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Chapter 1: Preparation

Six days.

That was what was left. Six days until the Church summons. Six days until an Inquisitor of the Fourth Circle opened a formal investigation into my skill classification, my Mythic archive access, and whether the system that put dead women in my summoning circle had violated doctrine that was older than any kingdom on the continent.

Six days was not a lot of time to prepare a legal defense against an institution that had been prosecuting doctrinal violations since before the first dungeon was catalogued. Six days was enough time to clear a dungeon, gain a level, and push past the number that the system had assigned to the man who'd buried me alive.

We did both.

The Ashenmere had been the last scheduled clear before the summons trip. Sorrel had found the Ashenmaw the day after — a new dungeon, uncatalogued, that her invisible scouting had identified two hours north of Greyholt. She'd presented it the way she presented everything: flat, factual, with the implication that refusing to act on good intelligence was a waste of her time. So we'd cleared it. Level 50 to 54, rated for parties of six. We brought four. Reed Altius, Summoner, level 49. Sielle, Blade Saint, level 78. Vessa, Stellar Warden, level 72. And Sorrel, who'd been with us for four days now and who moved through the Ashenmaw's corridors like she'd built them.

She hadn't built them. She'd scouted them. Three hours before we entered, Sorrel had gone invisible and walked the first four floors of the dungeon alone, mapping every room, every trap trigger, every spawn point and patrol route. She'd come back to camp and drawn the layouts from memory on a sheet of butcher's paper that she'd produced from somewhere without explaining where. The maps were precise. The notations were in a shorthand I couldn't read.

"Phantom notation," she'd said when I asked. "Standard intelligence formatting from the Mirethane Court."

"You were a spy."

"I was the Quiet Hand of the Mirethane Court. The translation is approximate." She'd folded the butcher's paper and slid it across the table. "Floor one has a gatekeeper at the third junction. Level 52, heavily armored, mace, no magical ability. Floor two has a trap corridor — pressure plates linked to ceiling spikes, the plates spaced at intervals that make it impossible to jump between them unless you know the pattern. I know the pattern. Floor three has a summoner-type elite that calls reinforcements every thirty seconds. Kill it fast or you'll drown in adds. Floor four I didn't finish because the boss room door requires a key from the floor three elite."

Sielle had studied the maps with the focus she brought to every tactical assessment. Her head tilted once, the micro-adjustment that meant she was processing. "The gatekeeper on floor one. Describe the armor."

"Full plate, shoulder pauldrons with integrated tower shield. Gap at the throat where the gorget meets the helm. A Blade Saint could open it."

Sielle's mouth curved. Not quite a smile. Approval, expressed at the minimum viable amplitude. "I'll open it."

She did. The gatekeeper died in four seconds. Sielle's blade found the throat gap while the creature was still processing the fact that four people had walked into its junction room without hesitation, spread into positions that covered every exit, and attacked before it had finished its aggression roar.

This was what Sorrel changed.

With three of us, the dungeon clearing had been fast and efficient. Sielle killed. Vessa shielded and controlled. I directed and fought in the gaps, the Summoner who'd been trained by a Blade Saint to hold a sword like it was part of his arm. We were good. We were very good.

With four of us — with Sorrel — we were something else. The intelligence transformed every engagement from a fight into an execution. We never entered a room without knowing what was in it. We never triggered a trap. We never faced a spawn wave we hadn't anticipated. The dungeon's difficulty, which was calibrated for six people improvising their way through unknown layouts, collapsed against four people who knew every room before they stepped into it.

Floor one, forty minutes. Floor two, thirty-five. Floor three, fifty — the summoner elite was as dangerous as Sorrel had warned, and Sielle needed two passes at the reinforcement window before she could close the gap and execute. Vessa's barriers held the adds while I cut through the chaff with techniques that three months of Sielle's training had beaten into my muscle memory.

Floor four, the boss. A construct of blackite and bone, level 54, five levels above me. It didn't matter. Sorrel had mapped its attack patterns from the doorway while invisible. Vessa layered barriers that absorbed its strikes. Sielle dismantled its joints with surgical precision. I landed the kill shot because the experience split favored the lowest-level party member and every point mattered.

The system notification appeared in my peripheral vision as the construct collapsed.

[Level Up! Reed Altius: Level 49 → 50]

Fifty.

I stood in the boss room with construct dust settling on my shoulders and the notification glowing in my awareness and the number was just a number except it wasn't. Fifty was the Hero threshold. The classification benchmark that the Adventurer's Guild used to designate frontier-tier fighters. The level that Callum Drayne had reached at twenty and that the Church had celebrated with a ceremony and a stipend and a title that put him above the law.

Nobody was going to throw me a ceremony. But the system didn't care about ceremonies. The system cared about thresholds, and the threshold had been crossed, and the same classification that had protected Callum from consequences for two years of beating me now applied to the man he'd tried to kill.

"Fifty," Sielle said. She was cleaning her blade. The construct's residue came off in black flakes. Her movements were methodical, the maintenance ritual she performed after every engagement, the discipline of a woman who'd kept her weapon in perfect condition for six hours at a gate where nobody was coming to relieve her. "Hero bracket."

"Two below Callum."

"Not for long." She sheathed the blade. The sound was precise, the guard clicking into the scabbard's lock with a finality that she invested with meaning. Deliberately, with the weight of a person who chose each word and gesture for maximum effect.

Vessa was at the loot chest. The stellar light from her channeling illuminated the room in shifting gold and silver as she inventoried the drops. "Not bad. Blackite core, two-star. Reinforced plate set, level 52 requirement. And—" She paused. Held something up. A sword. Single-edged, curved, the blade a dark metal that absorbed light rather than reflecting it. "Mana-conductive blade. Level 50 minimum. Summoner-compatible."

She kept digging. "There's more. A cape." She pulled it from the chest: long, dark, the fabric shifting between black and deep violet depending on the angle of the light. The material was unlike anything I'd seen in frontier loot — it moved like liquid, weightless, the edges dissolving into a faint haze where the fabric met the air. The cowl was structured, rising to two swept-back horns that curved from the crown like a predator's silhouette. The horns were dark bone or chitin, polished smooth, integrated into the cowl's frame so that the cape and the horns were a single piece.

"Nightveil Mantle," Vessa read from the identification tag stitched into the collar. "Epic tier. Phantom-class restricted. Enhances stealth field coherence by forty percent. Reduces mana cost of sustained invisibility by approximately one third. The cowl's focusing array" — she tapped one of the horns — "amplifies perceptual range while invisible."

She held it out toward the corner of the boss room where Sorrel was standing. Sorrel looked at the cape. At the horns. At the fabric that ate light the way her class ate visibility.

"The dungeon dropped Phantom-class loot," Sorrel said. The grey eyes assessed the cape with the same flat professionalism she applied to intelligence briefs and exit routes. "The dungeon doesn't know I exist. I was invisible for the entire clear."

"The system knows you exist," I said. "The system knows the party composition. The loot tables respond to party classes."

Sorrel took the cape. She held it at arm's length, testing the weight (negligible), the drape (perfect), the way the horned cowl sat when she pulled it over her head. The horns rose above her dark hair, swept back, the silhouette transforming the compact Phantom from a woman in a bodysuit to something that looked like it had stepped out of the space between shadows. The cape fell to her calves. The violet-black fabric wrapped her frame and the haze at the edges blurred her outline even without her class active.

She pulled the cowl down. Her expression hadn't changed. The flat grey. The professional assessment complete.

"It fits," she said. As if that settled it. She folded the cape over her arm with military precision and said nothing else about it.

She brought it to me. The handle was wrapped in dark leather. The balance was excellent — heavier than the Ashveil Blade I'd been carrying since the first dungeon clear, but weighted forward, a cutter's profile, a sword that rewarded committed strikes over defensive play. The mana-conductive properties meant I could channel skill energy through the edge. The Ashveil's Shadowstep enchantment was better for evasion. The new blade's conductivity was better for damage. The tradeoff was worth it at the levels I was pushing toward. Not Emberthorn. Nothing was Emberthorn. But the closest I'd come since Callum took my sword.

I kept the Ashveil on my hip as a secondary. The Voidtooth Dagger stayed in my boot. The vambraces stayed on my forearms. The gear loadout that three months of dungeon clearing had assembled wasn't being replaced. It was being upgraded.

I took it. The grip settled into my hand. The weight was right.

"Name it later," Sielle said. "We have seven days."

I used [Random Summon] with the remaining dregs in my reservoir. Surface pull. The circle pulsed and produced a ceramic jar, stoppered, with a label in script I couldn't read. Vessa could.

"Starweave Salve. Epic tier." She turned the jar in her hands, the stellar glow illuminating the label. "Full-spectrum tissue regeneration. Reverses scarring, restores damaged skin and hair follicles, eliminates disfigurement from burns, acid, or necrotic sources." She looked up. "This is a cosmetic healing item. Extremely rare. The Stellarine Circle used something similar for ambassadors who'd survived assassination attempts. It doesn't heal combat injuries. It heals what combat injuries leave behind."

She was looking at Sorrel. Everyone was looking at Sorrel.

Sorrel was standing at the boss room's entrance, visible, the grey eyes on the jar. Her left arm was at her side. The bodysuit's sleeve was down, covering the burn scars that ran from her wrist to her shoulder and continued beneath the suit across her ribs and hip. The scars from the fire that the Mirethane Court had used to kill her. The scars that the first healing potion had stabilized but not reversed. The scars that she covered with the bodysuit the way she covered her wanting with professional distance: comprehensively, deliberately, with the understanding that what was hidden was not gone.

"No," she said.

I walked to her. Held out the jar. "The skill pulled this. The skill pulls what the party needs. The skill pulled a blade for me, a legal precedent for Vessa, a tactical advantage for Sielle. This is for you."

"The scars are functional. They don't impair my combat performance or my class abilities. The cosmetic damage is irrelevant to—"

"Sorrel."

The grey eyes met mine. The flat professional register was present but the thing behind the register was not flat. The thing behind the register was a woman who'd been burned alive and who'd woken up scarred and who'd accepted the scarring as permanent because accepting damage as permanent was what Sorrel did. Accepting damage. Carrying it. Incorporating it into the architecture of the self until the damage was indistinguishable from the person.

"The scars are not functional," I said. "The scars are pain you're carrying because nobody offered to take them off you. I'm offering."

She looked at the jar for four seconds. The Phantom's calculation running: cost, benefit, vulnerability, the risk of allowing someone to change something she'd decided was unchangeable.

She took the jar. She went to the corner of the boss room, turned her back to the party, rolled the bodysuit's left sleeve to the shoulder, and applied the salve herself. She didn't let me help. She didn't let anyone watch. The application was private the way everything about Sorrel's body was private.

The salve worked in minutes. I could see the effect when she turned around: the scarred skin on her left forearm was smooth. Not new-pink the way the first healing potion had left it. Smooth. The original skin tone restored, the mottled burn geography erased, the forearm that had been a map of the fire now unmarked. She rolled the sleeve down before I could see more but the sleeve sat differently against the arm beneath it. The texture under the fabric had changed.

She said nothing. She walked past me and out of the dungeon and the walking was the acknowledgment and the acknowledgment was enough.

Over the next week, the salve's deeper effects became visible. The hair. The asymmetric cut — cropped close on the burned left side, jaw-length on the right — had been a consequence of the fire destroying the follicles on the left. The salve restored them. New growth came in dark and even across her scalp, the left side filling in to match the right. By the time we rode west toward the Church hearing, Sorrel's hair fell to her jaw on both sides, dark and straight, framing the sharp features that the asymmetry had made arresting and that the symmetry made beautiful.

She was beautiful. Not Sielle's composed elegance or Vessa's generous warmth. A sharp, angular beauty: the high cheekbones, the pointed chin, the grey eyes that could cut glass, the nose that had been broken once and set imperfectly and that somehow made the face more striking rather than less. Without the scarring, without the damaged hair, the face that had been arresting was something harder to look away from.

She noticed me noticing. The grey eyes caught mine across the campfire on the second night of travel, and the flatness cracked for a quarter-second into something I hadn't seen from her before: awareness. She'd been changed by what I'd given her and she wasn't going to thank me for it because thanking meant admitting the scars had mattered. The scars were gone. What remained was a woman who was beautiful and who knew I could see it.

The quarter-second ended. The flatness returned. Sorrel looked at the fire.

The distance from her bedroll to the party's camp was nine feet. It had been ten the night before.



Sorrel had the intelligence brief ready by the time we returned to Greyholt.

She'd compiled it in the days she'd been with us, working from sources I didn't ask about and methods she didn't volunteer. The brief was organized in sections: target background, facility layout, personnel assessment, document storage, threat evaluation. The target was Inquisitor Maeven of the Fourth Circle, and the brief read like the operational file for a political assassination, which was probably what it had been in Sorrel's previous career before the "assassination" part was replaced with "legal hearing."

"Maeven. Fourth Circle, twenty-three years' service. Specialist in doctrinal interpretation with a secondary focus on skill classification disputes. She's handled fourteen Fourth Circle investigations in the last decade. Nine resulted in sanctions, three in acquittals, two are ongoing." Sorrel was sitting cross-legged on the floor of our room at the Broken Oar, the tavern that had been headquarters since the overflow defense made us Greyholt's most visible party. She'd chosen the floor over the chairs. The chairs were occupied by Sielle and Vessa. The bed was occupied by me. Sorrel didn't sit on beds. "Her record suggests thoroughness over speed. She won't rush to judgment. She'll collect testimony, examine evidence, consult doctrinal texts, and deliver a ruling that can withstand appellate review. The process will take weeks, possibly months, from the initial hearing."

"That's good for us," Vessa said. She was working on the legal defense, a stack of parchment and reference texts spread across her lap and the chair's arms. The Stellarine Circle, which had governed before her assassination, had maintained a legal tradition that Vessa had absorbed during her years of political service. She wasn't a lawyer. She was a stateswoman who'd learned law out of necessity, with competence, and with the understanding that the law was a weapon that could be wielded by anyone who studied its edges. "A thorough investigator means a fair hearing. We don't need the case dismissed. We need it handled by someone who follows procedure rather than politics."

"The politics are the concern." Sorrel unfolded a second sheet. This one was a layout: the regional Church office, two days' ride west. "Maeven is competent. Maeven is also connected. Her patron in the Fourth Circle hierarchy is a man named Aldric Thain, who oversees doctrinal policy for the northeast region. Thain has correspondence with the central directorate. The directorate has correspondence with Elara Vinten."

The name settled into the room. Elara. The woman who'd designed the trap that killed me. The woman who'd written the death report, filed the insurance claim, and walked away with my share of two years' worth of loot. The woman who was, according to everything Sorrel had uncovered in her two days of intelligence work, connected to someone in the Church's central directorate who wanted me dead for reasons that extended beyond Callum's personal grudge.

"The chain of connection doesn't mean Maeven is compromised," Sorrel said. "It means the investigation exists in a context where compromise is possible. Maeven may be clean. The system she operates in is not."

"Can you get into the Church office?" I asked.

"I can get into the Church office while the hearing is happening. The hearing will draw staff attention to the hearing room. The records archive is on the second floor, east wing, minimal staffing during formal proceedings." She folded the layout. "I'll need three hours. Possibly four."

"What are you looking for?"

"Everything Elara has sent. Everything the directorate has received. The correspondence that explains why a Church contact ordered a frontier Summoner killed six months before the kill was attempted." She looked at me. The grey eyes were flat and professional. She'd rolled the bodysuit's left sleeve back, the forearm now smooth where the scars had been. "Your betrayal wasn't impulsive. It was commissioned. The Church has the receipts. I'm going to read them."



The days counted down and the preparations layered.

Vessa built the defense. She worked late, the stellar glow from her skin illuminating the parchment as she wrote and revised and wrote again. The core argument was sovereign consent: the system granted Mythic rank through evolution, not through user exploitation. The archived souls were system-selected. The summoning circle was system-generated. Reed Altius hadn't broken into the Church's sealed records. The Church's own system had opened the door. Prosecuting the user for the system's behavior was doctrinal overreach.

The argument was clean. Whether it would hold against an institution that had been defining doctrinal boundaries for centuries was a different question.

Sielle prepared for the hearing the way she prepared for combat: with controlled focus and an economy of motion that concealed the tension underneath. She would testify. She'd been dead for 137 years, sealed in the archives by the same Church that was now investigating the skill that had brought her back. The irony was not subtle. The Church had catalogued her death, filed her soul, locked the record, and maintained that lock for over a century. Then a system-granted skill had opened the lock and she'd walked back into the world and the Church's response was to investigate the lockpick rather than question why the door had been locked in the first place.

Her testimony would be about the Pale Gate. About the reinforcements that the Church-backed military command had promised and never sent. About six hours of dying alone because an institution had decided that one sword maiden was an acceptable loss. She'd tell that story to a representative of the same institution, in a formal hearing room, under oath, with the blindfold that hid the eyes that had watched three hundred enemies approach while her allies retreated.

She didn't talk about the testimony preparation. She trained. She ran drills in the yard behind the Broken Oar, the blade moving through forms that she'd practiced for seventeen years before her death and 137 years after it and that had not degraded by a single degree because muscle memory was stored in the soul and the soul was what I'd pulled from the archive and the soul remembered everything.

I watched her train and I thought about the hearing and I thought about fifty and I thought about Callum.

Two levels. He was at fifty-two. I was at fifty. The gap that had been thirty-three levels when I'd first met Sielle in the Greymaw was two levels now and closing. The system that had designated him a Hero had given me the same bracket. The system didn't care that his ceremony had been attended by Church officials and mine had been attended by construct dust. The number was the number. The threshold was the threshold.

Two levels. A dungeon or two. A week of focused clearing. The gap would close and then reverse and Callum Drayne, who had beaten me for two years with the system's protection, would look at the rankings and see my name above his and the name would be real and the ranking would be earned and nobody — not the Church, not the Crown, not the Inquisitor who was preparing to question whether my skill was legal — could take the number away because the number was mine.



Sorrel watched everything.

She watched from corners. From doorways. From the shadows that she inhabited the way other people inhabited rooms. She was never in the center of a space. She was always at the edge, positioned where she could see every entrance and exit, her back to a wall or a corner, her grey eyes tracking movement with the professional attentiveness of a woman who'd spent her living career in intelligence work and her death in a sealed archive and her resurrection in the company of three people whose domestic arrangements she was still learning.

She watched Sielle's morning routine. The Blade Saint rose at dawn, trained for an hour, bathed in the basin behind the tavern (cold water, no complaint), and sat at the table to eat with the precise, economical consumption of a soldier who'd learned that meals were fuel and fuel was not to be wasted. After eating, she cleaned her blade. After cleaning, she came to me. The "coming to me" was a specific, predictable part of the routine: Sielle would find me wherever I was in the tavern, stand close enough that her intention was clear, and wait. She never asked. She presented herself. The offering was not weak. It was a master swordswoman chose to kneel: deliberately, with full knowledge of what the kneeling meant, the power in the act residing in the choosing.

Sorrel watched this from the doorway of the room she'd claimed — a single-occupancy storage closet that she'd converted into quarters with a bedroll and a lamp and the spartan efficiency of a person who'd slept in worse places for longer periods. She watched Sielle stand near me at the table and she watched me take Sielle's hand and she watched us walk to the bedroom and she heard, through the wall that separated her closet from our room, whatever she heard. She never commented. She never looked away when we emerged. The grey eyes were the same: flat, assessing, professional.

She watched Vessa's evening routine. The Stellar Warden worked on the legal defense until her eyes blurred, then set the parchment aside and stretched and glowed — the stellar channeling that kept her body luminous pulsing brighter when she was tired, the light a physiological response that she couldn't fully control. Vessa's approach to bedtime was the opposite of Sielle's precision: she didn't wait, didn't present, didn't stand at careful distances. She climbed into bed beside me while I was still reading reports or reviewing dungeon data, her body warm and glowing faintly, her hands finding my chest or my stomach or my hip with the casual ownership of a woman who'd declared her intentions in a formal address and considered the matter settled. She'd press against me and the pressing was both affection and invitation and the distinction was academic because Vessa didn't distinguish between the two.

Sorrel watched this too. From the same doorway. With the same grey eyes. The watching was becoming something other than professional assessment. I could see the shift in the way her gaze lingered — not on me, specifically, but on the contact points. On Sielle's hand in mine. On Vessa's head against my shoulder. On the domesticity that three people had built in a tavern room over three months of shared combat and shared beds and shared bodies and that Sorrel was observing from a distance that she maintained with the same discipline she applied to her invisibility.

The distance was a choice. The choice was not about disinterest. I'd watched enough people calculate to recognize the calculation in Sorrel's grey eyes: the weighing of risk against want, the assessment of what proximity would cost against what distance already cost. She was a woman who'd been the Quiet Hand of a royal court, which meant she'd been the person who did things that couldn't be acknowledged, who existed in the space between what the court did and what the court admitted to doing. Trust, for a person in that role, was a professional hazard. Intimacy was a vulnerability. Both had been burned out of her along with the rest of her skin when the court she'd served had decided that the Quiet Hand knew too many secrets and the hand needed to be cauterized.

She'd carried burn scars up her left side until this morning. The fire that made them was the reason she'd been in the archive and the reason I'd pulled her and the reason she was standing in a doorway in a tavern in Greyholt watching a man with two women and wanting what she watched and not letting herself reach for it.

I didn't push. Pushing Sorrel would produce the opposite of what pushing was intended to produce. She was a woman who responded to pressure by becoming invisible — literally. The Phantom class's true invisibility was a skill. For Sorrel, it was also a personality. She disappeared when she felt cornered. The way to bring her closer was to leave the space open and let her fill it at her own speed.

So I left the space open. The door to the bedroom was never closed when she was in the tavern. The seat beside me at meals stayed empty when she was present. She could see the warmth I gave Sielle and Vessa, and the seeing was the invitation. I would wait. However long it took. The space was hers when she was ready.

Five days. Then four. The Church summons approached. Vessa's defense sharpened. Sielle's blade moved through forms that hadn't dulled in 137 years. Sorrel's intelligence brief grew thicker. And I trained and leveled and held my women at night and woke at dawn with Sielle's hair on my shoulder and Vessa's warmth against my back and the knowledge that in the storage closet next door, a woman with grey eyes and dark hair growing in even was lying awake and watching the wall between us and wondering how long the wall needed to stay.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 50] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81)]

Four days. Three.

The Fourth Circle was waiting. So was I.




Chapter 2: The Road West

The road to the regional Church office was two days through forest that thinned into farmland that flattened into the river plain where the Church had built its northeastern seat six hundred years ago and had not moved it since because the Church did not move things. The Church accumulated.

We left Greyholt at dawn. Four riders. The horses were guild-contracted, solid animals without personality, selected for endurance over speed. Sielle rode with the ease of a woman who'd grown up in an era when horses were the primary mode of transport. Vessa rode with the studied competence of a woman who'd grown up in a court where riding was a social requirement. I rode with the adequate skill of a frontier kid who'd learned on a borrowed mare. Sorrel rode like she'd been born in a saddle and would die in one and the dying would be someone else's problem.

The formation was tactical without being discussed. Sielle took point, thirty meters ahead, her senses extended through the blindfold's light-sense, reading the road for threats that her 137-year-old instincts still scanned for even on a well-traveled highway. Sorrel took the rear, invisible. I knew she was back there because her horse was back there, riderless to any observer, following the column with the docility of an animal under the control of someone it couldn't see. Vessa and I rode in the middle, close enough for conversation, which was how Vessa preferred to travel: talking.

"The sovereign consent argument has three pillars," she said. The legal defense occupied her the way dungeons occupied me: a problem that required dismantling, room by room. "First: system-granted classification. Random Summon evolved to Mythic rank through the standard skill evolution pathway. No user intervention. No exploitation. The system decided, not Reed. Second: the sealed archives are system infrastructure. The Church maintains them, but the archives exist because the system creates them. A skill that accesses system infrastructure is operating within system parameters, not violating Church authority. Third: precedent. The Valmere Accord of 412 established that system-granted abilities supersede institutional jurisdiction. A skill cannot be illegal if the system itself grants it."

"Will Maeven accept the Valmere Accord?"

"She has to. It's foundational law. She can argue that Mythic archive access falls outside the Accord's scope, but the burden of proof is on her to demonstrate that, not on us to defend it." Vessa adjusted her reins. The stellar glow that lived in her skin was muted in daylight, visible only as a faint shimmer along her collarbones and the backs of her hands. At night, she lit up rooms. In sunlight, she merely glowed, and the glowing was subtle enough that people who didn't know what they were looking at might mistake it for excellent skin. "The weakness is the third pillar. The Valmere Accord was written for standard skill classifications. Nobody anticipated Mythic-rank archive access because Mythic rank didn't exist in the system when the Accord was drafted. Maeven can argue that the Accord's scope doesn't extend to capabilities that post-date its creation."

"And your counter?"

"The Accord uses the phrase 'all system-granted abilities, present and emergent.' The word 'emergent' is the key. It was included specifically to future-proof the legislation against new skill evolutions. Mythic rank is an emergent ability. The Accord covers it." She looked at me. The blue eyes with their silver flecks were sharp. "The legal argument is solid. What concerns me isn't the law. It's the politics."

"Elara."

"Elara. She'll be in the hearing room. She's listed as a witness for the Church. Her testimony will frame the investigation's context: Summoner with a history of unstable skill behavior, party dissolution under suspicious circumstances, rapid leveling that coincides with the Mythic evolution. She'll build a narrative that makes the doctrinal question secondary to the security question. She won't argue that your skill is illegal. She'll argue that it's dangerous."

"It is dangerous."

"Everything useful is dangerous. Sielle's blade can cut through castle gates. My barriers can contain explosions. Sorrel can walk into any building on the continent without being detected. The question isn't whether a skill is dangerous. It's whether the user is stable enough to wield it responsibly." She paused. "You are. But proving stability to an institution that's already decided you're a threat requires more than being stable. It requires performing stability in a language the institution understands."

"What language does the Church understand?"

"Deference." The word came from ahead. Sielle, thirty meters up the road, without turning. The blindfold faced forward. Her voice carried with the clarity of a woman who'd commanded companies in the field. "The Church understands deference. They don't care whether you respect them. They care whether you perform the respect. Stand when they enter. Bow when addressed. Use the formal titles. Answer questions directly and briefly. Do not lecture. Do not explain. Do not defend yourself with passion. Passion is what they're watching for. Passion means the skill has changed you. Calm means the skill is a tool. Tools are acceptable. Changed men are not."

Vessa looked at Sielle's back with an expression that combined surprise and recognition. "You've dealt with Church hearings before."

"I was a military officer in the Dawn Reach. The Church administered our supply chain, our reinforcement allocations, and our mission priorities. I attended more Church hearings in my living career than I attended battles." Sielle's head tilted. The micro-adjustment. "I hated every one of them. The hatred was productive. It taught me to perform deference while feeling contempt. The performance is what keeps you alive in their building."

The road stretched ahead. The forest was thinning. The farmland was beginning: ordered fields, irrigation channels that followed mana-conductive lines in the soil, the agricultural infrastructure that the Church had designed and the frontier farmers maintained. The Church's influence was visible in the landscape before we reached the Church's building. The institution didn't just govern doctrine. It governed infrastructure, commerce, education, military logistics. The Church was not a religion. It was a civilization's operating system, and the operating system was investigating whether one of its variables was running unauthorized code.



We camped that night in a roadside clearing. Sielle built the fire with the efficiency of a person who'd camped in hostile territory for years and who built fires the way she built everything: fast, functional, and slightly overbuilt for the conditions. The fire was larger than four people needed. The heat was more than the mild evening required. Sielle didn't build to necessity. She built to sufficiency, and her sufficiency included a margin for the unexpected that her six hours at the Pale Gate had permanently installed.

Vessa cooked. She was a better cook than anyone with her background had a right to be — the former head of a political council, raised in courts, accustomed to staff and servants and the institutional distance between a leader and a kitchen. But death had a way of democratizing skills. Vessa had been dead for 104 years. The court was gone. The servants were gone. The food was what you made it and Vessa made it well, the stellar glow from her hands adding a warmth to the pot that might have been channeled energy and might have been seasoning and that nobody asked about because the stew was excellent.

Sorrel materialized at the edge of the fire's light. One moment the space was empty. The next she was sitting on a log with her legs crossed and her grey eyes reflecting the flame, the Nightveil Mantle draped over her shoulders, the horned cowl pushed back to rest against her neck. The cape's violet-black fabric absorbed the firelight. Her expression suggested she'd been there for several minutes before deciding to become visible.

"The road ahead is clear," she said. "No surveillance, no Church scouts, no unusual traffic. The regional office sends patrols to a radius of ten miles. We'll enter their patrol zone tomorrow afternoon."

"How do you know their patrol radius?" I asked.

"I asked a farmer three miles back. He sells grain to the Church office and he knows when the patrols pass because the patrols scare his chickens." She accepted a bowl of stew from Vessa without acknowledging the generosity of the gesture. Sorrel accepted things without acknowledging them. The acceptance was its own acknowledgment: she was here, she was eating with us, she was participating in the domestic mechanics of a party. Three weeks ago she'd been dead. Two weeks ago she'd been a stranger. Now she was eating Vessa's stew at Sielle's fire and the evolution from stranger to participant was happening at a speed that she was trying to slow and that the party's gravity was accelerating.

Sielle was quiet.

She'd been quiet since we'd left Greyholt. Not her standard quiet, which was the silence of a person who spoke when speaking was necessary and didn't speak when it wasn't. This quiet was weighted. The silence of a person carrying something that the silence was the lid for.

I'd learned to read Sielle's silences the way I'd learned to read her blade work: through observation, repetition, and the understanding that the absence of a thing could communicate as much as its presence. Sielle's standard silence was comfortable. Sielle's training silence was focused. Sielle's post-combat silence was evaluative. This silence was none of those. This silence was the lid on something hot.

After dinner. After Vessa had cleaned the pot and Sorrel had dissolved back into the dark to run a perimeter check that nobody had asked for. Sielle and I were at the fire, side by side on the log, close enough that her shoulder touched mine.

"Tell me what's wrong," I said.

Her jaw worked. The muscle at the hinge bunched and released. She was looking at the fire. The black silk blindfold reflected the flames, the enchanted fabric showing light-sense patterns that only she could read.

"The Church office that we're riding toward," she said. "The regional seat of the Fourth Circle. The building where Inquisitor Maeven will hear our case and determine whether your skill is doctrinally acceptable." She paused. The pause was the Sielle pause: weighted, deliberate, containing the thing she was about to say in a compression that made the release significant. "That building is administered by the same regional command that allocated reinforcements during the Pale Gate campaign."

I was quiet. The fire cracked.

"The same institution. The same regional hierarchy. The desks that processed the reinforcement request that was filed on my behalf and that was approved and that was then countermanded by a logistics officer who determined that the Dawn Reach corridor was 'strategically non-essential' and that my garrison's survival was an acceptable loss." Her voice was the Blade Saint register: precise, controlled, the vocal equivalent of a clean cut. "I held the gate for six hours because a Church logistics officer sitting in the building that we are riding toward decided that I could be spent."

"Sielle."

"I am aware," she said, "that the logistics officer is dead. I am aware that 137 years have passed. I am aware that the regional command structure has been reorganized multiple times since my death. I am aware that the building is not the people who were in it when I died." She turned her head. The blindfold faced me. The micro-adjustment: evaluation. Assessment. The pose of a woman deciding how much to show. "The awareness does not help. The building is the building. Walking into it will be difficult."

I took her hand. The hand was calloused from the sword, the grip strong, the fingers that had held a blade for six hours without dropping it closing around mine with a firmness that was not gentle and was not asking for gentleness. Sielle didn't want comfort. She wanted to be heard. The hand-holding was my signal that I'd heard her.

"You don't have to testify," I said.

"I do." No hesitation. The answer had been decided before the conversation started. Sielle had known, since the summons arrived, that she would testify. Walking into the building that had killed her and telling the institution that had spent her what her spending had cost. She'd been carrying the weight of that knowledge in the silence I'd noticed all day, and the silence held because Sielle's discipline held, the same discipline that had kept her at the gate for six hours. "The testimony matters. My story is the argument. The Church locked me in the archives for 137 years and your skill brought me back and I stand here, alive, with a man I chose, because the system decided I deserved another chance. If the Church wants to argue that your access to the archives is a violation, they can argue it to the woman they archived."

"You're angry."

"I have been angry for 137 years. The anger is not new. What's new is that I'm walking into the building where the anger started and I'm going to have to perform deference while feeling it." The muscle at her jaw bunched again. "I will perform the deference. Because you need me to. Because the hearing requires it. Because the performance is what keeps you alive in their building and keeping you alive is what I do." She squeezed my hand. The grip was hard enough to whiten the knuckles. "But I want you to know that the performance will cost me something. And I want you to know that I'm paying it willingly. And I want you to know that if Inquisitor Maeven says one word about the Pale Gate that implies my death was acceptable, I will kill her in the hearing room and the consequence will be whatever it is."

She said this with the calm that was worse than heat. The Blade Saint calm. The calm of a woman who had evaluated the scenario, assessed the risks, determined the threshold, and filed the contingency plan with the same precision she filed every other tactical assessment. If Maeven crossed the line, Sielle would cross it faster, and the crossing would be final, and the calmness with which she delivered this information was the most dangerous thing I'd heard from her mouth since the night she'd told me she was mine.

"I'll make sure she doesn't cross the line," I said.

"You'll try. Vessa will try. The argument will be well-presented and the deference will be performed and the hearing will proceed according to the protocols that the Church has maintained for six hundred years." She released my hand. Placed both hands in her lap. The discipline reasserting. "But the building is the building. And the woman you pulled from the archives is the woman the building killed. Those facts will be in the room whether we acknowledge them or not."

The fire burned down. The farmland stretched dark around us. Somewhere in the clearing's perimeter, Sorrel was invisible, running checks, watching for threats that weren't coming because the road was safe and the threats were institutional, not physical, and the institutional threats couldn't be stabbed.

Sielle went to the bedroll first. She lay down with her back to the fire and her sword within reach and the blindfold still in place because the blindfold was always in place and the light-sense that replaced her sight didn't need darkness to sleep, only the discipline to close the channels, and Sielle's discipline was absolute.

Vessa joined us minutes later, her stellar glow dimming to the resting luminance that she couldn't suppress in sleep. She pressed against my back, warm, the softness of her body a contrast to Sielle's coiled tension. She didn't ask what Sielle and I had discussed. She'd heard enough from her position by the pot. Vessa's hearing was excellent when the subject was important and selective when it wasn't.

"She'll be fine," Vessa murmured against my shoulder. Low enough that Sielle, if she was still awake, might not hear. "She's walked into worse buildings."

"She died in the last one."

"She died holding the gate, not walking into the building. The building is paperwork. Sielle can handle paperwork." A pause. "Sielle can handle anything. She just needs to be angry about it first. The anger is fuel. She's been running on it for 137 years and the tank isn't empty."

Vessa's arm went over my waist. Her hand found Sielle's hip in front of me and rested there, the touch connecting three bodies in a line. Sielle didn't react. Sielle might have been asleep. Sielle might have been lying with her eyes closed behind the blindfold, feeling Vessa's hand on her hip and my body against her back and the fire's heat fading and the building getting closer with every hour and the anger burning at the level where she kept it: steady, controlled, and hot enough to cut steel.

I lay between them. The bedroll was too narrow for three. The too-narrow was a problem we'd solved months ago by not solving it: bodies pressed together, limbs overlapping, the geometry of shared sleep reducing three people to a single warm shape. The shape was home. The road was not.

Three days to the summons. The building was a day and a half ahead. The woman at my back glowed softly. The woman at my chest burned quietly. And somewhere in the dark, a third woman with grey eyes and dark hair that was still growing in even on the left side was watching the perimeter and not joining the bedroll. She kept her distance out of sixty years of habit. But the habit was weakening, degree by degree, and she hadn't figured out what to replace it with.

The fire died. The stars were clear. The road west continued in the morning.




Chapter 3: Inquisition

The Church's northeastern regional office was built from stone that was older than the kingdom it sat in.

