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Prologue: The Coin That Wouldn’t Sink

The coin should have sunk. Cass watched it flash once like a wink from a dead star, then hover in the black well water before drifting back to the surface. She held the rope with one hand and the coin in the other and pretended her heart wasn’t beating hard enough to bruise bone. Wind prowled the alley, carrying the sour breath of the tanneries and the faraway sweetness of night-blooming thistle. Above, Eldravel’s towers wore their midnight crowns, windows guttering like watchful eyes.

“Third time,” Cass said. “No tricks.”

She flicked the coin again. It cut the water, turned, and rose as if the dark itself exhaled it back into her palm. The metal ran cold through her fingers, colder than the well stones even at dead of night. That cold had a taste—iron salt and buried vows.

“Fine,” she told the empty street. “You win.”

She’d stolen the coin from a lord who had no right to it, from a vault with too many locks and a guard who had looked at her hands and tried to make them his. Now the coin wanted her. It was a hunger, a pull behind the sternum, a whisper at the hinge of her jaw. When she pressed it against her palm, the coin warmed like skin. When she set it down, the world leaned.

The old stories said every city had a heart. Eldravel’s was not the river that parted its markets. Not the palace that clung like frost to the northern cliff. It was the Black Well—older than walls, older than kings—a shaft into the skin between worlds. People tossed coins for luck and lovers and lost children, for trials and rerouted storms. Most coins sank. Some did not. The ones that returned wanted a price.

“I’m not yours,” Cass said, angry at the tremor in her voice. “I’m nobody’s.”

A laugh drifted from the mouth of the alley. Slow. Like someone amused by her stubbornness before they’d even met her. She didn’t turn. You didn’t turn when the night itself answered. You listened and chose your ground.

“I wondered who would steal it,” the voice said. “I should have guessed the Thorn girl.”

She turned then, because if the night wanted her, she’d rather look it in the teeth. A man stood where the alley widened to a crossway—lean, tall, shoulders in a black coat unmarked by any house or guild. The coat was wrong for the weather. Wrong for the world. It made the air around him seem thinner. He had dark hair, pushed back by impatient hands, and eyes that should have been summer-brown but held a winter sheen, like light through lake ice. Handsome in the way of old knives: useful, dangerous, and kept because you knew what they could do when it mattered.

“Who are you?” Cass asked.

“Riven Ashdown,” he said. “Once of the House of Ash. Once of the Night Ward. No one’s anymore.” His gaze dipped to the coin in her palm. “And that doesn’t belong to you.”

“It doesn’t belong to anyone,” Cass said. “That’s the point. The well gives it back.”

“The well returns what it chooses until it chooses a bearer.” He stepped closer. His shadow didn’t fall right; the torch behind him didn’t reach him like it should. “You can’t keep it and stay ordinary.”

“I’ve never been ordinary.”

“That, I believe.”

No heat colored the words. No flattery chased them. He sounded like a man remarking on the weather while judging how far the storm would carry his ship. Cass hated him instantly for it and also for the slide of dread that came with feeling seen. She closed her fingers around the coin. The cold clung to her knuckles.

“What’s the price?” she asked. “I keep it, what does the city take?”

“Not the city.” His mouth tilted. Not quite a smile. Not anything gentle. “Me.”

“You?”

“I’m bound to it. The coin chooses a hand. I protect the hand, or I break it. That’s the shape of the vow.”

“Comforting.”

“I didn’t say which I preferred.”

He came near enough that Cass could see the half-healed scar bisecting his left eyebrow and the keloid seam that ran from his thumb to his wrist—a blade-slip scar, old and thick, earned when you saved yourself and no one else. He smelled like cloves and winter air.

“You throw it again,” he said, “it will return. You toss it into the river, the river will spit it out on your boot. Burn it, you’ll find it in your mouth when you wake. Or”—the not-smile again—“you can press it to your heart and make your first bargain.”

She should have run. She should have flicked the coin over the wall and gone to ground and hired a scribe to write her a warded name. Instead she lifted the coin and pressed its flat face beneath her collarbone, where the ridge of her sternum rose. Cold ripped through her like diving headfirst into winter water. The world tightened, a drawn bowstring, a single note.

“Hello,” the coin said, not with sound but with recognition, with a new shape of weight. “Cass.”

Riven’s lashes lowered. Something like approval, or resignation, moved over his face.

“Very well,” he said. “You just married Eldravel’s oldest curse.”

“Was the wedding lovely?” she asked through gritted teeth.

“I’ve seen worse.”

“You’ve seen worse than me?” She smiled then, not kind. “Have you.”

He looked like a man who intended to. She looked like a woman who would make him bleed for trying. The city exhaled, as if pleased, as if it had been waiting for this.

Far below, the well water turned once, slow as a lid closing, and the coin settled, warm under her skin, a second heartbeat.


Chapter One: The Knife Market at Dusk

By the time the bells sang dusk, Cass had already stolen a map, two lock pins, and the kind of kiss that left both parties grinning like they’d cheated the gallows. She licked pear juice from her thumb, tucked the map in the lining of her corset, and wound through the Knife Market crowds with the loose-hipped stride of someone who owned her body and the trouble it attracted.

She wasn’t tall; she was long lines and watchful angles, compact muscle under a butcher’s daughter’s freckles. The coat she wore was battered, cheap, and cut to hide the ways she hid steel. Her hair was black and blunt to her chin, a knife in its own right. Eyes gray as the river when it’s thinking about rising.

Her plan tonight was simple: get into the House of Sarn’s winter vault, steal back three contracts taken by fraud, and sell them to the people who deserved them. She’d do it with her usual partners, a silence spell she’d bought from a hedge-witch who liked her, and a stubborn refusal to consider failure.

That plan lasted until she saw the man by the spice barrels.

Riven Ashdown leaned against a stack labeled pepper, that winter-glitter in his eyes, his coat buttoned wrong like he’d fastened it in a hurry and then never bothered to fix it. He watched her as if all the stall owners shouting about saffron and nutmeg were seabirds and she was the only ship worth charting.

“Following me?” she asked, stopping just out of finger’s reach.

“Protecting or breaking,” he said. “Still deciding.”

“I vote neither.”

“People often do.”

The coin warmed, a small curl of heat beneath her collarbone. The warmth was not comfort. It was awareness. It was a door opening a fraction more.

“You’re not invited,” she said.

“I’m bound regardless.”

“That’s inconvenient.”

“For both of us.”

She moved. He matched. It wasn’t that he blocked her; he only existed where she happened to need air, a presence at the corner of her stride. Not crowding. Never touching. A pressure like weather.

She took a right into an alley where the cobbles ran slick from a busted water barrel. He came too. She walked up onto a crate and balanced along it just to make him look up at her. He didn’t. His gaze stayed level with her mouth. She didn’t like that either.

