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The Starbinder's Oath
Delia Kormas
Under a bruised observatory dome, binder Elara shelters a fallen star in human form, Corin, and uncovers altered laws and a dangerous experiment unravelling the city’s memories. As the sky frays, love and law collide in a public ritual that could remake both lives.
ProseHub


    
Fallen Light
Elara moved beneath the old observatory’s dome as if she were walking through a living memory. The glass ceiling, scored with the faint silver scars of a hundred years’ worth of repairs, filtered the city’s night into a soft, deliberate blue that suited the work of mending. Starbinding demanded tenderness: a steady hand, patience like prayer, and the willingness to hold something vast and fragile until it could learn to hold itself again. She had learned to be spare with attachments; the Conclave taught that closeness to celestial things always carried cost. She wore the lessons like a second skin.
On the bench beside her, tools lay in an orderly row—filaments of captured dusk, a polished bone shuttle carved with sigils, the glass phials that kept faint, usable gleams of fallen light. The weave she tended tonight was a small, familiar fracturing in a lesser arc, nothing the Conclave would notice beyond routine. She hummed under her breath as she worked, guiding the filaments through a lattice she mended more by intuition than by formula, feeling the old geometry beneath her fingers. When the lattice sighed into steadiness, she leaned back and let herself breathe for the first time since dusk.
Then she heard the sound that had no place here: a small, human gasp, the rawness of someone inhaling after a fall. It came from below the dome, beyond the fenced ring where the city’s watchers kept watch. Elara’s breath thinned. Fallen things should announce themselves in light and song; they did not whisper like wounded animals. She slipped from her stool and padded to the opening, expecting to find the usual—shredded filament, a smear of sky-ash—and instead saw a shape curled under the arch.
He lay on his side with hair like dimmed stars clinging to his forehead. Skin that would have been pale in day held a delicate translucence under the dome’s filtered blue, and when his fingers twitched a scatter of light pulsed from them like the brief, stubborn pulse of a candle. A shallow burn-ring marked the inside of his wrist: the Nightwardens’ sigil. Elara’s training told her what should follow. A fallen celestial was returned at dawn. That had been the oath since the Conclave first bound the practice into law. Protocol was a compass she had kept by her heart until it guided everything she did.
She should have called for the wardens. She should have marked his fall, bound him, given the Conclave the right to judge and send him back. Instead she felt something else—a private, jagged ache of recognition, as if something in her reached for him the way the city reached for its own lamplight. She crouched and let her palm hover an inch above his cheek. The warmth of him convinced the sensible part of her to step back, but the rest moved without meaning to.
Hands that had once taken light from the sky trembled when they touched a living thing for no official reason. His eyelids fluttered; a pupil like a ink-dark hole widened and then narrowed, quick as a shutter. He tasted of cold air and smoke and the metallic tang of distant high-weather; when he tried to speak the sound came out hoarse and small.
“Who—” he managed. His accent was not of the city. It curved and folded in ways her ears did not expect, as if it belonged to a place where vowels had been born in colder weather. He blinked and his gaze landed on the sigil at his wrist. For a moment he frowned like someone remembering a name that refused to sit right on the tongue.
“Elara,” she said before she could decide on being proper. The name felt too intimate in the observatory’s blue, but it was the truth: she had not been named the way some were, by family and hearth; she had been given her place by work and promise. He repeated it like testing a comet’s tail. “You must be returned at dawn,” she added, because the rules had a way of reasserting themselves even when the heart misbehaved.
He glanced toward the fractured arc of sky through which he had fallen. His hand flexed and, for a moment, the tiny pulse of light flared beneath Elara’s fingers. She saw, with the clarity of an omen, a bloom of faint emptiness near a distant constellation: a place where the pattern should have been whole but was not. The metal in her stomach went cold. Fallen bodies tugged at constellations like magnets; the sky adjusted, and it did not appreciate being unfinished.
“You should not be here,” Elara said quietly. The Conclave’s codes were not simply rules; they were a covenant. To break them was to invite chaos. Yet the man under the dome was not a thing to be treated like a broken gear; when he turned his head he revealed an angle of vulnerability that made it hard to speak with the sternness the situation required. Against training, against oath, her hands moved to lift him.
The observatory smelled of old metal and the preserved warmth of people who had spent decades watching night. She carried him down the narrow alley to her room in the old quarter like someone smuggling a guilt. Her home was a small thing: a roof with a view of the dome and a single window that caught moon when the glass above was clear. It had no place within it for a guest, let alone a creature of the sky, but she made room. She covered him with a spare blanket, poured a cup of cooling broth for him with hands that quivered despite themselves, and sat on the edge of the bed with the weight of the city pressing through the window.
There was a burn at his wrist that suggested capture or marking—older than the fall, a scar grafted into the skin around the sigil. He murmured when she cleaned it, words in a tongue that caught on the inside of his mouth and came out as a scatter of sounds rather than a sentence. When she paused, hand hovering, he reached up and brushed her knuckles with a shock of contact that made the filaments on the back of her neck lift. It was nothing magical in the way the Conclave catalogued enchantments; it was domestic, the kind of touch that said please.
“You are a binder,” he said at last, the consonants rough as they rearranged into language that landed near her training. “You take what falls.”
Elara swallowed. It was less a question than a recognition. She bristled at the directness, then found herself answering. “We keep the sky whole. We return what falls. That is the law.”
He studied her as if weighing a hypothesis. “And if what falls will not be bound?” he asked, voice low. There was an edge to the question that suggested memory—of tests, of failures, of experiments gone wrong. Elara’s mind clicked through the protocols: the rites that seated a star back into the firmament, the incantations that stitched filaments until constellations held. She had performed them enough that the words were muscle. Yet when she moved to prepare the small binding charms, the filaments trembled and a hairline of resistance whispered through her fingers as if the very weave of the sky recoiled.
He slept like someone exhausted after a long voyage, breath settling into even waves that calmed her more than anything she had expected. She sat and watched him sleep, cataloguing the impossibilities: the way his lashes caught light like dark seeds, the slight way his smile seemed to inhabit the mouth of one who had known cosmic vistas and learned human habits as if both were natural. The ache—strange, at once new and old—bloomed at the base of her throat. Duty mapped itself onto that ache and became a web of shame.