Basalt. Dark, dense, quarried from the Greymarch mountains before the Greymarch mountains had been named. The stone had been cut and fitted by masons whose craft had been forgotten and whose work had outlasted every subsequent building method by centuries. The walls were three feet thick. The windows were narrow. The architecture was designed for an era when institutions built to survive sieges, and the design communicated across six hundred years the same message it had communicated on the day the last stone was placed: we are not going anywhere.

We arrived at midday. The regional capital, Aldenmere, was a river town that had grown up around the Church office the way moss grows around a stone. The office set the rhythm of everything else. The commercial district served Church staff. The housing district housed Church families. The market sold goods that Church procurement hadn't already purchased in bulk. The town existed because the Church existed in it, and the relationship was gravitational.

Four riders. Three visible. Sorrel had gone invisible two miles outside town, her horse turned loose to find the guild stables on its own. She'd walk the rest. Invisible, silent, the Phantom class doing what the Phantom class was designed to do: go where she wasn't supposed to go and learn what she wasn't supposed to know.

The hearing room was on the ground floor. Central corridor, east wing, through a set of double doors that were carved with doctrinal symbols I recognized from the frontier chapels but that here, in the original stonework, carried a weight that the frontier reproductions didn't achieve. The carvings were not decoration. They were declaration. This room belongs to us. You are a guest. Behave accordingly.

I behaved accordingly.

The room was large. Stone walls, stone floor, high ceiling with wooden beams dark from six centuries of smoke from the braziers that lined the walls. At the far end, a raised platform with a desk behind which Inquisitor Maeven would sit. Below the platform, two tables facing each other: the respondent's table on the left, the Church's table on the right. Between them, the open floor where testimony was delivered. Above, a gallery for observers, currently empty. The hearing was classified as internal — no public attendance.

Sielle and Vessa entered with me. Sielle was in her red dress, the enchanted armor that served as both combat gear and the most striking garment in any room she entered. The high collar framed her jaw. The hip-high slits showed her legs with each step. The black blindfold was stark against her pale blue hair, which she'd arranged in the twin buns secured with golden pin-focuses. She looked like what she was: a legendary warrior, dead for 137 years, walking into the building that had archived her.

Vessa wore the Stellarine formal robes she'd materialized from wherever the recalled stored their possessions. Deep blue, silver-trimmed, the fabric carrying a faint luminance that matched her skin's glow. The robes were political: the Stellarine Circle's formal dress, the uniform of a governing body that had been a peer institution to the Church in its era. Vessa was not dressing for the hearing. She was dressing for the negotiation. The robes said: I am not a petitioner. I am a representative of a sovereign entity. Address me accordingly.

I wore clean frontier gear. Practical. No statement. The new sword at my hip. The Guild registration visible on my forearm. I was the respondent, not the decoration. My job was to sit at the table and perform deference and let my women do the fighting.

Elara was already at the Church's table.

I hadn't seen her since the Greymaw. Since the cave-in. Since the dust and the dark and the rubble falling and her face, the last thing I saw before the stone closed, composed and watching. The composed face of a woman who had designed the trap she was watching trigger.

She looked the same. Small, neat, dark hair pinned in a practical arrangement, robes that were neither expensive nor cheap but precisely appropriate for the setting. She had a journal open in front of her. The pen was in her hand. The pen was always in her hand. Elara documented everything. She had documented my abuse for two years, in language that made Callum look justified and me look ungrateful. She had documented the Greymaw operation, the trap, the cave-in, my death report. The pen had written me into a grave. The pen was still moving.

She looked up when we entered. Her eyes found mine. The contact lasted two seconds. Her expression didn't change. The composure was absolute. The composure had always been absolute. Elara didn't react because reacting was data and data was something she controlled.

I sat at the respondent's table. Sielle stood behind me. Vessa sat beside me, the legal defense organized in a leather folio, the Stellarine robes arranged with political precision.

The doors at the back of the platform opened. Inquisitor Maeven entered.

She was older than I'd expected from Sorrel's brief. Mid-fifties, tall, lean, with grey hair cut short and a face that had been sharp in youth and had aged into severity. Her robes were Fourth Circle formal: dark grey, silver chain of office, the Circle's seal embroidered on the left breast. She carried no documents. Her hands were empty. She sat at the desk above us and looked down at the room with the expression of a woman who had done this many times and who approached each repetition with the same thoroughness because thoroughness was the point.

"This hearing is convened under the authority of the Fourth Circle of Inquiry," she said. Her voice was clear, measured, the vocal register of institutional authority exercised without flourish. "The matter before us is the doctrinal classification of the skill designated Random Summon, Mythic rank, held by the registered adventurer Reed Altius. The inquiry will determine whether the skill's access to sealed Church archives constitutes a violation of doctrinal authority under the Archive Maintenance Protocols of the Third Council."

She looked at me. "Respondent. State your name, registration, and current skill classification for the record."

"Reed Altius. Guild registration 4471-F, Greyholt frontier district. Skill: Random Summon, Mythic rank."

"How long have you held the Mythic classification?"

"Approximately three months."

"And the classification was achieved through standard skill evolution?"

"Yes. The skill evolved from Rare to Mythic during a dungeon clear. The evolution was system-generated. I didn't initiate it or influence it."

Maeven made a note on a tablet that an aide had placed before her. The pen scratched. The sound was small in the stone room. "The Church's position is presented by Witness Elara Vinten, registered scholar, Church advisory division. Ms. Vinten, you may present."

Elara stood. The journal was in her left hand, the pen in her right. She walked to the open floor between the tables with the measured pace of a woman who knew that every step was being evaluated and who had calibrated her stride for maximum institutional credibility.

"Inquisitor. The Church's concern is not with the skill itself but with its implications." Her voice was calm, quiet, the voice that had explained away my injuries to curious guild clerks for two years. "Random Summon at Mythic rank accesses the sealed archives, which contain souls catalogued and maintained by the Church under doctrinal authority granted by the Third Council. The archives are not public infrastructure. They are Church-administered records, maintained at Church expense, under Church protocols. A skill that accesses these records without Church authorization constitutes unauthorized access to Church property."

"The archives are system infrastructure," Vessa said. She didn't stand. The Stellarine robes stayed seated, the political message clear: I don't need to stand in your building to address your representative. "The Church maintains the archives. The Church did not create them. The system created the archives. The system grants access to them through skill evolution. The Church's custodial role does not constitute ownership."

"The Church—" Elara began.

"The Valmere Accord of 412," Vessa continued, "establishes that system-granted abilities supersede institutional jurisdiction. Article Seven, Section Three: 'No governing body, religious or secular, shall restrict, regulate, or prohibit the exercise of abilities granted by the system to individuals through standard evolution pathways.' The Accord's language is unambiguous. Random Summon evolved through a standard pathway. Its exercise is protected."

Maeven's pen paused. She looked at Vessa. The assessment was thorough: the robes, the glow, the citation delivered from memory, the political bearing of a woman who'd governed before the current Church hierarchy's grandparents were born. "Counsel is not recognized in Fourth Circle proceedings."

"I'm not counsel. I'm a witness. I was recalled from the sealed archives by the skill under investigation. My testimony regarding the nature of my recall is directly relevant to the doctrinal question."

Maeven considered this. The consideration was visible: a deliberate pause, the pen resting on the tablet, the institutional mind processing a procedural novel. The recalled didn't testify in Fourth Circle hearings because the recalled had never been relevant to a Fourth Circle hearing before. There was no precedent for this because there was no precedent for any of this.

"Permitted," Maeven said. "As witness testimony, not legal argument."

Vessa inclined her head. The incline was calibrated to communicate deference and equality simultaneously, a gesture that only a former head of state could execute with conviction. "The recall process was involuntary. I didn't choose to return. The skill chose me. The archives opened and I was drawn through and I materialized in a summoning circle beside a man I'd never met. The Church's doctrinal concern is that the skill accessed the archives without authorization. My testimony is that the skill accessed the archives because the system determined that I should be recalled. The authorization came from the system, not from the user."

Elara's pen moved. She was writing. She was always writing. The pen was a weapon and the journal was the armory and every word that Vessa spoke was being catalogued and annotated and filed for future deployment. I watched the pen move and I remembered the same pen writing reports that documented my beatings in language that turned abuse into discipline and discipline into justified correction and justified correction into Reed's fault.

"Inquisitor," Elara said. "The Valmere Accord addresses standard skill evolutions. Mythic rank is not a standard classification. It is, by definition, extraordinary. The Accord's framers could not have anticipated a skill that resurrects the dead and the Accord's protections should not be applied retroactively to capabilities that exceed its original scope."

"The Accord uses the word 'emergent,'" Vessa said. "Article One, Preamble: 'present and emergent abilities.' The word was chosen specifically to encompass future developments. Mythic rank is an emergent ability. The Accord covers it."

Maeven wrote. The pen scratched. The stone room held the sound.

"I'll hear testimony from the recalled," Maeven said. "The first recalled. The Blade Saint."

Sielle stepped forward.

The room's ambient temperature dropped by a degree. Not literally. The effect was perceptual: Sielle's presence in the open floor between the tables changed the room's atmosphere the way a drawn blade changes the atmosphere of a negotiation. She was tall, lean, the red dress showing the athletic body beneath with a precision that was martial rather than ornamental. The blindfold was the focal point. The black silk across the eyes of a woman who could kill everyone in the room before the guards at the door finished drawing their weapons.

She stood in the center of the open floor. She didn't speak immediately. The silence was deliberate. Sielle used silence the way other people used opening statements: to establish authority before the first word was spoken.

"State your name, era, and cause of death for the record," Maeven said.

"Sielle. Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach. I died 137 years ago at the Pale Gate, during the defense of the Valmere evacuation corridor." Her voice was level. Controlled. The register she used for formal address, stripped of warmth and inflection, the voice of an officer delivering a report. "I died because the reinforcements that were promised by the Church-administered military command were countermanded by a logistics officer in this regional hierarchy. I held the gate alone for six hours. Three hundred combatants. I killed approximately two hundred before the remaining force overwhelmed my position. The reinforcement order was approved, then rescinded. The rescission was filed as a routine logistics adjustment. My death was filed as an operational loss."

The room was silent. Maeven's pen had stopped.

"I was sealed in the Church's archives," Sielle continued. "Catalogued. Maintained. Locked. For 137 years, my soul was stored in the institution's records. The same institution that killed me kept me in a drawer." The composure held. The voice was level. The hands at her sides were still. The discipline was absolute, and only I could see what it was costing her — I'd watched her describe the gate at the campfire and I knew the difference between Sielle composed and Sielle performing composure. This was performance. It was flawless. "Three months ago, a system-granted skill opened that drawer. I was recalled to serve a Summoner who had done nothing to earn the recall except survive long enough for his skill to evolve. The system chose me. The system chose him. The Church's archives were the medium, not the authority."

She paused. The pause was the Sielle pause. Three heartbeats of silence that held more weight than the words around them.

"The question before this inquiry is whether the skill that freed me violated the Church's doctrinal authority. My testimony is that the Church's doctrinal authority is what put me in the archive. The skill that freed me is the first meaningful challenge to that authority in 137 years. If this inquiry determines that the skill is a violation, it will be determining that my imprisonment was justified and my freedom is a crime." She turned her head. The blindfold faced Maeven. "I respectfully suggest that the Church consider which position it wants to defend."

Maeven was very still. Her pen was on the tablet but the pen was not moving. The Inquisitor's face was the institutional mask: composed, professional, revealing nothing. But the stillness was its own revelation. Maeven had heard testimony from hundreds of witnesses over twenty-three years of Fourth Circle service. The stillness meant that she'd heard something that the institutional mask needed a moment to process.

"Thank you, Blade Saint," Maeven said. The title was deliberate. Not "witness." Not "Ms. Sielle." The military title, the designation that the Church had given her before it killed her and archived her and maintained her in a sealed record for over a century. The title was Maeven's acknowledgment that she'd heard the testimony and that the testimony had registered.

Elara's pen was moving. Rapidly. She was writing everything. The pen didn't slow. The composure didn't crack. But the writing speed told me what the composure hid: Elara was processing Sielle's testimony as a threat, and threats required documentation, and the documentation was happening at the fastest pace I'd ever seen from Elara's hand.

"The inquiry is adjourned for deliberation," Maeven said. "The respondent is directed to remain in Aldenmere for the duration. No departure from the regional capital without Fourth Circle authorization."

She stood. The aide collected the tablet. The guards opened the doors. Maeven left the platform and disappeared through the back passage without looking at anyone in the room.

Elara closed her journal. She stood. She looked at me across the space between the tables. The composed face. The quiet eyes. The pen in her hand. She turned and walked out through the main doors without speaking.

I sat at the respondent's table and I breathed and I looked at Sielle, who was standing in the open floor where she'd delivered the testimony that had made an Inquisitor go still, and her hands were shaking.

The shaking lasted three seconds. Then the discipline closed over the tremor and the hands were steady and the Blade Saint was the Blade Saint again and the cost had been paid and the payment was invisible to everyone except me.

"Well," Vessa said. She closed the legal folio. The Stellarine robes caught the light from the narrow windows. "That went better than I expected."

"Did it?" I said.

"Maeven used the military title. She called Sielle 'Blade Saint' instead of 'witness.' That's a recognition of status that the Fourth Circle protocols don't require. She chose it." Vessa stood. "It means she heard the testimony as more than evidence. She heard it as an indictment. An Inquisitor who hears an indictment of her own institution and responds with status recognition rather than procedural correction is an Inquisitor who's moved beyond the standard framework." She paused. "She's thinking. That's what we wanted."

Sielle hadn't moved from the open floor. I went to her. I took her hand. The hand was steady now. The tremor had lasted three seconds and was already buried. Sielle didn't discuss what things cost her. She paid and moved on.

"Outside," she said. Quiet. The formal register gone, replaced by something private. "I need to be outside this building."

We left. Through the carved doors, through the central corridor, through the entrance into Aldenmere's midday sunlight. The air outside the Church office was warm and smelled like river water and baking bread from the market and the smells were human and the humanness was the antidote to three hours in a room made of stone that was older than kingdoms.

Sielle stood in the sunlight. Her face tilted up. The blindfold toward the sky. She breathed. Once. Twice.

"I performed the deference," she said.

"You did more than that."

"I performed the deference and I didn't kill anyone and the hearing is adjourned and we're outside and the building is behind me." She turned to me. The mouth curved. Not quite a smile. The closest Sielle came to a smile when the thing she was smiling about had cost her something significant. "I need to hit something. Very hard. Very soon."

"There's a training yard behind the inn."

"That will do."

She walked toward the inn. I watched her go: the red dress, the pale blue hair, the sword at her hip, the walk that was efficient and controlled and carrying a woman who had just told the institution that killed her exactly what the killing had cost, and who had done it without raising her voice, and who was now going to destroy a training yard because the discipline needed somewhere to discharge.

Vessa touched my arm. "Sorrel?"

I looked at the Church office. The stone walls. The narrow windows. Somewhere inside, in the records archive on the second floor, east wing, a woman who was invisible was reading every file she could find while an institution that was older than kingdoms deliberated whether my skill was a crime.

"Sorrel is working," I said.

"Good." Vessa's hand stayed on my arm. The glow was warm against my skin. "Let's go make sure Sielle doesn't demolish the inn."

We followed the Blade Saint to the training yard. Behind us, the Church office sat in its six hundred years of stone and the carved doors closed and the institution deliberated and the pen that Elara carried was already writing the next move.

The building was behind us. The ruling would come when Maeven was ready. The fight was ahead.




Chapter 4: Ghost Work

Sorrel materialized in the corner of the inn room at midnight with a leather satchel full of stolen documents and the expression of a woman who'd had a productive evening.

She'd been invisible inside the Church office for three hours and forty-two minutes while the hearing occupied every official in the building. She'd had the records archive to herself. She'd read everything she could find and copied what she couldn't take and taken what she could. The satchel was organized into sections separated by blank sheets, each section labeled in the Phantom notation I'd been learning to read.

Vessa raised a stellar barrier around the room. The shimmer sealed us in. Sielle was on the windowsill, cleaning a blade that didn't need cleaning. I was on the bed. Sorrel was on the floor, because Sorrel was always on the floor, cross-legged, the satchel open between us.

"Three sections," she said. "Correspondence, stipend records, medical logs."

She gave us the correspondence first. Six letters in Elara's handwriting, addressed to a recipient identified only as "S," written in a substitution cipher that Sorrel had partially cracked during the three hours. The cracked portions were sufficient.

The first letter, dated fourteen months before the Greymaw: Elara reporting that my skill had reached Rare classification. Recommending "accelerating the containment timeline." Describing Callum as "cooperative but unreliable."

The second letter, eleven months before: my skill evolution had "accelerated beyond the projected timeline." If Mythic threshold was reached before containment, "the institutional response will be inadequate." Elara recommended "deployment of a tactical scenario that produces a plausible casualty report."

The third letter, eight months before: the Greymaw operation selected as the scenario. Elara would handle the structural collapse. The casualty report would cite hostile encounter. My sword would be retained as "standard loot division." The letter recommended "post-event monitoring for archive anomalies."

Tactical scenario. Plausible casualty report. Standard loot division. My murder planned in institutional language by the woman who'd sat across from me in the hearing room that morning with the same pen in her hand.

"The betrayal was commissioned," Vessa said. The warmth was gone from her voice. "Not Callum's decision. A directorate operation. Elara was the handler."

"Callum was the instrument," Sielle added from the window. "The letters call him 'the party leader.' Not by name. An asset being managed."

The stipend records were next. Three years of Callum's Hero disbursements showing thirty percent overreporting: inflated clear counts, fabricated solo kills, a recurring "supplementary heroic action credit" authorized every quarter by Elara's signature. Twelve thousand gold in fraudulent payments funded by the Church.

Then the medical logs.

Forty-seven entries. Twenty-three months. Every beating I'd taken from Callum, documented in Lyssa's clinical hand. The first entry: bilateral rib fractures, "consistent with closed-fist strike to the lateral thorax." The last entry, six days before the Greymaw: three rib fractures, partial ligament tear, sustained beating estimated at four to six minutes. Two hours and fifteen minutes of healing. The longest single session Lyssa had administered.

Every entry followed the same format. Injury. Mechanism. The clinical observation that the mechanism was inconsistent with training. The recommendation for formal documentation. The party leader's declination. The healing administered. The patient returned to duty.

Forty-seven times. Twenty-three months. Every bruise, every fracture, every ruptured kidney and dislocated shoulder. Documented with the thoroughness of a healer who saw exactly what was happening and who wrote it down and who never filed the records and who never showed them to me and who never told anyone.

The final entry's last two lines were the only personal commentary in the entire archive: I recognize that retention without submission may itself constitute a failure of medical duty. I accept that judgment.

She knew. She'd known the entire time. She'd accepted her own judgment and the judgment hadn't changed the inaction.

"The woman watched you get beaten forty-seven times and kept notes," Sorrel said. The grey eyes were flat and behind the flatness was contempt. "She maintained a parallel archive for two years. She could have submitted the records to any external authority. She chose to keep them hidden. That's not fear. That's strategy."

"Lyssa's been removed from Callum's party," Sorrel added. "Elara filed the separation two weeks ago. She's unregistered. Last known location: Greyholt."

The evidence sat on the floor between us. Three stacks. The architecture of my attempted murder documented in triplicate: the orders from above, the money from below, and the medical record of the damage in between.



The room was dark. Vessa's barrier still hummed. Sielle was still. Sorrel was in her corner, the satchel against the wall.

I couldn't sleep. The anger was in layers and the layers weren't settling.

The top layer was Elara. Cold, dense, the weight of stone. She'd planned my death in correspondence and watched it execute and filed the paperwork and walked into a hearing room with the same pen. The anger at Elara was patient. She was protected by institutions, and dismantling institutions took time. But patient didn't mean less. Patient meant stored at pressure, waiting for the container to open.

The second layer was Callum. Hot. Old. The first slap, an open palm across my face for correcting his positioning. He'd been wrong. I'd been polite. The slap established the terms. Two years of terms. The anger at Callum was the simplest anger I carried: a man had beaten me and I was going to beat him back and the beating would be final.

The third layer was Lyssa, and the third layer wasn't anger. It was something murkier. She'd healed me. Forty-seven times. The healing had been skilled, thorough, real. The apologies had been real. The documentation had been real. And the inaction — twenty-three months of watching and healing and apologizing and documenting and not acting — occupied a territory that clean anger couldn't map.

Sorrel was right: Lyssa was a strategist. But Sorrel's assessment didn't account for the two final sentences. I accept that judgment. A strategist wouldn't have written those words. A strategist would have maintained the archive without self-reflection. The self-reflection was the crack. The crack was where whatever Lyssa actually was lived, and whatever she was wasn't reducible to strategy or cowardice.

The fourth layer was beneath the other three: why did Mythic archive access threaten the Church enough to commission a kill? The cipher's remaining forty percent held that answer. Sorrel was working on it. The answer was coming.

But the answers weren't here tonight. Tonight I was in a dark room with three women and forty-seven records of my abuse and an anger that was layered and complex and not settling.

Sielle's hand found mine in the dark.

"You're not sleeping," she said. Not a question.

"No."

"The documents."

"All of it."

She turned toward me. The movement was fluid, her body rolling to face mine, the blindfold inches from my face. Her breath was warm on my mouth.

"You carry it the way you clear a dungeon," she said. "One room at a time. One fight at a time. The rooms behind you are cleared. The rooms ahead are waiting. You don't carry the entire dungeon on your back. You carry the room you're in." Her hand found my jaw. The touch was precise. Sielle's touch was always precise. "The room you're in is this one. Me. You. This bed."

"The forty-seven entries—"

"Are rooms ahead. They'll be there tomorrow. Tonight you're in this room." Her fingers tightened on my jaw. Not painful. Firm. The interruption of a woman who recognized a spiral and was cutting the rope. "What do you need?"

"You."

She kissed me. Not soft. Sielle's kisses were focused, directed, the application of her mouth with the same precision she applied to a blade strike. Her tongue found mine and the taste was warm and the warmth was her: clean water and discipline and something underneath both that was entirely Sielle.

She pulled my shirt over my head. Her hands went to my chest, the calloused palms against my skin, and she pushed me onto my back and straddled me with the tactical commitment she brought to every engagement. The movement was decisive. The Blade Saint mounting a position.

She pulled her shift off. In the dark, with Vessa's faint glow the only light, Sielle's body was a silhouette: lean, defined, the narrow waist, the curve of her breasts, the pale line of her throat exposed without the red dress's high collar. The blindfold dark across her face.

She took my hands and placed them on her breasts. The instruction was wordless: touch me. Be here. Not in the room with the documents. In this room.

I touched her. Her breasts filled my hands, firm and round, the nipples pressing into my palms. Her skin was cool — Sielle's body temperature ran lower since the Pale Gate, the cold written into her recalled body. The coolness made the heat between her legs, pressing against my hips, a contrast that was the physical expression of who she was. Ice on the surface. Fire underneath.

She moved. Slow. Deliberate. Her hips rocking against mine with a control that was martial in its discipline. She reached between us, freed me, lifted, and sank down in a single committed motion. The sensation pulled a sound from both of us. She was tight and hot and the contrast with her cool skin was staggering and the staggering was the ground. The physical, present, undeniable reality of a woman around me.

"Stay in this room," she said. Her hips moving. The rhythm deliberate. Building a space, not chasing a finish. The space was physical: her body on mine, the contact points, the sensation of being inside her while the anger tried to run and the body anchored the mind and the anchor held.

I gripped her hips and pulled her down harder. Her composure cracked. The crack was beautiful — a sharp exhale, her jaw tightening, her hands bracing on my chest as the angle deepened. Sielle's control cracked under extreme force along predetermined lines, producing edges rather than fragments.

She came with the discipline of a woman who came the way she fought: intensely, precisely, the body tightening in a wave from the core outward. I followed. The anger discharged through the only circuit that could carry it and the circuit was her and the discharge was physical and the physical was the translation the anger needed.

She stayed on top of me. Didn't move. Her hands on my chest. The silence afterward was her communication: we're here. The room is cleared. The next room waits, but not tonight.

Vessa was awake beside us. She knew. She didn't speak. The third person's role was to be present without participating. The presence was its own contribution.

Sorrel was in her corner. Breathing the Phantom's shallow rhythm. Ten feet from the bed. The distance that was closing and not closing.

I closed my eyes. The documents were in the satchel. The satchel was in the corner. The anger was still there but the room I was in was cleared and the clearing had been done by the woman lying on my chest with her hand over my heart and the discipline to sleep on command because the tactical situation — partner stable, ground secured — was assessed as resolved.

I slept.




Chapter 5: Bloodwork

We left Aldenmere the next morning and found a dungeon by noon.

The Ashenmaw had been a warm-up. This was the Blackmire: level 52-56, swamp basin, rated for a full party of six. The guild registry listed it as unclaimed, which meant nobody had cleared it, which meant the loot was fresh and the experience was maximum and the danger was the kind that killed people who came unprepared.

We were two people. The math was suicidal. The math was also correct, because one of the two people was Sielle.

"The entry is submerged," she said, studying the dungeon's mouth: a stone archway half-sunk in marsh water, runes glowing faintly beneath the surface. "The first floor will be flooded or partially flooded. Movement will be restricted. The spawns will have aquatic advantages."

"I can't fight well in water."

"Then you'll learn." She drew her blade. The metal caught the swamp's grey light. "Today you fight above your level. Everything on the first three floors will be level 52 to 54. You're level 50. The gap is real. You'll feel it in the damage you take and the damage you deal. The spawns will hit harder than anything you fought in the Ashenmaw and your strikes will land softer than you expect." She looked at me. The blindfold, the pale hair, the mouth set in the line that meant instruction was beginning. "The gap is how you grow. You don't level by killing things at your level. You level by killing things above your level and surviving the killing."

We entered the Blackmire.



The first floor was hell.

Not metaphorical hell. Literal, operational hell. The floor was a series of connected chambers carved into the swamp's substrate, half-flooded with brackish water that reached my waist and Sielle's thighs. The stone was slick. The footing was unreliable. The visibility was limited to whatever light the dungeon's bioluminescent fungi provided, which was a sickly green-yellow that turned everything into shadows and suggestions.

The spawns came from the water.

Marsh wraiths. Level 53. Semi-corporeal, fast, with claws that phased between solid and spectral depending on whether they were attacking or being attacked. When they struck, the claws were real: dense, sharp, leaving wounds that burned with swamp toxin. When I struck back, my blade passed through them unless I timed the cut to the precise moment the wraith solidified for its own attack.

The timing window was approximately a quarter second.

"Faster," Sielle said. She was three meters to my left, cutting through wraiths with the efficiency of a woman fighting creatures thirty levels below her. Her blade found the solidification window every time. The cuts were surgical. The wraiths died in single strokes. She wasn't fighting. She was demonstrating. "The window opens when the claw commits. Watch the shoulder. The shoulder shifts before the arm extends. The shift is your cue. Cut then. Not before. Not after."

I watched the shoulder. The next wraith materialized from the water in front of me, its body coalescing from mist, the claws forming. The shoulder shifted. I cut.

The blade passed through.

"Too early. The shift is two movements. The first is the telegraph. The second is the commitment. You cut on the second."

The wraith's claw raked my left arm. The pain was immediate: a burning line from elbow to wrist, the toxin entering the wound and spreading heat through my forearm. My mana surged to the injury, the system's automatic healing engaging, but the healing was partial. Level 50 fighting level 53. The level gap meant my passive regeneration was outpaced by the damage tier.

The wraith attacked again. I watched the shoulder. Two movements. Telegraph. Commitment. I cut on the second.

The blade connected. The wraith split from shoulder to hip, the spectral body solidifying around the wound, the corporeal damage registering as a kill. The experience notification was larger than any single-kill reward I'd received in the Ashenmaw. The gap worked both ways: harder to kill, more experience when you managed it.

"Better," Sielle said. The highest compliment available.

We cleared the first floor in ninety minutes. I killed eleven wraiths. Sielle killed thirty-six. The ratio was not flattering but the ratio was not the point. The point was the timing. By the eleventh wraith, the quarter-second window was automatic. I could feel the two-movement telegraph in the shoulder and the cut landed on the commitment and the landing was clean.

Eleven kills at level 53. My mana bar had dropped to forty percent from the toxin damage and the healing drain. The wounds on my arms and torso were superficial but numerous: six cuts, each one burning with the residual toxin that my regeneration was slowly processing.

"Floor two," Sielle said.

"I need to recover."

"You'll recover between fights. The dungeon doesn't wait for you and neither does Callum."

We went to floor two.



Floor two was not flooded. Floor two was worse.

The chambers were dry but the ceiling was low: seven feet, which gave Sielle room to swing but compressed the combat geometry into a corridor-fighting template that favored reach and punished mobile swordsmanship I'd been developing. The spawns were different: bog soldiers, level 54, humanoid constructs assembled from compacted swamp matter, carrying weapons made of crystallized mana that hit with the force of enchanted steel.

They were slow. They were also durable. The first one I engaged took four clean strikes to kill. Four strikes that would have killed anything on the Ashenmaw's floors in one or two. The level gap. The gap was a wall between my blade and the spawn's health pool and the wall required sustained output to breach.

"Stop trying to kill it in one strike," Sielle said. She was watching me fight the second bog soldier without intervening. Arms crossed. Head tilted. The evaluation pose. "You're swinging for the kill shot every time. At your current level against a level 54, the kill shot doesn't exist. Every engagement is a sequence. Opening strike to break the guard. Second strike to exploit the break. Third strike to damage. Fourth strike to finish. Four beats. Practice the sequence."

I practiced the sequence. The third bog soldier fell in four strikes: guard break, exploit, damage, finish. The fourth fell in three because the guard break and the exploit landed in the same movement — a feint that drew the construct's crystallized blade wide and a cut that entered the gap and struck the torso twice before the construct could recover.

"Three," Sielle said. The not-quite-smile. "Again."

The fifth bog soldier fell in three. The sixth fell in three. The seventh fell in two because I combined the opening feint with a mana-channeled strike through the new sword's conductive edge and the channeled energy amplified the damage tier enough that the second strike was sufficient. Two hits. Level 50 killing level 54 in two hits.

"The mana channeling," Sielle said. She'd stopped evaluating and started watching with the focused attention that meant she was learning something about my capabilities that her assessment hadn't predicted. "You pushed skill energy through the blade."

"The sword is mana-conductive. I noticed something during the fight — my mana pool recovers faster than it should. It's been recovering faster since the Mythic evolution but I've never had a weapon that could use it. The new blade conducts the regeneration through the edge. If I route the recovery through the blade instead of letting it accumulate in the reservoir, the strikes carry a damage bonus that scales with how fast the pool refills."

"And how fast does it refill?"

"Faster than anything I've seen documented. Mythic-rank evolution didn't just deepen the pulls. It accelerated everything — the pool, the recovery, the throughput. I didn't realize how fast until I had a blade that could channel it."

"So the damage bonus is Mythic-tier."

"In theory."

"Practice it." The not-quite-smile was wider. The Blade Saint's version of enthusiasm, expressed at minimum viable amplitude. "Practice it on everything we find for the rest of this floor."

I practiced it. The mana channeling became a technique: routing the skill's passive regeneration through the blade's conductive edge, converting the steady mana income into a persistent damage bonus on every strike. The bonus was significant. Against level 54 targets, the channeled strikes hit like a level 53's base damage. The gap between my level and the dungeon's content was shrinking. Not because my level was climbing, but because my technique was compensating for the deficit.

This was what Sielle had been training me for. Not the numbers. The technique. The numbers were the system's framework and the system's framework had ceilings and floors and the space between them was measured in levels and the levels were what they were. But technique operated inside the framework and technique could bend the framework's rules because the rules said a level 50 hits like a level 50 and the rules didn't account for a level 50 who'd been trained by a Blade Saint and who could channel accelerated mana recovery through a conductive blade and who was learning to compress a four-strike kill sequence into two strikes or less.

Floor two cleared. Forty-one bog soldiers. I killed twenty-seven. Sielle killed fourteen, mostly the ones that spawned behind us where my positioning was wrong. The ratio had reversed from the Blackmire's first floor and the reversal meant the experience was flowing to me, closing the two-level distance to Callum with every kill.



Floor three was the boss floor.

The boss chamber was large: a vaulted cavern beneath the swamp, the ceiling thirty feet overhead, the floor a flat stone platform surrounded by black water that the bioluminescent fungi couldn't illuminate. The platform was fifty feet in diameter. The boss was in the center.

Swamp Guardian. Level 56. A massive construct of compacted bog matter and crystallized mana, fifteen feet tall, with four arms that each carried a different weapon: sword, mace, spear, and shield. The construct's head was a glowing mana core protected by layers of compacted material. The core was the weak point. The layers were the problem.

"Level 56," I said. "Six above me."

"Five above you by the time we reach it," Sielle said. "You've been fighting level 54 content for four hours. Your experience bar should be close."

I checked. She was right. The bar was at ninety-three percent. The level 54 kills had been pouring experience into the pool at the enhanced rate that the level gap provided. Seven percent to level 51. Seven percent that the boss would provide and then some.

"I'll handle the arms," Sielle said. "You handle the core. The mana channeling technique — route everything through the blade and hit the core when I create the opening. The opening will be brief. The construct will regenerate the arm I remove within fifteen seconds. You'll have fifteen seconds to damage the core before the arm returns and the defensive pattern resets."

"How many cycles to kill it?"

"Depends on how hard you hit." She drew her blade. The metal sang. The sound was the sound that preceded Sielle's full engagement: the vibration of a weapon that had been wielded by a Blade Saint for seventeen years of life and 137 years of death and that had not dulled by a single degree. "Hit hard enough and we'll finish in three cycles. Hit like a level 50 and we'll be here all day."

"I don't hit like a level 50."

"Prove it."



The Swamp Guardian activated when we crossed the chamber's threshold.

The four arms moved independently. The sword arm swept a horizontal arc that would have bisected me at the waist. The mace arm drove downward in a vertical strike that cracked the stone platform. The spear arm thrust forward in a straight line aimed at Sielle's chest. The shield arm raised to cover the core.

Sielle moved. The Blade Saint at full engagement was not something I'd seen often because Sielle at full engagement was overkill for most content we'd cleared. She was not overkill for a level 56 boss. She was exactly the right amount of kill.

The spear thrust missed because she wasn't where the spear went. She'd read the attack pattern in the first half-second — the sequence of the four arms, the timing of each strike, the gap between the sword's arc and the mace's descent — and she'd moved into the gap and the gap was a space that a human body shouldn't have fit through and that a Blade Saint's body fit through because a Blade Saint's body was a weapon and weapons went where weapons were needed.

Her blade took the sword arm at the shoulder joint. The cut was clean. The arm fell. The construct roared — a sound that was vibration more than voice, the mana core pulsing with the damage registration.

"Now," Sielle said.

I was already moving. The shield arm was rising to cover the core but the shield arm was reacting to the loss of the sword arm and the reaction was a quarter-second slower than the defensive pattern's normal timing because the pattern was designed for four arms and now there were three. The quarter-second was the window. The quarter-second was everything I'd been training for since Sielle had taught me about windows at the Pale Gate's edge.

I drove the mana-conductive blade into the core's protective layer. The channeled strike — the accelerated recovery routed through the conductive edge in a concentrated burst — hit the compacted material and the material cracked. Not shattered. Cracked. The damage was significant but the core was protected by multiple layers and the crack only penetrated the first.

I struck again before the shield arm arrived. The second strike went through the crack, deeper, the channeled mana amplifying the penetration. The second layer cracked.

The shield arm hit me. The impact was enormous: a level 56 boss's defensive strike against a level 50's body. I flew backward. The stone platform hit my back. My health dropped by a third in a single impact. The pain was a white flash that my mana surge couldn't fully suppress.

"Fifteen seconds," Sielle said. She was already engaging the remaining arms, her blade a blur, the combat a dance of precision and speed that kept the construct's attention on her while the sword arm regenerated. "Get up."

I got up. Pain was familiar. Callum's fists had taught me to function through it, and the Greymaw had taught me that functioning through pain was the difference between dying under stone and walking out. I'd killed Dain while bleeding. Pain was fuel if you burned it right.