“Tell me now,” she said, landing lightly back on stone. “What is the coin? Truth for truth. I won’t lie to you—too much work. You don’t lie to me.”

“You think you want the whole of it?”

“I want the edges that cut me if I don’t see them coming.”

“It’s a binding made when Eldravel was a forest camp and the enemies wore their gods on their shields. A promise to keep the city standing no matter who pretended to rule it. The coin is the key to that binding. Whoever bears it touches the hinge. They can hold the doors or open them. They can command me.”

She laughed, sharp. “Command you how?”

“You speak, I obey.”

“Anything?”

“Try me.”

Men said that line in drink-sour rooms for sport. He said it like a dare he wanted to lose. She stepped closer. The market noise thinned; dusk bells faded into the steam of cooking oil and the lifted voices of hawkers. She could count the notches in the scar on his wrist. Someone had cut him and he had survived and kept moving and made that survival his nature.

“Take off your coat,” she said, because he’d do it, because she wanted to see if his shirt was as precise as his arrogance, because desire could be a weapon and she chose her blades. “Slowly.”

A muscle jumped at the hinge of his jaw, but his hands moved to the buttons. His coat slipped from his shoulders, revealing a dark shirt, the weight of leather straps bracing his back, the quick lift of breath that said he felt the air on his skin like a touch. He didn’t break eye contact.

“Happy?” he asked.

“Not yet.”

She let her gaze slide over him like a test. He wasn’t beautiful in the way that drew poets; he was beautiful in the way that drew fights. His mouth was made for refusing and confessing in equal measure. If he was a storm, she was the cliff that refused to be moved by it; if she broke, it would be on her terms.

“Put it back on,” she said. He did. “Good. Now that we’ve established I can ruin your night on a whim, here’s what I want: stay three paces behind. Touch me and I make you regret it. Speak only if you’re warning me or begging.” She smiled. “I prefer the second quiet.”

He studied her as if she were a doorway he might choose to enter and get lost inside forever. “Understood,” he said.

“Do you intend to betray me?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

“Do you intend to save me?”

“Only if you insist.”

She liked his honesty the way she liked a lock she could read through her fingertips. Useful. Satisfying. Dangerous.

“Then keep up,” she said, and the market took her.

The House of Sarn’s winter vault rode the under-level of their merchant hall, a fat-bellied brick building with a roofline like a rich widow’s smile. Cass approached from below, slipping down a sluice-lane where the runoff from the dye works had painted the stones an envious blue. The silence charm melted across her teeth like sugar and went soft in her mouth, a fizz of copper on her tongue. The coin warmed, as if approving of complicated theft.

She slid a pick into the first lock and listened until the tumblers sang. When the door yielded, she felt Riven’s breath move the hairs at the back of her neck. He hadn’t gotten closer; the air had. She didn’t tell him to back away. She felt like a predator would if another predator had angled into her hunting ground. Interested. Irritated. Awake in the blood.

Inside, the vault tasted of beeswax and old money. Three lanterns burned with the steady hearts of expensive oil. Shelves lined with metal boxes marched away into the dark. Cass moved between them, counting. Third, seventh, eleventh. She’d been told which by a woman whose husband had signed his life away thinking he was buying her a house near the river. Men did that—signed things. Then expected the ink to love them back.

“Wait,” Riven said, voice barely a thread.

She froze. The coin heated, then chilled, a warning’s quick sting.

“What,” she mouthed.

He tipped his chin. Cass followed the gesture to the hairline gap under the boxes’ lids—so fine you’d miss it if you weren’t born to miss nothing. A trip-ward so delicate even the air didn’t dare jostle it.

She knelt. The silence charm made the small sounds feel huge in her head, her pulse like a drumstick. She set a paper-thin shim under the ward’s needle and lifted the box by a whisper. No bell. No hiss. No pain.

She slid the contracts into her coat. Names stared back at her, bloodless and greedy. She didn’t soften. Mercy came later. After.

Footsteps above.

Riven’s head turned, body gentling into readiness. Not the readiness of men who shouted their intent; the readiness of wolves who chose. He regarded the stairwell and the shadow that smudged along the edge of its light.

“Company,” he said.

“Two minutes,” Cass whispered.

“Thirty seconds.”

She could have argued. She didn’t. She worked faster.

The first guard took the stairs like a poem he’d memorized, slow and careful. The second slouched, bored and hungry. Cass flattened behind a shelf, feeling Riven become a different kind of stillness beside her. Not empty. Focused. The way a blade felt when held by someone who’d earned it.

The bored guard yawned. “Smells like money,” he said.

“Smells like trouble,” the careful one returned.

Riven moved when the bored guard turned, a whisper across the floor, a shadow choosing its mark. He didn’t draw steel. He drew the bored man’s breath from his throat with a bar of forearm and put him to sleep with a neat pressure that left no mark at all. Cass admired the efficiency even as she resented the help. The careful guard saw the shift the way careful men do. His blade came out, snaring lamplight.

Cass met him. Her knife kissed the web of his thumb; he gasped and dropped his weapon. She caught it and set the point against his throat as if adjusting a collar.

“Keys,” she said.

He gave them. She kept his eyes and let him see that if he lunged, he’d drown in himself before the lunge finished. She didn’t like killing men who were only doing a job. She also didn’t like men who thought that excused them from the math of harm. There were consequences either way. Tonight, mercy had the better odds.

She bound them to the stair rail with their own belts, firm and not cruel. She took their knives and tossed them into a far shelf’s gloom. She marked their faces. She didn’t forget faces.

“Go,” Riven said. Not an order. A warning that the window was closing.

They slipped back into the night, the vault door whispering shut behind them. In the alley, rain began—soft at first, then harder, the city rinsing its mouth.

Cass pressed her back against the brick and let the rain cool the buzz under her skin. Riven stood an arm’s reach away, water slicking his hair to his skull, washing the coat dark.

“You didn’t have to help,” she said.

“You didn’t tell me not to.”

“I will next time.”

“You won’t.”

“Don’t tell me what I’ll do,” she said, stepping closer without meaning to. Drops clung to the curve of his cheekbone. He smelled clean now, like wet stone. “I don’t take orders. Not from men with pretty coats and not from coins with old curses.”

“You’ll take them from yourself,” he said. “Worse mistress than I’d be.”

“Flattery doesn’t suit you.”

“It isn’t flattery.”

Something burned between them then—not gentle, not sweet. Recognition, edged. She could take his mouth. He’d let her. He’d make her work for it. He’d demand she be honest about what she wanted. The thought made her want to bite him. It made her want to see who he was with his hands on her throat and her rules in his ear.

“Careful, Ashdown,” she said. “You look like you might enjoy me.”