The work of starbinding had never been framed as glamorous. It was ritual and math, ceremonial knots and the careful stewardship of filaments that could fall back into the world like errant threads if handled roughly. Elara had always told herself that closeness invited error. The Conclave’s lessons were strict: a binder made choices for the many, not the few. When decisions required a personal cost, they were to be paid without hesitation.
The man on her bed, whose name she did not yet know, made that old certainty brittle. He tucked his hand under his cheek and turned his face toward the window, where the dome’s blue painted his profile with the softness of dusk. He murmured something in his sleep and the words formed like a fragment of a star-map. Elara felt, absurdly, that she could read that map if she tried—the cartography of a life spent partly in the open night.
A sound from the street below yanked her attention away. Voices, raised and then falling into low, troubled hums. The city was a living organism, and when the night unbalanced it did not hide the wound. Elara rose and pressed her forehead to the cool glass. From this angle the dome looked whole, but in the curve near the older arcs she thought she glimpsed a disparity, a space where the pattern did not seem to breathe right. The notion should have sent her to her tools, to measurement and calculation. Instead it sent a flash of panic through her chest.
She remembered, with sudden clarity, the last binding she had performed on her own. It had been years ago, a small thing: a comet sliver that had grazed the city’s rooflines and scattered like notes in a choir. She had worked through the night then, binding light into neat knots until the pattern hummed true. There had been no risk. Each rite felt like a repair that could be trusted. This felt different. The man on her bed carried something about him that did not want to be caged.
She moved back to him, hands slightly less steady than before, and watched his chest rise and fall. When she sat, her knee brushed his. He stirred and opened his eyes. Where fear might have been, there was curiosity—a bright, nervous interest in the world like a child’s. He reached up as if to touch the window’s light and the pad of his finger traced patterns on the glass; a smear of dusk clung to the print. He looked at it as if it had meaning and then turned his attention to Elara.
“You’re keeping me,” he observed simply.
The words landed like a verdict. She had not planned to keep him. She had meant to shelter him for an hour, until the dawn-messenger passed the observatory check, until the right forms could be summoned and the ritual performed. But plans had thinned under the weight of a living presence. She decided to tell only part-truths: that she had found him and was tending his wounds, that she would ensure the Conclave’s rites were honored. The half-truth felt like a betrayal of law and an act of mercy all at once.
“You must be returned at dawn,” she said again, because a single repetition of the rules might steady her. He smiled—small, private—and the motion made something in her loosen. It was absurd how the smallest gestures could undo certainty. When she reached to fetch the phial of collected dusk to begin the preliminary humming for the binding, the liquid inside clouded as if stirred by an invisible finger. She frowned. In the glass, the light shifted, trembled, and then settled into an odd, quiet opacity.
The hour thinned toward day. Outside, a bell tolled in a sequence the wardens used to mark checks and counts; the sound should have sent a keeper of binders to the dome to record any falls, but no one came. Panic leached through Elara more steadily now. She forced herself to measure things the way she had been taught: counting the beats of his heart, noting the angle of his breath, measuring the unsteady light in the phial against the steady standards of the Conclave. None of it fit neatly into the boxes she had been trained to trust.
He watched her as she worked. “You are afraid of being swayed,” he said, voice hoarse but clear. “Of making a choice that is small to you and big to others.” There was no accusation in it—only an observation made by someone who had seen systems and the small insurgencies that unstitched them. A tremor of anger at being looked through like a map prickled at her, but it was eclipsed by something else: the recognition that he might be right.
Elara sealed the vial and put it back into her pouch. Rules could be bent, and often were, when skirts of the law needed tending, but the Conclave’s edicts on returned celestials were not for casual compromise. She had sworn her oath in a room full of binder tools and stern faces that had lectured on the dangers of attachment. Yet when she stepped back to look at him, the man who had fallen, the oath felt like it belonged to another woman in another life. The space he occupied in her room felt as convincing as any law.
She thought of Tamsin, her apprentice: practical, sharp-edged, someone who would remind Elara that a private choice effected thousands. If she had confided in Tamsin now, the apprentice would have urged her to call the wardens, to follow the Conclave’s forms to the letter. But Elara did not trust herself to speak the truth without faltering. The only person she could not lie to was the sleeping figure at her side, who looked like the night had learned to breathe in a human frame.
Night thinned into the pale hush that announced the close of hours before dawn. The observatory’s dome took on a colder blue, the kind that sharpened edges and allowed small things to be perceived more clearly. The city itself seemed to hold its collective inhalation; people muttered and windows shuttered, as if the world could press its face to the other side of fortune and see how it might tilt. Elara sat and felt the weight of an impending decision settle over her like a heavy shawl.
There were so many reasons to do the right thing. The Conclave’s laws existed to prevent catastrophe: to stop attachment from making fragile the things that held whole nights together. A single stray bond could translate into an unweaving that caught ten, then a hundred, then thousands. She told herself the math, recited the risks as if they were prayers. She had been schooled in outcomes. The ledger of possible futures had always been a clear, cold thing in her head.
And yet there was warmth beside her now, a presence that softened the calculus. When he opened his eyes in the thin light and found her watching, he offered something like apology and invitation. “They marked me once,” he said, fingers tracing the sigil on his wrist as if reacquainting himself with an old scar. “It was supposed to be a tether.”
“A tether to what?” Elara asked, and the question surprised her with its smallness. To the firmament? To the Conclave? To whatever purpose the Nightwardens had imagined when they first began experimenting with anchoring that which should not be forced into a single place?
He shrugged, and in the movement her fingers brushed his forearm. The contact sent a small thrill through her that she did not quite want to analyze. “To keep memory,” he answered, voice low. “To find a way for important things not to vanish when people needed them.” There was a wistfulness in him that suggested failure rather than triumph. “They did what they could and feared the rest.”