The sword arm regenerated. The construct's four-arm pattern resumed. Sielle read the pattern and cut the sword arm again. Same joint. Same clean stroke.

"Now."

Second cycle. I drove the blade into the cracked layers. Third layer breached. The mana core was visible through the damage — a pulsing blue-white sphere of concentrated energy, the construct's heart, the kill point. One more cycle. One more opening.

The shield arm came faster this time. The construct was adapting. The defensive pattern was tightening. I dodged instead of tanking the hit — a lateral roll that Sielle had drilled into me during weeks of sparring and that my body executed without conscious instruction because the drilling had been thorough enough to make the execution automatic.

"You dodged," Sielle said. Not praise. Observation. But the tone carried the Sielle version of approval, which was the absence of criticism.

Third cycle. The sword arm regenerated. Sielle cut it. I had the window. Fifteen seconds.

I channeled everything. Not the passive regeneration. The reservoir. I opened the full mana reserve and poured it through the blade's conductive edge. The blade blazed blue-white — the same cold light the summoning circle produced during deep pulls, the same energy that reached into archives and pulled women from the sealed records. That energy, concentrated through a blade's edge and driven into a boss construct's exposed mana core, was devastating.

The core shattered. The construct froze. The four arms went rigid. The mana that had sustained the fifteen-foot body dispersed in a burst of blue-white energy that washed across the chamber and lit the black water and the vaulted ceiling and Sielle's face, the blindfold bright in the light, her mouth curved in the not-quite-smile.

[Level Up! Reed Altius: Level 50 → 51]

The notification glowed. Level 51. One below Callum. The gap that had been thirty-three levels when Sielle first put a sword in my hand was one level now. One level. The distance that had seemed impossible was close enough to touch.

The boss loot materialized on the platform. I didn't look at it yet. I was on one knee, the mana reservoir at eight percent, the channeled strike having drained almost everything. My body was battered — the shield arm's hit had cracked something in my back, the toxin cuts from floor one were still burning, the bruising from four hours of fighting above my level was extensive.

But I was alive. Level 51. One level below the man who'd beaten me for two years. One level from matching the Hero who'd buried me under stone.

Sielle cleaned her blade. The ritual. The cloth. The precision. She sheathed the sword and walked to where I was kneeling and she stood above me and the blindfold looked down at me and the not-quite-smile was still present.

"You hit hard enough," she said.

"Three cycles."

"Three cycles against a level 56 boss at level 50. The mana channeling technique works. The reservoir dump at the end was reckless and effective, which is the combination I've been training you toward." She extended her hand. I took it. She pulled me to my feet with the casual strength of a woman whose level 78 stats made my body weight a rounding error. "You fight above your level now. Not because of the numbers. Because of the technique. The technique is yours. The numbers will follow."

I stood on the boss platform with the construct dissolving around me. Loot chest materializing. Level-up notification glowing. My back hurt. My arms hurt. Everything hurt. The price of level 51, paid in full. One level below Callum.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 51] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic]

We looted the chest. We left the Blackmire. The swamp was quiet. The sun was setting. Sielle's head found my shoulder on the walk back to camp. That was enough.

Tomorrow we'd return to the Blackmire's upper floors. The boss was dead but the dungeon had content above the boss chamber that the clear hadn't touched.

Level 51. One below Callum. The gap that had been everything was almost nothing and the nothing was closing.




Chapter 6: Deliberation

Maeven called us back three days after the first hearing.

Three days of Aldenmere. Three days of Sorrel working the remaining cipher in her corner of the library while invisible. Three days of Vessa refining the legal defense by starlight. Three days of Sielle and me clearing the Blackmire's upper floors and returning each evening with dungeon residue on our clothes and experience in our bars. Level 51 sat in my status like a loaded weapon.

The hearing room was the same. Stone, carvings, braziers. Maeven at her desk. Elara at the Church's table with her pen.

This time there was a summoning circle on the floor.

Church artisans had inscribed it in chalk. Standard geometric configuration, the same pattern the system generated during pulls, reproduced with institutional precision that captured the form and missed the function. The system's circles breathed. The Church's circle was a blueprint of breathing.

"The investigation requires a practical demonstration," Maeven said. "The respondent will activate his skill within the controlled setting. The demonstration will allow this office to assess whether the archive access component constitutes active intrusion or passive reception."

Active intrusion or passive reception. If my skill actively invaded the archives, the Church had regulatory authority. If the archives passively delivered through the skill, the access was system-mediated and the Church's authority didn't apply. The answer was both and neither and the complexity was what institutional frameworks couldn't accommodate.

I stepped into the circle and activated a surface pull. The runes flared blue-white. The light was cold. The pull completed in seconds. On the floor: a sword, single-edged, level 48, minor cutting enchantment. Random. Useful. Not remarkable.

Maeven descended from the platform. She knelt beside the sword without touching it, examining it with the thoroughness of a scholar encountering unfamiliar text.

"The archives," she said. "When the skill reaches the archives rather than the general pool. Describe the experience."

I described it. Honestly, the way Sielle had told me: directly, briefly, without passion.

"The deep pull is different from the surface pull in every respect. The mana cost is total — the reservoir empties. The drain is physical. I feel the energy leaving. Temperature drops. Vision narrows." I paused. The room was listening. Elara's pen was moving. "Then the skill reaches. Past the general pool, down into the sealed records. The reaching is not gentle. The reaching is the skill forcing open a door that was designed to stay closed. The forcing requires the energy that the drain provides and the forcing hurts. Physically. Chest, hands, head. Between thirty seconds and two minutes. During that time I can't move, can't fight, can't defend myself. My party protects me while the skill does what it does."

The room was quiet. Then the screaming part.

"I scream," I said. "I've been told I scream during the deep pulls. I don't remember the screaming. I remember the reaching and the pain and the circle lighting up and then a woman bleeding on the stone floor who wasn't there before and my party healing her while I try to remember how to breathe."

Maeven wrote. The pen scratched. The institutional silence that followed was the silence of a room processing something that the institution's six hundred years of protocol hadn't prepared it for.

Elara spoke. "The respondent's testimony confirms that the deep pull involves forcible breach of Church-sealed archives. The term 'forcing open a door' is the respondent's own description. I move for immediate suspension of the respondent's registration pending the investigation's resolution, on grounds of demonstrated unauthorized access to sealed Church infrastructure."

The suspension petition. The real weapon. Not the doctrinal argument, not the investigation. The registration freeze. A suspended adventurer couldn't level, couldn't clear, couldn't earn. The gap between me and Callum would stop closing and start widening because Callum wasn't suspended. Callum was still out there. Still clearing. Still climbing.

Vessa stood. The Stellarine robes caught the light. "The petition is punitive, not protective. The respondent has testified that deep pulls are involuntary. Suspension of registration doesn't prevent archive access because the access is autonomous — it occurs regardless of the user's registration status. The petition serves no protective function. Its sole effect is to restrict a frontier adventurer's livelihood, which the Guild Charter prohibits without demonstrated clear and present danger. The respondent has demonstrated novelty. Novelty is not danger."

Maeven considered. The consideration was long. The pen rested on the tablet.

"The suspension request will be considered," she said. "The respondent has fourteen days to submit a formal response. The petition will be ruled on after the response is reviewed. The respondent's registration remains active during the response period."

Fourteen days. Active registration during the period. Elara had wanted immediate suspension. She'd gotten a fourteen-day review window instead. The window was Vessa's work — the Guild Charter argument had given Maeven the procedural cover to deny the immediate freeze without appearing to favor the respondent.

Elara's pen paused. For one moment — one fraction of a second that Sielle's combat-trained perception caught and that I caught because Sielle had trained my perception — Elara's composure cracked. The crack was in her eyes. The composed face stayed composed. The quiet manner stayed quiet. But the eyes were cold with the contained fury of a woman whose weapon had been parried.

The crack closed. The pen resumed. The composure returned. But Sielle had seen it. Sorrel, invisible somewhere in the room, had seen it.

The hearing adjourned. We left the building. The afternoon sun was warm on the Church's stone.



The cipher message arrived that evening.

Sorrel materialized at the inn with a sheet of parchment covered in decoded text. She'd cracked the remaining forty percent using historical linguistics references from the regional library, where she'd spent twelve hours invisible among the shelves.

"The codename S translates to a title," she said. "Seneschal. The position is Crown advisory council — keeper of sealed records and institutional continuity. The Seneschal is the Crown's liaison to the Church directorate on archive policy. Authority over both the Crown's records and the Church's maintenance protocols."

She laid the decoded content out. The decoded letters described what my skill did to the archives in language that the cipher's author had used clinical precision to express.

"Involuntary restoration. The archives open when the skill reaches. The seal doesn't close after the pull. The damage is cumulative. Irreversible. Each deep pull weakens the mechanism that keeps the archives sealed. The skill isn't a key. It's a demolition charge. It doesn't open the door. It removes the door."

The room was quiet. Vessa's stellar glow pulsed with the processing.

"The Seneschal's concern," Sorrel continued, "is not that you can pull souls. The concern is that each pull erodes the seal permanently. The Church's monopoly on who lives and who stays dead is being dismantled every time your skill reaches. The erosion cannot be repaired."

I looked at Sielle. She was standing at the window, the blindfold facing the darkness outside, the jaw tight.

"The archives aren't a resting place," Sielle said. Her voice was the formal register, stripped to precision. "The Church describes the sealed records as peaceful preservation. The doctrinal language suggests the souls are at rest." She turned from the window. "The souls are not at rest. The souls are aware. Conscious. Trapped. I was aware for 137 years. I knew time was passing. I knew the world was continuing. I couldn't move, couldn't speak, couldn't act. The archive is not a cemetery. The archive is a prison. And the Church has been running the prison for six hundred years."

The room processed this. Vessa's glow dimmed. Sorrel's grey eyes were steady.

"Your skill is breaking the prison," Sielle said. "Each pull tears the wall. Each woman you summon is a hole that won't close. Eventually the wall fails and every soul in the archives becomes accessible and the Church loses control of death."

The betrayal was personal. Callum had beaten me because he enjoyed it. Elara had designed the trap because she solved problems by erasing people. Those debts were on the list and the list was mine and the list was not negotiable.

But above the list was the Seneschal. Above the list was the institutional architecture that had given the order. Callum was on the list because he'd held me down. The Seneschal was above the list because the Seneschal had given the command. Both debts were real. Both would be collected.

"We have fourteen days before the suspension ruling," Vessa said. Shifting to operations. The stateswoman mode, the planning mode, the mode that took revelations and converted them to strategy. "Fourteen days of active registration. Every day counts."

The party split was Sielle's idea. Tactical, clean, the same operational thinking that had kept her alive for six hours at a gate where three hundred enemies were approaching.

"Vessa stays in Aldenmere. The suspension response requires legal expertise and Vessa is the legal expertise. Sorrel stays. The cipher resolved but the directorate correspondence may contain additional intelligence and the library's resources support continued analysis." She looked at me. The blindfold. The micro-adjustment. "You and I return to the frontier. We clear every dungeon between Aldenmere and Greyholt. Every floor, every boss, every experience point. The suspension petition is designed to freeze you in place. The counter is to move faster before the freeze takes effect."

"I'm one level below Callum."

"Then in fourteen days you won't be."

We left at dawn. Two riders, east, toward the frontier. Vessa's last words were about the suspension response. Sorrel's last words were a report on Lyssa's movements in Greyholt. Neither set of words was the words that mattered.

The words that mattered were the ones I carried from the inn room: the archive is a prison and each pull tears the wall and the erosion cannot be repaired. The words meant that the revenge was personal and the consequence was institutional and the skill that the system had given me was not just a weapon against the people who'd hurt me. The skill was a weapon against the system that had hurt everyone in the archives for six hundred years.

Callum. Elara. Lyssa. The list was personal and the list was mine and the list would be satisfied.

And the pulling wouldn't stop. Every pull freed someone from the dark. Every pull cracked the prison wider. The prison had stood for six hundred years and I was the first crack in its foundation.

Sielle rode beside me on the road east. Fourteen days of active registration. Thirteen by morning.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 51]

We'd make them count.




Chapter 7: The Gap

We cleared three dungeons in seven days.

The pace was punishing. Rise at dawn, ride to the next logged dungeon in the frontier registry, enter, clear, camp at the exit, ride to the next one. Sielle set the tempo. She'd held a gate for six hours and she understood, at the cellular level, that the only resource you couldn't buy was time. Time was what the Church was trying to take. Time was what we were spending faster than they could take it.

The first dungeon was the Thornvault. Level 53-57, underground, dry stone and traps. We cleared it in two days. The traps were the challenge — pressure plates, concealed dart launchers, collapsing floors that opened onto spike pits. Without Sorrel's intelligence, every room was a guess. The guessing slowed us. The slowing cost us time but the time bought something else: adaptation. I learned to read trap indicators without Sorrel. The scuff marks on floor stones that indicated pressure sensitivity. The discoloration on walls that marked concealed launchers. The subtle settlement in flooring that preceded a collapse. Three months ago I would have walked into every one. Now I caught most of them before they caught me.

"You're learning to see the room before you enter it," Sielle said, third floor of the Thornvault, after I'd identified a pressure plate that she'd been waiting to see if I'd notice. "That's the difference between a fighter and a soldier. A fighter reacts to what happens. A soldier reads the space and prevents what would have happened."

"Did your students learn this?"

"The ones who survived did."

The Thornvault's boss was a construct called the Warden — level 57, seven above me, a massive stone guardian that occupied the center of a circular arena and attacked with fists that hit like siege equipment. Each punch cratered the floor. Each crater changed the arena's geometry. After three punches the footing was unreliable. After six it was a hazard. The fight was less about killing the Warden and more about surviving the arena's deterioration while landing enough strikes to crack the construct's stone shell and reach the mana core inside.

I used the mana channeling technique. The Mythic-tier damage bonus through the conductive blade cut through the stone shell faster than the Warden could regenerate it. Sielle handled the positioning — darting in when the Warden's fists committed, drawing its attention, creating the windows I needed to land channeled strikes on the shell's weakening points. Nine strikes to crack the shell. Three more to breach the core.

The Warden fell in four minutes. The experience bar jumped.

The second dungeon was the Mosskeep. Level 54-58, above ground, a crumbling fortress colonized by the system and repopulated with fast, mobile enemies that fought in coordinated packs. The Mosskeep was a different discipline: instead of endurance and trap awareness, the challenge was speed and multitarget engagement. The pack enemies — moss stalkers, level 55, lean quadrupeds with thorn-coated limbs — attacked in groups of four to six, flanking, circling, probing for openings.

Against a standard fighter, the pack tactics would have been overwhelming. Against a Summoner with a Blade Saint's training and a conductive blade channeling Mythic-tier mana, the pack tactics were an experience multiplier.

"They circle to test your reach," Sielle said. We were on the Mosskeep's second floor, a collapsed hallway open to the sky, moss stalkers emerging from the ruins in groups. "The first attack is always a probe — one stalker lunging to measure your response. The others wait. If the probe draws your attention left, the pack attacks from the right. The counter is to kill the probe so fast that the pack has no data to work with."

I killed the probe. The channeled blade took the stalker's head before the lunge completed. The pack hesitated. The hesitation was a quarter-second. The quarter-second was the window.

I killed two more in the window. The remaining three broke and fled. Moss stalkers that lost half their pack in a quarter-second decided the target wasn't worth the cost. The system agreed: the fleeing stalkers despawned as the floor's engagement threshold adjusted.

"Three kills in a quarter-second," Sielle said. The not-quite-smile. "You're becoming expensive to fight."

"How expensive?"

"Expensive enough that things your level start avoiding you. The system adjusts spawn behavior based on demonstrated threat. If you kill fast enough, the spawns become cautious. If you kill fast enough and consistently enough, the spawns start routing around you." She cleaned her blade. "At the Pale Gate, the enemy stopped sending individual fighters after the first hour. They switched to massed assault because individual engagement was a losing trade. You're approaching that threshold against dungeon content."

The Mosskeep cleared in a day and a half. The boss was a pack alpha — a moss stalker the size of a horse with thorns that launched projectiles. It lasted ninety seconds. The mana channeling cut through its hide and the channeled strikes reached the core and the core shattered and the system notification appeared.

No level-up from the Mosskeep. The bar was at sixty-eight percent. The level 55 content was providing diminishing returns at 51. I needed 56-plus content for the experience to push.

The third dungeon was the Ironfang. Level 56-60. The hardest content I'd attempted.



The Ironfang was a mine. Deep underground, the tunnels carved by something that wasn't human and maintained by the system's dungeon protocols. The air was thin. The stone was metallic — iron-rich, with veins of mana-conductive ore running through the walls that interfered with channeling techniques. The interference was the dungeon's unique mechanic: the ore in the walls absorbed mana channeling, reducing the effectiveness of any technique that used ambient mana by approximately forty percent.

My mana channeling through the blade was not ambient. The technique routed internal mana regeneration through the sword, not environmental mana. The ore's interference was irrelevant to my damage output.

"The dungeon is designed to counter mages and channelers," Sielle said, inspecting the ore veins on the first floor. "The ore absorbs environmental mana. Vessa would struggle here. Her barriers rely on ambient channeling." She ran her finger along the ore. The metal hummed at her touch. "Your technique is internal. The ore can't touch it. This dungeon is easier for you than it would be for most parties."

The advantage was real. The Ironfang's content was designed for parties that relied on environmental mana and that would find their techniques diminished by the ore's absorption. A Summoner whose mana recovered at a rate the Mythic evolution had accelerated beyond anything standard was fighting with his full toolkit in an environment that stripped most fighters to half.

The spawns reflected the difficulty. Iron golems. Level 57-58. Dense, heavy, slow, with iron skin that resisted physical damage and iron fists that hit with the momentum of industrial machinery. A single golem was a multi-minute engagement for a party of six. For me, with the channeled blade cutting through the iron skin's resistance, each golem was a two-minute fight.

Sielle let me fight alone.

Not completely. She was there, watching, intervening if I made a mistake that would have been fatal. But the Ironfang became my proving ground. Floor by floor, golem by golem, the technique refined.

First floor: I killed eight iron golems. Average engagement time: two minutes and forty seconds. The channeled strikes were effective but I was wasting energy on non-critical hits, striking the iron skin where the resistance was highest instead of targeting the joints and seams where the mana-conductive ore veins created weak points.

Sielle's correction: "The ore veins in the walls are the same ore in the golems' bodies. The veins are weak points. Hit the seams where the ore meets the iron. The conductivity transfers your channeled mana into the golem's internal structure. You're hitting a wall. Hit a window."

Second floor: twelve golems. Average engagement time: one minute fifty. The seam targeting worked. The channeled mana entered the golem's structure through the conductive veins and disrupted the internal mana network that animated the construct. The golems' movements became jerky, uncoordinated, as their own infrastructure turned against them.

Third floor: fifteen golems, two elite variants (level 59, larger, faster, with ore-enhanced armor that closed the seam gaps). The elites required the four-beat kill sequence that Sielle had taught in the Blackmire: guard break, exploit, damage, finish. Except at level 59, the sequence needed five beats. The fifth beat was the channeled strike into the exposed seam, delivered after the four-beat sequence created the opening.

I killed the first elite in five beats. Eleven seconds. The system notification appeared.

Nothing.

I killed the second elite. Fourteen seconds — the armor was denser, the seams narrower. Still no level-up.

"The bar?" Sielle asked.

"Ninety-one percent."

"The boss."



The Ironfang's boss was called the Forge King. Level 60. Ten levels above me.

The boss chamber was the mine's deepest point: a vast forge room with a central furnace that the system had repurposed into the boss's power source. The Forge King was an iron golem the size of a building, its body constructed from compressed ore and mana-conductive metal, with a furnace burning in its chest that glowed through seams in its iron skin. The heat was physical — the chamber's temperature was twenty degrees higher than the tunnels. The air shimmered.

"Ten above," I said.

"Ten above and burning," Sielle confirmed. "The furnace provides regeneration. The seam targeting won't work here — the furnace's heat reseals the seams as fast as you can open them. The kill condition is the furnace itself. Breach the chest, reach the furnace, destroy it. The construct shuts down."

"The chest armor?"

"Thickest plating in the dungeon. Multiple layers. You'll need the reservoir dump."

The reservoir dump. The technique I'd used on the Blackmire boss: opening the full mana reserve and channeling it through the blade in a single devastating strike. The technique drained everything. One shot. If the shot didn't breach the chest, I'd be standing in front of a level 60 boss with an empty reservoir and a body running on fumes.

"I'll create the window," Sielle said. She drew her blade. The singing sound. "A large window. As large as I can make it. Your job is to close the distance, commit the strike, and breach the chest. One strike. Everything you have."

"And if it's not enough?"

"Then I kill it the hard way and you get the experience for the assist." The not-quite-smile. "But it will be enough. You've been training for this for three months. The technique is ready. The blade is ready. The mana is ready. You're ready."

The Forge King activated.

The heat intensified. The furnace in the construct's chest pulsed, the orange-white glow brightening, the seams in its iron skin leaking fire. It swung a fist the size of a cart. The fist hit the chamber floor and the impact shook the room and the stone cracked in a radius of ten feet and the shockwave threw me sideways.

Sielle was already moving. At full engagement, the Blade Saint was the most dangerous thing in the room, level 60 boss included. Her blade found the Forge King's knee joint. The cut was deep. The iron screamed. The construct's left leg buckled. It swung at her with the other fist. She was gone before the swing arrived, the speed differential between level 78 and level 60 rendering the construct's attacks academic.

She hit the other knee. Both legs buckled. The Forge King dropped to a kneeling position, its chest now at a height I could reach, the furnace glow pulsing through the iron plating.

"Now," Sielle said.

I ran. The chamber floor was cracked and hot. The iron construct was kneeling in front of me, its chest at my height, the furnace burning behind layers of iron that were designed to absorb physical damage and resist channeled mana and withstand everything the system could throw at them.

Everything except a Summoner with a Mythic-tier mana reservoir channeled through a conductive blade by a man who'd been trained by a Blade Saint and who'd spent three months learning to close every gap the system put between him and the thing he wanted to kill.

I opened the reservoir. Every point of mana. The blade blazed blue-white, blinding, cold despite the furnace heat around us. Archive cold. The cold of sealed records and dead women waiting.

I drove the blade into the Forge King's chest.

The iron resisted. The layers were thick. The resistance was the resistance of a level 60 boss's best defense against a level 51 attacker and the resistance was real and the resistance did not care about my training or my technique or my anger.

But the mana didn't care about resistance. The full reservoir poured through the conductive blade, through the iron shell, through the layers, and into the furnace. The skill that reached into archives and pulled women from the dark could, focused through a blade's edge, unmake a construct from the inside out.

The furnace shattered. The Forge King's chest split open from the inside. The iron body went rigid, then collapsed, the animation core destroyed, the mana dissipating in a rush of heat and light that filled the chamber.

[Level Up! Reed Altius: Level 51 → 52]

Fifty-two.

I stood in the wreckage of the Forge King's body. Mana reservoir at zero. The blade still glowing with residual charge. The level-up notification burning in my awareness.

Fifty-two. Callum's number.

Level 52. The same level as Callum Drayne. The same number that had been forty-seven levels above mine when I'd been a level 5 Summoner pulling wooden chairs from the general loot pool. The same number that the Church had celebrated with a ceremony when Callum reached it at twenty years old.

I was twenty. I'd reached it in three months of fighting above my level with a woman who'd been dead for 137 years training me to close gaps that the system said couldn't be closed.

The number was the same. The man behind the number was not the same. Callum had reached 52 through institutional support, Church funding, and a party that did the work while he collected the credit. I'd reached 52 through blood. Through technique learned in dungeons that were trying to kill me. Through mana channeled through a blade that wasn't Emberthorn because Callum still had Emberthorn and the having was a debt that was accumulating interest.

Sielle was beside me. She'd taken no damage. The Forge King had been a threat to me, not to her. She'd created the window and watched me fill it and the watching had been the evaluation and the evaluation was complete.

"Level 52," she said.

"Same as Callum."

"Same as Callum today. Not the same tomorrow." She sheathed her blade. The click. The finality. "Tomorrow we find a level 60 dungeon and you fight above this level the way you fought above 50 and the gap opens and the gap goes the other way."

I looked at the mana-conductive blade in my hand. The metal was warm from the channeled dump. The blade had held. The technique had held. The body had held, barely — the injuries from a week of clearing were accumulating and the healing from single-target combat without a party healer was slow and the slow was the cost.

Fifty-two. Callum's number, now mine. The system said we were equal and the system was wrong because Callum had reached 52 through institutional support and a party that did the work while he collected the credit. I'd reached it through blood and a Blade Saint's training and dungeons that tried to kill me every floor. His 52 was a ceiling. Mine was a floor, and the floor was rising.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 52] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81)]

Seven days of the fourteen spent. Three dungeons cleared. Two levels gained. The gap to Callum: zero.

Tomorrow, the gap would reverse. Tomorrow, my name would be above his on the frontier rankings. Tomorrow, the man who'd buried me under stone would look at the board and see the name of the man he'd tried to kill sitting one line higher than his own.

We left the Ironfang. The mine's entrance opened onto a hillside overlooking the frontier's eastern plains. The sunset was red. Sielle stood beside me with the dying light on the blindfold and the blade at her hip and the not-quite-smile that was, in the sunset's warmth, almost a real smile.

"Two levels in seven days," she said. "Against content that would have killed you a month ago."

"Two levels in seven days. With you."

"With me." The almost-smile held. The blindfold faced the sunset. "The Pale Gate was the worst thing that happened to me. The archive was worse. Being pulled from the archive by a level 19 Summoner who couldn't swing a sword and who had no party and no plan and no chance was the most improbable thing that happened to me." She turned. The blindfold faced me. "What you've become since then is the best thing."

I took her hand. The sword-calluses rough against my skin. She squeezed once. Hard. The Sielle squeeze: full strength, nothing held back, the physical expression of a woman who communicated through the same force she fought with.

We walked down the hillside. Camp. Food. Sleep. The frontier dark and the stars bright and the number 52 sitting in my status. It meant everything and nothing at the same time — everything because Callum had never imagined I'd reach it, nothing because I wasn't stopping here.

Seven days left. The suspension ruling would come. The cipher had given us the Seneschal's name. The evidence sat in Sorrel's satchel. Somewhere in the capital, the institutional machinery ground on, indifferent to the fact that a frontier Summoner was climbing faster than the machinery could process.

But the number was 52. And tomorrow, it would be higher. And the day after that, higher still. And Callum Drayne, who had beaten me for two years with the system's protection, was going to learn what it felt like to look up at the rankings and see the name of the person he'd buried.

The sun went down. The stars came out. The climb continued.




Chapter 8: Suspension

The Greymarch Hollow was a level 58-62 dungeon carved into a mountain's root system, and it was trying very hard to kill me.

Day eleven of the fourteen. Reed Altius, Summoner, level 52. The same number as Callum Drayne, which was satisfying in the way that catching a man who'd beaten you for two years was satisfying: deeply, continuously, and not nearly enough. Matching Callum was a waypoint. Passing Callum was the destination. The Greymarch Hollow was the road.

Sielle had found it on the guild registry two days after the Ironfang. Level 58-62 content, mountain environment, stone-and-crystal architecture that the system had colonized from some ancient excavation. The difficulty rating was red-flagged for parties below level 55. We were a party of two and the lower half of the party was level 52.

"The flag is for standard parties," Sielle said. "You are not standard."

We went in.

The first floor was a labyrinth. Tunnels carved from granite and quartz, lit by crystal formations that pulsed with mana in wavelengths that interfered with standard light sources. The interference meant the only illumination was the crystals themselves, which provided light in unpredictable patterns: bright in some corridors, absent in others, and oscillating in a rhythm that my eyes couldn't adjust to before the rhythm changed.

The spawns were crystal sentinels. Level 59. Humanoid constructs assembled from the same quartz that lined the tunnels, with bodies that refracted light and mana simultaneously. They were translucent, which made them difficult to see against the crystal walls. They were fast, faster than the iron golems or the bog soldiers. And they had a mechanic I hadn't encountered before: their bodies absorbed mana-based attacks and redirected the energy into their next strike.

My channeled blade hit the first sentinel and the sentinel absorbed the channeled mana and swung back with a fist that carried my own energy in addition to its base damage. The impact sent me into the tunnel wall hard enough to crack the quartz behind my shoulders.

"The channeling doesn't work here," I said, pulling myself out of the wall-shaped dent.

"The channeling works," Sielle said. She was watching from ten feet away, arms crossed, the evaluation pose. "The application doesn't. You're channeling continuously. The sentinel absorbs continuous input. Stop feeding it energy. Channel in bursts. A single burst on contact, then withdraw the channel before the sentinel can process and redirect."

Burst channeling. A modification of the technique I'd developed in the Blackmire: instead of routing mana continuously through the blade's conductive edge, I'd push a single concentrated pulse at the moment of impact and cut the flow before the sentinel's absorption mechanic could engage. The window between impact and absorption was approximately a fifth of a second.

"The window is smaller than the wraith timing," I said.

"Yes. You trained the wraith timing in one floor. Train this in two."

I trained it. The first sentinel took four attempts because the burst timing was new and the instinct to maintain continuous channeling was strong and the punishments for mistiming were educational. Each time the sentinel absorbed a continuous feed, it hit back harder. The feedback loop was the dungeon's teaching mechanic: fail the timing, get hit with your own energy. The system was training me the same way Sielle trained me, through punishment and precision.

By the fifth sentinel, the burst channeling was landing. A sharp pulse of mana at impact, delivered through the blade's edge, withdrawn before the crystal body could process the input. The pulse cracked the quartz. The withdrawal denied the sentinel the redirected energy. The sentinel's counterattack landed at base damage instead of amplified damage. Base damage from a level 59 construct still hurt, but it was survivable.

By the tenth sentinel, I was killing them in three bursts. Crack, exploit, shatter. The three-burst sequence was a refinement of the four-beat sequence from the Blackmire, compressed by the burst channeling's superior damage-per-contact ratio. Three hits. Three cracks. The sentinel's crystal body fragmenting from the inside as each burst destabilized the mana lattice that held it together.

"Three," Sielle said. The not-quite-smile.

"Wraiths were two movements. Bog soldiers were four beats. Sentinels are three bursts. Everything has a number."

"Everything has a rhythm. The number is the rhythm's notation. Find the rhythm and the fight is music and the music has an ending and the ending is the thing on the other side of the rhythm dying." She drew her blade. "Second floor."



The second floor introduced paired sentinels. Two at a time, coordinated, the crystal bodies moving in synchronized patterns that covered each other's vulnerable phases. When one sentinel was in its absorption window, the other was in its attack window. The coordination meant that continuous engagement with one sentinel exposed you to the other.

"Two targets, one sword," I said. "The geometry doesn't work."

"The geometry works if you control the tempo. The paired sentinels sync to each other's rhythm. If you break one's rhythm, the other loses sync. Hit sentinel one with a burst that disrupts its timing. While it recalibrates, sentinel two is in its attack window alone, without the paired coverage. Kill sentinel two in the gap. Then finish sentinel one before it resynchronizes."

The theory was clean. The execution was combat at a speed I hadn't operated at before. Break rhythm, exploit desync, kill in the gap, finish the survivor. Four actions across two targets in approximately two seconds.

The first paired encounter took twelve seconds and cost me a cracked rib from a sentinel two attack that I didn't dodge because my footwork was pointed at sentinel one. The second encounter took eight seconds. The third took five. The fourth took three.

Three seconds for two level 59 sentinels. The experience bar was moving.

We cleared the second floor in two hours. Forty-six sentinels, twenty-three paired encounters, each one faster than the last. The technique was evolving in real time: the burst channeling growing more precise, the disruption timing tightening, the kill-in-the-gap window expanding as my body learned the paired rhythm and the learning became automatic.

Sielle fought three encounters on the second floor. The rest were mine. She stood at corridor junctions and watched and the watching was the Blade Saint's final evaluation: could the student clear content nine levels above him without the teacher's intervention?

The answer was emerging. The answer was yes, at a cost that included accumulated damage, mana drain, and the physical exhaustion that settled into the bones and stayed there. But yes.



The boss was on the fourth floor. Crystal Warden. Level 62. Twelve levels above me.

The Warden was the largest crystal construct I'd seen: twenty feet tall, its body a lattice of interlocking quartz and mana-conductive crystal, with six arms that each carried a different weapon configuration. The absorption mechanic was enhanced: the Warden could absorb and redirect mana from a distance, pulling channeled energy through the air before it reached the blade's point of contact.

The burst channeling wouldn't work. The Warden would absorb the burst before impact.

"No channeling," I said. "Pure physical."

"Pure physical against a level 62 crystal construct at level 52." Sielle's head tilted. The evaluation. "The damage will be minimal. Your blade against its lattice without mana amplification is steel against stone."

"Not if I find the resonance frequency."

The idea had been forming since the second floor. The crystal sentinels were mana constructs held together by a lattice of energy frequencies. The lattice had a resonance point, a frequency at which the structure became unstable. Every crystal had one. Physics, not magic. If I could find the Warden's resonance frequency and strike at that frequency, the physical impact would be amplified by the lattice's own instability.

"You want to tune your strikes to the crystal's resonance," Sielle said. Not a question. The Blade Saint assessing a student's tactical proposal. "That requires identifying the frequency during combat. The Warden won't hold still while you test harmonics."

"I don't need it to hold still. I need one clean strike to the lattice. The lattice will ring. The ringing is the frequency. I match the frequency on the second strike. The second strike shatters."

"If the first strike doesn't kill you."

"That's your part."

The not-quite-smile. Wider than usual. The Blade Saint's enthusiasm, expressed at the maximum amplitude I'd ever observed. "Good. I'll give you the first strike. Make it count."



Sielle engaged the Crystal Warden at full speed.

The six arms moved in a pattern that was more complex than anything we'd faced. The weapons swept, thrust, and hammered in overlapping arcs that covered the Warden's entire circumference. The absorption mechanic pulled mana from the air around it, creating a zone of mana drain that weakened any channeled technique within ten feet.

Sielle was not channeling. Sielle's blade was enchanted, not channeled. The Dawnedge light she wielded was a class feature, integrated into the weapon, not routed through mana. The absorption mechanic couldn't touch it. She cut through the six-arm pattern with the same precision she'd used to dismantle every other obstacle since her recall: finding the gaps, exploiting the timing, reducing complexity to sequence and sequence to execution.

She took two arms in the first three seconds. The Warden staggered. The six-arm pattern broke to four. The coverage collapsed on the left side.

"Now," she said.

I was there. Moving into the gap Sielle had carved, the mana-conductive blade in my hand with zero channeling. Pure steel. I swung at the Warden's torso, aiming for the thickest cluster of crystal lattice, the point where the most structural connections converged.

The blade hit. The crystal rang.

The sound was a frequency I felt in my teeth and my sternum and the bones of my hand wrapped around the grip. The lattice vibrated at the impact point and the vibration propagated outward through the structure and the propagation was the frequency. High, clear, sustained. The crystal was telling me how to kill it.

The Warden's remaining four arms converged on my position. Sielle intercepted three. The fourth, a mace configuration, descended toward my head.

I dodged. The mace cratered the floor where I'd been standing. Stone chips hit my face. I was already swinging the second strike, the blade angled to contact the lattice at the point of maximum vibration, the timing matched to the resonance frequency that was still singing through the crystal structure.

The second strike hit. The blade connected at the resonance peak. The lattice destabilized.

The crack started at the impact point and spread outward through the Warden's body with a sound like ice breaking on a river. The crystal structure fractured along the resonance lines, each fracture propagating to the next, the cascade building in speed and volume until the twenty-foot construct was a latticework of cracks held together by mana that was draining through the fractures faster than the absorption mechanic could compensate.

Sielle drove her blade into the central mana core. The Dawnedge light flared. The core shattered. The Warden collapsed in a cascade of crystal fragments that rained across the boss chamber like translucent hail.

[Level Up! Reed Altius: Level 52 → 53]

Fifty-three.

One above Callum.

The number burned in my awareness. Not fifty-two — matching, equal, the same. Fifty-three. Higher. Above. The man who'd beaten me for two years, who the Church had celebrated as a Hero, who had buried me under stone and taken my sword and filed a death report and moved on with his life — that man was now looking up at my number on the frontier rankings. If he was looking. If anyone had told him. If the clerk in Greyholt who posted the rankings had updated the board.