He looked at her like enjoyment had never been the point and might be the weapon that destroyed him if he let it. “I don’t enjoy anything,” he said.

“Liar.”

Rain thickened, turning the alley into a curtain. The coin warmed again, impatient, as if Eldravel itself dragged a finger along her collarbone.

“What’s next,” Riven asked, “for your night of honest work?”

“I deliver the contracts. I get paid. I buy breakfast for the girl who taught me the word for the sound silk makes when it leaves a loom. I let the coin sulk while I sleep.”

“And after.”

She smiled, slow. “After, I rob the man who thinks he owns me. He’s going to learn he doesn’t.”

Riven’s mouth did something like a smile and then didn’t. “Then I suppose I’ll be there. Protecting or breaking.”

“You can try,” she said. “Both sound fun.”

They walked. The market had changed while they were gone; the knives were tucked away, replaced by rain covers and stories. The night wore its teeth under a velvet glove. Cass set her pace so he had to match it, so he had to notice the way she moved when she had a plan and the way her shoulders stayed loose even when she wanted to kill. He did notice. He matched. He did not apologize for existing at her side the way danger sometimes did—uninvited, inevitable, far too interesting to ignore.

When they reached the footbridge over the narrow canal that cut the slums from the cliff houses, she paused. Lamps shivered on the water. Rain turned the canal into a drum. She touched the coin under her shirt and felt a pulse answer her.

“Eldravel,” she said softly, because cities listened. “You chose the wrong girl if you wanted obedience.”

Riven’s gaze slid to her mouth again and lingered. “The right girl,” he said, “if it wanted survival.”

“Who said I want that.”

He didn’t blink. “I did.”

The bridge shook as a cart rolled across uptown. Cass stepped onto the boards and into the next trouble. The night followed, coat buttoned wrong, mouth made for sin and surrender, eyes like winter light promising a thaw that would flood every low place she’d ever learned to hide.

“Keep up,” she said without turning.

He did.


Chapter Two: Debts Paid in Salt

Morning came up bruised and pearled, rain thinning to a mist that clung to brick and the undersides of awnings. Cass took the canal steps two at a time, boots slipping on greened stone. Riven kept his three paces like a trained shadow, silent except for the faint creak of leather when he lengthened his stride.

The woman waiting for the contracts lived above a laundry that boiled river water in copper kettles until the whole street smelled of starch and faint river rot. Her window was a rectangle of yellow on gray. Cass rapped once, twice, the rhythm she’d been given, then ducked through when the latch lifted and a wiry arm whisked her inside.

The room was narrow, racks of drying shirts crowding the ceiling, heat pressed against the glass. A girl with soap-burned hands slept in a chair, mouth parted, a damp curl pasted to her cheek. Beside the stove, a woman in a plain dress and a widow’s short braid watched Cass with eyes that added and subtracted so fast you could feel the sums.

“You did it,” the woman said. “Tell me you did it.”

Cass pulled the contracts from her coat and laid them on the scarred table. The woman swayed, catching herself on the chair back as if something inside her loosened and threatened to spill.

“You’ll want to hide them better,” Cass said. “The House of Sarn will come sniffing.”

“They’ll sniff smoke,” the woman said, sudden ferocity cutting through the calm. “I’m leaving this city by dark. My girls too.” She touched the nearest contract, light as blessing. “How much do I owe you.”

“Half of what you save by walking,” Cass said. “And a favor I can call when I need a door watched.”

The woman’s chin lifted. “Done.” She bent, kissed the sleeping girl’s hair, and straightened with wet eyes that did not spill over. She counted out coins from a cloth pouch—honest copper and a few silver pieces heavy enough to bend the pocket.

Cass slid the money into her belt. “If anyone asks,” she said, “you’ve never seen me.”

“If anyone asks,” the woman returned, “I’ll tell them I only know the kind of women who make men sorry.”

Riven stayed at the sill, back to the wall, gaze on the street. The woman noticed him the way people notice weather: a weight, a pressure. She didn’t ask his name. Wise.

On the steps, steam hitting their faces, Cass allowed herself a breath that wasn’t armored. The coin lay warm against her chest. For a moment she pictured the girls leaving Eldravel by the south gate, bundles on their backs, shoes new and blistering. The city would try to keep them. Cities did that. You carried the place that taught you hunger whether you left it or not.

“Breakfast,” Cass said. “Then I go see a man about paying for my father’s knife.”

“You owe someone,” Riven said, not quite a question.

“I owe lots of someones. This one just happens to think I’m a thing he can own. I intend to teach him new vocabulary.”

They ate in a room that had once been a warehouse office and now pretended to be a tearoom. The table rocks had been thought through; the wobbly one was pressed into service to make guests feel like the house had character. Cass took the corner chair that watched both doors. The owner served eggs that had never met a chicken and bread so fresh it steamed when torn. The girl who’d taught Cass the word for silk-sound sat with a spoon and told a story about the loom breaking and the overseer weeping like a widow because his day was ruined. Cass paid for her breakfast with a coin that bit the palm and made the girl wince.

“Don’t keep that one,” Cass said, reclaiming it. “It’s moody.”

Riven watched from the opposite chair, attention an edge you could hone a blade on. He ate only when Cass did, not out of manners—out of habit. You didn’t distract yourself until the person you were protecting made it clear the moment allowed it. She’d worked with men who pretended that kind of vigilance and failed when a door slammed. Riven didn’t pretend. She found it irritating. She found it useful. She found it deeply, inappropriately attractive.

After, the rain had finished, leaving the streets rinsed and reflective. Eldravel felt newly shaved, every cobble exposed. Cass took the long way toward the river, skirting the palatial quarter where the stones had names and the dogs did not. She cut through a square where a charlatan sold bottled fortune and a boy picked pockets with a grace she almost handed tips for. He missed Riven’s belt pouch twice and scowled, then tried Cass and ended up with a blistered palm for daring. She smiled without teeth and kept walking.

The man who thought he owned her kept offices in an old gambling hall turned debt exchange, a temple where the gods taken tithe were numbers, and the altar was a ledger. He called himself Factor Laro, and he’d found Cass when she was nineteen and too tired to see the teeth under his smile. He’d offered work and protection. He’d charged interest on both.

“Let me,” Riven said as they neared the exchange, voice mild because danger made him calm, not loud. “If he’s the kind of man you say, he’ll have bought muscle to make himself feel important.”

“He did,” Cass said. “I’ve already sold half of it back to his enemies.”

“You’re going to enjoy this.”

“Not enough,” she said, and meant it.

The door guard wore a velvet coat two sizes too large and a ring with a fake gem that had cut him more than once. Cass gave him a smile she’d used to part men from sobriety and stepped inside when the ring caught the light and blinded him to reason.

