
MRA: The reasoning holds. The feeling has not adjusted accordingly.
ELS: That's usually how it works.

Instructor Sutton addressed the competitors from the platform's edge, and his tone carried none of the dry weariness the students had grown accustomed to across the year.

SUT: Matches end when a competitor yields, is rendered unable to continue, or is removed from the marked ground. Faculty will intervene where continuing would cause lasting harm. Intervention ends the match immediately and the intervening competitor is disqualified regardless of the match's state.

He looked across the assembled sixty-four.

SUT: I have supervised this Trial for nineteen years. In that time, four students have been seriously injured and none have died. I intend to preserve both of those numbers. Yield when you should. Nobody in this arena will think less of you, and I will personally think considerably less of anyone who doesn't.

The first round moved faster than Arthur had expected. Thirty-two matches across four grounds, running simultaneously, and the whole thing collapsed into a kind of impossible sensory overload, four fights in progress at any moment, essence flaring across the field in a dozen colors, the crowd's noise rising and falling in overlapping waves as different matches reached their conclusions. Mira went out in the fourth match of the morning. She lost to a second-year whose ability turned out to be some manner of localized sound distortion, disorienting enough that Mira's careful strategic approach never properly assembled, and she yielded within ninety seconds of the match beginning, walking off the ground with her composure entirely intact and her expression carrying nothing worse than mild disappointment.

MRA: That was considerably shorter than I anticipated.
ELS: Are you alright?
MRA: I'm fine. I was outmatched, comprehensively, by someone with four more years of practical experience, which was the expected outcome and remains, on reflection, entirely unembarrassing.

She sat down beside Elsie with the particular settled calm of someone who had gotten exactly what she came for, which was not victory.

MRA: I'm glad I entered.

Talon went out in the eleventh match, defeated by an upperclassman whose ability let her multiply her own strikes into overlapping afterimages, and he took it with the same easy equanimity he took most things.

TLN: She was extremely good.
COR: You lasted four minutes.
TLN: I lasted four minutes against someone who reached the quarterfinals last year, and I'm choosing to feel reasonably positive about that.

Finn's first match was the nineteenth of the morning. The whole group gathered at the third ground's edge to watch it, and Arthur, standing among them, found himself considerably more nervous than he had been for any of his own preparations.

FNN: If I die, I want it noted that I did this because Arthur said a thing at dinner.
ART: I did not say anything at dinner.
FNN: You absolutely said a thing at dinner.
ART: What thing?
FNN: I'm not explaining it. It would ruin it.

He walked out onto the marked ground before Arthur could ask anything further. His opponent was a third-year, broader through the shoulders and considerably more composed, and the general expectation among the watching students was clear enough that Arthur heard someone nearby predict the match's duration at under a minute. It lasted eleven.

Finn did not win it through power. He had nothing approaching the raw output his opponent brought, and every direct exchange went badly for him. What he had, it turned out, was an entirely absurd refusal to be where anyone expected him, and a running commentary that appeared to genuinely, measurably degrade his opponent's concentration.

FNN: You're telegraphing the left one!
OPP: Stop TALKING.
FNN: I'm being HELPFUL. That's twice now, the shoulder drops before you commit, I'd fix it if I were you-
OPP: SHUT UP.
FNN: This is constructive criticism and I'd genuinely appreciate a more receptive-

The third-year, visibly rattled, overcommitted on a strike that Finn had been openly announcing for four exchanges, and Finn, ducking under it with more luck than technique, put his shoulder into the man's ribs and drove him three full steps backward across the marked line. The proctor's hand went up.

PROC: Out of bounds. Match to Jota.

The arena's reaction arrived a full second late, the particular delayed roar of a crowd that needed a moment to process an outcome nobody had prepared for, and Finn stood on the marked ground with an expression of total, undisguised astonishment.

FNN: I WON.
BRR: You talked him out of bounds.
FNN: I WON AN ACTUAL MATCH, IN AN ACTUAL TOURNAMENT, AGAINST AN ACTUAL THIRD-YEAR.
BRR: You did, yes.
FNN: I predicted I would win zero. I want that formally acknowledged. I predicted zero, out loud, at that table, in front of witnesses.
MRA: Nobody is disputing it.
FNN: I'm simply establishing the record.

He spent the following forty minutes describing the eleven-minute victory to anyone who would listen, in increasingly elaborate detail, with a level of enthusiasm that suggested he intended to continue describing it for several years. Arthur, listening, found himself grinning. Round three began at midday, and the bracket had thinned to sixteen.




[ Not everyone enters a tournament to win it. Some enter simply to find out whether the version of themselves that hesitated was telling the truth about what they were capable of. ]




Chapter 311: The Sixteen

The third round ran on two grounds instead of four, which meant, for the first time that day, that everyone could actually watch. Arthur had not properly appreciated how much the morning's chaos had been protecting him until it lifted. Through the first two rounds there had been four matches running simultaneously, the crowd's attention scattered across the whole field, and he had fought both of his own matches in a kind of merciful anonymity, one competitor among dozens. Round three had eight matches and everyone in the arena watching each one. His own came third. He won it in under four minutes, against a second-year whose ability produced a sort of clinging adhesive across whatever surface she touched, and he won it the way he had won both previous rounds, which was by absorbing a considerable amount of punishment while methodically closing distance until the match's geometry favored him. It was not elegant. Nobody in the stands made any particular noise about it. He walked off the ground with a bruised forearm and his name still on the bracket.

Elsie's match was the fifth. She had been quiet all morning, which Arthur had assumed was nerves until he watched her take the marked ground, and understood, within about ten seconds, that it had been nothing of the sort. She had been focusing. Her opponent was a third-year with a considerable raw output of something that looked like directed heat, and the match should, by every reasonable measure of power, have been decided quickly against her. It was not.

Elsie compressed the wind around her soles and moved, and Arthur, who had watched her fight before, found himself leaning forward, because she was moving considerably faster than she had at the festival. Not dramatically. But measurably. The compression held longer, released cleaner, and she crossed the marked ground in bursts that her opponent's tracking consistently arrived a half-second behind. She did not try to out-power him. She never once tried. She simply kept being somewhere else, and then, at the fourth minute, put a compressed pellet through the man's shoulder guard at a range that made the whole thing look considerably easier than Arthur knew it to be. He yielded within thirty seconds.

BRR: When did she get that fast?
ART: I don't know.

He was, in fact, considerably more aware than Briar realized, because he had noticed months ago that Elsie was disappearing before the fifth bell most mornings and had made a deliberate decision not to ask about it. He watched her walk off the ground, entirely composed, accepting congratulations with a small nod and no particular ceremony. Fourteen seconds, he thought, without knowing why the number occurred to him. Yseult's match was, by some margin, the most watched of the round.

She had spent the entire year building a reputation, and the arena had clearly arrived expecting a demonstration, and she gave them one: fire and stone in the opening exchanges, wind woven through both, and then, when her opponent adapted, something that started as a wall of hardened air and collapsed inward on itself the instant it made contact, precisely the technique that had rattled Desmond Kael at the festival months before. It took her six minutes.

She did not use Catalysis at all, which Arthur noticed, and which he suspected she had decided about in advance. Corin's match lasted ninety seconds.

Arthur watched it closely, and found himself entirely unable to determine what had actually happened. Corin's opponent had opened with something impressive, some manner of projected force, and had thrown it once, and had then, for reasons the arena could not observe, simply stopped. He had stood there for a moment with an expression Arthur could not read. Then he had yielded.

BRR: What was that?
ART: I don't know.
BRR: He didn't even look injured.
ART: No. He didn't.

Corin walked off the marked ground without any visible exertion whatsoever, and did not explain, and nobody asked him. Finn's match was the seventh, and by then the arena had begun, audibly, to notice him.

FNN: THEY'RE SAYING MY NAME.
BRR: They are.
FNN: BRIAR. STRANGERS ARE SAYING MY NAME.
BRR: I know. Go and fight.