The board would show: Reed Altius, level 53. Callum Drayne, level 52.

The gap had reversed. The gap was one level. The gap was mine.

"Fifty-three," Sielle said. She was standing in the crystal debris, her blade at her side, the Dawnedge light fading to its resting luminance. Her mouth curved. Not the not-quite-smile. The actual smile. Full, unhidden, the expression of a woman who had spent months training a man from nothing and who was watching the nothing become something that the system couldn't ignore. "One above."

"One above."

"The first time in two years that your name sits higher than his on any ranking in any system anywhere." She sheathed the blade. The click. "How does it feel?"

How did it feel? The crystal debris was cooling around us. The boss chamber was quiet. My body was battered — the cracked rib from the second floor, the accumulated cuts and bruises from three floors of level 59-62 content, the mana reservoir at twelve percent. I was exhausted in every measurable dimension. The exhaustion didn't touch the feeling.

"It feels like the beginning," I said.

"Good answer."



The courier bird arrived at camp that evening.

Sorrel's handwriting. The message was two parts.

The first part: Suspension petition denied. Maeven ruled that Mythic-rank access is system-granted, not user-exploited, and therefore falls outside Church regulatory authority under Article Seven of the Valmere Accord. The investigation continues but your registration is safe. Vessa's work. She's brilliant and she knows it and she told me to tell you.

The tension I'd been carrying for fourteen days — the background awareness that my registration could be frozen, that the leveling could stop, that the gap could widen while I stood still — released. The release was physical: my shoulders dropped, my jaw unclenched, my breathing deepened. The petition was denied. The registration was safe. The clearing could continue. The climbing could continue.

The second part of the message was different.

Elara left the hearing room immediately after the ruling. I followed her. Invisible. She walked to the courier station in the market square. She wrote a message. I read it over her shoulder. Three words in cipher: INITIATE SECONDARY PROTOCOL. The message was addressed to a destination code I don't recognize — not the directorate, not the regional office. A different recipient. Elara's backup plan, whatever it is, is now in motion. Her composure cracked when the ruling was announced. The crack lasted one second. The fury behind the crack was the fury of a woman whose primary weapon has been broken and who is reaching for the secondary weapon and the secondary weapon is something I haven't identified yet. Return to Greyholt. We need to consolidate. — S

Initiate secondary protocol. Three words in cipher. Elara's composed face, the pen, the journal, the quiet precision that had planned my murder and managed my abuse and filed the paperwork that turned violence into process. The composure had cracked. The crack was one second. One second of fury that Sorrel had seen and that told us everything we needed to know about what was coming: Elara had lost the legal fight and the legal fight had been her preferred weapon and the loss meant she was switching to a weapon she preferred less, which meant the next weapon was blunter, cruder, more dangerous.

The legal phase was over. Whatever came next would not be legal.

"We return to Greyholt tomorrow," I said.

Sielle nodded. She was polishing her blade by firelight. The ritual. The cloth. The precision that never varied. The crystal debris from the Warden's destruction was still in her hair, tiny fragments of quartz catching the firelight like scattered stars.

"The petition is dead. The registration is safe. You're level 53. One above Callum." She set the cloth down. "When we return, the secondary protocol will be active. Elara's next move will be faster, harder, and less constrained by institutional procedure. She's lost the Church's formal protection for the attack. Whatever she does next, she's doing it without the cover of a Fourth Circle investigation."

"Without cover means without protection."

"For her, yes. Without cover means she's exposed. If the secondary protocol fails, there is no tertiary protocol. There's just Elara, alone, with her journal and her pen and the directorate contact who may or may not continue supporting an operative whose primary and secondary plans both failed." Sielle picked up the cloth. Resumed polishing. The firelight moved on the blade. "Exposed operatives make mistakes. Mistakes create openings. Openings are what we exploit."

The fire burned. The mountain was cold. The Greymarch Hollow's entrance was visible on the slope above us, the dungeon's crystal light pulsing faintly through the stone.

Level 53. Petition denied. Elara's secondary protocol initiated. Callum below me on the rankings for the first time in the history of his Church-funded, institution-protected, abuse-powered career.

I looked at the fire and I thought about Greyholt. About the tavern, the frontier, the guild board where the rankings would show my name above his. About Sorrel in a corner and Vessa by starlight and the satchel of evidence and the cipher that had resolved to a title and the title that would resolve to a name.

About Callum, somewhere in the frontier, looking at a ranking board that told him the man he'd buried was above him. The man he'd beaten was stronger. The man whose sword he'd stolen was coming for it.

The fire burned down. The mountain was cold. The road to Greyholt was two days east and the road was waiting and we were done waiting.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 53] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81)]

Tomorrow we'd ride. Two days to Greyholt. Two days until the frontier saw my name above his on the board. I banked the fire and slept with Sielle's cool body against mine and the crystal fragments from the Warden still in her hair and the number 53 sitting behind my eyes like a coal that wouldn't go out.




Chapter 9: Return

The frontier ranking board in Greyholt's guild hall had been updated.

I saw it from across the hall. The board was mounted on the east wall, ten feet wide, the numbers etched in guild-standard script that was designed to be readable from a distance because the numbers were the currency that the frontier ran on. Registration order, level, class, clear count, composite score. The numbers told you who was worth hiring, who was worth fighting beside, and who was worth avoiding.

The board said: Reed Altius. Level 53. Rank 1.

The board said: Callum Drayne. Level 52. Rank 2.

I stood in the guild hall at midday with road dust on my boots and two weeks of dungeon residue in my clothes and the Blade Saint at my shoulder and I looked at the board and the board showed what I'd earned and the earning was visible and the visibility was the thing that Callum had spent two years trying to prevent by burying me at the bottom of the party and suppressing my experience and taking my sword and filing reports that said I was nothing.

I was rank one. He was rank two. The board said it in numbers that didn't lie and couldn't be revised and that every adventurer in Greyholt could read from across the hall.

Garren saw me first. The clerk. The nervous, careful man who processed registrations and filed reports and who had, in the months since the overflow, developed a relationship with my party that existed in the space between professional obligation and personal respect. He looked up from his desk. He looked at the board. He looked at me.

"You passed him," Garren said. Not a question. The numbers were on the board. The numbers didn't need confirmation.

"I passed him."

"The board updated this morning. His party filed a clear last week: level 48 dungeon, standard four-person clear. His level didn't change." Garren shuffled papers. The nervous habit. "Your clears filed through the regional network. Four dungeons. Four level-ups. In two weeks." He looked at me over the papers. "That rate is not normal, Reed."

"I had a good teacher."

Sielle stood behind me. The red dress. The blindfold. The blade. Every head in the guild hall had turned when we'd entered because Sielle in the guild hall was the Blade Saint in the guild hall and the Blade Saint's presence made rooms recalibrate. She stood with the casual authority of a woman who'd commanded armies and who treated a frontier guild hall the way she treated every space she entered: as territory that was provisionally hers until someone demonstrated otherwise.

Nobody demonstrated otherwise.



Harren found us at the Broken Oar.

The tavern was the same. The room was the same. The table where Sielle and Vessa and I ate meals and where Sorrel sat on the floor and where the domestic architecture of a four-person party had been assembled from shared combat and shared beds and shared custody of a stolen satchel of Church documents was unchanged. We'd been gone for two weeks. The tavern didn't know we'd left.

Harren was the frontier's unofficial authority: the veteran adventurer whose level and experience and reputation made him the person the guild consulted when the guild's official protocols were insufficient, which was most of the time. He was sixty, scarred, built like a man who'd been fighting since before some of his scars had healed from the fights that produced the previous scars. He sat at our table without asking because Harren sat where Harren wanted and the wanting was never questioned.

"You need to know what happened while you were gone," he said.

He told us.

Callum had recruited. His party, which had been reduced to three after Dain's death and Lyssa's removal, was back to four. The new member was a Striker: level 50, fast, aggressive, an offensive class that compensated for the missing tank through sustained pressure rather than defensive holding. The Striker's name was Tavan Rennick. He was Church-appointed.

"Church-appointed," I said.

"The Church maintains a roster of high-level fighters available for reassignment to priority parties. The Hero program's roster. Rennick was pulled from a Church-sponsored expedition in the southern territories and reassigned to Callum's party by direct order of the regional chapter." Harren's voice was the flat, factual register of a man delivering intelligence rather than opinion. "The reassignment was filed the day after your Church hearing ended. The timing is not coincidental."

The secondary protocol. Elara's three words in cipher: INITIATE SECONDARY PROTOCOL. The legal attack had failed. The suspension petition had been denied. The Church's formal mechanism for stopping me had been parried by Vessa's legal work and Maeven's procedural fairness. So the Church had switched from trying to freeze me in place to trying to outrun me. Rebuild Callum's party. Give him a Church-sponsored fighter. Accelerate his clearing so the level gap would close before I could widen it.

The Striker was the opening move of the secondary protocol. Not the legal weapon Elara preferred. The blunt instrument she'd reached for when the legal weapon broke.

"Rennick is good," Harren said. The assessment was professional. Harren assessed fighters the way Sielle assessed threats: by capability, not by affiliation. "Level 50. Fast. Aggressive. His combat record in the southern expedition shows consistent performance against content five to eight levels above him. He's not a politician. He's a fighter who was reassigned because someone needed a fighter and the Church had one available."

"He's a weapon pointed at me."

"He's a weapon pointed at the rankings. The Church doesn't need to stop you. They need Callum to keep pace. If Callum's party clears at a rate that matches yours, the gap doesn't widen and the narrative stays manageable: two frontier parties, competing fairly, the Hero system working as intended." Harren leaned back. "The Church isn't trying to destroy you. They're trying to make you irrelevant by making Callum relevant again."

"They can't." Sielle's voice. Behind me. The Blade Saint's assessment, delivered in two words with the finality of a blade entering a gap.

Harren looked at her. The sixty-year veteran meeting the eyes (or the blindfold) of a woman who was 137 years dead and who outleveled everything on the frontier by thirty levels. "No," he agreed. "They can't. But they'll try. And trying means Rennick is out there, clearing with Callum, pushing his level, and the push is institutional rather than personal and institutional pushes have resources that personal pushes don't."

Callum with a Striker. Callum with Church resources. Callum with the institutional machinery that had protected him for two years and that was now accelerating him because the alternative (admitting that the Hero system had backed the wrong man) was unacceptable to the institution that had built the system.

"What else?" I said.

Harren's expression shifted. The factual register remained but the content changed. The next piece of intelligence was heavier than the Striker.

"A Crown Enforcer has been dispatched to Greyholt. Royal agent, sealed warrant. He's expected within the week."

The table went quiet. Crown Enforcer. Not Church. Crown. The escalation from religious institution to secular authority, from doctrinal investigation to royal intervention. The secondary protocol wasn't just rebuilding Callum's party. The secondary protocol was bringing the Crown's power to bear on the frontier.

"The warrant's contents are sealed," Harren said. "I don't know what it authorizes. I know the Enforcer's name: Aldric Vane. And I know his reputation. He's a problem solver. The Crown sends him when problems need to stop being problems. He doesn't care about doctrine or guild law or frontier charter. He cares about the warrant and the warrant's objectives and the objectives are whatever the Crown decided they should be."

A problem solver. Sent to make a problem stop being a problem. And the problem was me. The problem was a level 53 Summoner with a Mythic-rank skill that was tearing the Church's archive seal apart and a party of legendary women and a frontier that was learning to say his name louder than the institution's name.

"When?" I asked.

"Five to seven days. He's traveling from the capital. The warrant was filed through the judicial office four days ago. I have contacts who flagged it." Harren stood. The chair scraped. "You have a week. Use it. Whatever you're going to do, whatever evidence you're holding, whatever play you're planning — the Enforcer's arrival is the deadline. After he gets here, the rules change. Guild law won't protect you from a royal warrant. Frontier charter won't matter. The Crown outranks everything on the frontier except geography and God."

He left. The tavern's common room noise resumed around the silence he'd left at our table.



Vessa and Sorrel arrived that evening.

They'd ridden from Aldenmere, two days behind us, carrying the suspension response documentation (filed, accepted, moot since the petition had been denied) and the full decoded cipher archive that Sorrel had assembled during her weeks of invisible library work. They arrived at the Broken Oar at dusk — Vessa glowing faintly in the evening light, her Stellarine robes traded for travel clothes that didn't suppress the stellar luminance the way the formal robes did. Sorrel materialized beside Vessa in the stable yard without announcing her arrival because Sorrel never announced her arrival.

The reunion was quiet and warm. Vessa walked to me and put her arms around my neck and kissed me in front of the stable yard and the kiss was the Vessa kiss: open, unhesitating, the contact of a woman who did not hide what she felt and who considered concealment a waste of time she could spend touching me. The stellar glow brightened at the contact. It always did. The glow was a physiological response to emotional state and the emotional state at contact was not subtle.

"Level 53," she said against my mouth. "I leave you alone for two weeks and you pass the man who tried to kill you."

"Sielle helped."

"Sielle always helps. Sielle is the reason you can hold a sword. I'm the reason you still have a registration to swing it with." She kissed me again. The glow was visible from the street. She didn't care. Vessa didn't care about visibility because Vessa operated on the principle that anything worth doing was worth being seen doing. "The Valmere Accord argument held. Maeven cited it in the ruling. Article Seven, Section Three, word for word. I wrote the argument and the Inquisitor used my words and the words kept your registration alive and I want you to know that and I want you to thank me properly later."

"I'll thank you properly later."

"Good. I have specific requirements."

Sielle was at the tavern door. The not-quite-smile. The Blade Saint's version of amusement at Vessa's version of subtlety, which was no subtlety at all.

Sorrel was at the edge of the stable yard. Grey eyes. The Nightveil Mantle over her shoulders, cowl down, the horns resting against her dark hair. The compact body positioned at the perimeter, back to the wall, the professional distance that she maintained between herself and moments of intimacy that belonged to other people.

But the distance was smaller than it had been two weeks ago. The doorway she'd watched from in Greyholt had been ten feet from the bed. The stable yard's distance was fifteen feet from the kiss, but the fifteen feet was populated by forward motion: Sorrel had walked toward us, stopped, and the stop was closer than her stops had been before. The drift was incremental. The drift was real.

I looked at her over Vessa's shoulder. She met my eyes. The grey was steady. The expression was the Phantom expression: flat, professional, revealing nothing. But the revealing-nothing was itself a revelation because Sorrel's nothing had a quality now that it hadn't had in the first week. The nothing was warm. The nothing was the temperature of a woman who was standing closer than she needed to and who knew she was standing closer and who had not stepped back.

"Welcome back," I said.

"The cipher work is complete," she said. "Full decode. The Seneschal's operational correspondence for the past three years, including directives to Elara, payment authorizations for Callum's stipend fraud, and the original order that commissioned your death. The evidence is comprehensive."

Professional. Factual. The Phantom delivering intelligence.

"Also," she said. Quieter. The grey eyes still on mine. "I brought your coat from the inn room. You left it on the chair. I thought you might want it."

She held out the coat. The leather frontier coat that I'd been wearing since Greyholt. She'd noticed I'd left it. She'd carried it across two days of riding. She'd held onto it.

I took the coat. Our fingers didn't touch. The gap between her hand and mine was smaller than a coat's width now, closing degree by degree at its own speed. Rushing Sorrel was the surest way to make her disappear.

"Thank you," I said.

"You're welcome." She turned and walked into the tavern. The distance reasserted. The professional posture returned. But the coat was warm from her hands and the warmth was the data point and the data point said what her mouth wouldn't.



That night. The Broken Oar. The full party reunited for the first time in two weeks.

Sielle at the window, cleaning her blade. Vessa at the table, reorganizing the legal files into the post-ruling configuration. Sorrel in her corner, the satchel of evidence between her and the wall, her grey eyes open and watching.

Me, in the center, holding the threads.

Level 53. Rank one on the frontier board. The suspension denied. The cipher decoded. The Seneschal identified by title. The archive's nature — prison, not cemetery — known. The evidence comprehensive: correspondence, fraud, medical logs, the full architecture of an institutional conspiracy to murder a frontier Summoner because his skill was an earthquake.

And now: a Crown Enforcer, five to seven days out, carrying a sealed warrant that could override everything the frontier had built in my defense. A Striker in Callum's party, Church-appointed, accelerating his progression. The secondary protocol in motion.

The legal phase was over. The political phase was beginning. And the political phase brought the Crown, which was the highest authority in the registered kingdoms, which meant the next fight was not a dungeon and the next enemy was not a construct and the techniques I'd learned from Sielle — the burst channeling, the resonance strikes, the rhythm and the timing and the quarter-second windows — would not apply to a man with a sealed warrant and the authority of the throne.

Different fight. Different weapons. The evidence sitting in a satchel in a corner of a tavern room — assembled by Sorrel, prepared by Vessa — was the only weapon that mattered against a man with a sealed warrant.

Five days. Maybe seven. The Enforcer was coming. The frontier was the battlefield. The weapons were paper and reputation and the accumulated weight of a man who'd held an overflow line and killed a sanctioned duelist and passed the Hero on the rankings and who had, in a satchel in the corner, the receipts for every crime the institution had committed against him.

Sielle finished cleaning her blade. She sheathed it. The click.

"When the Enforcer arrives," she said, "we'll need to be ready. Not for combat. For the thing that comes before combat, which is the moment when the other side realizes that combat is what they'll get if the talking fails."

"We have the evidence."

"We have the evidence. The evidence is the sword. The deployment is the swing." She turned from the window. The blindfold faced the room. "Vessa swings first. The legal argument, the public disclosure, the political pressure. Sorrel provides the intelligence that guides the swing. I provide the guarantee that if the swing fails, the alternative is a Blade Saint and a Stellar Warden and a Phantom and a Summoner who has killed everything the frontier put in front of him for three months and who is not going to stop killing because a man with a warrant told him to."

"That's not a legal argument."

"No. It's the argument that comes after the legal argument fails. Every negotiation has two layers. The first layer is words. The second layer is what happens when the words run out." The not-quite-smile. "I specialize in the second layer."

The room settled. The plan was forming. Not a dungeon plan, not a clearing plan. A political plan, layered and complex, with Vessa's legal expertise at the front and Sorrel's intelligence at the middle and Sielle's blade at the back and me at the center, holding the threads, directing the operation the way I directed dungeon clears: read the room, find the openings, commit the strikes.

Vessa went to bed first. She climbed in beside me with the casual ownership that hadn't changed since the first night she'd declared herself mine. Her body was warm, the glow dimming to the resting luminance.

Sielle joined. The other side. Cool skin, disciplined breathing, the sword within reach.

I lay between them. The geometry of shared sleep that had become home.

In the corner, Sorrel sat with the satchel. Her eyes were open. Her breathing was the Phantom's shallow rhythm. She was watching the bed. She was watching the three of us. The distance between her corner and the bed was eight feet.

It had been ten, two weeks ago.

The distance was closing. The closing was hers. The space was open.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 53] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81)]

Five days until the Enforcer's hearing. I turned over the warrant's language in my head while Sielle's breathing slowed beside me and Vessa's glow dimmed and Sorrel sat in her corner with her back to the wall and the satchel beside her and eight feet of air between us. The hearing would come. The evidence would answer it. And between now and then, there were dungeons to clear and levels to gain and a five-person party to break in.




Chapter 10: Deeper

The Shattered Maw was a level 58-62 dungeon built into a cliff face overlooking the eastern river, and it was the hardest content I'd attempted with the full four-person party.

Not the hardest content I'd fought. That was the Greymarch Hollow with Sielle, level 58-62, two-person. But two-person clears with a Blade Saint were a different discipline. The Blade Saint did most of the killing and the student did most of the learning. A four-person clear was a machine with four components and the machine's efficiency depended on each component operating at maximum output.

The Shattered Maw's entrance was a crack in the cliff. Narrow enough that we entered single file: Sorrel first, the Nightveil Mantle's cowl up, the horns silhouetted against the entrance light for one second before she went invisible and the silhouette dissolved. Then me, then Sielle, then Vessa at the rear. The crack opened into a cavern system that the system had colonized with crystallized stone formations and spawns that used the formations as ambush cover.

"Twelve contacts on the first chamber," Sorrel's voice said from nowhere. She was invisible, thirty meters ahead, mapping the room we hadn't entered yet. "Stone sentries. Level 59. Positioned in pairs behind the pillar formations. The pairs are spaced to create overlapping coverage. If you engage one pair, the adjacent pair can strike your flank within two seconds."

"Weakness?" I asked.

"The sentries are anchored. Their feet are fused to the stone floor. They can't pursue. They have a ten-foot engagement radius. If you stay outside the radius, they can't touch you. If you enter the radius, you're in range of the adjacent pair."

"So we pull them one pair at a time from outside their radius."

"You could. It would take forty minutes. Or—" A pause. The Phantom's pause: the silence of a person calculating how much to reveal about what she was capable of. "I can remove four of them before they know I'm there. That leaves eight. Four pairs with no flank coverage because the anchored sentries I removed were the flank pairs. You engage the remaining four pairs sequentially with no risk of being flanked."

"Do it."

Sorrel did it.

The four sentries died without sound. I didn't see the kills. Nobody saw the kills. That was the Phantom's art: Sorrel existed in the space between visible events. The sentries were alive and then they weren't and the transition happened in a place that my senses couldn't access. No mana displacement. No sound. No visual disturbance. Four level 59 constructs, destroyed from true invisibility by a woman whose class was designed for exactly this kind of work and whose sixty years of intelligence-operative experience had refined the class's capabilities into something that the system's designers probably hadn't anticipated.

Eight sentries remained. Four pairs, no flank coverage. I engaged the first pair with Sielle while Vessa's stellar barriers contained the engagement zone and prevented the adjacent pair from entering. The burst channeling technique cut through the stone sentries' crystallized bodies in three hits each. The pairs fell in sequence: first, second, third, fourth. Clean. Efficient. The room cleared in four minutes.

"That would have taken a standard party twenty minutes with casualties," Sielle said. She was assessing the clear time with the professional evaluation she brought to every engagement. "Sorrel's pre-engagement removal changed the encounter from a survival problem to a sequence problem. The sequence is solvable. The survival problem wasn't. Not without a dedicated tank."

We didn't have a tank. We had a Phantom who made tanking unnecessary by killing the things that would have required tanking.



The second floor introduced a mechanic I hadn't encountered: regenerating enemies.

Stone weavers. Level 60. Constructs that repaired themselves using the ambient mana in the dungeon's crystallized formations. When I cut one, the wound sealed within seconds, the crystallized stone flowing like liquid to fill the gap. The channeled burst cracked the crystal but the crack healed before I could exploit it.

"The regeneration draws from the formations," Sorrel said. She was visible now, standing beside a pillar, her grey eyes tracking the mana flow that animated the weavers. "The pillars are connected to the weavers through mana channels in the floor. The channels are the supply line. Cut the channels, cut the regeneration."

I looked at the floor. The mana channels were visible if you knew what to look for: faint lines of light running through the stone, connecting the pillar formations to the weavers' positions. The lines pulsed in rhythm with the weavers' movement.

"I can see them."

"Can you cut them?"

The mana-conductive blade hummed in my hand. The channeling technique had been developed for striking enemies. But the blade's conductivity worked on any mana-bearing material. Including the floor.

I drove the blade into the stone at the nearest channel line. The burst channeling pulsed through the blade and into the floor and the mana channel severed. The weaver connected to that channel staggered. Its regeneration stuttered. The crystallized wound I'd inflicted thirty seconds ago reopened and stayed open.

"The channel's cut," I said. "The regeneration is offline."

"Kill it before the channel reroutes. The dungeon will repair the connection in approximately fifteen seconds."

Fifteen seconds. I engaged the crippled weaver. Without regeneration, the crystal body was durable but not immortal. Three burst strikes cracked the structure. The fourth shattered the core. Dead in eight seconds, seven seconds to spare.

"The sequence," Sielle said, watching. "Cut channel, engage, kill. Repeat for each weaver. The fifteen-second window is generous at your current speed."

"It won't be generous on the boss floor."

"No. It won't."

We cleared the second floor in thirty-five minutes. Sixteen weavers, sixteen channel cuts, sixteen kills within the fifteen-second window. By the tenth weaver, the sequence was automatic: blade into the floor, burst to sever, sprint to the staggered target, three-strike kill. By the sixteenth, I was completing the sequence in six seconds.

Vessa handled the two weavers that spawned behind us. Her stellar channeling didn't cut channels. It burned them. The pillar formations near her impact points melted into slag, the mana channels destroyed permanently rather than severed temporarily. Vessa's approach was less surgical than mine and more decisive.

"I don't have fifteen-second windows," she said, the golden starfire fading from her hands. "I have solutions."



The third floor was Sorrel's floor.

The spawns were shadow stalkers. Level 61. Fast, agile, semi-visible. They existed at the edge of perception, shapes in peripheral vision, resolving into attacks when you turned to face them. The stalkers phased between corporeal and incorporeal on a cycle that was faster than the crystal sentinels' quarter-second window.

For most parties, shadow stalkers were a nightmare. For a party with a Phantom, shadow stalkers were prey.

"They phase on a three-second cycle," Sorrel said. She was invisible, but I could hear her voice moving through the chamber as she tracked the stalkers' patterns. "Corporeal for one second, incorporeal for two. During the corporeal phase, they're vulnerable. During the incorporeal phase, they can attack but can't be hit. The timing is strict."

"One second is tight."

"One second is sufficient if you know when the phase starts. The tell is a sound. A low harmonic, sub-audible for most people. I can hear it. I'll call the windows."

She called the windows. "Now." And I struck. "Now." And Sielle struck. "Now." And Vessa's starfire hit the corporeal form and the stalker dissolved. Sorrel's audio tracking turned an unpredictable enemy into a timed exercise. The shadow stalkers fell one by one, each kill precision-timed to the one-second corporeal window that Sorrel's Phantom senses identified and relayed.

Between the calls, Sorrel killed her own targets. The ones that strayed from the main group, the ones that tried to flank, the ones that thought incorporeality made them safe from a woman who operated in the same perceptual space they did. The Phantom class wasn't just invisibility. It was existence in the space between visible things. Sorrel could perceive the shadow stalkers during their incorporeal phase because she occupied the same dimensional register. She killed three stalkers that the rest of us never saw.

"How many was that?" I asked, after the floor was cleared.

"Twenty-two," Sorrel said. She was visible again, standing at the stairwell. "I killed five. You killed nine. Sielle killed six. Vessa killed two."

"I killed nine level 61 enemies."

"In one-second windows. With burst channeling. While receiving audio targeting from an invisible intelligence operative who was simultaneously eliminating flankers in a perceptual space you can't access." The grey eyes met mine. The flatness was present but the thing behind the flatness was warm. "You're improving."

"That's what Sielle says."

"Sielle is correct. Sielle is usually correct. It's irritating."

From behind us, the sound of a blade being cleaned. The cloth on steel. Sielle's voice, level, dry: "I heard that."

"I intended you to."



The boss was on the fifth floor. Stone King. Level 62. A construct carved from the cliff face itself, twenty-five feet tall, its body integrated into the chamber walls so that the dungeon's entire mana infrastructure powered it directly. The regeneration was continuous, the ambient mana supply effectively infinite, and the standard approach (cut the channels, kill within the window) was impossible because the boss was the channel.

"Ideas?" I said.

"The core," Sorrel said. She'd scouted the boss chamber from invisibility and returned with the layout. "The construct is powered by the cliff's mana infrastructure but the core is localized in its chest, same as the sentries and weavers. The difference is that the core is buried under eight feet of solid stone and crystallized mana. You can't reach it from outside."

"From inside?"

"There's a mouth." A pause. "The construct has a mouth. A cavity in the head that opens during its attack cycle — a sonic attack, channeling the cliff's mana through the throat and projects it as a concussive wave. During the sonic attack, the throat is open, and the cavity leads from the mouth through the throat to the chest. To the core."

"You want me to go inside it."

"I want you to put your blade inside it. Through the mouth. Down the throat. Into the core. The burst channeling at that range, with the blade's conductive edge in direct contact with the core, should be sufficient to overload the core and shut the construct down."

I looked at Sielle. The blindfold faced me. The micro-adjustment.

"The sonic attack," she said. "How long is the mouth open?"

"Three seconds. The sonic charge requires three seconds to build and the mouth stays open during the charge."

"Three seconds to enter the mouth, traverse the throat, and reach the core." Sielle's head tilted. "The throat is how wide?"

"Approximately four feet."

"And the sonic charge is building during the three seconds. The charge will hit Reed if he's in the throat when it fires."

"Reed will need to be past the throat and at the core before the charge fires. Two seconds to traverse. One second to strike. Total window: three seconds."

"That's possible," I said. "If I'm in position before the mouth opens."

"I'll position you," Sielle said. The finality. The blade drawn. "When the construct opens for the sonic attack, I'll launch you. You go in, you strike, you come out."

"Launch me."

"Blade Saint technique. Momentum transfer. I hit you with the flat of the blade at the right angle and the force propels you into the mouth at a speed that covers the throat distance in under two seconds."

"You want to hit me with your sword."

"With the flat. Precisely. At the moment the mouth opens." The not-quite-smile. "Trust me."



The Stone King activated.

The chamber shook. The cliff's mana infrastructure surged through the construct, the twenty-five-foot body pulling itself from the walls with a grinding roar that was less sound than geological event. The arms were columns of stone. The fists were boulders. The first swing cracked the chamber floor and sent shrapnel flying.

Vessa's barriers absorbed the shrapnel. Sielle engaged the construct's arms, drawing its attention, her blade flaring white-gold as she cut chunks from the stone that regenerated as fast as she removed them. The cliff's infinite mana supply made the construct functionally unkillable through external damage.

The mouth.

The Stone King reared back. The jaw opened. The cavity gaped — a four-foot-wide passage leading into darkness. The mana in the walls began flowing toward the throat as the sonic charge built. The sound was a rising harmonic that I could feel in my bones.

"Now," Sielle said.

I was in front of her. She hit me with the flat of her blade. The momentum transfer was a Blade Saint technique I'd never experienced from the receiving end: the force was enormous, precisely directed, and launched me off the ground and into the Stone King's open mouth like a projectile.

The throat. Dark, narrow, the walls pulsing with mana that was building toward the sonic discharge. I could feel the charge accumulating — the air pressure increasing, the mana density spiking, the harmonic rising toward the frequency that would blast everything in front of the mouth into rubble.

Two seconds.

I ran down the throat. The mana-conductive blade in my hand, the channeling active, the internal mana routed through the edge in a continuous stream because this wasn't a burst — this was everything, the full reservoir, the channeling maxed, the blade blazing with blue-white light in the construct's gullet.

One second.

The core. A sphere of compressed mana the size of a human head, pulsing at the center of the construct's chest cavity. The sphere was bright. The sphere was the Stone King's heart. The sphere was the thing that connected the construct to the cliff's infinite mana supply and that made it unkillable from outside.

From inside was different.

I drove the blade into the core. The channeled mana — my full reservoir, routed through the conductive edge, concentrated at the point of contact — met the core's compressed energy. The collision was immediate. The core's outer shell cracked. My mana poured through the cracks and into the core's interior and the interior destabilized and the destabilization cascaded and the Stone King's entire mana infrastructure reversed — instead of powering the construct, the cliff's energy fed the overload, the infinite supply becoming an infinite problem.

The Stone King exploded.

Sielle caught me. The blast launched me out of the mouth and she was there, positioned where the exit trajectory would deliver me, and her arms caught my body at a speed that should have broken bones but didn't because a Blade Saint's physical stats at level 78 could absorb the impact of a launched Summoner without difficulty.

"Caught," she said. Holding me. The construct's remains were raining down around us — stone debris, crystallized mana fragments, the dust of a level 62 boss that had been unkillable from the outside and that I'd killed from the inside.

I checked the experience bar. It had moved. Not far. From thirty-one percent to thirty-eight percent. Seven percent from a level 62 boss kill. The diminishing returns were real. At level 53, fighting level 62 content, the experience scaling was compressing. The gap between levels was widening. The system demanded more for each increment and the demand was exponential.

"Seven percent," I said.

Sielle set me on my feet. Vessa lowered the barriers. Sorrel materialized beside the loot chest.

"Seven percent from a level 62 boss," Sielle said. The assessment. "At this rate, you'd need fourteen more boss kills at this tier to level. The diminishing returns are the system's progression wall. The wall gets higher at every level."

"The wall is designed for standard parties operating at standard efficiency," Sorrel said. She was examining the loot chest. "Standard parties don't have a Phantom pre-clearing rooms or a Blade Saint launching their Summoner down a construct's throat. The wall assumes you're fighting at the content's intended pace. We're not."

"We're still hitting the wall."

"We're hitting it slower. The difference between standard parties and us is the difference between walking into the wall and running into it. Both stop. We stop later." She opened the loot chest. "The solution isn't harder content. The solution is more party members. The experience split formula benefits from larger parties in higher-tier content because the split bonus scales with party diversity. A five-person party with a healer class would change the formula."

The fourth pull. The mana reservoir had been full for three days. Not just full. Pressured. The fullness had a quality that I recognized from the buildup before Sielle's pull, before Vessa's, before Sorrel's. A density in my chest, behind the sternum, where the skill's mana reserve sat. The density was the skill deciding that the reservoir had been full long enough and that the energy needed to go somewhere and that the somewhere was deeper than the surface pull's general loot pool.

The pull was coming. I could feel it the way I felt a dungeon boss's attack pattern: not through explicit knowledge but through the accumulated instinct of a body that had experienced the pattern three times before and that recognized the rhythm. The reservoir would build. The pressure would increase. And at some point — tonight, tomorrow, the day after — the skill would reach without asking and the drain would come and the circle would light up and someone would appear, bleeding, dying, pulled from the worst moment of their life by a skill that the Church wanted dead and the Crown wanted controlled and the system wanted active.

"The pull is coming," I said.

Sielle looked at me. The blindfold, the micro-adjustment. She'd held me through two pulls. She knew what was coming.

"How soon?"

"Days. Maybe less. The pressure is building."

"Then we prepare. Healing supplies, containment space, security perimeter." She sheathed her blade. "The last three pulls produced a Blade Saint, a Stellar Warden, and a Phantom. Whatever comes next, we'll be ready."

Vessa's glow brightened. The excitement she didn't hide. "Another woman. Another legendary."

"We don't know that," I said.

"We know the pattern. The skill reaches into the sealed archives and pulls the strongest, the most wronged, the most useful. It pulled a warrior, a stateswoman, and a spy. The party needs a healer." She looked at me. The blue eyes with silver flecks, the warmth, the certainty. "The skill knows what we need. The skill has always known."

Sorrel was quiet. The grey eyes watching. The Phantom who'd been pulled from the archives three weeks ago, who'd been dead for sixty years, who was standing in a dungeon with three people who'd become her party and one man who was becoming something else. She said nothing about the pull. She said nothing about the pattern. She looked at the loot chest and inventoried the drops and the silence was the Sorrel silence that said more than words because the silence was the sound of a woman who'd been alone for sixty years in the dark considering the possibility that the dark was about to get less empty by one more person.

We cleared the loot. We left the Shattered Maw. The cliff face was cold in the evening air. The frontier stretched below us. Greyholt was visible in the distance — lights, smoke, the guild hall where the ranking board showed my name at the top.

The Crown Enforcer was two days away. The mana reservoir was full and building, the pressure behind my sternum growing with each hour the skill decided not to reach.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 53]

The experience bar sat at thirty-eight percent. Somewhere in Greyholt, Lyssa Thane was selling information about me to anyone who'd pay. The pull would come when the skill decided. The Enforcer would come when the road delivered him. I couldn't control either timeline, so I cleaned the mana-conductive blade and ate camp rations and went to sleep with Sielle's cool shoulder against mine and the frontier dark around us and the pressure building.




Chapter 11: The Fourth Pull

The pull came at 3 AM on the night before the Crown Enforcer arrived in Greyholt.

I was asleep. Sielle on my left, her breathing measured, the blindfold in place. Vessa on my right, her glow at the resting luminance that turned the sheets faintly gold. Sorrel in her corner, eight feet from the bed, the satchel of evidence beside her.