Laro waited at his desk, square and vermin-clean, every hair slicked to obedient shine. A traitor’s face, Cass always thought. Not because of the features. Because of the absence. He’d look like whatever you wanted to trust. He rose with his hands displayed as if this were a chapel and she the priest who might absolve him.

“Cassandra,” he purred. He never used the name she preferred. “My thorn.”

“Don’t call me that,” she said, closing the door softly enough to unsettle him. “Only the people who bleed get to call me that.”

“Is that a promise.”

“It’s a souvenir.”

His smile pinched. He glanced past her to Riven, misread what he saw, decided he saw a hired blade with good boots. “And you’ve brought help. Sensible, finally.”

Riven’s gaze traveled the room in a sweep that lingered on the ledger chest’s lower hinge. Trap, his eyes said without words. Cass nodded once.

“I brought a witness,” Cass told Laro. “For the part where I tell you the debt’s done.”

“Which debt?” He laughed, fingers spreading in mock perplexity. “We have so many shared projects.”

“You loaned me a knife with my father’s maker’s mark. You said I could work it off. I worked. You moved the sum like a shell game. You bound me with words most people don’t know how to read.” She set a paper on the desk: a copy of the first agreement, the one he’d pretended didn’t exist anymore. “I found the original. I found the witness’s seal. We’re finished.”

He didn’t look at the contract. He looked at the coin pressing against her shirt as if it might crawl out and bite him. Fear colored his pupils, a slick widening he couldn’t stop. Interesting.

“I kept you safe,” he said. “I fed you.”

“You sold me,” she said, polite as poison. “I fed myself.”

Riven shifted half a step, enough to take Laro’s measure from the other side. The man’s hands moved toward the drawer where he kept the little pistol carved with saints around its muzzle. Riven didn’t stop him. Cass did, pinning the drawer with two fingers and a look with knives in it.

“You’re going to say I owe you forever,” she said. “You’re going to say without you I’d be dead in a ditch or chained in some lordling’s summer house. You’re going to say debt is love and love is debt. Men like you build altars to that lie.”

“And women like you worship at it,” he snapped.

“Not anymore.”

He made a mistake then. He looked at Riven as if asking for another man’s agreement. Cass took the drawer with one hand and twisted so the pistol turned with it. The saints aimed at the floor. She let the drawer thump shut.

“You owe me,” Laro said, a last try, voice softening, palms up. “You owe me for the night I found you. You remember how it smelled. Fish and piss and wet wool. I took you home.”

“You took me to work,” she said. “You taught me which parts of kindness you were willing to rent and what it cost when someone refused to pay. But here’s the arithmetic you missed.” She leaned in just enough that he felt her breath. “I’m not afraid of you. And I am not alone.”

Laro’s gaze flicked again to Riven. “He won’t be worth the trouble when I make you expensive to keep.”

“You should worry less about who keeps me,” Cass said, “and more about what I do when I don’t owe anyone.”

He went still, calculating. Behind his eyes, you could see the numbers scramble, the columns topple. He wasn’t brave; he was practical. He’d always been practical.

“Go then,” he said, mouth tight. “Take your damned knife and go. But I want the mark off my books in writing.”

“You’ll get it,” she said. “It’ll be signed with salt. It will sting.”

He flinched as if she’d struck him. He didn’t like being reminded the body had ways to remember beyond ink.

As they left, the guard with the too-big coat tilted his head toward Cass, a tiny, grateful movement. She wondered what Laro had taken from him. She decided it didn’t matter. She’d burn the ledger house later and let the boys carry out what didn’t turn to ash.

On the street, air tasted like rain’s afterkiss. Riven didn’t speak until they were two corners away.

“He tried to make you use his name for you,” he said.

“He doesn’t have one for me that fits.”

“What do you call yourself when you hate the way someone looks at you.”

“Hungry,” she said. “Dangerous. Take your pick.”

He did. He picked the second.

They cut down a lane where cats owned the ground and men borrowed it. The coin throbbed once like a pulse that wasn’t hers. Riven’s head turned at the same moment. A carriage rolled into view at the far end, too fine for the street, wheels glistening, curtains drawn. It stopped dead as if it had reached its destination. Doors on both sides of the lane opened and men in clean, cheap coats stepped out, two by each doorway, all wearing the same expression: paid enough to risk a broken nose, not enough to die happy.

Riven’s mouth relaxed. Not a smile. Readiness.

Cass slid the silence charm back over her teeth and felt it melt. “Friends of Laro?” she asked.

“No,” Riven said softly. “Different perfume.”

The coach door swung. A footman in livery the color of a bruise unfolded a step and bowed as if introducing a stage. The man who stepped down didn’t look like a villain. He looked like a magistrate on a holiday in sin: pale gloves, dark suit, hair combed with the careful cruelty of someone who liked the world to lie flat. When he smiled, the cats ran.

“Cassandra Thorn,” he said, as if saying her name made him a partner in it. “And the City’s Hound.”

Riven didn’t glance his way. His attention measured the exits and the bodies and the angle of the roofline above their heads. “You know me,” he said without a question.

“Everyone knows a ghost,” the man returned lightly. “But I’m rude. I am Marlowe Voren. I speak for interests you haven’t yet decided to notice.”

“Try speaking for yourself,” Cass said. “You’ll find it lonely.”

“On the contrary.” He unfolded a hand, revealing a small, perfect coin that looked like nothing at all and everything at once. Not the Black Well’s token. Another. Its metal sucked at the light. “I’ve been trying to speak to you for days. The well is terribly possessive.”

The coin under Cass’s shirt chilled. Riven’s head tipped a fraction, and she felt the tug through the thread between them, the bond he’d named and she’d spat at and now had to work with. Voren watched the tiny movements the way a cat watched a flutter under the floorboards.

“I represent those who keep the binding honest,” he said. “You’ve put your fingers in the hinge, Miss Thorn. We’d prefer you didn’t lose them.”

“And what do you prefer I lose.”

He smiled. “Time. Autonomy. A little skin.”

“Generous.”

“I find generosity becomes me when it gets me what I want.”

“And what is that.”

He considered her as if she were a spill of mercury and he could pour her into a vessel of his choice. “A city that survives,” he said. “I am not your enemy, Cassandra. I am the man who will try to keep you alive even when you insist on dying beautifully.”

The men to either side of the lane shifted, coats whispering. Riven spoke without moving his mouth. “Say the word,” he murmured.

Cass tucked her hair behind one ear and smiled like she’d found the punchline. “Marlowe,” she said, and tasted how he hated hearing his name on anyone else’s tongue, “if you wanted me in your carriage, you should have asked nice.”

“Nicer than this?”

“Much.”

He sighed as if disappointed in a child. “Then consider me asking. Please.”

“No.”