Elara let the truth inside that: someone had tried to keep a memory, had tried to bind it to earth, and the Conclave had rolled the idea into law and fear. She had been taught the consequences of hearts binding to stars; she had been shown the ruin such unions could bring. Still, the thought of failed experiments being buried in the Conclave’s ledgers like embarrassing toys made a small, dangerous fire flicker inside her. She tended it with the professional care of someone who knows how to coax embers into a warmth that will not consume.
When he stirred again, she leaned forward and allowed herself to see him as more than an obligation. He had an economy of gestures that said he had spent time learning what living in a single place required—the way he folded his hands, the careful blink that suggested someone newly conscious of daylight. He asked for a glass of water like a man reacquainting himself with simple comforts, and when she gave it he drank with a grateful slowness.
“You should tell them,” he said after a while, fingers playing with the cloth at the hem of the blanket. “Tell the wardens. Let them come and do what they must.” There was an earnestness to the suggestion that did not hide the complexity beneath it. “If I refuse to be bound, then you will be in danger.”
Elara’s jaw tightened. The law had teeth. If she were found hiding him she would answer to questions that went beyond reprimand. She pictured the Conclave’s hall with its tall, severe windows and the magistrates who would press their palms to their own chest and ask what motive had guided her. Punishment was a small matter compared to the knowledge that by keeping him she might be allowing a wound in the sky to widen. Yet she could not imagine herself calling the wardens. She had not been raised to let procedure be the first reaction to a living thing’s need.
She found herself doing the unthinkable. She covered the phial and tucked it away. She smoothed the blanket over the man’s shoulders and, with hands that felt both reverent and frightened, pressed a kiss to his forehead—a benediction as much as an oath. The act sealed a kind of compact: she would keep him until dawn, at least. It was a selfish thing and a protective one, a choice that split law and compassion in equal measure.
Outside the observatory the city settled into a restless quiet, and in the dome above a single arc that had always borne a quiet steady of stars flickered and dimmed. Elara saw it before she could name the thing: a blot of absence drifting in the familiar map like a smudge on a page. The sight plunged a cold, precise terror through her. Fallen bodies tugged at the heavens and, if not returned, could leave a geography of missing points that shifted tides of weather and moods of people.
She rose from the bed as if possessed by the momentum of action rather than thought. Hands that had performed ritual hundreds of times moved to the shelf where measurement instruments slept, instruments built to read the weave and map discontinuities. The instruments blinked and gave back a pattern that did not lie: an indentation in the star-map where none should exist. It corresponded to the arc he had fallen through and to the sigil on his wrist. Her stomach dropped. The equation closed on itself: his presence did not simply mark the place of his fall; it altered the map.
She could no longer claim ignorance. Beneath the private warmth of guarding him, a public calamity ticked like an exposed fuse. She sat back down at the edge of the bed and watched him sleep, the light in him slow and shallow but undeniably present. A bind could be performed at dawn: a proper return, a ritual sewn with the Conclave’s sanction. Yet the phial that had clouded earlier remained opaque in its secrecy, and some resistance in the weave insisted that whatever he was might not be willing to return.
Dawn leaned toward the city with the faintest blue of prelight. Elara’s oath—sworn under stern faces and braided filaments—felt both a comfort and a chain. She closed her eyes for the barest second and asked herself which law she would honor: the public and rigid covenant of the Conclave, or the private, dangerous mercy that had placed a living presence in her care. The question had no easy answer. She rose and moved to the window again, watching the dome. The missing light waited there like a promise she had not yet learned how to keep.

    
Between Oaths
Dawn had not brought comfort so much as a thin, insistent scrutiny. Elara watched the dome’s blue drain into morning light and felt the city turn toward questions she had not wanted to answer. The missing notch in the constellations—so small a circle on maps and yet so large in consequences—sat like a stone in her gut. She had promised herself that she would not make choices that risked more than she could contain; that oath had been a frame for living. Now it felt like an instrument with teeth.
Footsteps on the stair announced Tamsin before the apprentice knocked. Practical to the bone, Tamsin entered the room with a sling bag full of instruments and a face that read trouble like a map. She took in the scene with brisk eyes: the bed with its rumpled blanket, the cup of cooling broth, the faint dusting of starlight on the table that came from a jar Elara had not yet stowed. Then she saw him—Corin—curled near the window, asleep like someone exhausted after traveling between worlds.
Tamsin’s hands went, as reflex, to the pocket where she kept a measuring disc. “Elara,” she said with tones that tried to hide alarm, “you are not allowed to play improvisations with the Conclave’s provisions.” There was no accusation in her voice, only the kind of fact delivered when a friend needs to be reminded of consequences.
Elara felt all the old admonitions rise—protocol, safety, the Conclave’s stern architecture of rules. She also felt the thread of small, human warmth that had tangled itself into the last two nights. “He fell,” she said simply. “He will be returned.”
Tamsin’s jaw worked. She crossed the room, knelt beside the bed, and watched Corin with an attention almost tender. Things near him did not behave as they ought. The apprentice’s measuring disc blinked and registered a soft, wrong-frequency hum when she held it near his chest as if his presence made a space that lived between measures. One of the glass jars on Elara’s shelf, the one that kept slivers of dusk, trembled and shed a single mote of light that rose and extinguished itself like a reluctant candle. A sparrow on the sill puffed its feathers and hopped closer, its head cocked as if hearing music no one else could hear.
Tamsin’s practical mouth softened. “Is he dangerous?” she asked.
Elara had catalogued the risks already: constellations that could lose their bearings, storms that took the city by surprise, the way a single illegal bond could become a fault line. Yet as she looked at the man sleeping with the halo of scattered light around him, duty and mercy braided into something indecipherable. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But he is not a thing to return without knowing what he carries.”
That answer did nothing to steady the air. In the street below, a woman shouted as a memory slipped from her voice mid-sentence—an anecdote that dissolved like sugar in rain. Voices knitted and frayed; people paused, puzzled. The city was waking into a day that seemed to have been written with a trembling hand.