The skill didn't ask. The skill never asked. The mana reservoir had been pressured for four days, the density building behind my sternum like air in a sealed container, and at 3 AM the container decided it was done being sealed and the skill reached.

The drain hit.

I jerked awake. The sound I made was not a word. The sound was the noise a body makes when its entire mana supply is ripped out through the chest in a single convulsive rush. Every drop. Every particle. The reservoir emptied in a duration that my brain couldn't measure because my brain was busy with the pain, which was a white-hot compression that started in my sternum and radiated outward through my channels and my bones and my skin and my awareness until the pain was everything and I was on the bed screaming.

Sielle was there. Instantaneous. The transition from sleep to combat response happening in the space between one heartbeat and the next. She had my shoulders. She had my body. She was holding me upright while the drain continued and the mana poured out of me into a summoning circle that was blazing on the floor of the Broken Oar's bedroom.

The circle. Blue-white, twelve feet in diameter, the runes burning with the intensity of a deep pull that was reaching further than any of the previous three. The light was blinding. The light filled the room. The light made Vessa's stellar glow look like a candle beside a furnace.

"Hold him," Sielle said. Her arms were locked around my torso from behind, her body braced against the bed frame, the Blade Saint's physical strength anchoring me against the pull's convulsions. "Vessa. Mana feed. Now."

Vessa's hands on my chest. Her stellar channeling activated. Golden light flowed from her palms into my body, a mana transfusion that poured energy into the vacuum the drain was creating. The transfusion didn't fill the reservoir. The skill was pulling faster than Vessa could feed. But the transfusion kept me alive. Without it, the drain would have taken everything the mana was connected to: the mana, then the vitality behind the mana, then the consciousness behind the vitality.

"Sorrel," Sielle said. "Perimeter."

Sorrel was already gone. The corner was empty. The Phantom had vanished the instant the circle ignited, the combat protocol automatic: secure the area, ensure no threats approach during the pull's vulnerability window. I couldn't see her. I couldn't see anything except the circle's light and the pain and the reaching.

The reaching.

I could feel it. The skill extending beyond the reservoir, beyond the general loot pool, beyond the surface layer where items and gear and consumables lived. Down. Through the system's infrastructure. Into the sealed archives where the Church kept the dead locked in conscious darkness. The reaching was violent. The reaching was the skill forcing open a door that had been forced open three times before and that was weaker each time and that this time gave with a resistance that was measurably less than the third pull, which confirmed what the decoded cipher had said: each pull damaged the seal. The seal was eroding. The door was becoming easier to open because the door was becoming less of a door.

The skill found what it was looking for.

The sensation was the same as the three previous pulls: a lock engaging, a connection establishing, a soul being gripped by the skill's Mythic-rank reach and torn from the sealed records. The archives didn't release the dead willingly. The archives fought. The system fought back. Mythic rank broke the Church's seal, and the seal — the only barrier between the dead and the living — was weaker each time.

The circle's intensity peaked. The runes flared. The blue-white light turned solid, a column of energy that connected the floor to the ceiling. Then the column compressed, contracted, and deposited a body on the stone floor of the bedroom.

A woman.

She was on her side. The position was the position of a person who'd been struck down while standing. Her body was tall, willowy, with fair skin, a warm undertone, and dark hair that was straight and fine and shoulder-length and matted with blood. She was wearing robes that might have been white before the blood soaked them. The robes were healer's vestments. Formal. Ceremonial. The kind of robes worn during official proceedings, not during combat.

She'd been killed during an official proceeding. The wounds confirmed it.

Two wounds. The first was a blade cut across her chest, diagonal, deep enough to expose bone. The cut had been delivered by a weapon designed for execution rather than combat: clean, heavy, a headsman's stroke. The second wound was to her throat. Not a cut. A thrust. The blade had entered from the front and exited through the side of her neck. The thrust had been the killing blow. The chest wound had been the incapacitation. The sequence was formal execution procedure: disable, then kill.

She was dying. The blood loss was massive. The throat wound was pumping arterial spray across the floor of my bedroom in rhythmic pulses that weakened with each beat.

I was already moving. The pull's aftermath was the same as always: empty, drained, barely conscious, my body operating on the fumes of Vessa's mana transfusion. But the fumes were enough. The fumes had to be enough because the woman on the floor was dying and the dying was happening fast.

Healing potions. I had three. Rare quality, the best I'd been able to pull or purchase. I dropped to my knees beside her. The first potion went directly into the throat wound. The liquid was warm, amber, and it reacted on contact with the severed tissue: the wound's edges began closing, the arterial bleed slowing. The second potion went onto the chest wound. The bone exposure sealed as the potion absorbed. The third potion I opened and tilted against her lips. She was unconscious. The liquid ran into her mouth and some of it went down and some of it ran down her chin and the some that went down was enough.

The dying slowed. The blood flow stopped. The wounds sealed to the point of stability: not healed, but no longer fatal. She'd live if she received sustained care in the next hour. She'd live if someone who knew healing put their hands on her and kept them there.

The irony was not subtle. The woman the skill had pulled was a healer. The woman I needed to save her was the woman herself.

She opened her eyes.

Large. Brown. Gentle even through the pain and the blood loss and the disorientation of waking up in a strange room sixty years after dying. The eyes found the ceiling first. Then the walls. Then me, kneeling beside her with empty potion vials and blood on my hands and the mana reservoir at zero and the summoning circle's light fading around us.

"Where," she said. The word was a rasp. The throat wound had been sealed but the tissue was raw. Speaking hurt.

"Greyholt. The frontier. You're safe."

"I was—" She tried to move. The chest wound protested. She stopped. Her hand went to her throat, touching the sealed wound, the fingers finding the scar tissue where a blade had been thirty seconds ago from her perspective and sixty years ago from the world's. "I was healing someone. Tomren. The prisoner. My hands were on his chest and the guards came and I didn't stop. I wouldn't stop. He was dying and I wouldn't stop and they—"

Her hand tightened on her throat. The memory arriving.

"They killed you," I said. "You're not dead now. I brought you back."

She looked at me. The brown eyes were large and wet and the pain in them was not physical. The pain was the pain of a woman who'd been cut down while her hands were glowing with a healing skill and who was now lying on a floor in a place she didn't recognize with a man she'd never met telling her she'd been dead and wasn't anymore.

"How long?" she asked. The same question Sielle had asked. The same question Vessa had asked. The same question Sorrel had asked. The question that every recalled asked because the question was the hinge between the life they'd known and the life they were entering.

"Approximately sixty years."

The eyes closed. The processing began. I'd watched three women process this information and each one had done it differently: Sielle with discipline, closing the channels and going still. Vessa with directness, the grief immediate and visible. Sorrel with stillness, the Phantom going completely immobile while the calculations ran.

Ashlynn processed with tears.

They came silently. No sound, no sobbing, no dramatic breakdown. Just tears running from closed eyes down pale cheeks, tracking through the blood that was still drying on her skin. The tears were the processing. The tears were a healer's response to a wound that couldn't be healed: the wound of sixty years gone, of a patient she'd died protecting who was now sixty years dead himself, of a world that had continued without her.

I waited. Sielle was behind me, watching from the bed. Vessa was beside me, her stellar glow providing steady light. Sorrel was nowhere visible, which meant she was everywhere.

Ashlynn opened her eyes. The tears continued. The eyes were wet and warm and the warmth was not diminished by the crying. She looked at me with the focus of a person who'd finished the first stage of processing and was beginning the second: assessment.

"You brought me back," she said. "Your skill."

"Random Summon. Mythic rank. It reaches into the sealed archives and pulls souls."

"The sealed archives." A flicker in the warm eyes. Recognition. "I know the archives. I was a Sanctuary Warden. Level 74. I served the Aelric Prefecture. The Prefecture maintained a liaison with the Church's archive division. I know what the sealed records are." She paused. The processing continuing behind the conversation. "The archives hold the dead. The Church controls access. No one can enter without Church authorization."

"My skill enters without authorization. The Church isn't happy about it."

"No. They wouldn't be." She tried to sit up. The chest wound protested again. She placed her own hand on the wound and a warm golden light emanated from her palm. Healing. She was healing herself, the Sanctuary Warden's skill activating on instinct, the healer healing the healer. The light was different from Vessa's stellar channeling: warm, organic, the color of afternoon sunlight rather than starfire. The wound's edges smoothed. The pain in her face eased.

"You're a Sanctuary Warden," Sielle said from the bed. The Blade Saint's assessment: clinical, immediate, categorizing the new arrival by class and capability. "Healing zones. Accelerated recovery. Hostile effect suppression."

"Yes." Ashlynn looked at Sielle. At the blindfold. At the pale blue hair and the red dress and the blade within reach. "You're a Blade Saint. Dawn Reach, based on the pin-focuses."

"137 years. The Pale Gate."

"I know the Pale Gate." The tears were slowing. The assessment was accelerating. The healer's mind, trained in crisis response, prioritizing information gathering over emotional processing because crisis was what she knew and this was a crisis with unfamiliar parameters. "You were the last defender. The reinforcements never came. The Church documented it as an operational loss."

"They documented my death. They archived my soul. This man pulled me from the archive three months ago." Sielle's voice was level. The information delivered as fact. "He'll tell you the rest. The short version: the Church controls the archives. His skill breaks the archives. The Church wants him dead. We're the women the skill pulled from the dead to stand with him."

Ashlynn looked at Vessa. At the glow, the blonde hair, the blue eyes with silver flecks. "Stellar Warden. Stellarine Circle."

"104 years," Vessa said. The warmth in her voice was present despite the situation. "Assassinated by a trusted council member. Needle poison in the back." She touched Ashlynn's shoulder. The contact was Vessa's instinct: touch the person, connect physically, establish the link. "Welcome to the party. You're the fourth. The food is good, the company is complicated, and the man who pulled you is worth every complication."

Ashlynn looked at me. The brown eyes, still wet, still warm. The healer's assessment running beneath the emotional processing: reading my posture, my injuries, the blood on my hands (hers), the empty mana reservoir that she could probably perceive through her class sensitivity, the bone-deep exhaustion of a man who'd just had his mana ripped from his body for the fourth time.

"You're hurt," she said.

"I'm drained. The pull costs everything."

"Not the drain. Your body." Her hand reached toward me. Stopped. The healer's instinct checking against the social context: she didn't know me, she'd been alive for three minutes, the touch required permission. "May I?"

"Yes."

She placed her hand on my forearm. The golden light activated. Not healing. Reading. The Sanctuary Warden's diagnostic touch — an injury assessment that read the body's history through contact. Her hand was warm, the skin soft, the long fingers gentle on my arm. The light flowed through the contact and into my body and I felt it: a scanning sensation, subtle, moving through my muscles and bones and channels, reading the accumulated history of my physical existence.

Her face changed.

The warmth didn't leave. The tears had stopped. But the expression shifted from assessment to something harder, something that lived beneath the gentleness and that the gentleness normally covered: anger. Quiet anger. The anger of a healer who was reading a body and finding in the body the record of sustained, systematic abuse.

"Micro-fractures in both wrists. Healed, but the stress patterns indicate repetitive impact trauma, not training." Her voice was soft but the softness was steel wrapped in cloth. "Mana channel scarring in your thoracic meridians. The scarring is from deep pull drain, but it's overlaid on older damage. The older damage is from sustained physical assault. Someone hit you. Repeatedly. Over a long period. The bones healed but the bones remember."

"Two years," I said. "His name was Callum. He beat me for two years."

"The ribs." Her hand moved to my torso. The golden light deepened. "The fourth and fifth ribs, left side, show bilateral fracture patterns that were healed by a professional but not fully resolved. The healing was competent but the healer left micro-stress points. Intentional or negligent. The stress points mean the ribs are weaker than they should be. They'll re-fracture under sufficient impact."

"Lyssa. The healer who patched me and documented the abuse and never spoke up."

"She left weakness in the healing." The brown eyes were on mine and the warmth was present and the anger was present and the two coexisted and the Lyssa comparison landed hard: two healers reading the same body, one documenting the damage and preserving it, the other diagnosing the damage and reaching for the fix. Ashlynn was diagnosing and the diagnosis was producing a visible, immediate determination to act. "I can fix the stress points. I can correct the rib weakness. I can address the micro-fractures in your wrists and the channel scarring that the deep pulls have produced. The body remembers what was done to it. I can teach it to forget."

"Not tonight," Sielle said. The Blade Saint's intervention: practical, protective, the awareness that Reed's body had just been drained to zero and the healer had just been pulled from the archives with execution wounds and neither party was in condition for sustained healing work. "Tonight you rest. Both of you. The healing can begin tomorrow."

Ashlynn's hand left my arm. The golden light faded. She looked at the room: the bed, the women, the Phantom's empty corner, the fading summoning circle, the blood on the floor that was hers.

"Sixty years," she said. Quiet. The tears were gone but the weight of the number was in her voice. "I was healing Tomren. The prisoner. He'd been starving for weeks and his organs were failing and I was the only healer in the Prefecture who would treat a political prisoner because the others had been ordered not to and I refused the order. I refused it because he was dying and healers stop dying. That's what we're built for." She looked at her hands. The long fingers, the fair skin, the faint golden light that pulsed at the tips. "The guards came while my hands were on his chest. I saw the sword. I didn't move. I could have moved. I could have stopped healing and run and they might not have caught me. I didn't move because moving meant Tomren died and I had decided that Tomren was not going to die. So I stayed. And the sword found my chest. And then my throat. And then I was in the dark for sixty years."

She looked up at me. The brown eyes, warm, wet, steady.

"You pulled me from the dark."

"The skill pulled you. I held on."

"Then the skill has good judgment." She tried to smile. The smile was fragile, the expression of a person who was attempting normalcy while sitting on a blood-soaked floor in a strange room sixty years after dying. The smile didn't quite land. It landed enough. "I'm Ashlynn. Sanctuary Warden. I heal things. Apparently I also die for things but I'd rather focus on the healing."

"Reed Altius. Summoner. I pull things from the dark and try to keep them alive."

"You're doing well so far." She looked at the sealed wounds on her chest and throat. "The potions were well-chosen. The application was correct. You've done this before."

"Three times."

"Three times." She looked at Sielle, Vessa, the empty corner. "Three women. Pulled from the archives. All alive."

"All alive. All staying."

"Staying." She said the word the way Sielle had said it in the Greymaw, the way Vessa had said it in the starlight, the way Sorrel had said it with her silence and her presence and her eight feet of closing distance. The word that meant more than staying. The word that meant choosing.

"Then I'm staying too," she said. "The dark was sixty years. That's enough dark. Whatever you need, whatever comes next, I'm here. I'm a healer. I'll heal. That's what I do. That's what I was doing when they killed me and that's what I'll do now that you've brought me back."

She placed her hand on the floor. The golden light pulsed. The blood on the stone began dissolving, the Sanctuary Warden's healing extending beyond bodies to environments, the zone of her skill cleaning the space around her because a healer healed what needed healing and the floor needed healing and the room needed healing and the party needed a healer and the system had known and the system had reached and the system had pulled the right woman from the dark at the right moment.

The Crown Enforcer was one day away. The system had given me a healer the night before the political threat arrived. Coincidence wasn't a thing the system did. The system had evaluated the approaching threat and armed me with the thing the party needed to survive what came next: a woman who could keep everyone alive while everything tried to kill them.

Four women now. Blade, flame, shadow, sanctuary. And the mirror at the center, holding them all.

I helped Ashlynn to the bed. Sielle made room. Vessa made room. The tall, willowy healer lay between the Blade Saint and the Stellar Warden and the bed was too small for four people and the too-small was the same problem we'd been solving since the beginning: bodies together, limbs overlapping, the geometry of shared rest reducing separate people to a single warm shape.

In the corner, Sorrel materialized. Silent. The grey eyes found Ashlynn's brown eyes across the room. The Phantom assessed the Sanctuary Warden. The Sanctuary Warden assessed the Phantom. Two women who'd been dead for decades, meeting for the first time, reading each other with the tools their classes had given them: invisibility and healing, silence and warmth.

Sorrel nodded once. The Phantom's acknowledgment. Welcome. Assessment. Reserved judgment.

Ashlynn nodded back. The healer's acknowledgment. Warmth. Openness. Patience.

Eight feet between the corner and the bed. One more person in the bed. The arithmetic was changing.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 53] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81), Ashlynn (Sanctuary Warden, Lv. 74)]

Five of us now. Four women, one man. The ranking board in the guild hall said I was level 53, rank one on the frontier. The Crown Enforcer said I was a problem that needed to stop being a problem. The Church said I was an earthquake.

The earthquake had just gotten a healer. The healer had been dead for sixty years and the first thing she'd done upon waking was read two years of abuse from my bones and get angry about it.

The Enforcer arrived tomorrow. We'd be ready.




Chapter 12: Hands

Ashlynn's hands were on my chest at dawn.

The healing session had been her idea, presented with the quiet insistence of a woman who had woken up from sixty years of death and decided that the first thing she was going to do with her second life was fix the man who'd given it to her. She'd slept four hours. She'd eaten everything we'd put in front of her. Vessa had raided the tavern kitchen at 5 AM and produced a breakfast that could feed a party of eight, and Ashlynn had consumed approximately half of it with the focused efficiency of a recalled woman making up for decades of not eating. Sielle had watched with the recognition of a person who remembered her own first meals after the archive.

Then Ashlynn had turned to me and said: "Take your shirt off. I'm going to fix what she broke."

She. Lyssa. The healer who'd left stress points in my ribs and micro-fractures in my wrists and who'd documented every injury with clinical precision and healed every injury with intentional imperfection. The last night's diagnostic touch had found what Lyssa had left behind. This morning's session was about removing it.

I sat on the edge of the bed. Shirt off. The scars from three months of dungeon clearing were visible: cuts, burns, impact marks. The accumulated record of a body that had been fighting above its level since Sielle had first put a practice sword in my hand. The scars were mine. The damage beneath the scars was Lyssa's.

Ashlynn sat beside me. Close. Her execution wounds had healed overnight. The Sanctuary Warden's passive regeneration had closed the chest cut and throat wound to thin silver scars that would fade over the coming weeks. She was wearing a shirt Vessa had lent her, loose on her tall frame, the collar wide enough to show her collarbones and the pale skin beneath. Her dark hair was clean. She'd washed it at the basin — and fell in waves to her shoulders. The brown eyes were red-rimmed from the tears she'd cried in the night but the eyes themselves were steady. The gentleness was present. The steel was present beneath it.

She placed both hands flat on my chest. The golden light activated.

The light was different from the diagnostic touch she'd used the previous night. The diagnostic had been a scan: surface-level, mapping, reading the data. This was deeper. The golden warmth entered my body through the contact points and flowed inward, following the mana channels, tracing the pathways that connected my chest to my shoulders to my arms to my wrists. The warmth was not just thermal. The warmth was a presence. Ashlynn's healing skill moving through my body with the thoroughness of a person who knew exactly what she was looking for and who was not going to stop until she found it.

"The ribs first," she said. Her voice was quiet. Focused. The healer's voice, the register that occupied the space between clinical and intimate. "Fourth and fifth ribs, left side. The stress points are here." Her fingers shifted on my chest, the right hand moving to my left side, the palm resting over the rib cage. The golden light concentrated at the contact point. "The original fractures were bilateral. The healing was competent in the primary closure but the secondary reinforcement was incomplete. The bone density at the fracture sites is approximately fifteen percent below baseline. The stress points create a vulnerability zone: sufficient impact at the right angle would re-fracture both ribs along the original break lines."

"Lyssa did that on purpose?"

"The incompleteness is too consistent to be negligent. A competent healer performing a standard rib-knit would reinforce the fracture sites automatically. The process is taught in the first year of training. Leaving the stress points requires active omission: choosing not to complete a step that the skill performs by default." The golden light pulsed. I felt it inside the ribs: a warmth that penetrated the bone, that found the weak points and surrounded them. "She left you breakable. Not enough to notice. Not enough to cause pain during normal activity. But breakable under combat stress. The vulnerability would express in exactly the situations where you couldn't afford it: a hard hit during a dungeon clear, a body shot in a duel, an impact that a fully healed rib cage would absorb and that yours would not."

The anger at Lyssa, which had been the confused third layer in the Aldenmere inn room, sharpened. Not confused anymore. Lyssa hadn't just documented the abuse. She'd perpetuated it. The healing she'd performed passed inspection but was incomplete enough to leave me permanently vulnerable. Every beating Callum delivered was followed by a healing that fixed the visible damage and preserved the structural weakness. The cycle wasn't just abuse and recovery. It was abuse, partial recovery, and maintained vulnerability. Lyssa had kept me breakable because a breakable Reed was a Reed who stayed down.

"I'm reinforcing the fracture sites now," Ashlynn said. The warmth deepened. The golden light was inside my ribs, and I could feel the bone responding: the density increasing, the crystalline structure of the rib material filling in the gaps that Lyssa had left open. The sensation was strange: not painful, not pleasant. More intimate than physical contact. Ashlynn's healing was inside my body. Her skill was touching the architecture of my bones. The touch was deeper than skin or muscle. The touch was structural.

"The wrists next." Her hands moved. Left hand on my right wrist, right hand on my left, the golden light flowing through both contact points simultaneously. Her fingers wrapped around my wrists and the wrapping was gentle and firm. The gentleness was not weakness. "The micro-fractures are in the carpal bones. The pattern is repetitive impact: something striking the back of your hand or your wrist with force sufficient to crack the small bones without displacing them. The fractures healed on their own. No healer intervention. Lyssa didn't treat these. She may not have known about them."

"Callum hit my hands when I dropped a weapon," I said. "Backhanded the wrist. Standard discipline for poor grip."

"Standard abuse disguised as discipline." Ashlynn's thumbs pressed into my inner wrists. The pulse points. Her golden light was in my carpal bones, finding each micro-fracture, each hair-thin crack in the bone structure that two years of wrist strikes had produced. "The fractures healed naturally but they healed with calcification ridges. The ridges restrict the fine motor control in your fingers. Your grip strength is probably two to three percent below what it should be. You've compensated. The sword technique Sielle taught you accounts for the deficit — but the deficit shouldn't be there."

"Can you fix it?"

"I'm fixing it now." The light pulsed. I felt the calcification ridges dissolving: the excess bone material breaking down, the carpal surfaces smoothing, the joints loosening by a degree I hadn't known they were restricted. The change was subtle and the subtlety was infuriating because the subtlety meant I'd been fighting with restricted hands for three months and hadn't known and the not knowing was another thing Callum's fists had taken from me.

"The mana channel scarring." Her hands moved to my chest again. Both palms flat, covering the sternum, covering the place where the mana reservoir lived. The golden light went deep: deeper than the ribs, deeper than the bone. Into the channels themselves, the pathways that carried my mana from the reservoir to my skills and my body and the blade's conductive edge. "The scarring is in layers. The deepest layer is from the first deep pull: Sielle's. The scarring was catastrophic. The pull drained everything and the channels burned from the inside. The second and third pulls added more scarring. The fourth pull, last night, added the most recent layer."

"The pulls scar the channels?"

"The deep pull's drain exceeds the channels' rated capacity. The mana flows through at a volume and speed that the channels weren't designed to handle. The excess produces thermal scarring on the channel walls. The scarring reduces throughput efficiency. Each pull makes the channels slightly less efficient at carrying mana. The efficiency loss is cumulative."

"How much efficiency have I lost?"

"Approximately eight percent across four pulls." Her hands were warm on my sternum. The golden light was in my channels, the healing presence moving through the pathways with the same thoroughness she'd applied to the ribs and wrists. "I can't eliminate the scarring. The damage is structural. The channel walls have been permanently altered. But I can smooth the scar tissue and improve the throughput. I can recover approximately five of the eight percent."

Five percent. Five percent of mana throughput recovered. The number sounded small. In combat, where the burst channeling technique depended on pushing mana through the blade's conductive edge at maximum speed, five percent was the difference between a three-hit kill sequence and a two-hit kill sequence. Five percent was levels.

She worked. The golden light pulsed in my channels. The sensation was the most intimate of the three repairs: the healing wasn't in my bones or my joints but in the pathways that carried the energy that defined my class and my skill. Ashlynn's healing was inside the thing that made me a Summoner, touching the infrastructure of my power with a precision and a care that Lyssa had never applied because Lyssa's care had been strategic and Ashlynn's care was principled. The difference was the difference between documentation and action. Lyssa recorded what was wrong. Ashlynn fixed it.

The session lasted forty minutes. When it was done, Ashlynn removed her hands. The golden light faded. My body felt different. Not dramatically, not the transformation of a level-up, but the quiet correction of a system that had been operating at diminished capacity and was now operating closer to baseline. The ribs were solid. The wrists were smooth. The channels were cleaner.

"The stress points are gone," Ashlynn said. "The micro-fractures are resolved. The channel scarring is reduced to approximately three percent throughput loss. The remaining three percent is permanent." She looked at her hands. "The damage Lyssa left was deliberate and sustained. A healer who leaves stress points in a patient's ribs is a healer who has decided that the patient's vulnerability serves a purpose. The purpose was keeping you manageable. You were never supposed to heal fully. You were supposed to stay breakable."

"I'm not breakable anymore."

"No." The brown eyes met mine. The warmth, the anger underneath, the steel beneath the gentleness. "You're not."



The Crown Enforcer arrived at noon.

Aldric Vane walked into Greyholt's guild hall with two armed escorts, a sealed warrant, and the bearing of a man whose entire personality had been replaced by problem-solving. He was tall, lean, mid-forties, with grey at the temples and a face that had been handsome before the Crown's work had stripped the handsomeness to structure: sharp jaw, flat eyes, a mouth that looked like it had been designed for issuing orders and had never been used for anything else.

He wore no uniform. The Crown's Enforcers operated outside institutional branding. The authority was in the warrant, not the wardrobe. The warrant was in a leather case that he carried in his left hand.

Harren met him at the guild hall entrance. The veteran's face was controlled. The fury was beneath the control. I knew the fury was there because I'd seen Harren angry before and the anger expressed as a specific stillness that resembled patience and was not patience.

I was at the ranking board. Watching. Sielle was beside me. Vessa was at the registration desk, already positioning herself near the administrative records she'd need if the Enforcer's first move was a registration freeze. Sorrel was invisible. Ashlynn was at the tavern, resting — the healing session and the overnight regeneration had cost her, and I'd told her to recover because the next days would require a healer at full capacity.

Vane crossed the guild hall without looking at the ranking board. Without looking at me. He walked to Harren and presented the warrant case.

"Aldric Vane. Crown Enforcement. I carry a sealed warrant from the Royal Judicial Office, filed under doctrinal security provisions, authorizing the temporary suspension of frontier guild autonomy in the district of Greyholt pending review of a registered adventurer's skill classification." His voice was flat. Procedural. The voice of a man reading terms he'd read a hundred times. "The warrant names the adventurer Reed Altius, registration 4471-F. The warrant authorizes the suspension of his registration, the seizure of his ranking position, and the detention of his party members pending the completion of the Crown's review."

Harren took the warrant case. Opened it. Read the contents. His face didn't change. The stillness held.

"The warrant requires a formal hearing before enforcement," Harren said. "Guild Charter, Article Twelve. No registration action can be taken without a hearing that gives the named adventurer the opportunity to respond."

"Correct." Vane's flat eyes found me across the hall. The assessment was brief and professional: he looked at my gear, my stance, the woman beside me with the blindfold and the blade, and the assessment concluded in a single sweep. He'd evaluated me and filed the evaluation and the evaluation hadn't changed his expression. "The hearing will be scheduled at my discretion. The respondent will be notified of the date and terms."

"How long?" Vessa's voice. From the registration desk, where she'd materialized beside Garren with the administrative records already in her hands. "The Charter requires a minimum notice period. Three days for frontier districts."

Vane looked at her. The flat eyes assessed the Stellarine robes, the glow, the political bearing. "Three days. The hearing will be held in three days at this guild hall. The respondent may present a defense. The respondent's registration remains active until the hearing's conclusion."

Three days. Active registration. Three more days of clearing, three more days of leveling, three more days before the Crown's authority overrode everything the frontier had built.

Vane turned and walked out of the guild hall. The escorts followed. The warrant case was in Harren's hands. The guild hall was quiet. Every adventurer present had heard the exchange and every adventurer present was looking at the ranking board where my name sat at the top and at me standing beneath it.

Harren walked to me. He held the warrant case.

"Three days," he said. Low. For my ears and Sielle's. "Vessa's procedural objections bought you three more days. Use them the way you used the last three."

"We'll use them."

"The warrant authorizes suspension, seizure, and detention. Detention means your party. Your women. The Enforcer has the legal authority to hold them pending the review." Harren's voice was steady. The fury was there, beneath, controlled. "If the hearing goes against you, you don't just lose the registration. You lose them."

The words landed. Not on the ranking or the registration or the number. On the them. Sielle. Vessa. Sorrel. Ashlynn. Four women who'd been pulled from the archives by a skill the Crown wanted to control, held together by a party registration that the Crown was trying to suspend. Detention meant separation. Detention meant the party dissolved, the women held individually, the man who'd pulled them isolated from the people he'd built everything with.

Sielle's hand found my arm. The grip was firm. The sword-calluses. The strength.

"They won't take us," she said. Quiet. The Blade Saint's promise delivered at the volume that meant it was not a promise but a fact. "The warrant is paper. Paper burns."

"If the hearing fails—"

"If the hearing fails, we leave Greyholt. We go where the warrant doesn't reach. The frontier has borders. We cross them." Her head turned. The blindfold faced me. "Reed. I held a gate for six hours against three hundred enemies because the institution told me to and the institution left me to die. I will not hold a gate for an institution again. If the Crown's paper says I'm detained, the Crown's paper is wrong, and I will demonstrate the error with the sword."

The guild hall heard her. Sielle's voice carried when she meant it to carry. The adventurers at the tables, the clerks at the desks, Garren at his registration station — they heard the Blade Saint say what she would do if the Crown tried to take her.

Nobody in the guild hall looked like they'd bet against her.



That evening. The Broken Oar. Full party.

Ashlynn was at the table, recovered from the morning's healing session, eating her second meal of the day with the focused consumption that was becoming her pattern. She'd been alive for eighteen hours and she'd already established a rhythm: eat, heal, rest, eat, observe. The observation was a healer's observation — she watched the party's dynamics with the same diagnostic attention she'd applied to Reed's ribs. She was reading us the way she read injuries: through pattern recognition, accumulated data, the identification of structures and stresses.

Vessa was working. The legal defense for the Crown hearing was a different animal from the Church hearing. The Church operated under doctrinal law, which Vessa had countered with the Valmere Accord. The Crown operated under royal prerogative, which the Valmere Accord didn't address. Royal prerogative superseded guild law, frontier charter, and doctrinal precedent. The only thing that limited royal prerogative was political cost — the Crown could legally do anything, but politically, some things were too expensive to do.

"The defense isn't legal," Vessa said. "The legal ground is the Crown's. We can't win on law. We win on cost." She looked at the table. At the party. At the evidence satchel in Sorrel's corner. "We make the enforcement politically expensive enough that the Enforcer chooses not to enforce. The evidence is the cost. If we release it before the hearing, the Crown is suspending the frontier's number one adventurer while simultaneously being implicated in a conspiracy to murder him. The political optics make enforcement untenable."

"If we release the evidence before the hearing, we lose the strategic timing," Sorrel said. From her corner. The grey eyes on Vessa. "The evidence is strongest as a threat. Once released, it's a fact. Facts can be managed. Threats can't."

"Threats only work if the other side believes you'll follow through."

"They'll believe." Sorrel's voice was flat. "The evidence includes the Seneschal's codename, the directorate correspondence, and the proof that the Crown's own advisory council ordered an assassination through Church channels. If the Enforcer's superiors learn that we have this evidence and are willing to release it, the warrant becomes a liability, not an asset. The Crown won't risk the exposure."

Three days. The hearing was in three days. The evidence was the weapon. The deployment was the question: before the hearing (Vessa's approach, maximize political cost) or as leverage during the hearing (Sorrel's approach, maximize threat value).

"Both," I said. The room looked at me. "We do both. Sorrel makes sure the Enforcer knows we have the evidence. The threat establishes the leverage. If the leverage doesn't produce a withdrawal, Vessa releases the evidence publicly and the political cost makes enforcement untenable. Threat first. Execution second."

Sielle's head tilted. The micro-adjustment. "The sequence is sound. The threat gives the Enforcer an exit — he can withdraw the warrant citing procedural concerns and nobody loses face. If he doesn't take the exit, the release burns the Crown's position and the enforcement collapses under public pressure."

"And if neither works?" Ashlynn asked. The healer's question. The practical question. The question of a woman who'd watched institutions kill the people she was trying to save and who understood that institutions didn't always respond to threats or political cost.

"If neither works," Sielle said, "I demonstrate the error with the sword."

The table was quiet. Ashlynn looked at Sielle. The brown eyes meeting the blindfold. The healer assessing the warrior. The assessment produced something I hadn't expected: a small, steady nod. The healer who'd chosen death over obedience recognizing the warrior who'd choose violence over submission. The recognition was not approval of violence. The recognition was the acknowledgment that some institutions required responses that institutions couldn't accommodate.

"Three days," I said. "We clear dungeons for two. On the third day, we walk into the hearing with the evidence in our hands and the frontier at our backs and we find out whether the Crown is smarter than the Church."

Vessa started writing. Sorrel started planning. Sielle started cleaning her blade.

Ashlynn put her hand on my arm. The golden light pulsed once — not healing, not diagnostic. Contact. The healer's touch that said: I'm here. The warmth flowed through the contact and into the arm that Callum had broken and Lyssa had left weak and Ashlynn had fixed.

Ashlynn's repairs had given me back things I didn't know I'd lost. The wrists moved at the speed they should have been moving for three months. The ribs that Lyssa kept weak were reinforced. Five percent of mana throughput recovered meant faster kills and harder hits.

Two days of dungeons. Then the hearing. Then we'd see what kind of man Aldric Vane was.




Chapter 13: Five

Five of us walked into the Ashvein Labyrinth on the morning of the first day and the dungeon didn't know what hit it.

Level 60-64. The hardest content I'd attempted. A subterranean maze of iron-rich tunnels that the system had colonized from an abandoned mining complex, populated by constructs that used the labyrinth's metallic infrastructure for both armor and weapon. The guild registry rated it for a party of six at level 58 minimum. We were five, our lowest member was level 53, and we were not a standard party by any measure the guild had ever registered.

Blade. Flame. Shadow. Sanctuary. Mirror.

Sielle took point. The Blade Saint in full engagement: [Dawnedge] active, the white-gold light extending her perceptual range through the labyrinth's tunnels, mapping the mana signatures of every construct, every trap, every structural weakness within a hundred feet. She moved through the first corridor at combat speed, her blade drawn, her body flowing between the tunnel's narrow constraints with the spatial awareness of a woman who'd fought in confined spaces for seventeen years of life and who considered tight quarters an advantage rather than a limitation.

Sorrel was already gone. The Nightveil Mantle's cowl went up, the horns catching the tunnel light for a fraction of a second, and then the Phantom dissolved into the space between visible things. Her voice came from ahead, behind, the sides. A disembodied intelligence feed that told us what the tunnels held before we reached them.

"First junction. Three corridors. Left is a dead end, two sentinels, trap floor. Center: main path, six constructs in a staggered formation, level 61. Right: maintenance shaft, bypasses the formation, emerges behind them."

"Right," I said. "We flank."

"Naturally."

We took the maintenance shaft. Sielle in front, cutting through the corroded metal grating that blocked the passage. I followed. Vessa behind me, her stellar glow suppressed to tactical minimum. Ashlynn at the rear, her golden light completely retracted because the Sanctuary Warden's passive luminance would have advertised our position through the labyrinth's reflective tunnels.

We emerged behind the six-construct formation. Six iron soldiers, level 61, facing the center corridor's entrance. They were waiting for us to come through the front. We came through the back.

"Ashlynn," I said. "Zone."

She raised her hands. The golden light bloomed. Not the gentle, focused healing light she'd used on my ribs and wrists. This was the Sanctuary Warden's combat deployment. A dome of warm golden energy, fifteen feet in radius, centered on her position. The dome was visible: a translucent hemisphere of healing light that settled over the rear half of the formation and encompassed me, Sielle, and Vessa within its boundaries.