His restraint cracked. “You don’t know what you’re holding,” he said, voice thinning. “You think it’s a coin. It’s a key. Keys open doors. Some doors shouldn’t be opened.”

“Then you should have built a better lock.”

His gaze flared, a slip of the man under the suit. He was not a magistrate on holiday. He was a believer whose altar was a map. She saw it and wanted to break it out of spite.

“Very well,” he said. “Play your part. But remember this: the city will demand a cost. It always has. It always will. When it comes due, I’ll be there. You will wish I were your enemy. Enemies are honest. I’m not.”

He tapped the coach twice. The men melted back into doorways as if they’d been conjured rather than hired. The wheels rolled, water hissed, the carriage turned and was swallowed by a richer street.

Silence returned like a cat creeping back to a warm stove. Cass exhaled, the sound small in the long lane.

“What was that,” she asked.

“Someone who thinks he can see further than he bleeds,” Riven said. “He’s not wrong. He’ll still bleed.”

“You’ll enjoy it.”

“Not enough,” he said, and the echo was not mocking.

Cass touched the coin through her shirt. It lay cold and waiting, like an eye shuttered against sudden light. She felt then—not sound, not language, a direction. Down. The well called to itself. Or to her. Or to the part of her that had pressed metal to bone and said yes before she knew the question.

“Tonight,” she said. “We go to the Black Well.”

Riven didn’t argue. He didn’t agree. He rolled his shoulders like a fighter resetting his balance and took his distance again, three paces made of leash and choice.

“Bring salt,” he said.

“Why.”

“You asked for edges that cut you if you didn’t see them coming.”

“And.”

“The water will try to drink your name,” he said. “Best to give it a mouthful of something else first.”

She smiled, cruel and honest. “I taste worse than salt.”

“Then it will love you,” he said.

They walked, and Eldravel watched from its eaves and culverts, its windows and alleys, the way a beast watched its new rider to see if she would hold when it bucked. The river heaved slow, thick with silt, thinking about swallowing a bridge just to prove it could. Somewhere, a bell misstruck and made a sound like a warning that had forgotten what it warned against.

Cass licked rain from her lip and tasted iron, like the memory of a fight you were already in. The coin slept, or pretended to, and the day slid down toward evening like a blade into a sheath you trusted only because you’d made it yourself.

“Keep up,” she said. Riven did, which was not obedience and not refusal, only a choice they both pretended they hadn’t already made.


Chapter Three: The Throat of the City

Night fell like a hood. Lanterns along the poorer lanes guttered to embers, then gave up, leaving the wet stones to remember their own shine. Cass moved through it as if she’d been born to the dim, reading the city by smell and hush: fish scales, lamp-oil, apple rot, old ash. Riven kept his distance, a safety you could mistake for indifference if you didn’t notice how his attention shaved danger down to a manageable edge.

They brought salt in a narrow jar with a cork chewed soft by age. Cass had bought it from a widow who harvested seawater in her dreams and woke with crystals on her pillow. The woman had laughed when Cass counted out the coins. “The well eats bravado,” she’d said. “Take something that bites back.” Cass had taken the jar and the laugh and tucked both away.

The mouth of the Black Well sat in the oldest square, where the paving changed from orderly brick to slabs so ancient they wore the polish of bare feet. No vendors lingered here after dark. No drunk cut the corner. Children ran games around the railing at noon; at night, even cats skirted wide. The iron grate was simple, the way a gallows is simple: function practiced into elegance.

Wind from below was cooler than river air, colder than cellar breath. It smelled clean the way winter is clean, all scent scraped away. Cass set the jar on the railing and unstoppered it with her teeth. The salt shone dull in the torchlight Riven had coaxed from a reluctant wick. He set the torch in a bracket and its flame made the square a room with walls you couldn’t quite see.

“You said it would try to drink my name,” she murmured.

“It will taste for it,” he said. “Turn your head when you speak it. Give it something else to hear.”

“And you?”

“My name isn’t mine anymore.” He watched the dark. “It remembers me as a wet stone remembers the river.”

“How poetic.”

“How accurate.”

Cass drew a line of salt along the inside of her wrist, then another at the notch of her throat, each streak gritty and bright. She dusted a pinch over her tongue, letting it cut the ghost of rain. The coin beneath her shirt had cooled to a steady presence, neither welcoming nor warning, as if waiting to see if she would flinch.

“Tell me what happens if I hold it over the mouth,” she said.

“It listens closer,” he said. “It will offer something you want for a price you think you can afford.”

“Will it be wrong,” she asked, “about what I can afford.”

“It will be patient,” he said. “That’s worse.”

She smiled without mirth. For patience, she had little. For prices, she had reserves.

She climbed onto the rim and looked down. The circle of black made the torch seem vulgar. The surface wasn’t visible, but the dark had weight, a suggestion of depth that tugged at her inner ear. When she was a child she’d pressed a shell to her head and heard the sea everyone promised lived inside it; this was the same, except the shape against her bones suggested teeth.

“Eldravel,” she said softly, not wanting the sound to carry, “I’m here to see what I married.”

Riven’s shoulders angled a fraction, approval or caution—hard to tell in him, which was part of the pull. She slid her fingers beneath her shirt and drew out the coin. It came to her skin as if it had been resting there all along. A ring of cold traced a circle against her sternum where it had lain. She balanced it on two fingers, arm steady over the grate.

At first, nothing. Then a pressure, gentle and then not, as if the city had taken a breath at last after holding it too long. Cass felt the air near her mouth thin. Old instinct made her set her teeth as if biting down could keep a name in place. The draw sharpened. A whisper rose, not words, more the notion of a word you’d once known and swallowed. A memory climbed her throat—her father’s voice teaching her how to sharpen steel on stone, the rhythm of his hand and the way he checked the blade by shaving a single hair from his forearm.

She turned her head and said, very clearly, “Salt.”

The jar on the railing chimed, a faint sound like frost breaking. The pull slackened, annoyed. Riven’s mouth tilted a fraction, which passed for a grin in him.

The dark below shifted. A subtle lift and drop, as if water had rolled and settled. The whisper changed timbre. This time the taste in her mouth wasn’t memory. It was promise: the weight of a purse that never thinned, a door that opened when she touched it, the satisfaction of setting a ledger on fire and warming her hands at the blaze while men who deserved ruin shivered.

She didn’t bother with salt then. She only breathed and said, “Later.”

A ripple of irritation climbed the stone. The grate ticked as it cooled. Riven’s torch spit once and steadied. He hadn’t moved, but the ready set of him had leaned infinitesimally toward her, a tether she could feel if she let herself.

“True thing,” he said, quiet. “It has noticed you.”

“It noticed me when I put its coin where my heart was supposed to be.” She balanced the disk on her thumb. “Now it can get used to being told no.”