He went and fought, and Arthur, watching, understood something he had not fully grasped during the first round. Finn was not winning by accident.

He was winning because he had correctly identified, apparently through pure instinct, that he could not beat anybody in this tournament through force, and had therefore stopped trying entirely. He did not attack. He evaded, constantly, chaotically, along paths nobody could reasonably predict because Finn himself did not appear to be planning them, and he talked, and talked, and talked, and his opponents made mistakes because a person cannot fight properly while being irritated into distraction. It was, Arthur thought, genuinely one of the least respectable strategies he had ever witnessed. It was also, undeniably, working. Finn won his third match in nine minutes, entirely without landing a single meaningful strike, and the arena's reaction had by that point shifted from surprise into something closer to delight. Dane Whitlock's match was the last of the round.

Arthur watched it with considerable attention, because Sutton's overheard remark from the festival had been sitting in the back of his mind for months, and because he had realized, looking at the bracket that morning, that if both of them kept winning they would meet in the semifinal. The match lasted two minutes. Arthur could not, afterward, describe what had happened in it. Dane's opponent was a fourth-year with a genuinely powerful ability, some kind of accelerated projectile discharge, and he used it immediately, and the projectiles crossed the marked ground toward Dane and then, somewhere in the space between them, stopped mattering. That was the only way Arthur could think to describe it. They did not stop. They did not deflect or shatter or dissipate. They simply arrived slower than they had left, and then slower still, and by the time they reached where Dane was standing they had lost whatever it was that made a projectile a projectile at all. The fourth-year tried three more times.

Dane walked toward him the entire time, unhurried, at a completely ordinary pace, and when he arrived he simply put a hand on the man's shoulder and pushed him over the marked line.

PROC: Out of bounds. Match to Whitlock.

The arena's applause was polite, and considerably quieter than it had been for Finn. Arthur, standing at the edge of the marked ground, found the quiet more unsettling than any amount of noise would have been.

ELS: What was that?
ART: I have no idea.
ELS: Nobody's clapping properly.
ART: I noticed.

The quarterfinal bracket was posted at the fourth bell. Eight names. Arthur found his own, and traced the line across to the name paired against it, and stopped.

FNN: Oh.

Finn had arrived at his shoulder without Arthur noticing.

FNN: Oh, that's genuinely unfortunate.
ART: It's you and me.
FNN: It's you and me.

They stood there looking at the posted bracket, and neither of them said anything for a considerable while.

FNN: I want you to know that I'm going to talk an enormous amount.
ART: I assumed.
FNN: A truly unreasonable amount, Arthur.
ART: I know.
FNN: I'm not going to enjoy this.
ART: Neither am I.




[ There is a particular cruelty in tournaments, which is that they do not care who your friends are. The bracket simply draws its lines and expects you to walk them. ]




Chapter 312: Fair Game

They stood at opposite ends of the marked ground, and neither of them looked like they wanted to be there. Arthur had fought people he disliked. He had fought Felix, years ago, in a schoolyard, and had fought three strangers already that morning without any particular feeling about it either way. He had not, until this moment, understood that facing someone he genuinely cared about would feel like a completely different activity that happened to share a name with fighting. Finn, sixty feet away, was not talking. That, more than anything, unsettled him.

PROC: Competitors ready.

Arthur drew his sword. It came free of the scabbard with the particular clean sound it always made, and he settled into the guard Calder had taught him six years ago and Corin had corrected a month back, and found that his hands were steady even though nothing else about him was. Across the ground, Finn cracked his knuckles.

PROC: Begin.

Finn moved first, which he had not done in any previous match, and Arthur understood within about four seconds that this was not an attack. It was a departure. Finn went sideways, then backward, then sideways again along a line that had no discernible logic, and Arthur, committing to an intercept, found himself arriving at a place Finn had already stopped being.

FNN: You're going to hate this!

There it was.

FNN: I want you to know I'm not enjoying it either, but you're going to HATE it, Arthur, you're a very direct person and I'm about to be extremely indirect at you for as long as I can manage!
ART: I'd noticed.
FNN: You've noticed the FIRST part. You haven't noticed the second part yet. The second part takes about four minutes to become genuinely unbearable.

He kept moving. Arthur kept following. It was, precisely as Finn had promised, unbearable. Every closing angle Arthur chose dissolved before he arrived at it. Every commitment he made was punished by Finn simply not being where commitment required him to be, and the talking - the constant, relentless, cheerfully hostile talking - kept arriving in his ears at exactly the moments when he needed silence to think.

BRR: He's doing the thing.

Briar had claimed a position at the ground's edge with Elsie and Mira, and had adopted the particular analytical tone he brought to anything he found genuinely interesting.

BRR: It's the same pattern as the third round. He's not trying to win. He's trying to make Arthur lose patience, and Arthur is a considerably more patient person than his previous opponents, which means Finn's going to have to work for it.
ELS: Is it working?
BRR: Not yet. But Finn's got nine minutes of stamina in that approach and Arthur's got about four minutes of patience, historically, so it's genuinely closer than it looks.

At six minutes, Arthur stopped chasing. He simply stopped, planted himself in the marked ground's center, and waited, and the change was so abrupt that Finn, mid-evasion, actually faltered.

FNN: That's cheating.
ART: You're not being attacked. How is that cheating.
FNN: It's cheating SPIRITUALLY, Arthur.
ART: You can't evade someone who isn't chasing you.
FNN: I'm AWARE of that, thank you.

He circled. Arthur turned with him, unhurried, sword low, and did not move otherwise.

BRR: Oh, that's clever.
MRA: He's making Finn come to him.
BRR: He's making the marked ground do the work. Finn can't just keep running in circles indefinitely, the proctors will call it for passivity eventually, so at some point he has to actually engage, and Arthur's decided he'd rather have that conversation standing still.

Finn circled for another ninety seconds, and the crowd's noise began to shift, and Arthur watched the exact moment the calculation landed behind his friend's eyes. Finn came in. It went badly for him immediately. He had spent three rounds never once trading with anyone, and Arthur, who had spent six years and considerably more mornings than Finn knew about doing nothing but trading, met the first exchange and took it apart in under two seconds. Finn's guard, such as it was, collapsed. Arthur's shoulder caught him in the chest and drove him backward four steps, and the fifth step took him within a hand's width of the marked line, and the crowd made a sound like a single indrawn breath.

He caught himself. Barely. One heel on the boundary, arms windmilling, and Arthur, already committed to the follow-through, pulled the strike at considerable cost to his own balance rather than shoving a friend out of a tournament while his back was turned.

BRR: Why did he stop?
ELS: Because it's Finn.
BRR: That's going to cost him.
ELS: I know.

Finn recovered his footing and got clear, and the two of them separated again, both breathing hard now, and something in the arena's noise had changed entirely, because everyone watching had just seen the same thing. Finn had been one push from elimination, and had survived it only because his opponent didn't want to be the one who did it. Finn stopped talking.

Arthur noticed it immediately, the same way he'd noticed the silence at the beginning, except this was different, this was not nerves or focus, this was something dropping out of his friend's face entirely.

Nothing. No commentary. No cheerful hostility. He stood sixty feet away with his chest heaving and his eyes fixed on Arthur, and the ordinary noise that constituted roughly ninety percent of Finn Jota simply stopped.

ART: Finn?

Finn smiled. It was not a smile Arthur had ever seen on him, and it did not belong on his face at all, wide and bright and entirely hysterical, the particular expression of someone who had run out of every option except one and had just decided, with enormous relief, to stop being careful.

FNN: Sorry, Arthur.

He raised both hands.

FNN: You're the first person all day who's actually looked at me like I could beat them.

And he clapped.




[ There is a particular danger in taking someone seriously. It is, for certain people, the only permission they were ever waiting for. ]




Chapter 313: Four Rolls

The clap was not loud. That was the strange part. It was an ordinary sound, two hands meeting once, the sort of noise a person might make to get a room's attention, and it should have been swallowed entirely by an arena holding several hundred people. Everyone heard it. Arthur felt his sword leave his hand. It did not fly, or shatter, or dissolve. It simply became something he was no longer holding, gone from his grip and from the marked ground and from anywhere he could see, and across the field Finn's own stance had changed in the same instant, both hands empty and open.