Inside the zone, the air changed. The temperature rose. The ambient mana shifted from the labyrinth's cold metallic signature to something warm, organic, alive. My mana channels widened. The throughput that Ashlynn had recovered during the healing session opened further. The zone's accelerated recovery boosting my regeneration beyond what my channels could produce alone. The effect was immediate: the mana-conductive blade hummed louder, the channeling burning brighter, the burst damage increasing by a margin I could feel in the weapon's vibration.

"The zone provides real-time healing for injuries sustained within its boundaries," Ashlynn said. She was standing at the dome's center, her hands raised, the golden light flowing from her palms. Her voice was steady. Professional. The healer's combat register, which was different from her gentle bedside manner the way Sielle's combat voice was different from the voice she used in the bed. "Minor to moderate injuries will heal as fast as they're inflicted. Major injuries will stabilize. Fatal injuries will give you approximately thirty seconds of survival time instead of immediate death. The zone does not make you invincible. It makes you recoverable."

"Duration?" Sielle asked. Already moving toward the constructs.

"Eight minutes at full output. Twelve at reduced intensity."

"We won't need eight."

Sielle hit the formation from behind. The first iron soldier died before it completed its turn. The second died mid-rotation. The third and fourth turned to face her and I was already there, the mana-conductive blade channeling burst strikes into the joints that Sorrel had identified from the maintenance shaft.

The zone changed everything.

I took a hit. An iron fist caught my shoulder: a glancing blow that would normally have cracked the clavicle and put my sword arm out of commission for the duration of the fight. Inside Ashlynn's zone, the damage registered and immediately began reversing. The pain flared and faded. The bone stress that would have become a fracture resolved before the fracture formed. The shoulder was functional within two seconds of the impact.

Two seconds. The healing window that would have been two hours with potions or twenty minutes with a standard healer was two seconds inside a Sanctuary Warden's active zone. The difference was not incremental. The difference was categorical. Inside the zone, I could fight with an aggression that the dungeon's level gap normally prohibited because the consequences of the aggression were being erased in real time.

I stopped protecting my left side. The left side that Lyssa had kept breakable, that Ashlynn had reinforced that morning, that I'd been guarding instinctively in every fight since Callum had cracked those ribs the first time. I stopped guarding because the zone was healing faster than the constructs could damage and the guarding was a habit built on vulnerability and the vulnerability was gone.

I fought open. Both sides exposed. The burst channeling driving through iron joints and mana cores with strikes that prioritized damage over defense because defense was Ashlynn's job now and Ashlynn's job was being performed at a level that made defense optional.

The six iron soldiers fell in forty-three seconds. Sielle killed three. I killed three. Vessa didn't fire a single shot because the engagement was over before the stellar channeling reached combat temperature.

"Forty-three seconds," Sorrel's voice said from somewhere in the ceiling. "For six level 61 constructs. The previous best for a six-target engagement at this tier was four minutes twelve seconds in the Shattered Maw. This is a ninety-three percent improvement."

"The zone," Sielle said. She was cleaning her blade. The white-gold light dimmed to resting. "The zone removes the attrition factor. Without attrition, the engagement reduces to pure execution speed. Our execution speed was never the limiting factor."

"Ashlynn is the limiting factor's removal." Sorrel again, from a different position. She was moving through the tunnels ahead of us, scouting the next formation. "The party's damage output didn't change. The party's damage absorption became infinite within the zone's radius. The shift from finite to infinite absorption changes the combat mathematics from 'how long can we survive' to 'how fast can we kill.' The answer to the second question is apparently forty-three seconds."

Ashlynn lowered her hands. The zone faded. The golden light dimmed. She was breathing harder than the rest of us. Maintaining a combat zone cost mana and the cost was significant. But the cost was hers to manage and the management was her expertise and the expertise was sixty years of training compressed into a class that the system had given to a woman who chose death over refusing to heal.

"How are you feeling?" I asked.

"Like I'm useful again." She smiled. Not the fragile smile from the night before. A real smile, wide and warm, the expression of a woman who'd been dead for sixty years and who had just watched her skill change a combat engagement from a four-minute slog to a forty-three-second execution. "It's been a while since I've deployed a zone in combat. The prisoner, Tomren. I was healing him in a cell, not a battlefield. My combat deployments were before the arrest. Before the political situation made healing an act of rebellion." The smile held. "I forgot how good it feels to be the reason people survive."



We cleared seven floors.

Each floor escalated in difficulty. The constructs grew larger, faster, more complex. The labyrinth's layout shifted between floors. The maintenance shafts that Sorrel used on the first floor were absent on the third. Standard corridor engagements. The trap density increased. The boss mechanics on each floor added constraints: mana drain zones weakening Vessa's channeling, electromagnetic interference disrupting Sielle's [Dawnedge] mapping, darkness effects reducing visibility to arm's reach.

None of it mattered the way it would have mattered to a four-person party.

Ashlynn's zones negated attrition. Every engagement ran the same equation: deploy zone, eliminate targets at maximum speed, advance. The constructs couldn't outlast us because outlasting required sustained damage accumulation and the zone erased sustained damage. The traps couldn't threaten us because trap damage was minor-to-moderate and the zone healed minor-to-moderate in real time. The boss mechanics constrained individual party members but the five-person composition meant that every constraint was compensated by another member's capability.

When the darkness effect blinded Sielle on the fourth floor, Sorrel became the primary sensor. The Phantom's perceptual abilities didn't rely on light or mana mapping. When the electromagnetic interference disrupted Sielle on the fifth floor, I took point and the burst channeling cut through the constructs that her blade couldn't sense. When the mana drain weakened Vessa on the sixth floor, Ashlynn's zone provided the sustained healing that Vessa's barriers normally supplied.

Five people. Five classes. Every weakness covered. Every gap filled. The party wasn't just more than the sum of its parts. The party was a system that had no single point of failure because every failure point had a redundancy: a legendary woman who'd been dead for decades and who was now very much alive and very much operating at full capacity.

The seventh floor was the boss floor. The Labyrinth's Core. Level 64. A massive construct built into the tunnel system itself. The entire floor was the boss, the walls and ceiling and floor animated by a central intelligence that shaped the iron infrastructure into weapons and defenses and attacks that came from every direction simultaneously.

"This is new," Sorrel said. Visible, for once, standing at the threshold of the boss chamber. The grey eyes were wide. Not with fear but with the Phantom's version of respect for something that exceeded her tactical models. "The boss is the room. Every surface is a potential weapon. There's no single core to target. The intelligence is distributed through the floor's mana infrastructure."

"Like the Stone King," I said.

"Worse. The Stone King had a localized core. This has a distributed network. Kill one node and the others compensate. You'd need to overwhelm the entire network simultaneously."

"How many nodes?"

"Sixteen. Distributed across the floor's six primary junction points."

Sixteen nodes. Six junctions. The room itself was the enemy. The walls would try to crush us. The floor would try to swallow us. The ceiling would try to drop on us. And the only way to kill it was to destroy sixteen nodes across six locations simultaneously.

"Simultaneously means simultaneously," Sielle said. The tactical mind processing. "The network compensates when nodes are destroyed individually. The compensation is faster than sequential destruction. We need to hit all sixteen within a window small enough that the network can't redistribute."

"I can identify all sixteen nodes from the infrastructure's mana signature," Sorrel said. "The nodes pulse in a synchronized pattern. The synchronization creates a moment: approximately two seconds — when all sixteen nodes are at peak mana density simultaneously. If we hit them during the peak, the overload cascades through the entire network."

"Two seconds. Sixteen targets. Five people."

The math. Sielle took four nodes on the north junctions. Vessa took four on the south, her stellar channeling spreading across multiple targets in a wide-area burst. I took four on the east, the burst channeling driving into four nodes in sequence faster than I'd ever executed a multi-target sequence. The wrist repair letting my hands move at the speed they should have been moving for three months. Sorrel took two on the west from invisibility, her blades finding the nodes through the infrastructure's mana shell.

That was fourteen. Two remaining, on the ceiling junction directly above the chamber's center. Unreachable from the floor. Unreachable from the walls. The ceiling was thirty feet up and the nodes were embedded in the iron plating.

"Ashlynn," I said.

"The Sanctuary zone has a vertical range equal to its horizontal range," she said. She was standing at the chamber's center, directly beneath the ceiling nodes. "If I deploy at maximum output, the zone reaches the ceiling. The zone doesn't damage. But it disrupts. The healing energy interferes with hostile mana structures. The nodes are hostile mana structures."

"Will the disruption destroy them?"

"If the disruption coincides with the peak density moment and the other fourteen nodes are being simultaneously overloaded, the cascading destabilization will propagate through the two ceiling nodes via the network connection. I don't destroy them. The cascade does. I just keep the door open."

The plan. Two seconds. Sixteen nodes. Five people. Four attacking, one disrupting, the cascade doing the rest.

Sorrel counted the pulse synchronization. The nodes brightened in rhythm — a slow oscillation that built toward the peak density moment. The rhythm was audible through the floor's vibration: a deep, metallic heartbeat that the entire labyrinth shared.

"Three pulses," Sorrel said. "Then peak."

One.

Two.

Three.

"Now."

I hit the east junctions. Four burst strikes in 1.8 seconds, the mana-conductive blade driving channeled energy into each node with the speed that Ashlynn's wrist repair had unlocked. Each node cracked. Each crack propagated.

Sielle hit the north junctions. Four strikes in 1.2 seconds. The Blade Saint at full engagement, the white-gold light blazing, each cut precise and devastating.

Vessa hit the south junctions. The stellar channeling erupted in a wide-area burst that caught all four nodes simultaneously. Golden starfire engulfed the southern junctions. The nodes didn't crack. They melted.

Sorrel hit the west junctions. Two nodes, two strikes, no sound, no light. The nodes were intact and then they weren't.

Ashlynn's zone bloomed. Full output, maximum range, the golden dome expanding upward like a second sun, the healing energy reaching the thirty-foot ceiling and engulfing the two remaining nodes. The disruption wasn't visible. The effect was: the ceiling nodes flickered, their mana density destabilizing as the Sanctuary zone's energy interfered with their hostile mana structure.

The cascade hit.

Fourteen destroyed nodes. Two disrupted nodes. The network's peak density moment collapsing into a chain reaction that propagated through every connection, every tunnel, every iron surface in the labyrinth's seventh floor. The boss chamber screamed — the sound of an entire floor's mana infrastructure overloading simultaneously, the metal walls glowing white-hot, the floor buckling, the ceiling cracking.

Ashlynn's zone held. Inside the golden dome, the five of us were sheltered from the cascade's thermal output. The iron that was melting outside the zone's radius couldn't reach us. The concussive force that was shattering the tunnel system beyond the chamber was absorbed by the zone's protective boundaries. We stood in a hemisphere of golden light while the dungeon died around us.

The cascade ended. The labyrinth's seventh floor was slag. The boss was dead. The distributed intelligence that had animated the entire floor was gone, the sixteen nodes destroyed, the network collapsed.

[Level Up! Reed Altius: Level 53 → 54]

Fifty-four.

Fifty-four. The first level-up in weeks of pushing content that refused to move the bar. The five-person party had broken through the wall that capped me at 53.

Sielle was beside me. The blade sheathed. The not-quite-smile.

"The five-person composition with a Sanctuary Warden generates a party diversity bonus that increases experience scaling by approximately forty percent in content above level 60," Sorrel said. She was visible, examining the slag that had been the boss chamber's walls. "The four-person party's experience ceiling was level 53. The five-person party's ceiling is higher. Significantly higher."

"How high?"

"At current content tier and party composition, I estimate level 57 to 58 before the next ceiling." She looked at me. The grey eyes calculating. "You gained a level in a single clear. At this rate, with daily clears of equivalent content, you could reach 57 within two weeks."

Two weeks. Four levels. From 54 to 57 or 58. The gap to Callum — currently one level — would become five or six. The gap wouldn't just reverse. The gap would become an abyss. The man who'd beaten me for two years would be looking up at a number he couldn't reach because the number was climbing at a rate his Church-funded, Striker-supplemented party couldn't match.

Vessa's glow was bright. The post-combat radiance that she couldn't suppress and didn't try to. "Four levels in two weeks. Reed, that's—"

"That's the reason the Church wants to stop him," Ashlynn said. Quiet. The healer's observation, delivered with the warmth that characterized everything she said and the steel that lived beneath the warmth. "The skill that pulls women from the archives also breaks the archive seal. Each pull damages the seal permanently. And each pull gives him a party member who changes the experience equation. The system isn't just giving him companions. It's giving him an accelerant. Each woman he pulls makes him level faster, which makes him stronger, which makes the next pull reach deeper, which pulls a stronger woman, which makes him level faster. The cycle is exponential."

The exponential cycle. The same thing the Seneschal's letters had described as a threat. The same thing the Church had tried to prevent by burying me in the Greymaw. The same thing the Crown Enforcer was in Greyholt to stop.

The cycle couldn't be stopped. The system had built Random Summon to do exactly this: reach the archives, pull the dead, break the seal, accelerate the user, reach deeper, pull again. A weapon aimed at six hundred years of institutional control over who lived and who stayed dead.

"Two days until the hearing," I said. "We clear again tomorrow."

"Same content tier?" Sielle asked.

"Higher. If the five-person composition gives a forty percent bonus, we push content that the bonus makes clearable. Level 64 to 68. The experience return will be higher and the level progression will be faster."

"Content at that tier will be significantly more dangerous."

"We have a Sanctuary Warden."

Ashlynn's smile. The real one. Wide, warm, the brown eyes bright. "Yes. You do."

We left the Ashvein Labyrinth. The iron tunnels were behind us. The sky was clear. The frontier stretched in every direction and the frontier was mine — rank one, level 54, the number still climbing, the party at full strength, the evidence in the satchel, the hearing in two days, the Enforcer in Greyholt, the list with three names and the second name getting closer every day.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 54] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81), Ashlynn (Sanctuary Warden, Lv. 74)]

Level 54, and the five-person composition had broken through the wall that had capped me for weeks. Sorrel estimated four more levels before the next ceiling. At this rate, Callum would be looking up at a number he couldn't reach.

I sheathed the blade and followed my party down the hill toward camp. Tomorrow, another dungeon. The day after, the hearing. Between now and then, I intended to make the Crown's warrant look as small as the man it was trying to protect.




Chapter 14: Sorrel

She came to the bed on the night between the two deadlines.

Tomorrow we'd clear another dungeon. The day after, the Enforcer's hearing. The night between was the pause in the rhythm, the held breath between exhale and inhale. Sorrel chose the pause because Sorrel chose the moments when the world was between things, the spaces that most people didn't notice and that the Quiet Hand had spent sixty years occupying.

The tavern was quiet. Sielle was asleep on my left, the disciplined breathing, the blindfold, the blade within reach. Vessa was asleep on my right, the stellar glow at its resting luminance, her warmth pressing against mine. Ashlynn was in the chair by the window where she'd fallen asleep over a medical text she'd borrowed from the guild hall's library. The Sanctuary Warden slept upright, the healer's habit of staying ready.

I was awake. The Enforcer's hearing occupied the processing that should have been producing sleep. The evidence deployment, the threat sequencing, the contingencies. The analytical work that ran better in the dark because the dark removed distractions.

Sorrel's corner was empty.

I noticed because the corner had been occupied every night since Greyholt. The bedroll, the satchel, the grey eyes in the dark: the constellation of Sorrel's nighttime presence that I'd learned to read the way I read dungeon layouts: through repetition, through pattern recognition, through the accumulated instinct of proximity. The corner was empty and the emptiness was wrong.

Then the bed moved.

Not the mattress shifting under Sielle or Vessa. A new weight. Small, precise, distributed with the deliberate care of a person who could cross a room without displacing air and who was applying that skill to crossing the three feet between the bed's edge and the space beside me.

Sorrel. On the bed. Not in the corner. On the bed.

She was lying on her side, facing me, at the edge of the mattress. As far from the center as the bed's geometry allowed while still being on the bed. The distance was twelve inches. The distance had been ten feet three weeks ago. Eight feet a week ago. The distance was now twelve inches and the twelve inches contained everything that Sorrel was and everything that Sorrel was afraid of and the fact that she was here despite the afraid was the bravest thing the Quiet Hand had done since she'd stayed in the Mirethane Court knowing the fire was coming.

I could see her in Vessa's resting glow. The faint golden light illuminated her face: the sharp features, the grey eyes open and looking at me, the mouth in a line that was the expression of a woman who was doing something she'd decided to do and who was not yet certain the decision was correct.

She was wearing the dark bodysuit she always wore. The fitted material covered everything from her ankles to her wrists to her throat. The suit was armor. Not enchanted armor like Sielle's dress. Psychological armor. The covering that a woman who'd been burned alive maintained between her skin and the world because the world had burned her and the burning was the thing that the covering prevented from happening again.

"I'm here," she said. Quiet. The words were for me, not for the room. The volume was calibrated to reach twelve inches and no further.

"I know."

"I've been in the corner for three weeks. The corner was acceptable. The corner was safe. Maintaining a defensible position is what I do, and the position was defensible because—" She stopped. The sentence had run into the wall she'd been building between herself and the rest of the sentence for three weeks. "Because trust is the thing they burned out of me and lying in a bed with a man requires trust and the trust was burned and I've been watching the bed from the corner trying to determine whether the burning left anything that could support the weight of what I want."

The words were the most Sorrel had spoken to me in a single continuous statement since her recall. The words were also the most honest. Sorrel dealt in intelligence, in data, in the flat professional delivery of facts that concealed the person behind the facts. This was not professional. This was the person.

"What do you want?" I asked.

The grey eyes held mine. Twelve inches. The glow from Vessa's skin making the grey luminous and the luminous making the want visible because the want was in the eyes and the eyes were the thing that Sorrel couldn't control the way she controlled her voice and her body and her breathing and her professional distance.

"You," she said. "I want you. I've wanted you since the second week. I've been cataloguing the wanting the way I catalogue intelligence and the catalogue is comprehensive and the comprehensiveness has not reduced the wanting. Watching Sielle with you has not reduced it. Watching Vessa with you has not reduced it. Watching you hold them and touch them and the sounds through the wall at night have not reduced it. The wanting has been growing at a rate my professional distance cannot contain. The distance ran out."

She'd moved closer during the speech. Not consciously. The Phantom's body had drifted toward me by the same inches that her corner had been drifting toward the bed for three weeks. The twelve inches were eight now. I could feel the warmth of her body. Not the stellar glow warmth of Vessa or the cool discipline of Sielle. Sorrel's warmth was body heat, human and simple, the warmth of a woman whose body was alive and present and close.

I reached for her. Slowly. The way I'd approach a dungeon mechanic with an unknown trigger: deliberately, with the awareness that the wrong speed would activate a response I didn't want. My hand moved across the eight inches. My fingers found her hip.

She didn't flinch. She didn't go invisible. She didn't freeze. She breathed. The breath was controlled but the control was costing her something because the breath had a tremor in it that her professional register would never have permitted and the tremor was the sound of armor cracking.

"The bodysuit stays on," she said. "For now. The burns—"

"The bodysuit stays on."

I pulled her closer. The eight inches became four. My hand on her hip, drawing her toward me, the mattress shifting as her body crossed the space. She was small against me. Compact, dense, the Phantom's build that was designed for speed and gaps and the spaces between things. Her body fit against mine differently than Sielle's lean length or Vessa's generous curves. Sorrel fit like a weapon in a sheath: precise, contained, every line intentional.

My hand moved on her hip. Through the bodysuit's material, I could feel the musculature beneath: taut, controlled, the tension of a woman whose body was trained to move explosively and whose body was currently holding itself still with an effort that I could feel through the fabric. She was coiled. Every muscle in the compact frame was engaged, not with resistance but with the containment of something she'd been holding back.

I kissed her.

The kiss was not like Sielle's. Not like Vessa's. Sorrel kissed with her eyes open. I felt the lashes against my skin. The flutter of open eyes watching from a distance of zero while her mouth was against mine. The kiss was her assessment continuing through contact, the grey eyes reading me at the closest range she'd ever allowed, the intelligence operative gathering data from the most intimate proximity.

Her mouth was warm. Her lips were thinner than Vessa's, firmer than Sielle's, and the firmness carried a reserve that the warmth contradicted. The kiss was a negotiation: her mouth against mine, the pressure testing, the response evaluating. She kissed the way she fought: from a position of controlled engagement, each movement calculated, each response measured against the input.

I deepened the kiss. My hand moved from her hip to the small of her back, pulling her flush against me. The bodysuit's material was thin enough that I could feel the architecture of her body through it: the narrow waist, the slim hips, the small breasts compressed flat against my chest. She was hard where Vessa was soft and precise where Sielle was deliberate and the precision was the thing that made the contact electric because every inch of Sorrel that was touching me was touching me on purpose.

She made a sound. Small. Controlled. The Phantom's version of a gasp, an exhale through the nose carrying information she hadn't authorized. The sound said: this is more than I expected. The sound said: I have been underestimating what the contact would feel like. The sound said: the catalogue was comprehensive but the catalogue was wrong because the data didn't account for the physical reality of being held by a man I've been watching through walls for three weeks.

I rolled her onto her back. She let me. The letting was the crux: Sorrel did not let people move her. Sorrel moved herself or she didn't move. The fact that she allowed me to roll her onto her back on the bed where Sielle and Vessa were sleeping inches away was the most significant concession the Quiet Hand had made in the sixty years since the fire.

She lay beneath me. The grey eyes were open. The bodysuit was dark against the sheets. Her body was tense. The coil that hadn't released, the muscles holding, the containment still in place. She was on her back with a man above her and the position was vulnerable and the vulnerability was the thing she'd spent sixty years making impossible and here she was, making it possible, with open eyes.

"I'm going to touch you," I said.

"I know."

"Tell me if—"

"Don't. Don't give me an exit. If you give me an exit I'll take it." The grey eyes were steady and the steadiness was its own kind of courage. "The exit is the corner. The corner is ten feet away. If you give me permission to retreat, I'll retreat, because retreat is the thing I'm built for and advancing is the thing I'm learning and the learning requires that the exit doesn't exist."

I didn't give her an exit.

My hand went to the bodysuit's collar. The fastening was at the throat: a concealed clasp that the material's seamless appearance hid. She'd said the suit stays on. I opened the collar enough to reach her neck. My mouth found the skin below her jaw. Warm, smooth, the pulse visible beneath the surface. I kissed her throat and she made the sound again, the controlled exhale, and the control was thinner this time.

My hand moved down her body over the suit. The material was second skin, transmitting pressure and warmth with minimal attenuation. When my palm pressed against her breast through the fabric, the small firm shape responded — the nipple hardening against my palm, the compression of the suit making the response visible as a point of tension in the flat material. She was sensitive. The bodysuit's compression had been concealing a sensitivity that the contact revealed, the same way Sorrel's professional distance concealed the wanting that the proximity was revealing.

"I can feel that," she said. The grey eyes on my face. Watching my hand on her breast. "Through the suit. I can feel your hand. The material transmits—"

"I know what the material transmits."

I pressed. She arched. The arch was involuntary: the first truly uncontrolled movement she'd made since arriving on the bed. The coiled body reacting to pressure on a breast that had been compressed flat for three weeks of proximity and three weeks of watching and three weeks of wanting, and the reaction bypassed the control that governed everything else.

The bodysuit had a secondary fastening at the hip. I found it. The material parted from hip to thigh, the split opening the lower half of the suit while leaving the upper half intact. The compromise between her need to stay covered and my need to touch what the covering hid. Below the split: her legs, bare, the skin pale where the suit had shielded it from sun and dungeon light. The muscles in her thighs were dense, the Phantom's explosive capacity visible in the definition. The skin was smooth where the fire's damage had been — the Starweave Salve had erased the scarring weeks ago, but she still covered the skin that had carried the marks. The bodysuit wasn't hiding scars anymore. It was hiding the memory of scars, and the memory was harder to remove than the tissue.

She watched me look. The grey eyes tracking my gaze on her scars. The assessment running: is he seeing the damage and flinching, is he cataloguing the burns the way she catalogued intelligence, is the scarring a variable that changes the equation.

I ran my hand along her thigh. Over the scars. The skin was textured: smooth in places, ridged in others, the fire's record written on her body the way Callum's fists were written on mine. I traced the scar line from her outer thigh to her hip. The tracing was deliberate. The tracing was the answer to the assessment: the scars were data and the data didn't change anything.

She exhaled. The control thinned further. The exhale carried a sound that was closer to a moan than anything Sorrel's professional register would acknowledge.

I moved between her legs. The split in the bodysuit gave me access. She was bare beneath the suit — no undergarments, the material worn directly against skin. She was wet. The evidence of three weeks of wanting, concentrated, undeniable. My fingers found her and the finding produced the first sound that Sorrel made without controlling it: a sharp intake of breath, the grey eyes widening by a fraction, the compact body tensing and then releasing by a degree.

"The catalogue," she said. Her voice was unsteady. The professional register cracking. "The catalogue did not account for this."

"The catalogue was wrong."

"The catalogue is never wrong."

"The catalogue is wrong tonight."

I touched her. My fingers between her legs, her body tight and hot and wet, the Phantom's responsiveness concentrated in the same focused intensity that she brought to everything. She didn't moan freely. She didn't cry out. The sounds she made were compressed: sharp breaths, controlled exhales, the occasional syllable that might have been my name or might have been a word she didn't finish. Her body responded at a level that her voice wouldn't match — the hips moving against my hand, the thighs tensing, the back arching off the mattress in involuntary responses that her control suppressed but couldn't eliminate.

She came with her eyes open.

The orgasm hit her and her body locked — every muscle engaging simultaneously, the coil releasing in a wave that started at her center and radiated outward through the compact frame. Her mouth opened. No sound. The silence was louder than sound because the silence was Sorrel at the moment of maximum vulnerability, the Quiet Hand completely quiet, the control surrendered to a sensation that the control couldn't process.

The grey eyes stayed open the entire time. Fixed on my face. Watching me while she came undone.

I didn't let her recover. Recovery was the exit. Recovery was the corner, the distance, the professional register rebuilding. I freed myself and I entered her while the orgasm was still contracting through her body, while the grey eyes were wide and the control was broken and the Phantom was as close to open as the Phantom had ever been.

She was tight. Tighter than Sielle, tighter than Vessa, the compact body's dimensions and the tension she carried everywhere present in the way she held me. She gasped. The sound was real. Not controlled, not compressed, the real sound of a woman being filled by a man she'd wanted for three weeks. The inside was the opposite of the corner and the opposite was what she'd come for.

I moved in her. Slowly at first. The Phantom's body needed the adjustment: the tightness, the sensitivity, the fact that she'd been dead for sixty years and alone for the years before that and the aloneness was a dimension of the tightness that transcended the physical. She was clenched around me and the clenching was her body holding on to the thing it had been denying itself.

"Don't stop," she said. The grey eyes on mine. The first directive she'd given that wasn't about the bodysuit. "Don't stop and don't be careful. Careful is what people are with things they think might break. I'm not going to break."

I wasn't careful.

I fucked her with the same intensity I brought to a dungeon engagement where the window was a quarter-second and the stakes were survival. Hard. Focused. The bed moved. Sielle stirred beside us — the Blade Saint transitioning from sleep to awareness in a heartbeat, assessing the situation, determining it was not a threat, and going still with the deliberate stillness of a woman who was awake and choosing not to intervene. Vessa's glow shifted. The stellar luminance brightening and dimming in rhythm with movement she could feel through the mattress. Ashlynn slept in the chair. The healer's deep recovery sleep that combat medics developed.

Sorrel's grey eyes stayed on my face. Open. Watching. That was what made the sex different from Sielle's fierce surrender and Vessa's vocal warmth. Sorrel fucked with her eyes open because closing them meant letting go of the last thread of control, and without that thread she'd be completely exposed, and the fire had taught her what happened when she was completely exposed.

But the eyes were softening. The grey was warmer than it had been in the corner. The professional flatness was gone. What replaced it wasn't openness — Sorrel might never be open the way other people were open. What replaced it was presence. Full, concentrated, every ounce of her attention on me while I was inside her. More intimate than any sound or gesture. The Phantom becoming visible.

I felt her build toward the second orgasm. The tightness increasing. The controlled breaths shortening. Her hands, which had been at her sides gripping the sheets, moved to my back. The first time she'd touched me voluntarily during the encounter. Her fingers pressed into my skin and the press was hard. Not a gentle pull but the grip of a woman holding onto something she was afraid of losing.

She came again. The second orgasm was different from the first: the eyes closed. For two seconds, the grey disappeared behind eyelids that finally surrendered the last thread of control, and the sound she made was not compressed or controlled or managed. The sound was a moan: low, real, wrenched from a place the Phantom's training couldn't reach.

The two seconds were the most vulnerable moment of Sorrel's life since the fire.

Then the eyes opened. The grey came back. The control reassembled. But the reassembly was incomplete — the seams were visible, the armor cracked in places that the cracking hadn't reached before, and the cracks were not closing.

I came inside her. The orgasm was mine and the mine was also hers because the tightness around me clenched when I finished, the involuntary grip of a body that was holding the contact as long as the contact lasted, the Phantom refusing to let go of the thing she'd finally allowed herself to reach for.

The aftermath was Sorrel's.

She lay on the bed. On her back. The bodysuit still covering her torso, the split at the hip exposing her legs. Her breathing was the first thing to normalize. The Phantom's respiratory control reasserting, the breaths evening out within thirty seconds. Her hands returned to her sides. The professional posture rebuilding from the extremities inward.

But she was on the bed. Not in the corner. On the bed, with me, twelve inches from Sielle and sixteen inches from Vessa, in the space that she'd been watching from ten feet for three weeks.

She turned her head. The grey eyes found mine.

"The catalogue has been updated," she said.

I laughed. Quiet, because four women were sleeping or half-sleeping around us. The Phantom's post-sex commentary, delivered in her professional register. Nobody else would have said that. Nobody else was Sorrel.

"Stay," I said.

"Stay." The same word Sielle had said in the Greymaw and Vessa had said in the starlight. Every recalled woman heard it differently. Every recalled woman answered it by choosing.

The grey eyes held mine. The crack in the armor was visible. The two seconds of closed eyes were a record that existed between us now, the evidence of a vulnerability she'd allowed and that couldn't be unfiled.

"I'll stay," she said. "Tonight. Don't interpret tonight as a pattern."

"I'll interpret tonight as tonight."

"Good." She turned onto her side. Facing away from me. The bodysuit's covered back, the narrow shoulders, the dark hair. The posture of a woman who was done with vulnerability and who was reassembling the distance even while lying in the bed where the distance had been eliminated.

But she didn't go back. The corner was ten feet away and it was the exit she'd asked me not to give her. Three weeks of watching from that corner, three weeks of wanting. The corner was empty now. The Quiet Hand was in the bed, and staying in the bed was the bravest thing she'd done since the fire.

I put my hand on her hip. Through the bodysuit. The same place I'd first touched her, the contact point where the encounter had begun. She tensed for one second. Then the tension released. Not completely. Sorrel's tension never released completely. But enough. Enough that the hip settled against my palm and the settling was acceptance and the acceptance was the most the Quiet Hand could give and the most was enough.

In the morning she'd be in the corner. I knew that. The professional distance would reassert. The grey eyes would be flat. The bodysuit would be sealed. She'd deliver intelligence briefings and scout dungeons and stand at the edges of rooms and the edges would be closer to the center than they'd been before and the closer would be the evidence that tonight had happened and that the happening had changed the geometry of her distance.

But tonight she was in the bed. Tonight the distance was zero. Tonight the Phantom was visible.

Sielle's breathing was steady. Vessa's glow was resting. Ashlynn was asleep in the chair. The Broken Oar creaked around us. The frontier was dark outside the window. The Enforcer was in Greyholt. The hearing was in two days. The list had three names.

And the bed had five people in it for the first time. Four women. One man. The geometry of shared rest expanding to accommodate one more body, one more warmth, one more set of breaths in the dark.

The corner was empty.

The corner would stay empty from now on.




Chapter 15: Secondary Protocol

The Enforcer scheduled the hearing for the day after tomorrow and the Church celebrated Callum on the same morning.

Two things happening simultaneously. Two institutional moves executed in coordination. The timing was Elara's work. The Architect operating in exile. Her pen still moved without the Church's formal protection, the secondary protocol running through channels she'd built during two years of managing Callum's career.

The hearing notice arrived at the Broken Oar at 8 AM. A guild courier, official seal, the flat language of institutional process. The Crown Enforcement Office hereby schedules a formal review of the registration and skill classification of Reed Altius, Registration 4471-F, to be held at the Greyholt Guild Hall at the tenth hour of the day after the morrow. The respondent may present a defense. Failure to appear constitutes acceptance of the warrant's terms.

Failure to appear. The language meant: come to the hearing or we enforce without you. The choice between fighting in the Crown's arena and being crushed outside it.

At 9 AM, the guild board updated. A new clear logged under Callum's registration: the Thornspire, a level 54-58 dungeon two territories west that Callum's rebuilt party had cleared in a single day. The clear was legitimate. The Striker, Tavan Rennick, level 50, Church-appointed. He'd turned Callum's diminished party into a functional combat unit. The Thornspire was impressive content for a four-person party without a healer or intelligence operative. Callum's composite score climbed. His level held at 52 but the clear count improved and the improvement was publicized through guild channels with a speed that suggested the publicity was pre-arranged.

The Church's message was clear: the Hero system works. Callum Drayne, sanctioned Hero, clears difficult content with institutional support. The anomaly, the Junk Summoner, is a curiosity. The Hero is the standard.

"The publicity is coordinated with the hearing," Vessa said. She was at the table, the legal preparation spread before her, her stellar glow pulsing with the focused energy she produced when the political mind was fully engaged. "The Enforcer schedules the hearing. The Church publicizes Callum's clear. The frontier sees both on the same day. The narrative: the Crown is conducting a responsible review of an unusual case while the Hero system continues to produce results. The subtext: Reed is a problem being managed. Callum is the solution being maintained."

"The subtext is wrong," Sielle said. She was at the window, blade cleaned, the morning light on the blindfold. "Callum cleared a level 58 dungeon. Reed cleared a level 64 dungeon yesterday. The content gap is six levels. The gap is the argument."

"The gap doesn't matter if nobody sees it." Sorrel's voice. From somewhere near the ceiling. She'd been invisible since dawn, running surveillance on the guild hall, the Enforcer's lodgings, and Callum's party, which was camped at a guild-contracted inn two streets from ours. "The Church publicized Callum's clear because the publicity creates the narrative. Reed's clear wasn't publicized because Reed doesn't have an institutional press office managing his reputation. The frontier knows Reed is rank one. The frontier doesn't know the content difference between Reed's clears and Callum's. The numbers on the board are levels. The numbers don't show difficulty."

"Then we show the difficulty," I said.

"How?"

"We accept the Striker's challenge."

The challenge had arrived an hour after the hearing notice, hand-delivered to the Broken Oar by a courier who wasn't guild-affiliated, which meant the challenge was informal. The Church couldn't be officially connected. Elara's work running through Rennick rather than through Callum.

The challenge was simple: a dungeon race. Same dungeon, same day, competing parties. The Ironveil, a level 56-62 dungeon north of Greyholt that the guild had flagged for Hero-tier content. Whoever cleared the boss first won the contract, the prestige, and the narrative.

"The race is political," Vessa said. "If Callum's party stays close, the Church uses it as proof that the Hero system is competitive. If Callum's party wins, the Church uses it as proof that Reed isn't the frontier's best and the suspension becomes defensible."

"Callum's party won't win," Sielle said. The flat certainty of a woman who had assessed two parties and determined the outcome with the same precision she used to assess combat windows.

"If we win," I said, "and we win publicly, in front of the frontier, the day before the hearing. Suspending the adventurer who just demolished the Church's Hero in a public race is political suicide. The Enforcer can't enforce a warrant against a man the frontier just watched win."

"The race is the defense," Vessa said. The political mind catching the play. "Not the legal argument. The legal ground is the Crown's. But the political ground is ours if we take it in front of an audience. The race is the audience."