The whisper came again, altered to a lower register, the way a river sounds different when it deepens after storm. Not promises now. Warnings. The city remembered sieges. It remembered the year grain rotted in the storehouses while fat men cut their bread thinner and called it virtue. It remembered fires that walked across roofs like dancers. It offered her those stories the way a scar offers a map.

“Ask,” Riven said. “But don’t bargain.”

She let the coin sit and asked the dark what it wanted her to keep standing. Not who—what. The answer rose in a taste like struck iron. Bridges. Wells. The places where strangers touched and both became less so. She thought of the girl at the silk house describing thread running true again after the loom broke. She thought of the woman above the laundry counting coins like a spell against men with pens.

“All right,” she said. “Then tell me where it’s thin.”

Wind lifted and dropped her hair. Her shoulders chilled. The torch hopped as if slapped. Cass kept her balance by force and the willingness to look foolish rather than fall. Below, the whisper drew itself into edges. A street-name arrived first—the one ordinary people used, not the one on maps. Then the corner marked by a fig tree that shouldn’t have thrived this far north but did. Then the cellar under a shuttered bathhouse where the drain stones had gone black with something that wasn’t water.

Riven’s head turned as if he’d also heard it, though he explained nothing. His eyes flicked, counting exits only he could see, the way a fighter learns to gauge a room’s betrayals. “South quarter,” he said. “Three turns from the fig dealer who lies about ripeness.”

“You know him.”

“I know which days he tells the truth.”

She rolled the coin once, then pressed it flat to her sternum. It stung, fast and fierce, the bite of cold entering heat. The sense of the cellar held, a direction wrapped in a texture she could have followed blindfolded: damp stone, old soap, a sweetness under rot. She hopped down from the railing.

“Let’s go see what bleeds,” she said.

They moved fast without running. Eldravel at night shifted shape with each block, like a deck shuffled by a dealer brave enough to cheat. Cass cut across a court where a string player wrung sorrow from five gut strings and a chipped bow; she dropped a coin that didn’t bite and saw relief soften the player’s knuckles. Riven drifted near a wall where ivy pretended innocence; a knife nested there would have found the soft underarm if he hadn’t caught the gleam and smothered it beneath his thumb.

The fig tree rose before them like a priest’s fat finger, leaves glossy, fruit knobbly as knees. The bathhouse behind it wore a padlock the size of a child’s face. Cass slipped picks from the hem of her coat and worked while Riven watched the mouth of the alley and the roofline and the way fog slid off guttering as if reluctant to leave.

Inside, the air kept summer, the old heat of bodies and steam baked into tile. The custodian had dusted only where customers would once have glanced. Everywhere else wore a rind of neglect. Cass crossed to the drain grates and found the one the whisper had marked. Around it, the grout darkened to a bruise. Not mildew. Not rust.

“Salt,” Riven said.

She circled the grate with a clean ring, then laid a second ring inside the first, broken in three places. He nodded once. The language of wards belonged to hedge-wives and practical thieves; both of them were fluent enough not to get killed by the obvious tricks.

Cass pried up the grate. Something beneath flexed, neither liquid nor solid, a slow contraction like a lung. Air went thin again. Her tongue dried as if her mouth had become a desert between words.

“You smell that?” she asked.

“Sugar left too long on a windowsill,” he said. “And under it, river-bottom. Old leave-me-alone.”

The thing below the drain pulsed. She felt it seeking, not her name now, but shape—the outline of her in the world, the dent she made by moving through it. People left traces. The city had learned the trick of reading those.

“Hold,” Riven said, not to her.

The shadow at his boots surged and resolved into a slick of colorless wet. He backed a step, steady, letting it test the salt ring and recoil. It did, as if slapped by the memory of sunlight.

“What is it,” she asked.

“Leakage,” he said. “There are stitches below the city. This is one coming loose.”

She crouched, knees complaining. The thing moved toward her hand with the careful curiosity of a fox. “You eat names?” she asked it, surprised to hear her voice go gentle.

It bulged, then smoothed. Not a yes. Not a no. More the tilt of the head you give when you’re trying to understand hunger.

“What happens if I feed it the wrong thing,” she asked without looking away.

“It finds the right thing anyway,” Riven said. “But it wastes time. We need time more than miracles.”

“Spoken like a man who’s run out of both.”

He didn’t argue. He knelt opposite her, the drain between them, the salt ring bright around his boots. “I can still make a wall,” he said. “I can’t make a door stay closed if you open it.”

“Who said I’m opening it.”

His gaze dipped to the coin. “It likes you.”

“Plenty of dangerous things do.”

She shook a pinch of salt into her palm and held it near the drain. The wet rose in a slow meniscus, as if scenting air, then turned toward the crystals and recoiled again, furious this time. The tiles trembled. Hairline cracks skittered along grout like lightning caught in stone.

“It wants what’s behind you,” Riven said. “Your echo.”

“Everybody wants what I don’t owe,” she said, and tipped the rest of the jar into a thin white line that crossed the broken inner ring and completed the circle again. The reaction was immediate: a sigh through the floor, the drain’s wet collapsing as if starved of a sound it loved. The air thickened, then loosened, the way a crowded room breathes when the quarrel stops short of knives.

“Not gone,” Riven said after a beat. He set his palm near the grate without touching. “Sleeping angry.”

“That makes two of us,” she said, corking the jar, now nearly empty. “Where are the stitches, exactly.”

“Old tunnels. Places the city bled and was sewn together again—war, plague, floods, the sort of lies that require bridges afterward.”

“Can you show me.”

“No.” His eyes met hers, deliberate. “But I can walk you close without snapping something that won’t heal.”

She rose and her knees popped like disrespect. He stood in the same movement he always used, efficient and without display. She brushed grit from her palms and wished for soap, then dismissed the wish. Clean hands didn’t make honest work.

“We have a man in a good suit with an agenda,” she said. “We have a city with holes. We have a coin that thinks I’m furniture. Anything else tonight.”

“You promised a fire,” he said.

She’d forgotten she’d said it aloud. The thought pleased her again, sharp and simple. Ledger pages curling to ash. Ink fleeing heat. Boys with bad coats carrying boxes down steps while the books that lied for their masters learned how to tell a brighter truth.

“After we find where this tunnel opens,” she said. “I don’t like leaving anger with a roof.”

They slipped back into the street. The fig leaves shivered as if something had passed under them. Overhead, a window banged; a woman called a name that wasn’t answered. Cass tucked the jar into her coat and let the coin find its old place against bone. It settled as if it had never left. She didn’t mistake that for affection.

At the corner, a boy from the market recognized her and grinned around a mouthful of stolen pear. He started toward her, then saw Riven and reconsidered, not out of fear but the sense some people carry that two storms crossing is a good time to keep your hat on.