PROC: Combatants are restricted to unarmed engagement.

The proctor's voice arrived flat and immediate, announcing a condition rather than imposing one, and Arthur understood, with a cold clarity, that whatever had just happened had not been negotiated with anybody.

ART: Finn. What did you do.
FNN: I honestly don't know yet.

He said it with the same hysterical brightness he'd worn before the clap, and Arthur, looking at his friend across sixty feet of packed earth, realized Finn was telling the truth.

BRR: What just happened?
ELS: Arthur's sword is gone.
BRR: I can SEE that, Elsie, I'm asking WHY.

Finn came in. He was, Arthur discovered within about three seconds, considerably better at unarmed fighting than he had any right to be, and this was not something that had been true four seconds earlier. The first strike came in low and fast along a line Arthur barely caught, and the second arrived before he had finished catching the first, and the third put him on his back foot for the first time all morning.

FNN: OH.

He sounded genuinely delighted.

FNN: Oh, that's what it did! Arthur, I know how to do this! I've never known how to do this in my LIFE-

The combination that followed was, Arthur registered somewhere in the middle of failing to defend against it, technically flawless. Not competent. Not promising. It was the work of someone who had spent thirty years in a discipline and had arrived, at the end of them, somewhere very few people ever reached. Finn's fist caught him under the ribs and Arthur felt something in his chest go briefly, entirely wrong.

BRR: He's a master.
MRA: He was not a master ninety seconds ago.
BRR: I'm AWARE, Mira, I'm reporting what I'm watching.

Arthur went down onto one knee. He got back up, which took considerably more out of him than it should have, and Finn, circling now with a footwork pattern that would have taken a decade to learn properly, watched him rise with an expression caught somewhere between exhilaration and horror.

FNN: I don't know how long this lasts.
ART: Neither do I.
FNN: That's the problem, isn't it.

He was still smiling. It had not improved. The martial skill lasted twenty-two more seconds. Arthur watched it leave him. It was visible, the moment it went, Finn's guard collapsing mid-motion from something precise into something entirely ordinary, and the boy's face did something complicated as thirty years of borrowed practice evaporated out of his hands. He clapped again immediately. The world went dark. Not dim. Dark, completely and instantly, and Arthur heard the arena's reaction arrive as a wall of sound because he could no longer see anything producing it.

FNN: OH NO.

His voice came from somewhere ahead and to the left.

FNN: OH, THAT'S BAD. THAT'S GENUINELY BAD, ARTHUR, THAT'S BAD FOR ME SPECIFICALLY-

Arthur stopped moving. He stood still on the marked ground, blind, unarmed, and listened. He had trained through six years of Calder's instruction and considerably more mornings since, and a not-insignificant portion of that had been conducted in the hour before dawn when the western yard was dark enough that seeing properly was optional. He had never thought of it as an advantage. It had simply been when the yard was empty. He heard Finn's footwork immediately. It was panicked, and it was loud, and it moved along exactly the kind of erratic evasive line that had defined the entire match, except that evasion required knowing where the other person was, and Finn had just removed his own ability to know that.

ART: You've made a mistake.
FNN: I'M AWARE.

Arthur moved toward the sound. He closed twenty feet in near silence while Finn scrambled audibly in the opposite direction, corrected for the change, closed again, and caught a fistful of Finn's collar entirely by feel.

FNN: HOW.
ART: You're very loud.
FNN: I'M ALWAYS VERY LOUD, THAT'S NEVER BEEN A PROBLEM BEFORE-

Arthur had him. He had a grip and he had position and the marked line was, by his best estimate, about eight feet behind Finn's heels, and all of it would have concluded within another three seconds. Finn clapped. He did it with Arthur's hand still knotted in his collar, both palms coming together somewhere between their chests, and the sound of it was the loudest thing in the arena because it happened four inches from Arthur's ear. Nothing happened. Arthur waited, braced for the ground to change or his strength to leave him or some further impossible thing to arrive, and it did not, and after a moment he understood what he was feeling in the fabric bunched inside his fist. Finn had gone completely rigid.

FNN: ...ah.
ART: What is it.
FNN: I can't move.
ART: What?
FNN: I can't move, Arthur. At all. That's the roll. That's what it gave me.

His voice had lost the hysteria entirely. It arrived small and flat and almost conversational, the particular calm of someone who had gambled four times and had finally, comprehensively, been answered.

FNN: I'm blind, I can't hold a weapon, I don't know how to fight anymore, and now I can't move.

Arthur stood there holding him in the dark.

ART: Finn.
FNN: It's fine.
ART: It isn't.
FNN: It genuinely is, though. That's what it does. I knew that when I used it. Everybody knows that's what it does, it's the whole point of the thing, you don't get to keep rolling and only ever like the answers.

Arthur adjusted his grip.

ART: I'm sorry.
FNN: Don't be sorry, just do it, this is extremely undignified and I'd like it to stop.

Arthur pushed him. It was not hard. It did not need to be. He moved his friend eight feet backward across the packed ground while his friend stood entirely rigid and entirely unable to prevent it, and set him down past the marked line with as much care as the situation permitted.

PROC: Out of bounds. Match to Lyerm.

The blindness lifted about four seconds later. Arthur's sword reappeared where he had dropped it. Finn's rigidity broke somewhere in the same span, and he sat down abruptly on the packed earth just outside the boundary, breathing hard, blinking against light he had not seen in over a minute. The arena was making a considerable amount of noise.

FNN: Four rolls. I have never used it more than once. I've never in my life used it more than once, and I used it four times in about ninety seconds, and the fourth one told me to stop.

He laughed, wetly and without much humor in it.

FNN: That's genuinely the funniest possible ending. I should have quit after the second one.

Arthur offered him a hand up. Finn took it, and got to his feet, and stood there a moment longer looking at the marked ground he had just been pushed out of.

FNN: You know why I entered?
ART: You wouldn't tell me.
FNN: I'm telling you now. It was the thing you said at dinner, about how you stopped hesitating when you were eight.

Arthur stared at him.

ART: I don't remember saying that.
FNN: I KNOW. That's exactly the problem, Arthur, that's the entire problem with you, you say something like that and then you don't remember it, and meanwhile it's been sitting in my chest for two days making me sign a roster I had absolutely no business signing.

He shrugged, and something in his face settled into something genuine.

FNN: I won three matches. I've never won anything. I gambled four times in front of the entire academy and the last one ruined me completely, and I'd do all of it again.

He walked off toward the stands, already gathering volume, already assembling the version of the story he intended to tell for the next several years. Arthur watched him go, and picked up his sword, and found the semifinal bracket had already been posted.




[ Everyone who gambles knows the house eventually answers. The remarkable thing is not that it answers. It is how many people, knowing that, still consider the asking worth it. ]




Chapter 314: Fourteen Seconds

They did not speak before it started. There had been a moment at the bracket, hours earlier, when both of them had seen the pairing at the same time, and had looked at each other, and had said nothing at all. Elsie had gone back to stretching. Yseult had gone to find water. That had been the whole of the conversation.

PROC: Begin.

Yseult opened with earth. It was a competent opening and an entirely unimaginative one, a low ridge rising across the marked ground's midpoint to control the approach, and Elsie, reading it in the first half second, felt something in her chest go tight and unpleasant. She was being handled. Yseult had spent an entire year demonstrating that she opened with whatever was most interesting, and she had opened here with a wall.

ELS: Don't.
YSE: Don't what?
ELS: You know what.