Word traveled faster than Elara liked. The Conclave’s wardens circulated through the narrow lanes like a rumor given flesh: a patrol at the market, a pair checking the lamplighters, an inspector stopping at the dock to ask if anyone had seen anything fall from the sky. By mid-morning a slender figure cloaked in the Conclave’s muted grey stood at the observatory’s outer fence and raised a brow at the make-shift curtains. Elara felt the old muscle of compliance twitch, a reflex that had kept her safe in hearings and rites. She wrapped a shawl around herself and moved as if she would go down and speak plainly.
Tamsin stopped her at the sill with a hand that was more steady than the rest of her voice. “You brought him here,” she said. “You can’t let them find him. Not until we know why the sky is changing.”
There was logic in that: if Corin’s presence was correlated with the diminishing pattern, exposing him would invite immediate removal and an enforced return that might not actually fix what was breaking. But there were also sacrifices in delay. Keeping him meant lying, diverting wardens, forging records if the truth bent toward permanence.
They worked with the secrecy of those who know they are doing a risky kindness. Tamsin went to fetch a cover story that could pass muster if a casual inspector asked—an injured feral beast mistaken for a celestial, mishandled paperwork misplaced for days—and Elara sat by Corin with a quiet that felt like holding breath. He stirred, woke, and blinked as if rising from a deep memory. When his eyes settled on them, he smiled with an immediate, almost embarrassed delight at being alive.
“I remember lights,” he said, then hesitated and shook his head as if the next thought slid off a too-slick surface. “And the name of the chamber where we were kept. There were rites.”
At the mention of rites, Tamsin’s fingers tightened on the securing cord she had brought for the phials. The word invoked a thousand histories, sanctified and profane. “Rites of what?” she asked.
He swallowed and watched the rim of the room as if it were a map. “They wanted memory,” he said finally. “Not for themselves alone, but to keep what mattered—names, songs, a pattern—so that when a town forgot, the memory would remain. It was... a trial.”
Elara had read fragments in the margins of old codices—references to early experiments where star-guides might be anchored to living things for remembrance. Those passages had always been accompanied by moralistic exclamation points in seminar rooms: dangerous, hubristic, sharply forbidden. The Conclave had long ago folded them into cautionary tales. If Corin’s words held truth, the trials had been real and someone might be trying again.
The afternoon moved with the heavy feeling of a tide about to break. The market’s bell summons—a civil ritual of midday—stuttered and then slid into a tone that felt wrong, like music with a key missing. People stopped, annoyed, then alarmed. Reports came to the observatory in the form of neighbors’ knocks: a child near the quay who remembered two mothers instead of one, an old tradesman who could not recall the face of his late wife though he was sure he had seen it for thirty years. Memory was a brittle thing, and whatever was unraveling in the sky seemed to pluck at threads across the city, not just the dome.
Elara felt the shape of responsibility press against her ribs. If someone had been experimenting with anchoring stars to preserve memory, it explained Corin’s presence and the faint, stubborn light that leaked from him like an unsettled secret. It would also explain why the Conclave might want to bury the old trials: consent misapplied, suffering hidden, solutions marketed as absolutes by those who feared the implications. But who would profit from an altered registry? Who would risk ripping holes in the night for ends that might serve a private hunger for permanence?
The answer arrived as a suit of gray at her gate: Magistrate Alden Serre. He carried himself like the law made human: compact, steady, eyes that rarely wasted motion on sentiment. He had a reputation for iron certainty, for rulings that weighed the greater good above private plea. When he stepped into Elara’s room, Tamsin’s hands drifted to the measuring disc like a nervous charm.
“Elara Voss,” he said, voice dry as a ledger page, “you have custody of an unreturned celestial.”
There was no accusation in the shape of the sentence; it was a statement that could double as an indictment. Elara stood and bowed her head in the smallest of admissions. “Yes,” she said. “He fell. I sheltered him.”
Alden’s gaze sharpened toward Corin, who sat quietly as if he had spent centuries learning the patience of clockwork. “You are aware of the Conclave’s mandate. Once something from the heavens falls, it must be returned so the pattern remains intact. Delays risk more than your conscience.”
Elara felt the room narrow. Alden’s presence made the structural rules of the city feel like a cage; yet she also understood the magistrate’s role. He had, years ago, found his own reasons to believe in law’s primacy when a past starfall had claimed someone he loved. Whatever private grief drove that belief hovered behind the magistrate’s impassive face like a shadow. “I understand,” she said. “But I believe there is more here than a simple fall.”
Alden’s lips pressed into a line. “Explain.”
Her fingers moved of their own accord, drawing out the instruments that read the weave. When she placed a disc near Corin’s chest, the little dial shivered and then pointed to patterns that were not random—intentional seams, like stitching made by a hand with deliberation. “This presence alters the map,” she said. “Not just by falling. It carries a residue that affects memory-lines in adjacent quarters.”
Alden listened as a judge must: with a face that hid surprise and catalogued implications. When she mentioned the trials, his eyes briefly flickered, then cooled. “The trials were to anchor memory through consent,” he said, voice low. “They were ceased when consequences proved too costly. We wrote them away because the risk was political, not merely practical.”
Elara watched the magistrate. The admission that the Conclave had once sanctioned consent-based bindings made the present danger more complex. If the Conclave had erased their own hand in the matter, someone might be attempting a resurrection of forbidden technique, or someone might be twisting the old records to mask experiments that served private ends. Either possibility made the room smell of accusation and rot.
The conversation fractured with the sound of distant alarms. A sector of the city near the old canal awakened to lights that behaved like living things—fountains changing course, streetlamps that pulsed and dimmed as if breath ran through them, the metal bells of barges singing in harmonies that did not match struck sequences. People clamored; whispers turned to anger. Alden’s jaw tightened in a way Elara had seen once before in hearings: a magistrate who had to choose between enforcing a mandate and admitting a foundational error might unleash consequences he could not fully control.
“Elara,” he said, softer now, “if this is more than a solitary fall, we must act with speed. If someone is experimenting clandestinely with binding without consent, there will be fallout. The Conclave must know.”
Tamsin stepped into the line of sight between the magistrate and the bed. Her practical features hardened into something like resolve. “We can find evidence,” she said. “If the registries were altered, then perhaps the method is still recorded somewhere—hidden in margins, struck through with ink that hides the original directive.”