“Tomorrow,” Cass told the city, not bothering with whispering. “You and I are going to talk about doors.”

Riven glanced sideways, rain-slick hair dark against his temple. “Does it ever answer when you ask nicely.”

“I haven’t tried that yet.”

“Save it,” he said. “It doesn’t respect pretty manners.”

“Lucky for both of us.”

They turned their steps toward the river again, because water kept secrets and loose threads, and because the smell of smoke travels fastest through low streets. Somewhere near the debt exchange, laughter rolled and broke, ugly and full of itself. Cass pictured the ledger house, imagined flame taking the cheap varnish, imagined Laro realizing belief in numbers doesn’t keep fire from walking across your desk.

Riven’s hand brushed air where her elbow had been a heartbeat before, an instinctive check of distance he disguised as nothing. She didn’t call him on it. She didn’t thank him. They understood what the gesture meant: not tenderness, not claim, only calibration. How much space, how much heat, how much risk.

“Next time,” he said, the dark making his voice almost a thought, “you will be tempted to bargain.”

“Temptation is a hobby,” she said. “Not a profession.”

“Keep it that way.”

“Help me, and maybe I will.”

He made a quiet sound that might have been agreement if you were generous. She wasn’t, by habit. With him, she suspected she might learn.

At the river wall, the water dragged itself along, heavy with the day. A floating candle drifted by, guttered, and drowned. Cass leaned on the stone and watched the tiny extinguished flame spin away.

“Hungry city,” she said.

“Hungry girl,” he replied.

“Bad combination.”

“Or perfect,” he said.

She didn’t repeat herself. She didn’t promise anything. She pushed away from the wall and set her course for the building with the books that had lied to her. Riven matched her pace without being asked. The night changed its angle, as if the city had tilted to watch two figures walk toward a small bright cruelty that would make a larger mercy possible.


Chapter Four: Ash Teaches Better

The debt exchange kept its own kind of curfew. Past midnight, shutters latched and clerks went home with ink-stained fingers, but upstairs lamps still glowed where men counted other people’s sleep. Cass watched from the lee of a rain pipe as a carriage rattled away and a boy in livery stamped his feet to keep the damp from gnawing his bones. The river’s damp had crept back into the quarter; it worked under doors and into lungs with tireless patience.

“Two inside,” Riven murmured. “Window watcher on the east corner. A third pacing the ledger room. Back alley clear until the bell on the hour.”

“You always this cheerful,” she said.

“Only when it’s simple.”

She cut across the alley before the next blink of lamp, slid a wire into the side door’s latch, and felt the bolt surrender like a man who mistakes surrender for charm. They stepped into a hallway where the floorboards had been sanded thin by a century of foot traffic and varnished as often as the men upstairs varnished their consciences. Paper smell lived in the walls. Everything else smelled like oil and fear.

“Kitchen first,” Cass said. “If we’re going to light the books, we might as well start where the stove remembers how.”

They padded past closed doors, Riven a darker stripe in the dim, the coin a cool weight against her sternum that made her more aware of her own pulse than she liked. The kitchen crouched at the building’s belly, long table scarred by knives and account tallies. Copper pots hung dull as old pennies. The stove stood sleeping, door cracked, a few exhausted coals sulking behind the grate.

Riven knelt and coaxed the sulk to stubborn glow, added kindling from a neat stack, then fed the awakening with strips of invoice paper she tore at the corner of the table. Fire caught with a smoker’s cough and then, as the little flames found one another, with appetite. Cass lifted the lid from a fat clay jar of lamp oil and felt, not for the first time, how right the word flammable tasted in her mouth.

“You take the ledgers,” she said. “I’ll make sure the wrong men can’t turn it off.”

“I’d rather you not introduce your lungs to this much smoke.”

“I wasn’t planning on breathing like a lady.”

He didn’t bother arguing. He knew where argument ended when the decision had the shape of her bones.

The ledger room sat above the kitchen, the ceiling blackened where heat had kissed it during some long-ago winter. Cabinets lined three walls, drawers labeled with spidery hands. The pacing guard had stopped to lean his hip against the window ledge and contemplate his reflection, a pastime that did him no favors; he was the sort of handsome that curdled when admired. Cass slid behind a cabinet while Riven drifted toward the man with an indifference so precise it looked like friendship. When the guard turned his head, the blunt line of Riven’s hand touched a nerve at his collar and sleep carried him down like a faithful dog. Cass bound wrists and ankles with the sash off a forgotten curtain and took his keys because leaving a man his keys taught bad lessons.

Riven pulled drawers and built a heap in the center: contracts, ledgers, blue-backed notes Laro liked to call “promises with witnesses.” Names winked up from the pile like minnows. Cass leaned close enough to read a few and felt the taste in her mouth go copper. She recognized a family that had once trusted her to ferry their savings downriver because their son’s new wife had a bad feeling about the way the tallyman smiled. They were on Laro’s list with a neat line of charges like a rosary. She could picture the wife’s hands massaging her own knuckles as if that would keep them from cracking under strain.

“Give me that one,” she said. “And the two below it.”

Riven plucked them free. She slid them inside her coat, a heat she’d tend later, not with fire but with a coin that didn’t come back.

They carried armloads to the stairs and fed the kitchen flames the way priests feed gods, careful and exact. Greed curled and blackened, then flared bright as blood. Smoke crawled up the chimney, found the old cracks, then went looking for places ambition had sealed to keep air honest. It found plenty. The building exhaled in a long, reluctant sigh.

“Time,” Riven said.

“Not yet.”

“Cass.”

“Trust me.”

It was a simple request that sounded like a command only because she meant to keep it. She moved through the office hall and into Laro’s sanctum, a room that had cost a grafting of other rooms to make it this long. He’d lined the walls with quiet trophies: a signet from a noble house that had begged him not to present a bill; a framed scrap of silk with a pattern no one wove anymore; a knife with a maker’s mark she knew as well as her own name. Her father’s looped initials had been rubbed almost smooth by someone who held it instead of using it. She took it down and the air changed around her, the way air changes when a bell stops ringing.

Behind the knife hung a ledger thinner than the rest, bound in nondescript calfskin. She slid it free and opened to the fifth page because men like Laro put the worst thing in a place that felt safe. Inside, the entries didn’t list debt or interest. They listed places. Cross-streets. Rooflines. Wells. Beside each, a column of figures that weren’t money. Old numerals. Tallies. A code written without disguise because he believed no one had eyes that read outside the currency of men.

Riven came up behind her shoulder, not touching, close enough that she felt the shape of him as heat. “Stitches,” he said, and the word caught bone.

He didn’t have to explain. The city’s seams, painstakingly catalogued, converted into collateral. Laro had been trading holes in Eldravel the way other men traded wheat.

“How many of these did he sell,” she asked.