She compressed. The wind gathered at her soles in a tight band and she was moving before the ridge finished rising, cutting the left flank at an angle Yseult had not accounted for, and she came over the low end of the wall rather than around it and closed eleven feet in the time it should have taken her to cross four. Yseult raised a second construct on pure reflex. Elsie put a pellet through it. The compression left her hand at the exact moment her foot planted, a dense knot of air no larger than a thumbnail, and it did not shatter the construct so much as perforate it, punching a clean hole through hardened air that should have turned any conventional strike, and the whole structure came apart around the wound like wet paper. The arena made a noise.

YSE: Alright.

Elsie was already inside the wreckage. She closed the last four feet and struck at the shoulder, and Yseult, giving ground for the first time, brought fire up between them in a flat sheet that Elsie had to break off and roll away from, and the heat of it caught the side of her arm as she went. Twelve seconds. She released the compression and felt the hollow immediately, the particular scraped-out sensation of a hold ending.

BRR: She got through.
MRA: She got through in nine seconds.
BRR: I've watched Yseult fight four times this tournament and nobody has been inside that guard.

Yseult stopped handling her. The change was not dramatic. She simply stopped raising walls, and the ground under Elsie's feet turned to something loose and shifting that ate her footing, and when Elsie compressed to break free of it the air around her went hot enough that the compression itself became a liability, a dense knot of superheated wind pressed against her own skin. She released it, and dispersed, and the heat went with it, and she landed badly.

YSE: You're not going to like the next part.
ELS: I didn't like that part.

Yseult brought all three at once. Earth first, a spearing column that Elsie broke off from; wind in her wake to close the escape line; fire arriving at the intercept where the wind pushed her, and it was, Elsie recognized somewhere in the middle of surviving it, genuinely elegant work. Not the flashy multi-discipline display of the festival. Something considerably more efficient. Each element doing the minimum necessary and handing off cleanly to the next. She got out of it by compressing at the wrong moment. It was not a decision. Her hands did it before she had decided anything, wind knotting at her right sole alone and firing her sideways rather than forward, an angle that left her half-falling and entirely out of the intercept, and the fire arrived where she had been going instead of where she was. She hit the ground on her shoulder and came up with her arm numb. Eight seconds. Wasted on a survival she had not planned. She reset.

Yseult let her, which was its own kind of statement, and the two of them circled the marked ground with the crowd noise rising around them and something entirely wordless passing between them.

This is genuinely dangerous, Elsie thought.

She meant it as an observation. It arrived as a relief. Yseult was thinking about Arthur. It surfaced without being invited, somewhere in the middle of a circling step, an image of his face in the dark and a hand pressed against his cheek and a promise she had not asked for and had needed more than she could account for, and it arrived accompanied by the specific and unhelpful awareness that the girl across from her did not know any of it had happened. She set it down.

It was not relevant. It had nothing to do with the marked ground or with the fourteen seconds she had spent all year watching Elsie Tanner fail to exceed, and she had, she reminded herself, entered this tournament to find out what her own work was worth against somebody genuinely trying to stop her. Elsie was trying to stop her. That was the whole of what mattered.

Elsie went again. She had spent three exchanges learning the shape of Yseult's transitions, the small predictable seam where one discipline handed off to the next, and she went for it directly, compressing hard and cutting inside on a line that should have put her at Yseult's flank in the half beat between earth and fire. Yseult did not transition.

She held the earth and layered the fire over it, both at once, which cost her visibly and which Elsie had not seen anyone do all tournament, and the flank Elsie had been counting on simply did not open.

She adjusted mid-stride. She had fourteen seconds and had used six of them and she committed the remaining eight to a single decision, driving forward through the heat rather than around it because around it no longer existed, and she put two pellets into the earth construct at point-blank range and blew a gap through it wide enough to pass. Her sleeve caught fire. She went through anyway.

She came out the other side inside Yseult's guard with her arm burning and eight seconds gone and struck once, hard, into the ribs, and Yseult folded around it and went down onto one knee. The arena was extremely loud.

Elsie stood over her with her sleeve smoking and her whole right side numb and fourteen seconds entirely spent, and understood, with total clarity, that she had just used everything she had. Yseult looked up at her.

YSE: That was very good.
ELS: I know.
YSE: I mean it. That was genuinely the best thing anyone has done to me all year.

She got up. She should not have been able to get up that quickly. Elsie registered it as an anomaly a half second before she saw Yseult's hands come together against her own sternum, palms flat, the particular contact that Elsie had watched her use exactly once before, months ago, on Briar in a workshop. The color came back into her face. Her breathing steadied. The way she carried her weight changed. Whatever the strike into her ribs had taken out of her simply stopped being gone.

YSE: Sorry.
ELS: For what?
YSE: For this part.




[ Every fighter has a number. The hard thing is not learning what yours is. The hard thing is meeting someone whose number does not exist. ]




Chapter 315: The Best There Will Ever Be

Elsie went again. She had nothing left worth spending and she went anyway, compressing at both soles and cutting hard across the marked ground toward a girl who had, four seconds earlier, been kneeling. Yseult caught her. Not blocked. Caught. Her hand closed around Elsie's forearm mid-strike and simply held it, and Elsie, who had been operating for eleven minutes on the understanding that she was faster, discovered that this had stopped being true while she wasn't looking.

YSE: You should yield.
ELS: No.
YSE: I'd rather you did.
ELS: I know.

She compressed the wind at her own trapped wrist and blew the grip apart, and got clear, and her hands were shaking. The next ninety seconds were not a fight. Elsie understood this while it was happening, which was the worst part. She threw everything she had left in whatever order it arrived, pellets and footwork and one genuinely inspired attempt to compress the air inside Yseult's own lungs that would have ended it if it had landed, and none of it landed, and Yseult did not appear to be working particularly hard. She was, Elsie realized, being allowed to continue.

Not out of cruelty. Yseult was simply not finishing it, because finishing it would require doing something she had not yet decided to do.

BRR: She should stop.
MRA: She won't.
BRR: She's going to get hurt.

Yseult stopped moving. She stood in the marked ground's center with her hands loose at her sides and let Elsie come at her, and took a pellet across the shoulder rather than avoiding it, and did not react to it at all.

YSE: Can I tell you something?
ELS: I'm in the middle of something.
YSE: I'm going to be the best Alchemist the world has ever seen.

Elsie stopped. It was not a boast. That was what stopped her. Yseult had said it the way a person states the weather, flat and unremarkable and entirely without performance, and she was looking at Elsie with an expression that had nothing triumphant in it whatsoever.

YSE: Humans aren't built for it. Everyone knows that. Our souls are too dense, we're made for soulcraft, and every single instructor in this academy has told me at some point that I'd get further specializing in something I was actually suited for.
ELS: Yseult-
YSE: I've spent a year in that workshop finding out what happens if I refuse.

She raised her hands.

YSE: I'd like you to see it. You specifically. You're the only person who's made me work all year.

She brought fire and water together. They met in the air between her palms and became neither, the whole volume flashing instantly into a dense white column of steam that rolled outward across the marked ground in a wall Elsie could not see through and could not go around, and within two seconds the entire arena had vanished behind it. Elsie fired blind.

She compressed and released, compressed and released, sending pellets through the smoke along every angle she could estimate, and heard two of them strike something solid and neither of them strike anything that mattered. Somewhere inside the white, a light came on.

It was not fire. Elsie had been looking at fire all morning and this was not that, this was something hotter and considerably more violent, a small dense point of blue-white that hurt to look at directly even through the steam, and she understood distantly that Yseult had done something to fire that fire was not supposed to permit. Compressed it. Fire on fire, folded into itself until it stopped being flame at all.

The plasma held there, spitting.

Elsie fired four more pellets at it and every single one of them went wide, because the light was distorting the air around it and her estimates were built on air behaving normally. Then the plasma met the wind.

The crack of it arrived before the light did. Lightning bloomed inside the steam wall in a single branching flash, and it did not disperse the way real lightning disperses, it stayed, coiled and writhing around Yseult's raised left hand like something being held rather than something being cast. Elsie stopped firing.

ELS: What is that.