The idea of searching a record chamber—of sneaking into places that kept the Conclave’s truth—was as dangerous as it sounded. The Hall of Registers had walls thick with law and history, a place guarded with as much zeal as the dome itself. You did not slip into its stacks without invitation or a carefully forged one. Yet Tamsin’s eyes showed a determination that tasted like necessity rather than recklessness.
Alden glanced at Tamsin as if measuring the scale of his choices against the immediate crisis. The magistrate’s face was carved with the habit of making decisions that could alter lives. “If evidence of tampering exists, bring it to me,” he said at last. “If there has been an unlawful rekindling of those trials, we will face it. But Elara—if you refuse to surrender the fallen until we have proof, understand the penalties.”
The penalty he named was not death; it was the loss of license, the stripping away of right to bind. For a binder, such a penalty equaled exile. Elara understood how much was at stake. She also understood that if the Conclave had indeed hidden past trials and some faction now sought to profit or control memory, the moral calculus shifted. Protecting one fallen entity might be a small kindness that averted a vast harm—or it might be the first selfish act of a catastrophe.
They left the observatory in an uneasy balance: Alden to marshal wardens and notify the Conclave’s council, Elara and Tamsin to pursue the living evidence of what had been done. Corin moved with them as if his feet remembered other surfaces than cobbled city streets. People watched them pass with expressions that ranged from curiosity to thinly veiled accusation; the news had already curled through the quarter like smoke.
Tamsin insisted on driving the investigation with method. She suggested they start small: search marginalia in discarded volumes that older binders had kept in personal stacks; interview retired archivists and old binders who might have been present when the trials were discussed; listen to gossip in taverns where the Conclave’s officers drank quietly and, when inebriated, revealed too much. It was a dangerous trail—memory’s preservation had made too many enemies—but the apprentice approached it like someone solving a riddle one careful step at a time.
They began with a visit to Master Havel, an aged binder who kept a private chest of old treatises that the Conclave had deemed unfit for circulation. He lived in a narrow house with a window looking toward the river. When he saw Corin, a flicker of recognition crossed his face that was equal parts nostalgia and alarm.
“You keep him warm?” Master Havel asked after a small silence, as if speaking at once to a friend and an accusation. He pressed a thin hand to his chest, where the motions of age had made his pulse a careful drum. “They called the trials dangerous, but we called them necessary at first. There were minutes written that suggested consent could anchor a memory without fracturing the heavens. But later—later we argued and feared.”
Corin listened to the old man and reached out as if to touch a concept like it was a living relic. “They promised that memory could be kept without cost,” he murmured. “Yet I remember rooms with ties and names that were taken and then erased. We thought we could make permanence kind.”
Master Havel’s shoulders shook with something like grief or laughter that was indistinguishable. “We should have stayed ashore from that ambition,” he said. “Ambition is a tide.”
The metaphor was apt, and it made Elara think how thin the city’s safety felt now—like a levee under siege. If the Conclave’s own ranks had been split on whether to allow consent-based anchoring, then some in their midst might resent that the forbidden had been engraved elsewhere and then lost. The question moved from purely technical to painfully political: who would gain from memory manufactured or stolen?
Alden’s investigation expanded like a circle thrown into a still pond: inquiries to the Hall of Registers, whispers sent through old collegial lines, a summons for retired clerks whose memories would not legally bind them if they spoke. It was slow, deliberate work—bureaucracy moved the way it did, layering paper like an armor. Yet the city was not prepared for patience; further anomalies made patience dangerous. In a street near the old tannery people woke one morning convinced that a year of their lives had been different. Houses remembered histories they could not have lived through; children woke with names that belonged to strangers.
Corin suffered in small ways that made the theoretical real. When he strode past a baker, the bread rose in an odd bloom, the yeast answering a note that had not been there. A cat followed him as if loyal to a call it heard in its bones. Spare metal items hummed with faint resonance. The patterns he left behind were not only visual; they were remembered things displaced as if a museum had dropped a pedestal in the middle of a room. The city began to look at him like a walking question.
One dusk, as a wedge of orange slid beneath the dome and the wards clattered with the day’s last checks, Corin lingered on a bridge and spoke of his earliest memory with a clarity that startled Elara. “I was asked if I would hold a name,” he said. “If I consented to be a place where something important could rest. I thought I understood what it meant. They had charts and vows and an elegant language for consent. But when I said yes, things changed. I was marked. And later—they decided it was too dangerous and erased the instruction so no one could follow it without rediscovery.”
The word rediscovery clanged like a bell. Someone had to have taken the original method and buried it; that someone might now be deliberately resurrecting the idea without regard for consent or safety. Or—worse—someone might be altering records to hide their seam, to make the Conclave look the villain while they pursued methods of their own gain. The thought made Elara’s throat tight with fury and fear.
Tamsin found one of those seams by accident in an old binder’s attic: a margin note in a torn folio where an earlier scribe had stricken through a phrase and replaced it with a shorthand that meant “null.” The ink around the strike looked fresh compared to the page, as though it had been rewritten in a hurry years later. The presence of that hurried correction implied deliberation and a hand that wanted history to read one way when it had really been another.
They took the folio to Alden. His face, usually a canyon of reserve, showed fissures of disbelief as he examined the struck-through directive. He had, all his career, believed the Conclave’s story that the trials had been abandoned for the safety of many. Now looking at a line that had been rewritten, he felt an old certainty shiver. “If this was altered,” he said slowly, “then someone wanted to hide a practice that allowed binding with a human’s willing participation. They might have feared loss of control.”
Corin, who had been following them with the weary half-attention of someone reacquainting himself with human process, listened and then said something that made the room contract with a new kind of tension. He recited, in a voice that trembled with recovered clarity, a fragment of the old clause as it had been told to him in the chamber where he had been asked to consent: “Only with the joint breath and the equalled vow may a star be anchored to a life.”