"Accept the challenge," Sorrel said. She was visible now, standing in the doorway. The grey eyes were calculating. The professional distance that she'd maintained in the mornings since last night was present, the bodysuit sealed, the posture straight. But the distance was different. The distance was performance rather than need. She was performing the professional register while standing six feet from the bed she'd been in twelve hours ago. "Accept the challenge. And let me deliver a message to the Enforcer before the race."

"What message?"

"The evidence." The grey eyes met mine. "Not the full release. A preview. Enough for the Enforcer to understand what we're holding and what we'll release if the hearing goes against us. The preview establishes the threat. The race establishes the political cost. The combination makes enforcement untenable."

Sorrel's approach. Threat first, execution second. The Phantom's methodology: make the enemy aware of the weapon before the weapon is deployed, because the awareness changes the calculus more than the deployment itself.

"Do it," I said. "Deliver the preview to the Enforcer today. We race tomorrow. The hearing is the day after. By the time we walk into the hearing room, the Enforcer will know what we're holding and the frontier will know what we can do. The legal argument is the Crown's. Everything else is ours."



Sorrel delivered the preview that afternoon.

I didn't see the delivery. Nobody saw the delivery. That was the point. Sorrel walked into the Enforcer's lodging invisible, placed a sealed packet on his desk while he was at the guild hall reviewing registration records, and left without disturbing a single item in the room. The packet contained a selection of the evidence: three of Elara's cipher letters (decoded, with the cipher key included so the Enforcer could verify the decode), a summary of Callum's stipend fraud, and a single page of Lyssa's medical logs — the final entry, the one dated six days before the Greymaw, the one that documented a two-hour healing session for injuries consistent with a four-to-six-minute beating.

The packet also contained a note in Sorrel's handwriting: This is a preview. The full archive is comprehensive. The deployment is contingent on the hearing's outcome.

The Enforcer would read the note. The Enforcer would understand the implication. The Enforcer would realize that the man he'd been sent to suppress was holding evidence that implicated the Crown's own advisory council in commissioning the assassination of a registered adventurer, and that the evidence would become public if the Crown's warrant was enforced.

The threat was delivered. The weapon was visible. The question was whether the Enforcer was smart enough to recognize the weapon and adjust the calculus.

"Vane is experienced," Harren said. The veteran had been consulted on the Enforcer's profile. "He's been solving problems for the Crown for twenty years. The experienced ones understand that some problems aren't solved by enforcement. Some problems are solved by choosing not to enforce."

"And if he's not the type who chooses?"

"Then Sielle demonstrates the error with the sword." Harren's mouth didn't smile. His eyes did. "But he'll choose. The preview gives him the exit. The race gives him the justification. A competent Enforcer takes both."



The race was set for tomorrow. The Ironveil. Level 56-62. Five against four.

Callum's party: Callum Drayne, Paladin, level 52. Elara Vinten, Mage, level 45 — operating remotely, not present in the dungeon but managing the strategy and narrative from outside. Tavan Rennick, Striker, level 50. And a third member I didn't recognize from the guild registration: a support class, level 47, recently recruited. Four in the dungeon. One managing from outside.

My party: Reed Altius, Summoner, level 54. Sielle, Blade Saint, level 78. Vessa, Stellar Warden, level 72. Sorrel, Phantom, level 81. Ashlynn, Sanctuary Warden, level 74.

The level disparity was significant. My party's average level was 71.8. Callum's party's average level was 49.7. The gap was over twenty levels. The gap should have made the race a foregone conclusion.

"Don't underestimate the Striker," Sorrel said. Evening briefing. The Broken Oar. The full party. "Rennick is level 50 but his combat record shows consistent performance six to eight levels above his registration. He's fast, aggressive, and he fights without self-preservation instinct. The Striker class generates damage through sustained offensive commitment — the more aggressive the engagement, the higher the damage multiplier. Against standard content, that's reckless. Against dungeon content where the party needs to push hard and fast, it's a force multiplier."

"He'll push Callum faster than Callum can push alone," Sielle said.

"Significantly faster. Callum's clearing speed without Dain was limited by the absence of a frontline tank. The Striker isn't a tank. The Striker is a second damage dealer. The party trades survivability for speed. Against content at their level, the trade works. Against content above their level, the attrition that the missing tank would have absorbed will slow them."

"The Ironveil is level 56 to 62. Above Callum's level by four to ten."

"Exactly. On the lower floors, the Striker's aggression will keep pace with our clearing speed. On the upper floors, the content will outscale their survivability and the attrition will compound because they don't have a healer."

"We do," Ashlynn said. The Sanctuary Warden was at the table, her hands wrapped around a mug of something hot. The brown eyes were steady. The steel beneath the gentleness was visible. "My zones negate attrition within their radius. On the upper floors, when their party is bleeding from accumulated damage and slowing from injuries they can't heal, our party will be operating at full capacity because every injury is healed in real time."

"The upper floors are where we pull away," I said. "The lower floors will be close. Let them be close. Let the audience see two parties racing neck and neck through the lower content. Then let them watch us pull away on the upper floors while Callum's party bleeds out."

"You want the race to look close before it looks decisive," Vessa said. "The narrative needs both parts. If we demolish them from the first floor, the audience writes it off as a level gap. If we race them close and then pull away, the audience sees the difference in party composition and the difference is the argument."

"The difference is: I built something. Callum was given something. The something I built is better."

Sielle cleaned her blade. The ritual. The cloth. The white-gold light at resting. "The something you built includes a Blade Saint, a Stellar Warden, a Phantom, and a Sanctuary Warden. The something Callum was given includes a Church-appointed Striker and a stolen sword." The not-quite-smile. "The comparison is not kind to Callum."

The comparison was not kind to Callum. The comparison was, in fact, the entire point. The race would show the frontier what Reed Altius had assembled and what Callum Drayne had been given and the difference between building and receiving and the difference was the argument that no legal brief and no sealed warrant could override.

Sorrel sat at the table. Not in the corner. At the table. The Nightveil Mantle hung over the back of her chair, the horned cowl dangling, the violet-black fabric pooling on the floor behind her. The professional distance was present in her posture but the position was the table, with the party, in the space where decisions were made rather than the space where decisions were observed. The shift had happened overnight. The corner was empty. The table had a new occupant.

Nobody commented on it. Commenting on Sorrel's position would produce the opposite of what the not-commenting produced. The not-commenting was acceptance. The acceptance was the space she needed.

"Tomorrow," I said. "The Ironveil. Five against four. The frontier watching. The Enforcer watching. The Church watching."

"And the day after?" Ashlynn asked.

"The day after, we walk into the hearing with the race behind us and the evidence in our hands and we find out what kind of Enforcer Aldric Vane is."

The evening settled. Vessa went to bed first, the glow dimming. Sielle followed, the blade at the bedside. Ashlynn went to the chair by the window, the healer's habit, the upright sleep.

Sorrel stood. She looked at the bed. She looked at the corner. The grey eyes held the calculation that she ran every night now: the weight of distance against the weight of proximity, the safety of corners against the warmth of beds.

She went to the bed.

She lay down at the edge. Twelve inches from me. The bodysuit on. The professional distance maintained in posture if not in position. Her back to me. The narrow shoulders. The dark hair.

I put my hand on her hip. She didn't flinch. The tension was present — Sorrel's tension was always present — but the tension was at resting levels. The levels that allowed her to be on the bed while maintaining the illusion of distance that her psychology required.

The illusion was thinner than last night. Her hip settled against my palm and I left it there and the leaving was the routine and the routine was what she needed.

I closed my eyes. By morning the Enforcer would have Sorrel's preview packet. By tomorrow evening the relay crystals at the Ironveil would be tracking two parties through mirrored corridors. By the day after, we'd walk into the hearing carrying the results. I ran the dungeon plan one more time behind my eyelids, found nothing to change, and slept.




Chapter 16: Race

The Ironveil's entrance split into two passages and the two passages were the race's architecture: left path and right path, mirrored layouts, converging at the boss chamber on the seventh floor. Whoever reached the boss first won.

The frontier was watching. Not figuratively. The guild had set up observation relays at the dungeon's entrance: mana-crystal displays projecting floor-by-floor progress markers for each party. The relays updated in real time. The crowd at the entrance was sixty people deep. Adventurers, guild staff, townsfolk who'd heard that the frontier's number one ranked party was racing the Church's sanctioned Hero. Harren was in the crowd. Garren was at the relay controls. The Crown Enforcer, Aldric Vane, was standing at the back with his arms crossed and his flat eyes on the entrance.

Callum's party took the left path. I watched them enter. Callum first, Emberthorn on his hip. My sword. The sword that Random Summon had produced at Rare tier before the evolution, before the Mythic rank, before everything. The sword he'd beaten me for and taken and carried for months as standard loot division. He didn't look at me as he passed. He looked at the dungeon's entrance with the composure of a man who'd been told by his handlers that the composure was the image and the image was the weapon.

The Striker went second. Tavan Rennick. Level 50, Church-appointed, fast and built for aggression. He looked at me. The look was professional, not hostile. A fighter evaluating a fighter. He was young, mid-twenties, with the lean build and quick eyes of a Striker class at full operating efficiency. He hadn't chosen this fight. The Church had chosen it for him. But he was here and he was good and the being-good was going to matter on the lower floors.

Their support class went third. Their mage (not Elara, a replacement I didn't know) went fourth. Four into the left path.

We took the right.

Sielle first. The white-gold light of [Dawnedge] activating as she crossed the threshold, the Blade Saint's perceptual range extending through the mirrored tunnels. Sorrel was already gone. Invisible the instant the race began, sprinting ahead through the right path's first floor, mapping everything. I went third. Vessa fourth. Ashlynn fifth, her golden light retracted, saving her mana for the zones she'd deploy when the content demanded it.

The race started. The relays tracked our progress. The frontier watched.



Floor one. Level 56 content. Iron constructs in corridor formations.

We hit the first formation at ninety seconds. Sorrel's voice from the dark: "Eight constructs, staggered pairs, level 56. Standard engagement pattern. The corridor widens at the third pair. Space for Ashlynn's zone."

I didn't deploy the zone. Not on floor one. The content was level 56 and I was level 54 and the gap was manageable without healing support. I needed the frontier to see me fight without the safety net first. The audience needed to understand what I could do before they saw what the party could do.

I hit the first pair with burst channeling. Three strikes each. Six seconds per pair. Sielle handled the pairs I passed. The corridor cleared in forty seconds.

The relay updated. Right path, floor one: cleared. Time: two minutes, twelve seconds.

The left path's relay updated eight seconds later. Floor one: cleared. Time: two minutes, twenty seconds.

Eight seconds. The gap was eight seconds after the first floor. The Striker was pushing Callum's party hard. The aggression was working. Eight seconds on a mirrored layout meant Rennick was fighting at a pace that matched or nearly matched my own, and the matching was the thing Sorrel had warned about.

Floor two. Level 57. The constructs were larger, faster. The corridor mechanics introduced environmental hazards: pressure plates that triggered ceiling spikes, floor panels that collapsed into pits. Sorrel had mapped them in the thirty seconds before we arrived.

"Third panel from the left is safe. Fourth is a collapse trigger. The construct at the junction has a ranged attack: crystal shards, three-second cooldown, dodge left."

I dodged left. The crystal shards hit the wall where my head had been. I closed the distance and put the channeled blade through the construct's chest in two burst strikes.

Floor two cleared: three minutes, forty-one seconds.

Left path: three minutes, fifty-eight seconds.

Seventeen seconds. The gap was widening. Not dramatically. Incrementally. The Striker's aggression was pushing Callum's party but the aggression couldn't compensate for the absence of intelligence. Callum's party was hitting every trap. They were fighting every construct at face value, without pre-mapped weaknesses or pre-scouted formations. The Striker's speed was raw. Our speed was informed. The difference was seventeen seconds on the second floor and the difference would compound.

Floor three. Level 58. The content stepped up. The constructs hit harder. The environmental hazards intensified: the corridors narrowed, reducing mobility, the ceiling lowered, compressing the combat space. Floor three was designed to punish aggressive clearing by constraining the space that aggression required.

"Deploy the zone," I said.

Ashlynn raised her hands. The golden dome bloomed. Fifteen feet of healing radius, encompassing the corridor's width. Inside the zone, the content's damage tier dropped from threatening to manageable. The constructs hit my body and the hits healed. The environmental hazards triggered and the damage resolved.

I fought without defense. Full aggression. The burst channeling at maximum output, the mana-conductive blade driving through iron and crystal with strikes that prioritized speed over precision because precision was for fighters who needed to avoid damage and I didn't need to avoid damage. The zone was fixing everything the constructs broke and the fixing was faster than the breaking.

Floor three cleared: four minutes, nineteen seconds.

Left path: five minutes, two seconds.

Forty-three seconds. The gap had jumped. Floor three was where the attrition started mattering. Callum's party didn't have a healer. Every hit they took on floor three stayed. Every injury accumulated. The Striker's aggression was still pushing but the aggression was now pushing through pain because the pain wasn't being addressed and the accumulated damage was slowing their execution speed.

I could hear them through the shared walls of the mirrored layout. Callum's voice, tight with effort, calling positions. The Striker's breathing, heavy but controlled. The mage's channeling, steady but diminished. They were fighting well. They were fighting injured.

We were fighting healed.



Floor four. Level 59. The gap continued to open.

Floor four cleared: three minutes, fifty-one seconds. The zone had me fighting at a pace that defied the level gap because the level gap's primary constraint was survivability and survivability was Ashlynn's domain.

Left path: five minutes, thirty-seven seconds. The gap: one minute, forty-six seconds.

Floor five. Level 60. I leveled up the combat intensity. The constructs on floor five were elite variants: larger, faster, with coordinated attack patterns that required real-time adaptation. In a standard clear, I'd have fought them cautiously, reading patterns, finding windows. Inside Ashlynn's zone, I fought them the way Sielle fought things thirty levels below her: with the absolute commitment of a person who knew the damage didn't matter because the damage was being erased.

The Striker class generated damage through sustained offensive commitment. The more aggressive the engagement, the higher the multiplier. I wasn't a Striker. But inside a Sanctuary Warden's zone, any fighter became the equivalent of a Striker because the aggression's downside (accumulated damage) was eliminated. The upside (raw speed) was all that remained.

Sielle fought beside me. The Blade Saint at full engagement, the white-gold blade carving through elites with the precision that 137 years of combat experience and level 78 stats produced. We were side by side in the corridor, two blades working in tandem, and the tandem was the thing that three months of training had built: my timing synchronized to hers, my positioning complementary to hers, the two of us operating as a single combat unit that covered every angle and exploited every gap.

Floor five cleared: four minutes, twelve seconds.

Left path: seven minutes, nine seconds.

Three minutes. The gap was three minutes. On a mirrored layout, three minutes was a chasm. The relay display at the entrance would be showing the frontier a race that had stopped being a race and started being a demonstration. Callum's party was bleeding, slowing, the attrition mounting with each floor. Our party was accelerating.

Vessa's glow brightened at the floor five exit. The post-combat radiance, the stellar channeling discharging the energy that combat built. She grabbed my arm as the party transitioned through the stairwell to floor six. Pulled me into the alcove that the stairwell's architecture created between floors.

"Two minutes," she said. The blue eyes with silver flecks, bright, the combat energy visible in the glow's intensity. "We have two minutes before Sorrel finishes scouting floor six."

"Two minutes isn't—"

She kissed me. The Vessa kiss: unhesitating, full-contact, the mouth of a woman who'd decided what she wanted and who considered the deciding and the doing to be the same action. Her body pressed against mine in the alcove, the stellar glow warming my skin through the armor, her hands pulling my hips against hers.

"The race is won," she said against my mouth. "The gap is three minutes and growing. Floor six and seven are formalities. You're about to demolish the Church's Hero in front of the entire frontier and I find that extremely attractive and I have two minutes and I want you to use them."

I used them.

The alcove was narrow. The position was standing, Vessa's back against the stone, my body against hers. The combat energy was in both of us: the elevated pulse, the heightened awareness, the physical intensity that dungeon clearing produced and that needed an outlet and that Vessa was providing with the directness that defined everything about her. She pulled her combat leggings down enough. I freed myself. The entry was fast, hard, the position constrained by the alcove's dimensions and the armor and the time limit and the constraints made it urgent and the urgency was what the combat energy wanted.

She was loud. Vessa was always loud. The sound echoed in the stairwell. Somewhere above us, Sorrel's invisible presence was scouting floor six. Somewhere below us, Sielle was cleaning her blade at the floor five exit and the sound of Vessa in a stairwell was not a sound that surprised the Blade Saint because the Blade Saint had been sharing a bed with Vessa for months and the sounds of Vessa were catalogued and filed and accepted.

Two minutes. The combat energy discharged. Vessa came against the alcove wall with a sound that the stairwell amplified, her stellar glow flaring to full intensity, the light filling the narrow space with gold and silver. I came seconds later, the urgency and the combat rhythm converging.

She pulled her leggings up. Fixed her armor. The glow dimmed to combat operational.

"Floor six," she said. As if nothing had happened. The Stellar Warden transitioning from sex to combat with the same seamless efficiency she applied to everything. "Sorrel's probably done scouting."

Sorrel's voice from above: "I've been done for forty-five seconds. The acoustics in this stairwell are remarkable."



Floor six. Level 61. The near-final floor.

Callum's party was two floors behind us. The relay markers showed them still on floor four. The gap was now five minutes and growing. The race was over in every practical sense. What remained was the demonstration: the visual of Reed Altius's party clearing the Ironveil's upper floors at a pace that the Church's Hero couldn't match.

Floor six was the hardest combat of the race. The constructs were elite-plus variants, level 61, with adaptive attack patterns that changed mid-engagement based on the party's demonstrated tactics. The constructs learned. If I used burst channeling three times in the same sequence, the fourth engagement's constructs modified their defensive posture to counter the burst pattern. If Sielle exploited the same joint weakness twice, the third construct reinforced that joint.

"They're adapting," I said, mid-engagement. The third construct on floor six had anticipated my burst pattern and shifted its guard to protect the joint I'd been targeting.

"Adapt faster." Sielle's voice, level, the training register. She was engaging her own pair of constructs with a rotating sequence that never repeated. The Blade Saint's combat experience included fighting adaptive enemies and the solution was stylistic diversity: never use the same technique twice in sequence.

I switched techniques. Abandoned the burst channeling. Drew the Ashveil Blade from my secondary sheath with my left hand and went dual-wielding: the mana-conductive blade in the right for heavy channeled strikes, the Ashveil in the left for quick slashes that exploited the [Shadowstep] enchantment's spatial disruption. The combination was new. I'd never dual-wielded in combat before — and the newness was the point. The constructs couldn't adapt to a pattern that didn't exist yet.

The dual-wielding was rough. The coordination between two weapons was a skill I hadn't trained. But the Ashveil's Shadowstep enchantment disrupted the constructs' spatial awareness when it activated on critical hits, and the disruption created windows for the mana-conductive blade's channeled strikes, and the combination produced a damage output that exceeded either weapon individually.

"New technique," Sielle observed. She was finished with her constructs. Watching. The micro-adjustment. "Unrefined. Effective. We'll train it properly after the race."

"After the race."

Floor six cleared: five minutes, forty-four seconds. Slower than the previous floors. The adaptive constructs demanded more from the party. But the clear was clean. No casualties. No significant injuries inside Ashlynn's zone.

Left path relay: floor five. Still.



Floor seven. The boss. Level 62.

The Ironveil's boss chamber was shared. Both paths converged here, the mirrored layout merging into a single chamber where both parties would face the same boss. The design meant that if both parties arrived at the same time, they'd fight together. If one arrived first, they'd fight alone.

We arrived first. By approximately six minutes.

The boss was an Ironveil Sentinel. Level 62. A massive humanoid construct of layered iron and crystal, standing at the chamber's center, dormant until activated. The Sentinel's mechanics were listed on the guild board's contract: multi-phase fight, three defensive phases followed by a vulnerability phase, adaptive armor that strengthened against repeated damage types.

"Full deployment," I said. "Ashlynn: zone. Sorrel: structural assessment. Vessa: barrier control. Sielle: lead phase breaks."

The Sentinel activated. Phase one: the construct's outer armor layer engaged, absorbing damage. Sielle tested the armor with three strikes at different angles, identifying the absorption pattern. The armor was weakest at the joints. Standard construct design, the joints requiring flexibility that full armor prevented.

Sielle broke phase one in forty seconds. Joint strikes, precision cuts, the white-gold blade finding every gap in the outer layer and exploiting them with efficiency that made the combat look choreographed.

Phase two: inner armor engaged. Denser, adaptive. The armor shifted to counter Sielle's joint-targeting pattern. The Blade Saint switched to center-mass strikes that the adaptive armor hadn't modeled. The phase broke in fifty seconds.

Phase three: the construct's core defense. Energy barriers, ranged attacks, the full defensive toolkit deployed simultaneously. Vessa's stellar barriers contained the ranged attacks. Sorrel identified the core defense's power source: a mana node at the Sentinel's base, feeding the energy barriers.

I cut the node. One burst strike, the mana-conductive blade severing the connection, the energy barriers collapsing.

Vulnerability phase. The Sentinel's core exposed. Five seconds before the phases reset.

Five seconds. I channeled everything. Not the full reservoir dump — I'd learned efficiency since the Blackmire. A controlled, concentrated burst: seventy percent of the reservoir, routed through the mana-conductive blade, driven into the exposed core with the precision that Sielle had trained and the speed that Ashlynn's wrist repair had unlocked.

The core shattered. The Sentinel collapsed. The iron-and-crystal body fell in sections, the layered armor clattering across the boss chamber floor, the mana dispersing in a pulse that the observation relays would have registered as a clear-complete signal.

[Level Up! Reed Altius: Level 54 → 55]

Fifty-five.

Three above Callum. The gap that had been zero a week ago was three levels and the three levels had been earned in front of the frontier and the three levels were on the relay display and the relay display was showing sixty people at the entrance that the Junk Summoner had cleared the Ironveil's boss while the Church's sanctioned Hero was still fighting on floor five.

The boss loot materialized. I didn't look at it. I was looking at the chamber's left entrance — the passage that Callum's party would eventually emerge from, if they finished the dungeon. The passage was empty. The passage would be empty for several more minutes.

Sielle stood beside me. The blade sheathed. The not-quite-smile that was, today, closer to a full smile than I'd seen from the Blade Saint in three months.

"Three above," she said.

"Three above."

"The relay is showing the entire frontier."

"I know."

"The Enforcer is watching."

"I know."

"The Church's narrative — the Hero system works, the anomaly is a curiosity — died on this floor." She turned to me. The blindfold, the pale blue hair, the mouth that delivered tactical assessments and devastating testimony and the words she said to me in the dark with equal precision. "You demolished him. Not by a margin. By a chasm. The frontier saw a five-person party built from nothing clear a Hero-rated dungeon while the Hero's party was still bleeding through the lower floors. The demonstration is the defense. The hearing tomorrow is a formality."

Callum's party emerged from the left passage eight minutes after we'd killed the boss.

I was sitting on the Sentinel's remains. The boss chamber was already clear, the loot collected, the debris settling. My party was around me: Sielle cleaning her blade, Vessa's glow at resting, Sorrel visible and examining the loot, Ashlynn replenishing her mana reserves.

Callum came through the passage first. Emberthorn drawn. My sword in his hand, the Rare-tier fire blade that he'd taken from me the night he'd backhanded me for refusing to hand it over. He was injured — a cut on his forearm, a limp in his left leg, the accumulated damage of seven floors without a healer. The Striker came behind him, bleeding from a head wound, his Striker-class aggression having cost him in the upper-floor content that outscaled his survivability. The mage and support class followed, both diminished, both carrying injuries.

They stopped. They looked at me sitting on the dead boss. They looked at the cleared chamber. They looked at my party, unhurt, resting, the Sanctuary Warden's golden light still fading from the zone that had kept everyone at full capacity for seven floors.

Callum's face went still. Not the practiced composure of the hearing rooms or the controlled authority of the party leader. The stillness of a man who was looking at the evidence of his own inadequacy and the evidence was sitting on the remains of the thing he'd been trying to kill and the thing was dead and the man who'd killed it was the man he'd buried under stone.

I didn't speak. Sielle didn't speak. Nobody needed to speak. The boss chamber spoke. The relay spoke. The eight-minute gap spoke. The numbers spoke the language that the frontier understood and the language said: the Junk Summoner built something better than the Hero was given.

We left through the boss chamber's exit. Past Callum. Past the Striker. Past the party that the Church had assembled with institutional resources and Church funding and a sanctioned Hero designation and that had finished a race eight minutes after the race was already over.

I didn't look at Emberthorn as I passed. Not yet. The sword was on the list. The sword would come back. But not today. Today was about the number and the relay and the frontier and the Enforcer who was standing at the entrance watching the clear-complete signal and who was, if Harren was right about the Enforcer's competence, recalculating the political cost of the warrant he carried.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 55] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81), Ashlynn (Sanctuary Warden, Lv. 74)]

The relay display at the entrance would show the frontier everything it needed to know: the Junk Summoner killed the boss while the Hero was still bleeding through floor five. No legal brief could argue against that. No sealed warrant could unsay it.

Three above Callum. The hearing was tomorrow. And the Enforcer had been watching.




Chapter 17: Lyssa's Letter

The letter arrived three hours after the race, while the frontier was still talking about it.

Hand-delivered to the Broken Oar by a courier who didn't know the sender. The courier was a boy, maybe fourteen, paid in coin to walk a folded parchment from one end of Greyholt to the other. He handed it to Garren's assistant at the tavern's common room counter and left without waiting for a reply.

I recognized the handwriting before I read the words. Small, neat, clinical. The handwriting that had documented forty-seven beatings in language that turned violence into medical data. The handwriting that had written "mechanism inconsistent with training" forty-seven times and filed the observation in a parallel archive and never shown it to anyone.

Lyssa Thane was writing to me.

I read the letter at the table while Sielle cleaned her blade and Vessa reviewed the hearing brief and Sorrel sat at the table (not the corner, the table, the shift still new enough that the shift was visible) and Ashlynn prepared medical supplies for whatever the next dungeon would demand.

Reed.

I know you won't want to read this. I know my handwriting alone probably made you consider burning the parchment before the first word. I know what my handwriting means to you because I know what my handwriting did. Every entry I wrote is a record of something I watched happen to you and chose not to stop. I know this. I've known this for two years. The knowing is not new. What's new is that I'm writing to you instead of about you.

Three things. I'll be brief because I know how you read — you process information and discard packaging, so I'll strip the packaging.

First: I'm sorry. Not the apology I gave you after the healings. Those apologized for the symptom while I perpetuated the cause. This is for the cause. I watched Callum beat you for two years. I healed you after every beating. I documented every injury. I never intervened. I never reported. I never spoke. I maintained a parallel archive of your abuse that I never submitted to any authority. The archive was a weapon I was storing, not a conscience I was exercising. Sorrel is right about me. I heard what she said in Aldenmere — I have sources, even unregistered — and she's right. I'm a survivor who serves whoever is winning. The description is accurate and the accuracy does not absolve me of what I did to you by doing nothing.

Second: the secondary protocol has a phase you haven't seen yet. The race was Phase Two. The Enforcer's warrant is Phase Three. Phase Four exists. I don't know the details — Elara removed me before Phase Four was finalized — but I know it involves the Seneschal directly. Not through intermediaries. Not through Church channels or Crown warrants. The Seneschal is preparing to act personally, or through agents that operate outside institutional process. The agents are not Enforcers. They're not subject to guild law or frontier charter. Whatever Phase Four is, it doesn't require a hearing.

Third: I want to meet. Not to beg. Not to explain. To offer something. I know you already have the medical logs — I assume Sorrel found them in the Church archive, which is where I filed copies because filing copies in multiple locations is what a person who stores weapons does. You have the evidence. What you don't have is me standing in front of the frontier and saying, with my face and my name attached, that the evidence is real and that I watched it happen and that the Hero the Church appointed beat a man for two years while the Church looked away. The logs are documents. I'm the witness. Documents can be disputed. A witness standing in public saying "I watched him break this man's ribs and I healed the ribs and I wrote it down and the Church knew" cannot be disputed in the same way.

I'm at the Candlewick Inn, room six. I'll be there until morning. If you don't come, I'll leave Greyholt and you'll never hear from me again. If you do come, bring Sorrel. I know she'll come anyway, invisible, and I'd rather acknowledge her presence than pretend I don't know she's there.

The letter is honest. I know that's a strange thing to claim from a woman whose primary skill for two years was strategic inaction. Believe it or don't. Come or don't.

Lyssa.

I set the letter on the table. The table was quiet. Sielle's blade was clean but the cloth was still in her hand. Vessa's hearing brief was untouched. Sorrel's grey eyes were on the parchment. Ashlynn's hands were still.

"One of the names on the list is writing me letters," I said.

Sielle spoke first. "Caution." The single word, delivered with the economy of a tactical assessment. "The letter is designed to produce a specific response: arrival at a specific location at a time of her choosing. The content is calibrated to your psychology — the stripped packaging she mentions is itself a form of packaging, designed to signal that she knows how you think and is presenting herself in the format most likely to earn your trust. She addressed Sorrel's assessment of her by name. She anticipated Sorrel's presence. The letter is a professional intelligence product presented as a personal communication."

"She's good," Sorrel said. The grey eyes hadn't left the parchment. "The letter is manipulative and the manipulation is skilled. The apology is structured as a confession that preemptively addresses every objection the recipient would raise. The warning about Phase Four provides value that incentivizes the meeting. The offer of public testimony provides a reason to accept that transcends the personal dynamic. She's constructed a three-part argument that covers emotional, tactical, and strategic registers simultaneously."

"And?" I said.

"And I'd have written the same letter if I were in her position. Which means she's either as smart as me or she had help, and the fact that I can't determine which is the reason you should bring me and not go alone."

"Vessa?"

Vessa leaned back. The stellar glow pulsed with thought. "The warning about Phase Four is the part that matters. Everything else in the letter is positioning. The apology is real or it isn't — either way, it doesn't change the tactical landscape. The testimony offer is valuable regardless of her motivation because a public witness transforms the evidence from documents into narrative and narrative is what the frontier responds to. But the Phase Four warning — if there's a phase beyond the Enforcer's warrant that operates outside institutional process, we need to know what it is. Lyssa claims to have partial information. Partial information is better than none."

"Ashlynn?"

The Sanctuary Warden looked at me with the brown eyes that had read two years of abuse from my bones that morning. The eyes that had cried when they finished reading. The eyes that carried warmth and steel in equal measure.

"She healed you forty-seven times," Ashlynn said. "She healed you competently enough to keep you functional and incompletely enough to keep you breakable. The stress points in your ribs were deliberate. The healing was sabotage disguised as care." She paused. "But she also kept the records. Forty-seven entries. Twenty-three months. She maintained a parallel archive that documented systematic abuse with clinical precision. A person who keeps records like that is a person who was building a case, even if she didn't know who the case would eventually serve."

"She's building the case for whoever's winning," Sorrel said. "The case served Callum while Callum was winning. Now it serves Reed. The case hasn't changed. The beneficiary has."

"That doesn't mean the case isn't useful," Vessa said.

"It means the person presenting the case is unreliable. The case is real. The presenter is a variable."

The table was quiet. Four women, four assessments. Caution, manipulation analysis, tactical value, moral complexity. Each woman seeing a different facet of the same letter. Each facet true. Each facet insufficient alone.

"I'm going," I said.

Sielle's jaw tightened. The cloth resumed on the blade. The cleaning that was maintenance when the blade needed it and processing when the blade didn't. "I advise against."

"Noted. I'm going."

"Then I'm going with you."

"No. Sorrel goes. Invisible. As Lyssa anticipated." I looked at Sorrel. "You assess the room, the exits, the surrounding area. If it's a trap, you extract me. If it's not a trap, you listen and you evaluate."

Sorrel nodded. The professional nod. The mission accepted.

"And if it's not a trap," Vessa said, "and Lyssa is what she says she is — a survivor trying to land on the winning side — what do you do?"

"I decide what the winning side needs from her."

"And if what the winning side needs is a public witness who stood beside a Hero while he beat a man for two years and who documented every beating and who is now willing to say so in front of the frontier?"

"Then the winning side takes the witness. And Sorrel watches the witness every moment of every day until the witnessing is done."

"And after the witnessing?"

I looked at the letter on the table. Lyssa's handwriting. The small, neat, clinical hand that had written "mechanism inconsistent with training" forty-seven times. The hand that had also written "I accept that judgment." The hand that was now writing to me because the system she'd served was collapsing and the collapse was the thing that survivors navigated and Lyssa Thane was, above everything else, a survivor.

"After the witnessing," I said, "Lyssa Thane is still a name on the list. What happens to names on the list is what happened to Dain."

The table processed this. Sielle's blade was still. Vessa's eyes were steady. Sorrel's grey was flat. Ashlynn's brown was warm and the warmth contained the acknowledgment of a woman who healed people for a living and who understood that some people were beyond healing.

"The hearing is tomorrow morning," I said. "I meet Lyssa tonight. The meeting determines whether the hearing has a public witness or just documents. The documents are strong. The witness makes them undeniable."

I stood. I took the letter. I folded it and put it in my pocket with the clinical neatness that Lyssa's handwriting had taught me to associate with precision disguised as care.



The Candlewick Inn was a ground-floor establishment on Greyholt's eastern edge, three streets from the guild hall. A place that rented rooms by the night to unregistered travelers and asked no questions because questions reduced occupancy. Room six was at the end of a narrow corridor lit by a single mana lamp. The door was closed. No sound from inside.

Sorrel was with me. Invisible. I couldn't see her, couldn't hear her, couldn't feel her. But I knew she was there the way I knew Sielle was there when the Blade Saint stood at my shoulder: through the accumulated certainty of proximity maintained long enough to become instinct. Three feet to my left. Always three feet to my left in operational contexts — close enough to intervene, far enough to maneuver.

I knocked.

The door opened. Lyssa Thane stood in the frame.

She was thinner than I remembered. The healing robes were gone, replaced by civilian clothes hanging loose on a frame that had lost weight. Her hair was unwashed, pulled back in a practical knot. Her face was the same face that had looked at me with soft concern after every beating: round features, the gentle mouth, the eyes that had been sorry and complicit in equal measure for two years.

The eyes were different now. The softness was present but the softness was layered over something harder. Fear. Real, visible, the fear of a woman who'd been on the inside of an institution and was now on the outside and who understood exactly how dangerous the outside was for a person who knew what the inside had done.

"You came," she said.

"I came. Sorrel's here."

Lyssa looked at the space three feet to my left. The space where a Phantom was standing. "I know," she said. "Come in."

The room was small, sparse. A bed, a table, a chair, a washbasin. A single window that overlooked the alley behind the inn. On the table: a candle, a pen, a blank parchment. The pen was the same pen she'd used for the medical logs. The same pen she'd used for the letter. Lyssa's pen, like Elara's pen, was a weapon. The difference was that Elara's pen had been used to erase Reed and Lyssa's pen had been used to document the erasing.

I sat in the chair. Lyssa sat on the bed. The distance between us was four feet, which was the same distance that had separated the healing table from the patient in Callum's camp, the distance at which Lyssa had laid her hands on my broken ribs and said "I'm sorry, Reed, he shouldn't have done that" forty-seven times.

"The letter was honest," she said. "I know that's the first thing you're evaluating."

"Sorrel is evaluating. I'm listening."

"Then I'll talk to both of you." She folded her hands in her lap. The gesture was deliberate: the posture of a woman presenting herself for assessment, the hands visible, the body language open. "The apology in the letter is real. I don't expect you to believe that. I'm stating it for the record. The warning about Phase Four is real. I'm stating that for the record too. The offer of public testimony is real and it's the reason I'm here."

"Tell me about Phase Four."

"Elara removed me before the details were finalized. What I know is partial." She looked at her hands. "The Seneschal's correspondence with Elara described a four-phase protocol for your elimination. Phase One was the Church investigation and suspension petition. Phase Two was rebuilding Callum's party and the dungeon race challenge. Phase Three was the Crown Enforcer and the sealed warrant. Phase Four was described as 'direct resolution' and the description used language that Elara's correspondence hadn't used for the other phases."