The steam began to thin. Through it, she saw Yseult settle into a stance she had never seen her use, both feet planted, left hand raised with the lightning still coiling in it, right arm drawn back and bent, the whole posture unmistakably that of an archer at full draw. In her right hand, something dark and glistening had gathered. Earth and water, mixed thick.

YSE: Sorry.

She fired. It was not a killing shot. Elsie registered that even as it crossed the distance, because it was too slow and too heavy and too obviously wrong for a strike meant to end her. It hit the ground four feet in front of her and burst. Water and mud went everywhere. It soaked her legs to the knee, splashed across her chest and arms, spread outward across the packed earth in a wide dark slick that reached her boots and kept going, and Elsie stood in the middle of a spreading puddle with her sleeve still smoking and her hands still raised and understood exactly what was about to happen approximately half a second before it did. She tried to move.

The compression at her soles fired. It was not enough, and it was not fast enough, and she got perhaps two feet before Yseult brought the lightning down. It came off her left hand in a single directed arc, struck the water, and stopped being an arc at all. Elsie felt the ground light up beneath her. Every muscle in her body seized at once, her legs going out from under her, her hands locking rigid mid-gesture, and she went down hard into the mud and stayed there with the current still crawling across the surface of the water around her and her whole body refusing, comprehensively, to answer anything she asked of it. She could see. She could hear the arena. She could not move at all. Yseult crossed the marked ground unhurried, the lightning gone from her hand, the steam thinning into nothing around them, and stopped a few feet away and looked down at her.

YSE: Yield.

Elsie's jaw would not work properly. She managed it anyway, barely, the word arriving as something closer to a breath than a sound.

ELS: ...no.

Yseult crouched down beside her in the mud.

YSE: Elsie. You cannot move.
ELS: ...I know.
YSE: Then yield, or they'll call it for you, and I would genuinely rather it came from you.

Elsie lay in the water with the current gone and her whole body ringing and the arena making a noise she could not properly hear. Then she closed her eyes.

ELS: ...I yield.
PROC: Match to Marchant!




[ There is no shame in being outmatched. The shame, if it exists at all, belongs entirely to the people who never once found out. ]




Chapter 316: The Infirmary Bed

Elsie could move her fingers again by the time they got her to the infirmary, which Julian described as a good sign and which she personally found insulting.

JUL: Try the left hand.
ELS: It works.
JUL: Try it anyway.

She tried it. It worked, mostly, with a delay between the instruction and the result that she disliked intensely.

JUL: That'll clear inside the hour. You've had a considerable current through you and your muscles are going to spend a while remembering how to take orders. Nothing's damaged.
ELS: My arm's burnt.
JUL: Your arm's burnt, yes. That one's actually an injury, unlike the rest of it, which is simply your body being sulky. Hold still.

He worked on the burn with the same unhurried competence he brought to everything, and Elsie lay back against the pillow and stared at the ceiling and did not say anything for a while.

ELS: I lost badly.
JUL: You lost. I don't know that badly is the correct measure.
ELS: I was on the ground in a puddle unable to move.
JUL: You were. You were also, according to the two students I've already treated who watched it, inside her guard twice, which nobody else has managed all tournament.

He said it without looking up from the burn.

JUL: I'm not consoling you. I'm reporting what came through that door before you did.

Mira arrived twenty minutes later. She came in quietly, the way she came into most rooms, and sat down in the chair beside the bed without asking whether she was welcome, which Elsie appreciated more than she could have explained.

MRA: You're conscious.
ELS: Barely.
MRA: You were extraordinary.
ELS: Mira.
MRA: I'm not being kind. I'm stating an assessment. I watched the entire match and I have thought about very little else since, and I have concluded that you were extraordinary and that you also lost, and I don't think those two things are in conflict.

Elsie laughed, which hurt.

ELS: You're the only person who could say that and have it land as a compliment.
MRA: I'm aware of how I sound. I've stopped trying to correct it.
ELS: Is Arthur fighting?
MRA: He started about ten minutes ago.
ELS: Against Whitlock?
MRA: Against Whitlock.

Elsie pushed herself up on her elbows, which went badly, and Julian, without turning around, spoke from across the room.

JUL: No.
ELS: I haven't done anything.
JUL: You've thought about it very loudly. Lie down.

She lay down.

ELS: What's happening?

Mira was quiet for a moment, and Elsie recognized the particular quality of the pause, which was not reluctance but genuine difficulty.

MRA: I don't know how to describe it.
ELS: Try.
MRA: I've been trying for ten minutes. It's why I came down here. I couldn't keep watching it and I couldn't work out why.

She folded her hands in her lap.

MRA: Arthur is losing. I want to say that first, because everything else I'm going to say might sound otherwise. He is losing, comprehensively, and he has been losing since the first fifteen seconds.
ELS: How?
MRA: I don't know.
ELS: Mira.
MRA: I'm not being evasive. I genuinely do not know what Whitlock's ability is, and I have watched him win four matches now, and I have paid closer attention than anyone in that arena, and I cannot describe what he does.

She frowned.

MRA: Arthur closes distance and arrives slower than he left. Not blocked. Not deflected. He simply arrives with less of himself than he started with, and it gets worse the nearer he gets. His strikes land like someone reaching underwater. Whitlock doesn't dodge. He doesn't guard. He stands there and lets Arthur come and by the time Arthur arrives there's nothing behind the arm anymore.
ELS: That's not possible.
MRA: I agree. I watched it happen eleven times.

Julian had stopped working. Elsie noticed it before Mira did, the particular change in the room's quality when someone who has been busy stops being busy, and turned her head to find him standing entirely still at the counter with a roll of bandage in one hand.

ELS: Julian?
JUL: How long has the match been running?
MRA: Fifteen minutes now. Perhaps sixteen.

Julian said nothing for a moment.

JUL: And Lyerm is still upright.
MRA: He is.
JUL: After sixteen minutes of arriving with less of himself than he started with.
MRA: Yes.

Julian set the bandage down.

JUL: Right.

He said it flatly, and returned to Elsie's arm, and did not offer anything further, and Elsie, watching him, had the distinct impression of a man filing something away rather than dismissing it.

ELS: Do you know what Whitlock does?
JUL: I'm the academy physician, not a scholar of soul abilities.
ELS: That isn't an answer.
JUL: No. It isn't.

The arena noise reached them, distantly, through two walls and a corridor. It was not the noise of a crowd enjoying itself. Elsie had heard that noise all morning, the bright rolling roar of people watching something impressive, and this was something else entirely, thinner and more uncertain, rising and falling in a way that suggested several hundred people who could not agree on what they were watching.

MRA: They don't understand it either.
ELS: You said he's losing.
MRA: He is.
ELS: Then why haven't they called it?

Mira looked at the wall for a long moment, in the direction of a fight neither of them could see.

MRA: Because he keeps getting up.
ELS: That's not a reason.
MRA: No. It isn't.

She was quiet.

MRA: Elsie, I have watched Arthur Lyerm run twenty-seven circuits and I have watched him fight three matches today and I have known him for a year, and I do not understand what he is doing out there. He should have been finished at four minutes. He was finished at four minutes. He simply hasn't stopped.

The noise from the arena rose again, and fell, and rose.

ELS: I want to see it.
JUL: Absolutely not.
ELS: Julian-
JUL: You have a burn, a current-shocked nervous system, and a delay between your intentions and your limbs. You are not walking to the arena.

He tied off the bandage.

JUL: You may, however, sit up. Slowly. And if you make it to the corridor without falling over, I will consider the question of the doorway. I wouldn't hurry if I were you, though, since the match will be decided solely by the matter of Arthur's ability to get up once more.




[ The most frightening reports are never the detailed ones. They come from someone who watched carefully, paid close attention, and still cannot tell you what they saw. ]




Chapter 317: Stillness

Arthur got up. He had been doing it for nineteen minutes and it had stopped being a decision somewhere around the eighth, and he got his knees under him and then his feet and stood in the middle of the marked ground with his sword hanging from a hand that had gone numb four exchanges ago. Sixty feet away, Dane Whitlock had not moved from where he had been standing since the match began. That was the thing Arthur could not get past. He had tried nineteen minutes of everything. He had come in high and low and from both flanks and once, in genuine desperation, straight down the center at a full run, and every single approach had ended the same way, which was that somewhere in the last twenty feet the world had stopped agreeing to help him.