“Enough to make a rich man poor if you rolled the map up wrong.” He tapped a mark next to the bathhouse. “This one was supposed to hold until thaw. Someone bought himself an early spring.”

She slid the ledger under her coat with the rescued contracts and replaced the knife on its hook out of dislike for sentimentality. The room’s door snicked and let in a ribbon of smoke. Above, someone shouted; below, flame answered with a crack that felt like laughter.

Riven tilted his head. The window watcher had woken up enough to think about his job. Somewhere a bell started, low and slow. Not alarm. Hour. The boy outside stamped again, then stopped stamping. Quiet followed that was louder than noise.

“Now,” Riven said.

They went out the back, cut left into a service lane where ash would drift later, and slipped into a crowd that had arrived the way crowds do when heat and rumor shake hands. Some faces glittered, enjoying the possibility that the arithmetic had changed. Others watched with a grimness that made Cass want to hand them bread. Laro’s guard from the door shoved through, pale with panic, shouting for help as if the building would hear and feel flattered enough to put itself out.

The first window went with a sound like a headboard breaking. Glass scattered across the cobbles. Heat rolled, greedy and sudden. Cass felt it kiss her cheeks and imagined Laro far away, touching his jaw where pride lived, unsure why that place hurt.

“Who set it,” someone muttered.

“Numbers burn themselves,” someone else said.

She did not stay to savor. Riven steered her with nothing more than being the place where a shoulder would have met a wall if she hadn’t chosen the correct path. They cut back toward the water, letting cooler air scrub smoke from their lungs. A thin ash began to fall, tender as snow if you didn’t know the difference. Cass held out her palm and watched a scrap melt to nothing. The coin under her shirt warmed, not with approval, not even with interest—only with that reflexive attention a predator gives when something bleeds.

“You took keepsakes,” Riven said without preamble as they put the river between themselves and the fire.

“Evidence,” she said. “And a promise I owe the woman who wants out.”

“Good.”

“You disapprove.”

“I approve of strategy.” He angled her under an arch when a patrol clattered by, faces wet with smoke sweat. “I disapprove of dying for theater.”

“I don’t die,” she said.

“Everyone does,” he said, mild as a blade drawn under a table. “You just haven’t scheduled it.”

“Add it to my calendar.”

A huff of a laugh escaped him, involuntary and short-lived. It changed his face, soothed nothing, revealed something like weariness without apology. It made her want to take his jaw in her hand and find out what else his mouth could do that he didn’t trust.

The river wall had a low place where old stone met new and never quite agreed. She sat and let her boots dangle, the water tugging at the soles like a persistent suitor. Riven didn’t sit. He leaned, hands in pockets, eyes on the black seam of current.

“Marlowe Voren will have heard by now,” he said. “He’ll send someone to ask a question he already knows the answer to.”

“He can write it down and file it with the rest of his lies.” She took out the thin ledger and opened to a mark near the lower docks, where fishermen slept on their boats and dreamt of breaking even. “Show me this one.”

He didn’t touch the page. He touched the air above it, tracing the route like a cartographer who refuses to trust anyone’s ink. “Cellar under the cooperage. There’s a run that carries rain to the river. It’s narrow enough that only water should fit. Two weeks ago it started coughing up something that tried to learn the shape of who stepped over it.”

“You were there,” she said.

His profile didn’t change. “I was busy not being there.”

“Meaning you stopped it without being thanked.”

“Meaning I did my job.”

“What do I call you when you do it,” she asked, not looking at him. “Because ‘Riven’ sounds like a story, and men with stories make me itch.”

“The coin will teach you,” he said. “Or the city will. Both charge tuition.”

“I prefer negotiating.”

“You prefer winning.”

“I prefer finishing.” She closed the ledger and tucked it back, conscious of the heat along her ribs where paper lay against skin. “I like the cooper’s wife. She swears better than I do.”

“She will outlive us both.”

“Not if the cellar eats her husband.”

He didn’t say don’t. He didn’t say wait. He didn’t say anything at all. He shifted his weight and the night folded around him, and the small distance he gave her felt like trust made into a habit.

They crossed through streets that had learned fire was an argument you couldn’t win by shouting at it. Behind them, chimneys coughed and sent sparks up to catch in rain gutters. Ahead, the cooperage slept with its door unlatched, the way you sleep when you’re too tired to guard your own breathing.

Inside, oak staves leaned together like conspirators and the smell of pitch and work lay thick as love. The cellar hatch was open a hand-width to help the cool air fight summer’s memory. Cass went down first, because stairs teach you more on the way down. The damp found them immediately, a grip around the ankles. At the bottom, the corridor ran low enough that Riven had to bow his head, and when he did, the space seemed to agree he belonged there.

The run to the river cut a black stripe along the floor. She knelt. The same wet she’d seen at the bathhouse trembled—listening for shape, ache, the unguarded syllable. She drew a circle of salt on the stone and didn’t close it. The wet flowed to the gap with animal accuracy and stopped, quivering.

“I can hold it,” Riven said. He didn’t sound like he was offering heroism. He sounded like a man telling the truth about what his hands could do.

“For how long.”

“Until you’re finished.”

“Then I need something to finish.” She opened Laro’s ledger again and pressed the coin to the line that marked this place. It burned, a quick hurt that went to bone and then left memory there. The pages warmed and a pattern she hadn’t seen before spun out of the marks—an old mason’s grid, translated for men who traded favors. The run branched twice upstream under other shops, then tangled with a drain that had no outlet on any street she’d ever walked.

“There,” she said. “There’s the break.”

Riven moved his palm over the open ring and the wet rose toward him like smoke pulled by a draft. He didn’t flinch. He called shadows toward his hand the way other men call to dogs, and the thing listened, thickening to meet the darker dark. It would have loved to climb his arm. It didn’t. The effort of not letting it showed in the slow tendons of his wrist.

“Go,” he said, and the word had no room for argument in it because he’d made it into a bridge and she could feel how quickly it would be washed away.

She ran the branch corridors by feel, memorizing turn and scent the way she’d learned to read rooms on the night she taught herself lockwork with a borrowed pin and a door that didn’t like her. At the junction, stone had slumped, a sag a mason would have read as fatigue, not failure. Something under it pulsed a fraction too slowly for water. She pressed salt into the space where stone met wet, not a circle this time but a triad of marks like the feet of a tripod. She spoke the name she’d chosen for herself when Laro still liked the sound of it on his tongue, and the wet recoiled as if the sound of her refusing had teeth.

When she came back, Riven had sweat at his temple. He hadn’t moved. The wet had, finding places along the floor to test like a clever thief. He held it by being inevitable. She closed the ring with a last pinch and the corridor breathed in, then out. The wet collapsed, not gone, only tucked away behind the new edge.
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