The words landed like an indictment and a promise at once. If the clause had existed and required mutual consent, then the Conclave’s present laws that forbade any reanchoring without their sole sanction had been one-sided. Someone had changed the law’s archive to remove the mutuality, making consent impossible by erasing its record. Whether by intent or convenience, the archive’s alteration meant the possibility of consensual rebinding now lived as a secret—and secrets, left untended, festered.
That evening the city counted losses small and large: a mother who could not remember the cadence of her daughter’s laugh, a mason who could not place the dates of his son’s apprenticeship. Alden walked the quarter with steps small as gears, his magistrate’s robe catching the twilight. He stopped before the observatory and looked up at the dome where night would fall again, the map of stars waiting to be repaired or to further unmake itself.
“What will you do?” he asked Elara quietly. He had the look of a man who had been given a verdict and did not know whether to give sentence or ask for counsel.
Elara thought of the clause Corin had recited. The idea of mutual breath and equalled vow hinted at something she had never been taught to permit: a voluntary choice that might change the rules between sky and city. It would mean rewriting a covenant older than many of the Conclave’s faces. It could heal if enacted honestly; it could also be abused into a weapon if reconstructed poorly.
“I will not hand him over for a return I do not understand,” she said. “Not when facts point to manipulation of the very rules we are sworn to follow. If the Conclave holds a monopoly on the law, it does not mean the law cannot be wrong.”
Alden’s eyes, which had looked closed to pity earlier, opened with an edge of comprehension that frightened her. “You understand the consequences.”
She did. She understood that refusal might mean loss of license, reputation, maybe exile. She also understood that handing Corin back without clarity invited a worse outcome. The cup of certainty had thinned into a choice of lesser evils. Around them the city’s memory stirred like a restless animal. In the deepening evening heat a seam in the sky brightened with an unease Elara could feel in her bones. The decision she delayed would not wait forever.

    
The Oath Remade
The ruined dome smelled of old cordage and rain-warm stone, the sort of ruin that made people speak more softly in its shadow. Word of the contested folio had moved through the city like a current; now the currents gathered in the only place that mattered for such disputes—the place where the city had learned to listen to the stars. Elara walked the cracked steps with Corin at her side and Tamsin’s compact stride keeping pace. Magistrate Alden Serre followed, his robe folded with the economy of a man accustomed to bearing consequences while wearing a stern face.
A ring of Conclave seats rose from the observatory floor like a stone garden. The elders who had once presided over the laws now bore themselves with the decorum of people who had learned to believe their own versions of safety. Councilor Lysander Varr sat with a hand over his notes and eyes like flat glass. He had been careful to cultivate the appearance of moderation in the years since the trials, the man who smoothed histories for the sake of order. If anyone would balk at the reading of an old clause, it would be him.
Elara’s voice did not tremble when she spoke. “I demand the clause be read aloud in full, here, with the registries present. If the law that governs our relation to what falls from the sky was altered, the people deserve to hear the truth.” The room hummed. To ask the Conclave to unseal its history was to ask a body to expose its own vulnerabilities.
Lysander’s lips curved in a practiced neutrality. “Such matters are not theatrics, binder. We proceed with care. If you have proof of tampering, present it to the Hall of Registers and we will—” He did not finish the customary phrase. Alden’s jaw tightened. He had never liked the evasions the Conclave practiced when convenience demanded them.
Tamsin stepped forward and laid the torn folio on the central table. The page where the clause once stood bore a scratch of hurried correction. The ink around the severed line was younger than the page itself, a brutal seam where someone had tried to make history forget. Master Havel’s finger hovered over the page and then pressed flat with an audible intake of breath. "Someone altered the record after the fact," he said. “Not to erase debate, but to conceal a proper requirement. That is sabotage.”
A murmur rolled like a tide. Lysander’s face shaded at the implication. He could have denied it, argued forgery, pushed suspicion outward. Instead he did something sharper: he called for a witness list, names pressed into the Conclave’s protocol like coins into a hand. Corin stepped forward on unsteady feet and recited the fragments he had held in memory—phrases about joint breath, equalled vow, mutual consent. The hall listened. Corin’s words sounded honest in a way that law-stone rarely felt: the testimony of a being who had been present at the thing being argued about.
The argument that followed was not purely legal. It was political theater and confession braided together. Some of the elders spoke of the dangers endured when earlier trials had been carried out—towns where weather took strange shapes, families who had lost chronology—and of the long debate that had led to the Conclave’s decision to hold tight to a single authoritative way of returning fallen things. Others, quieter, made the point that secrecy begets abuse: if history can be altered to remove consent, then consent itself is vulnerable. A small, furious woman in a gray robe raised her voice, asking who had the authority to strike out the clause and for what motive.
Lysander answered with the rhetoric of guardianship. “We removed what led to harm,” he said. “We codified a rule so the many would not be endangered for the sake of a few illusions.” He sounded like a man who had decided the world must be kept small in order to be safe. His words landed like bricks for some and like insulation for others.
Alden did not accept the insulation. He had a memory of a past starfall that had taken someone he loved; he had learned the utility of law as a thing to carry grief through the world without letting it bleed into ruin. Yet even he felt the abrasion of the altered folio like a personal betrayal. It suggested a hand within the Conclave that had leaned toward concealment for reasons other than safety. The idea of a faction using secrecy to centralize power was a charge with teeth.
When the debate threatened to dissolve into accusations and the room’s temperature rose with old resentments, a tremor of the sky made everyone still. A shard of light fell somewhere beyond the dome, too small to be a full starfall but pronounced enough to make people look upward. For a moment the city held its breath, and in that silence the stakes were plain. This was not a matter of theory. The map of the night had been cut and stitched for decades with choices that carried consequence; now those seams were fraying again. Something fundamental needed doing and it needed to be done in the open.
Elara felt the eyes in the room split between her and Corin with a curiosity that bordered on hunger. To some of the Conclave, Corin was a thing to be corrected and filed away. To others, he was evidence that their old choices had not eliminated risk but had only pushed it into corners where it could fester. She stepped closer to the central lattice where the dome’s floor kept its old geography of filaments and sent a silent plea to the instruments that slept there: measure, speak, tell us what the night cannot.