There was no wall. That was the part he could not explain to himself, let alone to anyone else. There was nothing to break through, nothing to push against, nothing that resisted him at all. He simply arrived slower than he had left. And then slower than that. And then, by the time he was close enough for the sword to matter, he was moving at the speed of a man walking through deep water, and his strikes fell out of the air like something dropped rather than thrown, and Dane would take one unhurried step to the side and Arthur's whole momentum would spill past him and dump him onto the packed earth.

Nineteen minutes. He had landed four strikes. All four had felt like touching someone through a mattress.

DAN: Yield.

He had said it at six minutes, and at eleven, and he said it again now, and it did not sound like taunting. It sounded, if anything, tired.

ART: No.
DAN: You cannot reach me.
ART: I've noticed.
DAN: Then what are you doing?

Arthur adjusted his grip on the sword, which took a moment, because his fingers had to be individually convinced.

ART: I'm finding out how long you can keep it up.

Something crossed Dane's face at that. The truth, which Arthur had assembled slowly across nineteen minutes of failing, was that the field had edges. He had found them by accident at fourteen minutes, stumbling backward out of an exchange and feeling, unmistakably, the moment his own weight returned to him. It was not a line. It was a gradient, thickening steadily toward Dane and thinning toward the marked ground's perimeter, and somewhere around thirty feet out a person could move like a person again. Which meant it had a radius. Which meant it cost something to hold. Arthur had no plan beyond that. He had a suspicion and a body that had stopped filing complaints an hour ago, and he had the specific knowledge, earned across a considerable number of unpleasant afternoons, that he was extremely difficult to make stop. He went again.

BRR: That's twenty.

He had been counting since the eleventh. Nobody had asked him to.

BRR: Twenty attempts. Twenty.
TLN: He's not going to reach him.
BRR: I know he's not going to reach him.
TLN: Then why is he still going?
BRR: I don't know, Talon. I've been sitting here for nineteen minutes trying to work out whether I'm watching something stupid or something else, and I keep changing my mind.

Somewhere behind them, a woman in the fourth row had begun to cry without appearing to know why. She was not the only one. Across the arena, in scattered places, people who had come to watch a tournament found something climbing in their chests that had no business being there, a rising and entirely unearned certainty that things were going to be alright, and none of them connected it to the boy on the ground. Why would they. He was losing. At twenty-three minutes, Dane stopped asking him to yield.

Arthur came in again - low this time, an angle he had already tried twice, because he had run out of angles he had not already tried - and felt the world begin its familiar theft somewhere around twenty feet, and pushed through it, and kept pushing, and got closer than he had all match. Eleven feet. He got to eleven feet, which was two feet closer than his previous best, and it took him nine seconds to travel the last four of them, and Dane Whitlock looked at him with an expression that had finally, comprehensively stopped being patient.

DAN: Enough.

The field changed. Arthur felt it arrive as pressure, which it had never been before. The gradient collapsed inward and became something absolute, and the difference was not a matter of degree, it was categorical, the way a slope differs from a cliff. Everything stopped. Not slowed. Stopped. His forward foot never completed its step. His sword hung in the air at the exact angle it had occupied a half second earlier. His lungs held whatever air they had been holding and declined to exchange it, and Arthur stood locked mid-stride eleven feet from Dane Whitlock, entirely conscious, entirely aware, and entirely unable to move a single part of himself. The arena went silent. Dane exhaled hard.

Arthur could see it costing him. There was sweat at his hairline that had not been there a minute ago and something tight around his eyes, and his hands, held out at his sides, had begun very slightly to shake.

DAN: Do you know what I am?

He walked forward. It was the first time he had moved from that spot in twenty-three minutes.

DAN: I won this last year. I have won every formal match I have fought at this academy since I arrived, and every year somebody decides that the reason must be luck, or the bracket, or that nobody has properly tested me yet.

He stopped a few feet from Arthur's frozen face.

DAN: Ashby beat me at the festival. Weapons only. No abilities. Do you know what people have been saying since? That the Whitlock boy can be taken. That a first-year did it in front of everyone.

His voice had risen.

DAN: Nobody said what the format was. Nobody ever says what the format was.

He gestured, sharply, at the whole silent arena.

DAN: So I would like all of them to see, very clearly, exactly what I am, and I would like it understood that I have been carrying this for four years while people who cannot conceive of it decide amongst themselves how impressive it-

Arthur's fingers twitched. It was nothing. It was two fingers on his sword hand, moving perhaps a quarter of an inch, closing very slightly against the grip. Dane stopped talking. He looked at Arthur's hand. The whole arena, which could not possibly have seen it, felt him look, and followed.

DAN: That's not possible.

The fingers twitched again.

DAN: That is not possible. Nothing moves in this. Nothing has ever moved in this.

Arthur could not speak. His jaw was locked and his lungs were not cooperating and there was, in any case, nothing he would have said. He closed his hand around the grip.

Slowly. Perhaps a full second for the whole motion, a fist closing at the speed of something being dragged, but closing. And Dane Whitlock, defending champion, four years undefeated, took a step backward.

Arthur watched him do it. He watched the exact moment the tightness around Dane's eyes stopped being effort and became something else entirely, and he understood, with total clarity from inside a body that could not move, that he had just frightened him.

DAN: Stop.

Arthur's hand kept closing.

DAN: STOP.

He struck. It was not a technique. It was a punch, thrown hard and badly by someone who had run out of composure, straight at the face of a boy who could not defend himself, and it came in fast because inside his own field Dane Whitlock moved at whatever speed he liked. Arthur moved his head four inches.

He had no idea how. He never afterward had any idea how, and neither did anyone watching, and the punch went past his ear close enough to move his hair. Then Instructor Sutton was between them. He arrived so fast that Arthur, still locked and still unable to turn, only registered him as an interruption in the light.

SUT: WHITLOCK!

The field collapsed. Arthur's weight returned all at once and his forward foot completed its step twenty-four minutes late and he went straight down onto the packed earth, his lungs dragging in air like a man surfacing, his whole body reporting several dozen accumulated injuries simultaneously and at volume.

SUT: Match to Whitlock. Get back, both of you. NOW.

Dane stood breathing hard with his fist still half raised. Then he lowered it, and looked at his own hand, and something went out of his face.

DAN: I wasn't-
SUT: I know what you weren't. Get off my ground.

From the arena's eastern doorway, forty feet up and leaning hard against the frame with one arm bandaged and her legs still not entirely answering her, Elsie watched them carry Arthur out. She had made it in time for the last ninety seconds. She had seen a boy locked motionless in the air close his hand around a sword grip, and she had seen the defending champion of this academy step backward away from him, and she had seen Arthur Lyerm move four inches he could not possibly have moved.

MRA: Elsie.

Mira had come up behind her.

MRA: Elsie, you need to sit down.
ELS: Did you see it?
MRA: I saw it.
ELS: Do you know what it was?

Mira was quiet for a long moment.

MRA: No.




[ There is a difference between a thing that cannot be beaten and a thing that has never yet been troubled. The second kind does not find out which it is until something refuses to stop. ]




Chapter 318: Everyone In One Room

The infirmary had never held this many people at once, and Julian had said so twice, and had then apparently decided the argument was not worth continuing.

JUL: Left leg. Try to relax it.
ART: It is relaxed.
JUL: It is not relaxed. It is the least relaxed leg I have handled this year, and I have handled a considerable number of legs today.

He worked the muscle above Arthur's knee with both thumbs, methodical and entirely without sympathy, and Arthur made a sound he was not proud of.

JUL: That's the problem. That right there.
ART: That HURTS.
JUL: Yes. It will keep hurting, and it will hurt considerably more tomorrow, and if I leave it alone it will still be hurting in three weeks. Lie still.

Arthur lay still. Yseult sat on the edge of the bed by his shoulder with one hand moving slowly through his hair, and had been doing it for some time, and did not appear to consider it worth commenting on. Nobody else commented on it either, which Arthur noticed.

Elsie was leaning against the wall a few feet away with her bandaged arm folded across her chest and her legs, by her own report, still not entirely convinced by the concept of standing.

ELS: Twenty-four minutes.
ART: I've heard.
ELS: Against the defending champion.
ART: I've heard that too.
ELS: You know you don't have to keep trying this hard to impress me. We've been friends ten years. The bar is genuinely very low at this point.
BRR: That's the funniest thing you've ever said.
ELS: I know. I've been saving it since the doorway.

Finn was sitting on the floor with his back against the far cabinet, still visibly delighted with his own existence three hours after being pushed out of the tournament. Briar had taken the only other chair. Mira stood near the window, and Talon near the door, and the whole room had the particular quality of people who had gravitated somewhere without discussing why.

YSE: You missed our match.
ART: Yours and Corin's?
YSE: Mine and Corin's.
ART: How was it?
YSE: Short.

She said it flatly, her hand not stopping.

YSE: Three minutes. I opened well. I had him giving ground for most of the first two, and I'd started layering properly, and I'd used my soul ability twice and was about to do it a third time.
ART: And?
YSE: And then I couldn't.

Her hand paused for a moment, then resumed.

YSE: I reached for it and it wasn't there. Not depleted. Not blocked. I want to be precise about the difference, because I've been trying to be precise about it for an hour. It was not that I had nothing left. It was that the place I reach into was no longer connected to me.

The room had gone quiet.

YSE: I stood in the middle of the marked ground and reached for my own essence and found that I could not find myself.
ART: Yseult-
YSE: It lasted perhaps four seconds. It was the worst four seconds I have ever experienced, and I have had a genuinely varied life.

She smiled, which did not entirely work.

YSE: When it came back, his blade was at my throat. He'd walked the whole distance while I was busy panicking. So I yielded.
BRR: Nobody knew what happened. The whole arena thought you'd simply stopped.
YSE: I had simply stopped. That's precisely what it looked like, because that's precisely what it was.
COR: ...How's the leg?

He was standing in the doorway, and nobody had heard him arrive. He had not changed out of his gear. There was dust on his cape and a scrape along his jaw that somebody should have looked at, and he stood with the particular stillness of a person who had come to say something and had not yet decided how.

ART: It's attached.
COR: That's a lower standard than I'd have expected from you.
ART: It's been a long day.
COR: It has.

He came in a few steps, which Arthur registered as significant, because Corin Ashby did not enter rooms he had not been invited into.

COR: Twenty-four minutes.
ART: Everyone keeps saying that.
COR: Everyone is going to keep saying it. I watched the last nine. I want you to understand that I have never in my life seen anything like it and I do not expect to again.
ART: I lost.
COR: You did.

He said it without softening it, which Arthur appreciated more than reassurance.

COR: You lost, comprehensively, and it does not matter at all. I have spent an hour listening to fourth-years attempt to explain what they watched and not one of them has managed it. That is not what losing sounds like.

He glanced at Yseult, briefly, and something passed across his face.

COR: I'm sorry about the match.
YSE: Don't be. I asked for a fight against someone genuinely trying to stop me. I received one.
COR: It wasn't a fight. It was four seconds of theft and a walk.
YSE: I'm aware of what it was. I'm also aware that you could have done it in the first ten seconds and chose not to, and I've decided not to examine why too closely, because I suspect the answer is embarrassing for both of us.

Corin did not respond to that. He turned to go, and stopped in the doorway with his back to the room.

COR: The final is at the sixth bell.
BRR: We know.
COR: I'd like all of you there.
ELS: We were going to be there anyway, Corin.
COR: I know. I'm asking anyway.

He was quiet for a moment.

COR: I want to be clear about something, because I don't intend to say it twice and I don't intend to say it where anyone else can hear it.

His hand had found the grip of his blade. Arthur watched the knuckles go pale.

COR: I am not going out there to win.

Nobody said anything.

COR: He stood over a boy who could not move and threw a punch at his face. In front of the entire academy. Because he was frightened, and because he has spent four years being told he is the strongest thing in this building, and because nobody has ever once made him feel small.

His grip tightened further.

COR: I am going to make him feel small.

He walked out without waiting for a response. The infirmary held its silence for several seconds afterward.

FNN: So that's terrifying.
BRR: Deeply.
FNN: I've never wanted to watch anything more in my entire life.




[ Some people enter a final to take a title. Others enter to take something considerably less official, and considerably harder to give back. ]




Chapter 319: Severance

Corin Ashby walked onto the marked ground and did not draw his sword. The arena noticed. It had been noticing everything for eleven hours by that point, and it noticed this, and the noise it had been making thinned into something considerably more uncertain as several hundred people watched a boy take his position in a final with his blade still at his hip. Across from him, Dane Whitlock did not react at all.

PROC: Competitors ready.

Corin looked at him. That was all he did. He stood with his hands empty and his weight easy and looked at Dane Whitlock the way a man looks at something already concluded, and Elsie, watching from the eastern stands with her arm bandaged and Arthur beside her, felt the hair rise along the back of her neck.

ELS: He hasn't drawn.
ART: No, he hasn't.
PROC: Begin.

Dane moved immediately. It was the correct decision. Arthur had spent twenty-four minutes learning that the field thickened toward its center, and Dane knew it better than anyone alive, and he came forward fast to close the distance and put Corin deep inside it where a man's own momentum stopped belonging to him. Corin whispered something. It was two words. Nobody heard them. Elsie, forty feet up, saw his lips move and saw nothing else, and afterward could not have said whether he had spoken at all. Dane's strike came in at the head. Corin ducked under it.

He did it cleanly, at full speed, with the same easy economy he brought to every drill in the western yard at dawn, and the whole arena registered the wrongness of it in the same instant - that a man inside Dane Whitlock's field had just moved like a man who was not inside anything at all. Corin came up out of the duck and put his heel into Dane's jaw.

The sound of it carried to the back of the stands. Dane went down and rolled and got up fast, which was to his credit, and his hands came out to his sides and Arthur watched him reach for something and watched, from forty feet away, the exact moment he failed to find it. He tried again. Corin walked toward him.

DAN: What did you do..?

Corin did not answer. He closed the distance at an ordinary walking pace, and Dane, backing up now, threw a strike that Corin turned aside with his forearm, and then another that Corin simply stepped past, and then Corin hit him in the stomach hard enough to fold him in half. He straightened him back up with a hand in his collar.

COR: How dare you.
DAN: Get off-
COR: How dare you stand over him!

He put him down again.

BRR: He's not using his sword.
FNN: He hasn't touched it. Briar, he hasn't touched it once.
BRR: I'm aware, Finn.
FNN: The final of the Trial of Power and he's beating the defending champion with his HANDS-
MRA: Quiet.

The arena had stopped making noise entirely. That was the thing Arthur would remember afterward, more than the strikes or the blood on Dane Whitlock's mouth: that several hundred students watched a fourth-year get taken apart by a first-year and made no sound whatsoever, because none of them understood what they were watching and all of them understood that something was badly wrong.

Dane would not yield. Sutton had come to the marked ground's edge four minutes in and had stayed there, watching, one hand at his side, and had not called it, because Dane was upright and conscious and the rules were the rules. Dane got up an eighth time.

COR: Do you know what you have?

He said it loudly. That was deliberate. He said it at a volume that reached the top row of the stands and every single person sitting in it.

COR: I'll tell them, since you never have. He stops things. That's the whole of it. Anything that moves toward him arrives slower until it stops arriving at all, and nothing you throw and nothing you swing and nothing you are ever reaches him.

He circled.