The readouts, ancient and precise, told them what they needed. The space of sky that had been hollowed out corresponded to a tension that would widen unless a stabilizing presence was made—and the presence had to be chosen, not coerced. The instruments did not moralize; they offered equations. The equation frowned at the idea of a forced return. There were ways to mend that required mutual shaping of the weave, and those ways asked for accounts to be paid in living matter.
A collective intake of breath, cultural as much as bodily, followed. Elara understood in a new way what critics had always feared in binders: the possibility that a single life could become a lever to pry open cosmic equilibrium. She also understood something else: the restoration she contemplated could be enacted in a manner that honored consent and that shifted liability from the many to a chosen few who agreed to pay a visible price.
“Read the clause,” she said simply. “If mutual consent is a legal possibility, then we have an instrument to resolve this without blind returns. If it was excised in bad faith, then the law must be remade publicly, or none of us can trust our actions.” The Conclave bristled and wrangled with procedure. A public remaking of law was dangerous; it invited scrutiny and destabilized authority. Lysander’s face tightened at the suggestion and then, after a pause, he nodded as if to a decision that would be less comfortable the longer it was delayed.
They cleared the chamber for the reading with a ceremonial gravity the city had not seen in years. People outside the dome gathered at the fences and on rooftops; the rumor of the clause’s possible return had sewn curiosity through every lane. Elara found herself steadier than she felt, as though the refusal to hide had given her a kind of clarity that the quiet of her room with Corin had not. If the clause permitted consent, then the next step was obvious: a ritual must be offered that allowed both star and binder to choose the terms. The question was who would stand and accept the cost.
When the clause’s words were read aloud by the registrar—slow, ceremonial syllables warmed by careful breath—the content was at once simple and ruinous. The ancient requirement named a mutual vow: both the celestial and the human must declare their joint breath, their equalled vow, and the binder must accept the anchor with full knowledge of what it would do to them. The reading did something more than return a phrase to the books. It returned responsibility to the public, where it could be argued, amended, and witnessed.
A faction in the room whispered that the clause had been a trap; binding required an anchor and anchors bleed their anchors. Others said it was a humane correction to the way the trials had been abused. Alden, who had until now held the posture of law, allowed a look of private calculation to pass. He thought of the magistrate’s duty to protect the many and felt the burden of that duty press at the edges of his compassion.
Outside, the city’s anomalies intensified. Memory slippages clustered in neighborhoods; people came forward to tell of lost words and changed dates. A child at the quay wept because a song her mother had taught no longer fit the hand that hummed it. The physical world answered the reading of the clause as if the city itself were testing its options. If consent would be permitted publicly, then the question became not whether consent existed but whether anyone would choose it when the cost was transparent and irreversible.
Elara’s decision sharpened in the space between the clause and the people’s need. She thought of the slow, private hours with Corin, the way his presence had given her a break from the Conclave’s isolations. She thought of Tamsin and Master Havel and of Alden’s quiet fairness. Most of all she thought of the city’s thin, aching memory and the small, human catastrophes being suffered because a seam in the sky had been left untended. There were two routes: hand Corin over to be returned to the heavens, a return that might not heal because it skipped the root; or use the clause to perform a consensual binding that would require sacrifice but might also mend more than one thing at once.
Corin heard her unwritten calculus and looked at her as if seeing history at the moment it turned. “If I consent to remain,” he said softly, “I will not ask you to forsake your oath, Elara. I will not demand that you tether yourself for me alone.” The honesty in him carved through ceremony like a blade. He stepped onto the lattice and offered his hand to her. “If there is a way to stay without stealing the sky, I choose it. I will give what I am asked to give. But I will not be bound without knowing you choose it freely.”
Her throat tightened at the double edge of his grace. The clause permitted the choice, but it also demanded that the person who agreed to anchor the star be fully informed. It was not an act of pure charity to anchor a star; it was a form of work, a conversion that altered the one who did it. The ledger of cost, as Elara had known, never read kindly.
The Conclave argued in the way that institutions do when forced to submit to naked need. Lysander professed fears of precedent: permitting one consensual binding could persuade others that they could anchor memory for personal gain. Another elder voiced paranoia about trader-lords using anchors as brandings for loyalty. Some spoke of discipline and the need to preserve the Conclave’s sole right to negotiate with the heavens. Alden listened and watched the city’s edges fray and finally, to the bafflement of some, he addressed the chamber with a voice that had the weight of oath.
“We will not allow the city’s nights to be held as a monopoly,” he said. “If the clause exists and the people demand that a just process be followed, then let it be done publicly. If someone altered our records to hide that possibility, they must answer. But we cannot allow the fear of abuse to freeze us into cruelty. We must make a choice that we can live with openly, so the people can see the cost and consent. If a binder will step forward, if a celestial will consent, let the ritual be witnessed and the law remade in public.”
A silence settled. Lysander’s face was an expression of compact fury. The Conclave had always prided itself on keeping its own counsel; having its processes ungloved in public was a humiliation it feared more than anything. Yet the magistrate’s words had a momentum that could not be easily reversed. The central councilors conceded, some with private calculations, others with the empty civility of people forced to choose a lie they could live with.
Elara felt the room tilt toward the necessary. She had imagined the sacrifice in private and found it both terrible and oddly clarifying. To be an anchor meant to accept a permanent alteration: nights would be closer, part of her life would no longer be measured by conventional cycles, and she would feel the sky’s suffering and solace in a way that others could not. She also knew the ritual’s counterweight: that Corin would retain his humanity in a new form and that the city might stop bleeding its memories. The ledger balanced in a way that the Conclave’s old secrecy had never permitted.
No dramatics would do. The ritual required careful measures, filaments woven to a particular rhythm, a braid of night and human breath that would hold only if both contributors offered their consent in full sight. Tamsin set the instruments at the lattice’s edge; Master Havel arranged the ceremony’s older tools with a trembling reverence. Alden stood by the registrar with his hand near the symbols that confirmed witness. Corin took Elara’s hand and together they stepped into the circle where the dome’s geometry favored mending.