COR: Four years. Four years of standing still in the middle of a marked ground while people who have worked for every scrap of what they have run themselves to pieces against something they cannot even see, and then walking off and letting them believe they were simply not good enough.
DAN: That's not-
COR: A boy stood eleven feet from you for twenty-four minutes. He had nothing. He has never had anything. He got up nineteen times, and you asked him to yield because you were tired, and when he would not you froze him where he stood and threw a punch at his face.

He stopped circling.

COR: You are not the strongest thing in this academy. You are the luckiest. You were handed a gift on the day you were born that makes effort irrelevant, and you have spent four years trampling people who try harder in a single morning than you have in your entire life, and you have called it strength.

The arena was completely silent.

COR: Stand up.

Dane did not move.

COR: STAND UP! I did not take this from you so you could lie down. Stand up and lose properly, in front of all of them, the way every single person you have ever beaten had to.

Dane got up. He came in one last time, and there was nothing behind it but fury, and Corin let him come. He slipped the strike. He caught Dane's wrist and used the man's own weight against him and hooked his ankle, and Dane Whitlock, defending champion of the Trial of Power, four years undefeated, went face-first into the packed earth of the marked ground. Corin drew his sword halfway and reversed it. He set the base of the hilt against Dane's back between the shoulder blades, pressing him flat, and leaned his weight onto it, and the blade itself never left the scabbard entirely.

COR: You are a loser.

He said it quietly. Only Dane heard it, and the four people in the first row, and every one of them repeated it later.

COR: Not today. Not at this tournament. In every regard, in every way that has ever mattered, you are a loser, and I want you to lie there and understand it properly.

A hand settled on Corin's shoulder.

SUT: That's enough, Ashby.

Corin did not look up.

SUT: I said that's enough. You've won. There's nothing further to be taken here that's worth what taking it will cost you.

For a moment nothing happened. Then Corin lifted the hilt from Dane's back, and slid the blade the rest of the way home, and stepped away.

SUT: Match to Ashby.

The arena did not cheer. It made a noise, eventually, ragged and uncertain and considerably delayed, several hundred people arriving separately at the conclusion that they had just watched the Trial of Power be won and had not enjoyed watching it. Corin walked off the marked ground without acknowledging any of it.

Behind him, two proctors helped Dane Whitlock to his feet, and he shook them off, and stood alone in the middle of the ground for a long moment with blood on his mouth and his hands open at his sides, reaching for something that had come back to him four seconds too late to matter.




[ To be beaten is survivable. To be explained, out loud, to everyone watching, is a considerably harder thing to walk away from. ]




Chapter 320: Three Days Later

The bread at breakfast on Thursday was, by unanimous agreement, worse than it had been on Wednesday.

FNN: They've changed the flour.
BRR: They have not changed the flour.
FNN: Something has changed, Briar. Something in this bread is different and I refuse to be the only person at this table who has noticed.
BRR: You're the only person at this table who has noticed.
FNN: Elsie noticed.
ELS: I didn't notice.
FNN: You made a FACE.
ELS: I made a face because you've been talking about bread for six minutes.

Arthur ate his portion without contributing, which was largely because chewing on the left side of his jaw still produced an unpleasant result and he had decided not to mention that to anyone. Across the refectory, the morning proceeded exactly as mornings did. Somebody dropped a tray near the eastern doors and received the traditional applause. Two third-years were arguing about a lecture schedule. A boy Arthur half recognized walked past with an armful of books and nodded at him, and Arthur nodded back, and neither of them said anything. The posted results had come down from the central board on Tuesday. Nobody had commented on their removal.

Instructor Pratt's morning lecture concerned the provincial distribution of manifestation ages, which was material Arthur found genuinely interesting and which the rest of the cohort found close to unbearable.

PRT: Corvane records the earliest average manifestation in Maeris at four years and two months, which is not, as most of you are about to assume, evidence of anything meaningful about Corvane. It is evidence that Corvane keeps considerably better birth records than anyone else and has done for two centuries.
BRR: So the data's an artifact of the record-keeping.
PRT: The data is entirely an artifact of the record-keeping, Mister Colton, which is a lesson I would like all of you to carry considerably further than this subject.

She turned back to the board.

PRT: Drennick's figures are worse. Eskandar's are worse still. Lassiter has not submitted provincial figures in eleven weeks, which is unusual, and which is not something we are going to discuss today.

She kept writing. Nobody asked. Elsie's arm came out of its dressing on Thursday afternoon. The burn beneath it had gone from angry red to something duller and less alarming, and Julian pronounced it satisfactory and told her to keep it out of direct sun for another fortnight, and she was back in the western training yard before the fifth bell the following morning. Arthur knew because he was there.

He had not gone back to the dawn sessions since the Trial. His body had made that decision on his behalf for the first two days and he had made it himself on the third, and on the fourth he had woken before the bells out of pure habit and had walked down to the yard without deciding to. Elsie was already there.

ELS: You're early.
ART: So are you.
ELS: I'm always early.
ART: I know.

She compressed the wind at her forearms and held it, and he watched her count something silently, and after a while she let it go and shook out her hands and did it again. He did not ask what number she was counting to. He drew his sword and ran the forms, slowly, badly, with a right shoulder that objected to roughly a third of them, and they occupied opposite ends of the yard for the better part of an hour without speaking, and it was, Arthur thought afterward, the best hour he'd had in a week. Corin was not at the yard.

He had not been at the yard on Wednesday either, or Tuesday, which Arthur noticed and did not mention. He appeared at lessons. He answered when spoken to. He sat at the table's far end at meals with Talon beside him, and ate, and left. On Saturday, Arthur found him in the western yard at dawn.

He was already halfway through a sequence when Arthur arrived, and he did not stop, and Arthur went to the far end and drew his own sword and began his own forms without either of them acknowledging the other. They trained for fifty minutes in complete silence.

At the end of it, Corin sheathed his blade and stood for a moment looking at nothing in particular.

COR: Your right shoulder's dropping.
ART: I know.
COR: It's going to keep dropping if you keep favoring it.
ART: I know.
COR: Right.

He walked out. Arthur stayed another twenty minutes. Finn lost four coppers on Friday evening betting against the weather. It rained.

FNN: This is genuinely persecution.
BRR: You bet against rain in the wettest week of the season.
FNN: I bet on a CLEAR EVENING, which is a positive and hopeful position to take, and I have been punished for optimism.
MRA: You've been punished for meteorology.
FNN: Same thing, functionally.

Yseult came in from the corridor with her hair wet and a sheaf of diagrams held under her coat, and dropped into the seat beside Arthur, and put the diagrams on the table in front of Briar without preamble.

YSE: The conduit's wrong.
BRR: It's not wrong.
YSE: It's wrong at the third junction and I can show you exactly where, and I would like it noted that I have been saying it was wrong at the third junction for two weeks.
BRR: You've been saying it was wrong somewhere.
YSE: I've been saying it was wrong at the third junction.
BRR: You've been saying it was wrong in the general vicinity of the third junction, which is different, and which I want on the record.

They bent over the diagrams together, arguing steadily, and Finn returned to his grievance with the weather, and Elsie stole the last of Arthur's bread without asking, and the evening went on. Nobody mentioned the Trial.

Not once, across three days. Not the twenty-four minutes, or the four rolls, or the girl in the mud, or the boy face-down on the packed earth with a sword hilt between his shoulder blades and several hundred people watching in silence. It was not avoidance, exactly. Arthur turned it over on Friday night, lying in the dark with his shoulder aching and Yseult asleep across the room, and concluded that avoidance was the wrong word for it.

It was more that the whole thing had been very loud, and that everyone had been standing extremely close to it, and that none of them had yet worked out where to put it. So they had put it down for a while.

The bread was worse on Thursday. Instructor Pratt did not want to discuss Lassiter. Elsie was counting something in the yard at dawn and Corin's shoulder was not dropping and Finn had four fewer coppers than he had begun the week with. That would do, for now.




[ Not everything gets discussed. Some things simply get carried around for a while, in silence, by people who have agreed without agreeing that they are not ready yet. ]
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