Elara felt her fingers hum against his palm as if they had always been wired to that response. The city’s gathered people peered through the dome’s glass and the fences beyond, and somewhere among them were faces that had learned to trust her work. She drew a breath deep enough to make the ritual’s initial weave respond; the filaments above them shivered and dipped like breath under water. Corin’s consent was a thing without ceremony or pretense. He spoke his vow in the old phrasing and made the joint breath with her as the clause had demanded. It was a double promise: she asked him to remain, he promised to give what he could spare of his celestial pattern.
When she moved to offer her part, the instruments registered the cost. A binder’s life-force was not a commodity; it was a knot of memory, a set of days, the capacity to feel certain kinds of ordinary human passage. To anchor a star meant she would no longer be free in the same way. The filaments asked not for oblivion but for a shared seam: she would become a living channel between night and city, sensitive and present in new ways. It would be a life of vigilance, not absence.
There was no applause, only the wet sound of the city breathing as if it had been held under water and now allowed a measured exhale. Then, like a sound stripped of its room, someone at the Conclave shouted an objection. Councilors moved with the speed of people who had always thought the law their shield. Lysander’s voice cut through the dome like a blade. He accused Master Havel of forging evidence, he called the folio a contrive meant to undermine the Conclave, and he demanded the ritual stop.
The moment cracked like glass. For a heartbeat panic threatened to spill into violence. Alden stepped between the stone and Lysander’s outstretched hand with a magistrate’s authority that was not merely performative. “Witnesses,” he intoned, and the registrar’s roll whispered as dozens of hands were raised and names given. The Conclave’s old mechanisms of control splintered under public scrutiny; Lysander’s bluster faltered when people—bakers, lamplighters, retired clerks—came forward and told of signs they had seen, of marginalia noticed in forgotten boxes, of registries that altered themselves under convenient hands.
Lysander’s face changed from assuredness to a color that was almost remorse. He stumbled over explanations. Under direct questioning details emerged: a transfer of pages authorized in secrecy, an unrecorded correction by an aide who had since left the Conclave’s employ. It did not, in immediate terms, make him a villain with black motives, but it did make him the steward of a culture that preferred quiet fixes to public reckoning. The room smelled of exposed rot; people shifted and some wept quietly. The Conclave realized it had to choose whether to prosecute or to reframe its own power.
Alden’s decision was to bind transparency to remedy. He declared that the ritual would continue, but the outcome would be followed by a full, public inquiry into the alteration of records. If the Conclave wanted to keep its authority, it would have to do so under watch. Lysander, pressed and shamed, had no choice but to assent. The man who had guarded the Conclave’s smoothness sank into a silence that might be part repentance and part the calculation of a future lost.
The ritual resumed with a different tenor: the city watched not as a crowd but as participants in an act that reknit law to life. Elara felt the filaments’ pressure in a new way, a call that was not simply technical but intimate. She threaded the braid with a certainty that had been earned in private sorrow and in the public reckoning. Corin, phrases of the old vow still in his mouth, leaned into the anchor and surrendered a visible seam of light into the weave. The lattice accepted it like a patient mouth.
When the final knot was tied and the joint breath released, the dome shivered as if a great wind had passed. The gap in the constellation above them filled with a small, patient flower of light that hummed with a steady warmth. It did not scream back into place so much as settle and take its own form. The city’s ruptures began to heal in small increments: a pause in the memory slips, the return of a song’s exact measure for a pair of neighbors, the rightness of calendar dates realigned.
But the cost was not abstract. Elara felt a new quality of attention fold through her: nights were now a portion of her days in a way that had not been true before. She woke with the stars’ moods. She tasted the sky when she drank water. The transformation was not immediate erasure of who she had been but a remaking. Corin stood beside her with a seam of starlight visible beneath his shirt, a quiet companion whose breathing sounded like someone keeping time. The pair of them looked at one another with a fullness that tasted of grief and relief.
Outside the dome the Conclave prepared to open its inquiry. Alden, who had found his own private balance in the act of public duty, offered to shepherd the process fairly. Master Havel, his hands tremulous from the strain of history, promised to help restore the registries with annotations that could not be erased. Tamsin, small and fierce, took Elara’s hand with a steadiness that promised both companionship and sharp counsel. The city, cautious and watchful, began to speak of a new star-forming above the dome: a pattern the children started to call the Watchword—a shape that would remind them of the cost of keeping recollection and the price sometimes paid to hold a sky whole.
The immediate threats eased into consequence. The Conclave agreed to amend its laws to require mutual consent for any anchoring and to create a registry of witnesses that could not be altered without public record. Lysander Varr resigned from his central post when witnesses proved the alterations and the culture of secrecy that allowed them. The magistrate’s office took charge of the inquiry; they aired old debates that had once been papered over with authority. The city watched the slow work of repair as people who had been afraid to remember their losses found, in the openness, consolation and small reorders of daily life.
Elara learned what it meant to feel the sky as a continual presence. Nights no longer fell like curtains to be ignored; they arrived with a voice she could not separate from her own pulse. The sensation was sometimes beautiful and often exhausting. She found herself drawn to small notes: a lamplighter’s sigh at dusk, the hush that fell when someone told a story that matched the star above. It was not punishment so much as reorientation; she measured days differently and discovered that sacrifice, when made with clear eyes, could be a kind of fidelity.
Corin adapted in the way of someone who had been given back a life with a seam stitched into it. He kept his curiosity, but now each moment carried a small gravity. Children who had once feared the sky now waved at the new constellation and whispered the oath that had been spoken in public. Lovers walked under its glow as if under the watch of a guardian; fishermen timed the tides by the steadier pattern overhead. The city remembered differently, and in its remembering there was a renewed tempering of law and love.
On the night after the Conclave’s vote, Elara stood by the dome’s rim and watched the constellation that had taken a human name rise slow and deliberate. Corin walked beside her, palms warm against her back. They did not need to speak to know the ledger of what had been paid and what had been given. In the hush between them there was the feeling of a life reassembled: not unbroken, but honest. The sky had been made whole in a way that left marks—in the registries, in the city’s talk, in Elara’s chest. The marks were both wound and map.
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