"What language?"

"Final." She looked up. The eyes that had been sorry for two years were sorry now but the sorry was different. The sorry was afraid. "The word 'final' appeared in the Phase Four description three times. 'Final resolution.' 'Final protocol.' 'Final action.' The language implies an outcome that doesn't leave room for legal process or institutional review. The language implies that if Phases One through Three fail, Phase Four ends the problem permanently."

Assassination. Not institutional. Not legal. Direct.

"When?" I said.

"I don't know. The Phase Four timeline was contingent on the failure of the earlier phases. Phase One failed. The suspension petition was denied. Phase Two failed. You won the race. Phase Three is tomorrow's hearing. If Phase Three fails, Phase Four activates."

"And the hearing is going to fail," I said. "Because the evidence makes enforcement untenable."

"Then Phase Four is coming." Lyssa's hands tightened in her lap. "Reed, the Seneschal doesn't send Enforcers for Phase Four. The Seneschal sends people who don't have titles and don't carry warrants and don't appear on any institutional registry. The Quiet Hand was the Mirethane Court's version of that capability. The Crown has its own version. I don't know the name. I know they exist. I know that when the Seneschal writes 'final resolution,' the resolution arrives without announcement and the target stops being a problem."

The room was quiet. Sorrel was invisible but I could feel the Phantom processing the intelligence. Sorrel knew this world. Sorrel had been this world. The Quiet Hand of the Mirethane Court had been exactly the person Lyssa was describing: the agent who arrived without announcement and resolved problems that institutional process couldn't address. If the Crown had its own version, Sorrel would understand the threat better than anyone.

"The testimony," I said. "Tell me what you're offering."

"I stand in front of the frontier. In front of the guild hall. In front of the Enforcer and the clerk and the adventurers and anyone who's listening. I say: my name is Lyssa Thane. I was the healer in Callum Drayne's party for two years. During those two years, I healed Reed Altius after forty-seven separate incidents of physical abuse perpetrated by the party leader. I documented every incident in clinical detail. I never reported the abuse. I never intervened. I watched a man be beaten for two years and I healed him and I apologized and I did nothing." She was looking at me. The fear was present. The fear was real. "I say all of that, publicly, with my name attached. The logs become undeniable because the person who wrote them is standing in front of the frontier confirming every word."

"Why?"

"Because I'm afraid." No hesitation. No packaging. "Phase Four is coming whether I testify or not. The Seneschal's people don't distinguish between targets and associates. If you're a target, everyone connected to you is a variable. I was connected to Callum's party for two years. I maintained an archive that documents crimes the directorate wants buried. I'm a variable. Variables get resolved."

"You're testifying to protect yourself."

"I'm testifying to align myself with the side that's more likely to keep me alive. You're winning. Callum is losing. The Church is losing. The Crown's warrant is going to fail tomorrow. The side that wins is the side that survives, and I want to survive."

Sorrel had said it in Aldenmere, reading the cipher documents. She'd said it in the inn room, assessing the medical logs. She's a survivor who serves whoever is winning. Lyssa was confirming the assessment with the same clinical precision she'd used to document my abuse.

The honesty was not comforting. The honesty was useful.

"Tomorrow morning," I said. "The hearing. You testify at the hearing."

"Yes."

"You stand in front of the Enforcer and the frontier and you say everything you just said. Every word. With the medical logs as supporting documentation."

"Yes."

"And after the testimony. After the hearing. After the evidence is public and the narrative is established and the frontier knows what Callum did and what you watched and what the Church allowed."

"After that," Lyssa said, "I'm still a name on your list."

The room held the silence. Lyssa looked at me across the four feet that had been the clinical distance for two years. She knew the list existed. She'd spent two years watching me and the watching had taught her to read me and the reading was accurate.

"After that," I said, "we'll see."

"That's not a no."

"It's not a yes either. It's the best you're going to get from the man whose ribs you left breakable on purpose."

The words landed. Lyssa's face shifted. The clinical distance cracked. The thing behind the crack was not surprise. She'd known about the stress points, known what she'd done, known the leaving was deliberate. The thing behind the crack was the recognition that I knew. That Ashlynn had found what Lyssa had left. That the bones she'd kept weak had been strengthened by a different healer and the strengthening was itself an indictment.

"Ashlynn fixed the stress points," I said. "The micro-fractures in my wrists. The channel scarring you never addressed. The ribs that you kept fifteen percent below baseline so that Callum's next beating would break them again and I'd need you again and the needing was the thing that kept you relevant."

"Yes." The word was quiet. "All of that is true."

"Tomorrow you testify. Tonight you think about what true means when it's your voice saying it in front of the frontier."

I stood. I left. Sorrel followed, invisible, the three feet maintained, the Phantom processing the intelligence she'd gathered through contact that required no visibility because the Quiet Hand had been gathering intelligence from invisible positions for sixty years and the gathering was automatic.

Outside. The night air. Greyholt's streets, quiet, the post-race energy settled into the steady hum of a frontier town processing the day's spectacle.

"Assessment," I said.

Sorrel materialized beside me. The grey eyes catching the street's mana lamp light. "The intelligence about Phase Four is likely accurate. Her fear is real. The physiological indicators are consistent with sustained stress, not performance. She's lost weight, she's not sleeping, her hands trembled during the conversation. The fear is driving the testimony offer, not conscience."

"Is the testimony useful?"

"Extremely. A public witness transforms the evidence from institutional documentation to personal narrative. The frontier responds to narrative. The Enforcer responds to political cost. A woman standing in the guild hall saying 'I watched a Hero beat a man for two years and I healed him every time' is a political cost that no warrant can absorb."

"And after?"

"After, she's still Lyssa Thane. Still a name on your list." Sorrel walked beside me. Six inches from my arm. The distance that was contact without touching. "She'll be useful until she isn't. When she stops being useful, she'll try to be useful to someone else. That's her nature. The nature doesn't change because the audience changes."

We walked to the Broken Oar. The common room held adventurers still talking about the eight-minute gap.

Tomorrow Lyssa would testify. After that, she'd still be a name on a list that had already shortened by one.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 55]

Twelve hours until the hearing. Sorrel was right about Lyssa's nature. I was using that nature while it pointed my direction. When it stopped pointing my direction, the nature would become the problem and the problem would be resolved the way Dain's had been.




Chapter 18: The Hearing

The guild hall was full.

Every seat taken. Adventurers lined the walls. The ranking board on the east wall showed my name at the top and Callum's beneath it and the numbers were visible from every seat in the hall because the numbers were the context for everything that was about to happen. The observation relays from yesterday's race were still mounted beside the board, the mana-crystal displays dark but present, a reminder of the eight-minute gap between my boss kill and Callum's arrival.

The Enforcer sat at a table facing the hall. Aldric Vane, Crown Enforcement. The flat eyes, the grey temples, the lean bearing of a man who solved problems for the throne. He'd read the preview. I knew he'd read it because Sorrel had confirmed — she'd watched him open the packet the previous evening, watched him read each page, watched his expression change precisely once during the reading (Lyssa's final medical entry, the two-hour healing session six days before the Greymaw) before returning to the flat professional mask.

He knew what we were holding. He knew what we'd release. The question was whether knowing would change his calculus.

Callum was in the hall. Third row from the back, Emberthorn on his hip, the Striker beside him. Callum's face was composed. The composure looked expensive — the effort required to sit in a guild hall where the ranking board showed your name below the man you'd beaten for two years and buried under stone was visible in the tension around his jaw. Elara was not present. Elara was never present in rooms where her presence could be documented.

I sat at the respondent's table. Vessa beside me, the legal brief in front of her, the stellar glow at its focused operational intensity. Sielle stood behind my chair. The Blade Saint, in full view, the red dress and the blindfold and the blade. Her presence was the second layer of the argument: the first layer was words, and the second layer was what happened when the words failed.

Sorrel was invisible. Ashlynn was in the front row, visible, the Sanctuary Warden's formal robes borrowed from the guild's stores. Lyssa was in the second row, wearing the civilian clothes from last night, her hands folded in her lap.

The hearing began.



Vane opened with the warrant's terms. The flat voice, the procedural language, the legal framework that gave the Crown authority to suspend a frontier registration pending review of a skill classification that the Church had flagged as doctrinally sensitive.

"The Crown's interest," Vane said, "is in the proper classification and oversight of Mythic-rank skill access to the Church's sealed archives. The respondent, Reed Altius, possesses a Mythic-rank skill that interfaces with sealed records maintained by the Church of the Registered Kingdoms. The Church has expressed doctrinal concerns regarding this access. The Crown seeks to determine whether the access represents a security concern warranting registration suspension."

Security concern. The language was careful. Not "violation." Not "crime." Concern. The careful language told me that Vane had read the preview and the preview had shifted his framing from enforcement to evaluation.

Vessa stood. The Stellar Warden in full political mode, the glow steady, the bearing of a woman who'd led a sovereign council for thirty years before a needle found her back.

"The respondent's skill was granted by the system," Vessa said. "The Mythic-rank classification was a system-generated evolution, not a user-initiated modification. The respondent did not hack, alter, or circumvent the Registry's skill classification protocols. The system evaluated the respondent and granted the evolution based on criteria that the system, not the respondent, determined. Article Seven of the Valmere Accord, which the Fourth Circle Inquisitor Maeven cited in her ruling three weeks ago, establishes that system-granted classifications cannot be subject to institutional review because the system's authority supersedes institutional authority. The Church's doctrinal concerns were addressed and dismissed by Inquisitor Maeven. The Crown's warrant duplicates a resolved inquiry."

"The Crown's authority supersedes the Church's," Vane said.

"The system's authority supersedes both." Vessa didn't blink. "The Registry predates the Church, the Crown, and the registered kingdoms. The system granted Reed Altius his skill classification. If the Crown disputes the system's classification, the Crown is disputing the system. I'd be interested to hear the Crown's legal framework for overriding the Registry itself."

The hall was quiet. The argument was clean: you can't punish a man for a skill the system gave him, and disputing the skill means disputing the system, and nobody had the authority to dispute the system because the system was the foundation everything else was built on.

Vane's flat eyes showed nothing. The argument had landed, or it hadn't. The Enforcer was not a man who showed his processing.

"The respondent may present additional evidence," Vane said.

"The respondent calls Lyssa Thane."



Lyssa stood. She walked from the second row to the front of the hall. Every head turned. Most of the adventurers in the room didn't know her. The frontier knew Reed, knew Sielle, knew the dungeon race and the ranking board and the overflow defense. The frontier didn't know the healer who'd stood beside a Hero for two years and documented the beating of a party member with clinical precision and never spoken.

They were about to.

Lyssa stood before the hall. Her hands were folded. Her voice was steady. The fear from last night was present but the fear was managed — the clinical precision that characterized everything about Lyssa was managing the fear the way it had managed the documentation.

"My name is Lyssa Thane," she said. "I was the healer in Callum Drayne's registered party for two years and three months. During that period, I was present for and provided medical treatment following forty-seven incidents of physical assault perpetrated by the party leader, Callum Drayne, against the party member Reed Altius."

The hall went silent. Not quiet. Silent. The silence of a room full of people hearing a thing that rewrote what they thought they knew.

"The incidents ranged from open-hand strikes to sustained beatings lasting between two and six minutes. The injuries included bilateral rib fractures, carpal fractures, facial contusions, soft tissue damage, and mana channel bruising. After each incident, I healed the injuries to functional capacity and documented the specifics in a parallel medical archive that I maintained independently of the party's official records."

Lyssa's voice didn't waver. The clinical register held. She was delivering the testimony the way she'd written the medical logs: precise, detailed, stripped of emotion, the data presented in language that turned violence into evidence.

"I never reported the abuse. I never intervened. I never contacted guild authorities, Church oversight, or frontier law enforcement. I maintained the archive as a personal record and took no action to stop or prevent the continued assault of a party member who was being systematically abused by a Church-sanctioned Hero operating under institutional protection."

She paused. Looked at the hall. At the adventurers, the clerks, Garren at his station, Harren at the back. At Callum, three rows from the rear, whose composure was no longer holding.

"I am here today because Reed Altius is alive. He should not be alive. The party leader, acting on the direction of the party administrator Elara Vinten, engineered an attempt to kill Reed Altius by sealing him inside the Greymaw dungeon. I was present for the planning. I did not object. Reed Altius survived, evolved his skill to Mythic rank, and built the party that sits in this hall. I failed to prevent his murder. He prevented his own."

She turned to Vane. The Enforcer's flat eyes were on her and the flat eyes had shifted by a degree that was visible if you knew what to look for: the assessment deepening, the processing accelerating, the professional mask doing the work of concealing what the preview had started and the testimony was finishing.

"The medical logs are available for review," Lyssa said. "Forty-seven entries. Twenty-three months. Every injury described, dated, and classified by mechanism and severity. The logs are mine. The handwriting is mine. The silence was mine. I am here now because the silence was wrong and the record should be public."

She sat down.

The guild hall held the silence for three seconds. Then the low murmur of two hundred people processing what they'd just heard: the Church's Hero had beaten a party member for two years, and the healer who'd patched him up had walked into this room and said so with her name attached.

Callum stood. He walked to the hall's exit. The Striker followed. The mage and support class followed. The Hero's party left the hearing while the hearing was still in session because the hearing had become the thing that the Hero's composure could not accommodate. Callum's back was straight. His pace was measured. The composure held until the guild hall's doors closed behind him and the doors closing was the sound of a man's institutional protection cracking.



Vessa delivered the closing argument.

"The Crown's warrant seeks to suspend the registration of a man who was systematically abused by a Church-sanctioned Hero, who was nearly murdered by the Hero's party administrator, who survived through his own skill and determination, who built a party that outperforms the Hero's party by every measurable metric, and who is currently the highest-ranked adventurer on the frontier." She stood at the respondent's table, the stellar glow bright, the voice carrying the political weight that thirty years of council leadership had trained. "The medical logs document two years of institutional failure. The cipher correspondence, which has been provided to the Enforcer in preview, documents a conspiracy between Church personnel and Crown advisory contacts to commission the respondent's death. The respondent is not a security concern. The respondent is the victim of a security failure."

She sat down. Everything had been said. The evidence, the testimony, the race results on the wall, the preview on the Enforcer's desk. All of it pointed in one direction.

Vane looked at the hall. The flat eyes swept the room: the ranking board, the relay displays, the adventurers, Sielle standing behind my chair with the blade at her hip, Ashlynn in the front row with the healer's hands folded, the empty seats where Callum's party had been.

"The hearing is adjourned for deliberation," Vane said. "The respondent's registration remains active during the deliberation period."



The deliberation lasted four hours. Vane spent them in the guild hall's administrative office with the door closed. Garren brought him documents. The door stayed closed.

I waited in the common room at the Broken Oar with my party and the tension that four hours of deliberation produced in five people who'd spent weeks building toward this moment.

Sielle cleaned her blade. The ritual that meant processing. The cloth on steel. The white-gold light at resting.

Vessa reviewed the legal brief for the twelfth time, making annotations that she'd already made, the review functioning as a management strategy for the uncertainty rather than a productive legal exercise.

Sorrel was visible. At the table. She'd been visible since the hearing ended, the professional invisibility suspended in favor of physical presence with the party. Her hand was on the table, three inches from mine. The three inches were the distance she maintained in public between her private self and her operational self. In bed, the distance was zero. At the table, the distance was three inches and the three inches were the compromise.

Ashlynn sat in her chair by the window, her hands wrapped around a mug that had gone cold, the brown eyes watching the party with the diagnostic attention that saw injuries in people and structures in groups.

The courier arrived at 2 PM.

The message was brief. The Enforcer requested the respondent's presence in the guild hall administrative office. Alone.

I went alone.



Vane was standing behind the desk. The warrant case was in front of him, open. The warrant document was inside the case. The preview packet — Sorrel's three cipher letters, the fraud summary, the medical log page — was beside it.

"Close the door," he said.

I closed the door.

"The warrant is withdrawn."

The words sat in the room. I didn't react. I waited.

"The warrant is withdrawn because the political cost of enforcement exceeds the warrant's objectives." Vane's voice was flat. Professional. The problem solver delivering his solution. "The testimony, the medical evidence, the race results, and the preview materials collectively create a political environment in which enforcing the warrant would produce institutional damage that exceeds the institutional benefit of the enforcement. The Crown's interest is served by withdrawal."

"The Crown's interest."

"The Crown's interest is stability. Suspending the frontier's highest-ranked adventurer while simultaneously being exposed as complicit in a conspiracy to murder him does not produce stability." He picked up the preview packet. "This material. The cipher correspondence. The references to Crown advisory contacts. The codename."

"Seneschal."

Vane's flat eyes tightened by a fraction. "You know the codename."

"We decoded the full cipher archive weeks ago. The Seneschal's correspondence with Elara Vinten spans three years. The directives, the payment authorizations, the original order that commissioned my death. We have all of it."

The fraction of tightening became a full contraction. Vane's jaw shifted. The problem solver processing a problem that was larger than the one he'd been sent to solve.

"The warrant is withdrawn," he said again. "Your registration is active. Your ranking is intact. The Crown's formal review is concluded."

"And informally?"

Vane set the preview packet down. He looked at me with an expression that had departed from the professional mask and arrived at something I hadn't expected from the Crown's problem solver: candor.

"Informally, Mr. Altius, you have made yourself a significant problem for people who are accustomed to solving significant problems through means that don't involve guild hall hearings. The Seneschal is a title within the Crown's advisory council. The advisory council is not an institution that accepts exposure. The evidence you hold is a weapon pointed at people who have weapons of their own, and their weapons do not require hearings or warrants or frontier guild protocols."

Phase Four. Lyssa's warning. The agents without titles, without warrants, without institutional registry.

"You're warning me."

"I'm telling you what a competent Enforcer tells someone whose file has been escalated beyond the enforcement tier. The warrant was Phase Three. Phase Three has failed. What comes after Phase Three does not carry a warrant and does not announce its arrival and does not schedule hearings in guild halls." He paused. "I'm not your enemy, Mr. Altius. I was sent to solve a problem and the problem turned out to be more complicated than the warrant accounted for. I've solved it by withdrawing the warrant. The next person the Crown sends will not be an Enforcer. The next person will not withdraw."

"What do you suggest?"

"I suggest you consider whether the frontier is large enough to contain what you've started. The evidence you hold threatens the Crown's advisory council. The advisory council's response to threats is not political. It's operational." He straightened. The professional mask returned. "This conversation did not happen. The warrant is withdrawn. The Crown's formal position is that the review concluded without action. Good afternoon."

He picked up the warrant case. He walked past me. He left the office.

I stood in the empty room. The desk was bare. The warrant was withdrawn. The registration was safe. The hearing was over.

Phase Three had failed. The legal fight was won. The political fight was won. The frontier knew what Callum had done. Lyssa had spoken. The evidence was deployed.

And somewhere beyond the frontier, beyond the guild halls and the ranking boards and the observation relays, people who didn't carry warrants and didn't schedule hearings were being informed that their warrant had failed and their Enforcer had withdrawn and the Junk Summoner was still climbing.

Phase Four was coming. Vane had confirmed it. The confirmation was a kindness from a professional who'd recognized another professional and who'd decided that the recognition warranted a warning.

I walked back to the Broken Oar. My party was waiting. The warrant was gone. The registration was safe.

The next fight wouldn't be in a guild hall.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 55] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81), Ashlynn (Sanctuary Warden, Lv. 74)]




Chapter 19: Disclosure

The frontier moved fast.

By the morning after the hearing, Callum Drayne's Hero designation was formally suspended by the guild. Garren processed the paperwork with the methodical efficiency of a man who'd been filing documents for twenty years and who filed this particular document with the same care he applied to every other, which was its own kind of justice: the bureaucratic machinery that had protected Callum was now dismantling him, one form at a time.

The medical logs went through the guild's communication network by noon. Lyssa's testimony transcript followed. The frontier's outposts, from Greyholt to the territorial boundaries, received the full package: forty-seven documented incidents, Lyssa's sworn statement, the cipher correspondence excerpts that proved the abuse had been institutionally sanctioned. The guild clerks distributed the material the way guild clerks distributed everything: efficiently, thoroughly, without commentary. The commentary came from the adventurers who read it.

Harren told me about the reactions. The overflow veterans, the fighters who'd watched me hold the line while Callum's party hesitated — were the loudest. The ranking board conversations shifted from speculation about my skill to anger about what had been done to me. The word "Hero" acquired a weight it hadn't carried before, and the weight was sarcasm. When adventurers in the Broken Oar's common room said "Hero" now, they meant Callum, and they meant it the way you'd say a curse.

The Church released a statement through the regional office. The statement was three sentences long and said nothing. It acknowledged the investigation's conclusion, expressed commitment to the integrity of the Hero designation program, and stated that internal review procedures were underway. The statement did not mention Callum by name. The statement did not mention me. The statement was Elara's last piece of institutional architecture, the final wall between the Church and the consequences of what the Church had allowed.

Lyssa was helpful.

She spent the day after the hearing answering questions from guild representatives, frontier reporters, and individual adventurers who sought her out at the Broken Oar. She sat at a table in the common room with the medical logs open and her hands folded and she told the story the same way each time: measured, clinical, the healer's precision applied to her own complicity. She didn't cry. She didn't embellish. She presented herself as what she'd claimed to be in the letter: a woman who'd watched and documented and finally spoken.

She was convincing. She was so convincing that the adventurers who heard her walked away sympathetic rather than angry. The narrative she'd constructed (the reluctant witness, the woman who'd been trapped by institutional pressure, who'd kept records as a form of private resistance) was clean and human and believable.

Sorrel didn't believe it.

I saw the assessment running behind the grey eyes every time Sorrel watched Lyssa speak. The Phantom sat at our table, the Nightveil Mantle draped over the back of her chair, cowl down, and observed the performance with the flat professional attention of an intelligence operative evaluating a source. She said nothing during the day. She ate. She drank tea. She watched Lyssa work the room.

At dinner, in the private room upstairs, Sorrel spoke.

"She's performing."

The party was at the table. Sielle cleaning her blade. The ritual, the cloth, the white-gold light at rest. Vessa reviewing the next day's dungeon contracts. Ashlynn preparing medical supplies with the focused attention that the Sanctuary Warden applied to everything she touched.

"Performing what?" I asked.

"The reluctant witness. The woman who found her courage. The narrative she's presenting to the frontier is a character. The character is well-constructed. The details are accurate. The emotion is calibrated to produce sympathy without soliciting scrutiny. She's playing a role she designed for this audience and the role is working."

"She testified truthfully," Vessa said. "The medical logs are real. The testimony matched the records."

"The testimony is real. The person delivering the testimony is not what she's presenting." Sorrel's grey eyes hadn't moved from the table's center. The flat register. The assessment voice. "The testimony serves her survival. The public sympathy serves her survival. The role she's playing serves her survival. Every component of Lyssa Thane's behavior since the letter has been optimized for the survival of Lyssa Thane. The survival is the constant. The morality is the variable."

"You said this in Aldenmere," I said. "Before the letter. Before the meeting."

"I said it because it was true then. It's true now. She's a survivor who serves whoever is winning. The testimony made her useful to you. The usefulness is protecting her. She knows it's protecting her. She's performing the usefulness with the same skill she used to perform helplessness for Callum."

The room was quiet. Sielle's blade was clean. The cloth folded.

"What do you want to do?" I asked.

Sorrel stood. The Nightveil Mantle went over her shoulders, the cowl up, the horns framing her face for a second before she pulled the cowl forward and the shadow hid everything except the grey eyes.

"I want to follow her tonight. Invisible. When the performance ends and the audience leaves and Lyssa Thane is alone in her room at the Candlewick Inn, I want to see what she does when nobody is watching."

"Do it."



Sorrel returned at 2 AM.

I was awake. Sielle was asleep on my left. Vessa on my right, the resting glow gold in the dark room. Ashlynn in the chair by the window. The Broken Oar's second floor was silent.

Sorrel materialized at the foot of the bed. The Nightveil Mantle's cowl was up, the horns catching the dim light from Vessa's glow. The cape's edges hazed in the dark, the fabric dissolving into shadow at the margins. She stood at the foot of the bed and her posture told me what she'd found before her mouth did.

"She's writing," Sorrel said.

I sat up. Sielle woke beside me — the instant transition, sleep to combat awareness, the blindfold adjusting.

"Writing to whom?" I asked.

Sorrel pulled a folded parchment from inside the cape. She held it out. I took it.

"I copied the message while she was sealing the original. She'll send it with a courier in the morning. The addressee is coded but the cipher is Elara's. Same cipher system, same routing protocol. The message is to Elara."

I unfolded the parchment. Sorrel's handwriting — sharp, precise, the intelligence operative's transcription shorthand — filled the page. She'd copied Lyssa's message word for word.

I read it.

The message contained: a complete description of our party composition, including class designations and estimated levels. A description of Sorrel's Phantom capabilities, including her perceptual range, her sustained invisibility duration, and the Nightveil Mantle's enhancement effects. The location of the evidence satchel (Sorrel's corner at the Broken Oar, which was now the table beside Sorrel's chair, which was now the table beside Sorrel's bed). Reed's dungeon schedule for the next week. Ashlynn's sanctuary zone mechanics, including range, duration, and mana cost estimates.

Lyssa had catalogued us. The same clinical precision she'd applied to forty-seven medical entries, applied to our operational security. Every detail observed during her days as a cooperative witness, documented and packaged for the woman who'd commissioned my death.

I read the message twice. I set it on the bed.

"How long?" I asked.

"The message references observations from the past three days. Her first observation about Sorrel's perceptual range is timestamped to the morning after the letter. She started gathering intelligence the moment you agreed to meet." Sorrel's voice was flat. No satisfaction. No anger. The professional delivery of a confirmed assessment. "She was working for Elara before the letter arrived. The letter, the meeting, the testimony — the entire sequence was an infiltration. The medical testimony was the access credential. The cooperation was the cover. She's been inside our operation for three days and she's been reporting to Elara for three days."

The room had changed temperature. Sielle was sitting up, the blade in her hand, drawn from the bedside in the same motion that brought her upright. The composure was gone. The face beneath the blindfold was the Pale Gate face — the expression that preceded six hours of killing.

"Ice," Sielle said. One word.

Vessa was awake. The stellar glow had flared at Sorrel's words and the flare hadn't dimmed. The light was sharp, the warmth absent, the glow that Vessa produced when the political mind converted to anger. Her face was set. Her mouth was a line.

"Give me the original," Vessa said. "The actual message, not the copy. The original with Lyssa's handwriting. I want the handwriting. I want the frontier to see the same hand that wrote forty-seven medical entries writing operational intelligence to the woman who tried to kill Reed."

"The original is sealed and in Lyssa's room," Sorrel said. "She'll give it to a courier in the morning. I can intercept the courier or I can take the original from her room before dawn."

"Take the original. Let her send a sealed envelope with nothing in it. Let the courier deliver an empty message. Let Elara open it and find nothing."

Ashlynn was standing by the window. She hadn't moved from the chair to the standing position — she'd risen without sound, the healer's combat-readiness activating, the tall willowy frame straight and still. Her brown eyes were on the copied message on the bed.

"She catalogued Ashlynn's zone mechanics," Ashlynn said. Her voice was quiet. The steel, not the warmth. "The range, the duration, the mana cost. She was sitting in the common room asking me questions about healing and I was answering because she was a healer and I was a healer and I thought the questions were professional curiosity. She was mapping my capabilities for the woman who wants to kill us."

The silence lasted four seconds. Four seconds in which the room held five people processing the same information at different speeds and arriving at the same conclusion.

Sorrel had been right. In Aldenmere, when she'd first assessed Lyssa from the cipher documents. In Greyholt, when she'd evaluated the letter. In the Candlewick Inn, when she'd stood invisible at the window while I'd chosen to trust a woman who'd healed me forty-seven times and left my ribs breakable.

I'd chosen to trust. I'd been wrong.

"Reed," Sorrel said. She pushed the cowl back. The horns caught the light. The grey eyes found mine across the room and the grey was not flat. The grey held something I'd seen once before — in the boss room of the Ashenmaw, when she'd taken the Starweave Salve and turned her back and let the scars be erased without letting anyone watch. The grey held the thing that lived behind the professionalism, behind the distance, behind sixty years of not trusting. The grey held concern. For me. For the man who'd been wrong about a woman on his list.

"I told you," she said. Quiet. Not satisfaction. "I told you in Aldenmere. I told you at the meeting. She serves whoever is winning. She was serving you because you were winning. But Elara offered something you couldn't: reinstatement. Protection. The institutional cover that Lyssa has been seeking since Callum's party collapsed. You offered her survival through testimony. Elara offered her survival through service. Lyssa chose the option that provided both."

"Both," I said.

"She testified for you. She spied for Elara. She served both buyers simultaneously. The testimony is real because the testimony had to be real to maintain access. The intelligence is real because the intelligence is what Elara is paying for. Lyssa Thane has been running a dual operation since the moment she walked into the Candlewick Inn and the operation was designed to produce exactly this result: credibility with your party, intelligence for Elara, and survival for Lyssa regardless of which side wins."

I looked at the message on the bed. Lyssa's operational details, transcribed in Sorrel's hand. The information that would tell Elara exactly how to fight us: where we were vulnerable, what Sorrel could see, how Ashlynn's zones worked, when we'd be in dungeons and when we'd be exposed.

"The courier," I said. "What time?"

"Dawn. She'll send the courier at first light. The courier runs a regular route to the eastern territories. The message will reach Elara in two days."

"Intercept the original. Replace it with blank parchment. Let the courier run."

"And Lyssa?"

The room waited.

Sielle's blade was drawn. Vessa's glow was sharp. Ashlynn's hands were still. Sorrel's grey eyes were on me across the distance that used to be ten feet and was now the width of a bed.

"Lyssa is a name on the list," I said. "The list hasn't changed because she testified. The list doesn't change because she was useful. The list is the list."

"When?" Sielle asked.

"Tomorrow night. After the courier runs with the blank message. After Elara opens nothing and realizes her source has been burned." I looked at the copied message. At the clinical handwriting that had documented my abuse and was now documenting my party. "I'll do it myself."

Sorrel nodded. The professional nod. But beneath it, something else. The grey eyes held the concern and the concern held a question she didn't ask and didn't need to ask because the question was visible: are you all right?

I wasn't all right. I'd trusted Lyssa against Sorrel's explicit, repeated warning. I'd trusted her because some part of me wanted to believe that a person who'd documented forty-seven beatings was a person who cared, and the wanting had overridden the evidence, and the evidence had been clear, and Sorrel had been clear, and I hadn't listened.

"I'm fine," I said. Sorrel's eyes said she knew I was lying. She didn't push. The Phantom didn't push. The Phantom observed and filed and waited.

Tomorrow night. Lyssa Thane. The second name on the list.

The first had been rage. This one would be different.




Chapter 20: Lyssa

The courier ran at dawn with a sealed envelope containing blank parchment.

Sorrel confirmed the intercept from the Candlewick Inn's rooftop. She'd entered Lyssa's room at 4 AM, replaced the message with cut paper, resealed the envelope using the same wax and sigil, and exited without disturbing the sleeping woman. The original message was in Sorrel's possession: Lyssa's handwriting, Elara's cipher routing, the full operational catalogue of Reed Altius's party.

Lyssa woke at 6 AM, gave the sealed envelope to the courier at 6:30, and returned to the Broken Oar by 7 to resume her performance. She sat at the common room table with her hands folded and her face arranged in the soft concern that had fooled adventurers and guild clerks for two days. She answered questions. She provided context. She was the reluctant witness, finding her courage, serving the truth.

She was serving Elara. The courier was carrying nothing. And tonight, Lyssa Thane would learn what happened to names on my list.



I spent the day in a dungeon.

Not because I needed the levels. Because I needed the clarity. The dungeon's mechanics demanded focus. The combat, the timing, the technique that Sielle had trained into my body. The focus displaced the noise. The noise was the question I'd been carrying since 2 AM: how had I been wrong?

Sorrel had told me. Explicitly. Repeatedly. In Aldenmere, reading the cipher documents. In Greyholt, assessing the letter. At the Candlewick Inn, standing invisible at the window while I sat across from a woman who was selling me to Elara in real time. Sorrel had said: She's a survivor who serves whoever is winning. The assessment had been correct. The assessment had been obvious. I'd heard it and I'd chosen differently and the choosing had cost us operational security and the cost was mine.

The dungeon didn't care about the cost. The dungeon had constructs that needed killing and the killing was clean. Three floors. Sielle beside me. Vessa's barriers. Sorrel's intelligence. Ashlynn's zone. The party operated at the efficiency that five legendary women and a Summoner at level 55 produced, and the efficiency was mechanical and the mechanical was what I needed because the mechanical didn't ask questions about trust.

We cleared the dungeon by mid-afternoon. No level-up. The experience bar moved but the movement was incremental. The level would come later. Today wasn't about the level.

Today was about tonight.



I went to the Candlewick Inn at 10 PM.

Alone. The mana-conductive blade on my hip. The Ashveil Blade at the small of my back. The streets were quiet. The frontier's nighttime rhythm: closed shops, lit taverns, the distant sounds of the guild hall's overnight staff. The air was cool. The kind of cool that settled into the frontier after sunset and stayed until dawn.

Sorrel was already at the Candlewick. I couldn't see her. I could feel her. The certainty of proximity that three months of shared combat had built into instinct. She was at the window of room six. She'd been there since 9 PM, watching Lyssa through the glass, confirming the target was present and alone.

I climbed the stairs. The Candlewick's corridor was narrow, the mana lamp dim, the same layout from two nights ago when I'd come here to listen to Lyssa's letter and her offer and her fear. The fear had been real. Everything else had been calculated.

I knocked.

The door opened. Lyssa stood in the frame. The same civilian clothes. The same practical hair. The same face that had looked at me with soft concern after every beating and that had looked at me with manufactured honesty two nights ago and that was now looking at me with something she was trying to make look like welcome.

"Reed. I wasn't expecting—"

"You were writing to Elara."

The welcome fell off her face. Not slowly. Not in stages. The welcome dropped like a mask hitting the floor and what was behind the mask was not fear and was not anger and was not the clinical distance she'd maintained for two years. What was behind the mask was assessment. Fast, sharp, the calculation of a woman who'd been caught and who was determining in real time what the catch meant and what options remained.

"Come in," she said.

I came in. She closed the door. The room was the same: bed, table, chair, washbasin, window. The candle was burning. The pen was on the table. The pen that had written forty-seven medical entries and one intelligence report and that would not write anything else.

"Sorrel," Lyssa said. Not a question. She looked at the window. She couldn't see the Phantom on the other side of the glass but she knew Sorrel was there the way she'd known Sorrel would come to the meeting two nights ago. "She followed me. She read the message."

"She copied the message. She replaced the original with blank paper. The courier delivered nothing. Elara will open the seal and find an empty envelope."

The assessment concluded. I watched it happen: the final calculation running behind Lyssa's eyes, the evaluation of remaining options producing a result that I could read on her face before she spoke. The result was zero. The options were gone. The performance was over.

"How much did Elara offer you?" I asked.

Lyssa sat on the bed. The same position from two nights ago. The hands in the lap. But the hands weren't folded now. The hands were loose, the fingers open, the posture of a woman who'd stopped holding things together.

"Reinstatement. Full registration under Church protection. A transfer to a southern territory where nobody knows my name or my connection to Callum's party. New identity documentation. Pension." She looked at her hands. "Everything I lost when Elara removed me from the party. She took it all and then offered to give it back in exchange for intelligence on your operation. The mathematics were simple."

"The mathematics were betrayal."

"The mathematics were survival. I've been doing survival mathematics since before you were born, Reed. I did the math when Callum first hit you and I decided that healing you and documenting the abuse was safer than reporting it. I did the math when Elara engineered the Greymaw and I decided that silent complicity was safer than intervention. I did the math when your skill evolved and you came back and I decided that storing the medical logs was safer than destroying them. Every decision I've made for two years has been a survival calculation. The testimony was a survival calculation. The intelligence was a survival calculation. The calculations don't contradict each other. They serve the same variable."

"Yourself."

"Myself." No apology. No softening. The mask was off. The woman behind the mask was looking at me with an honesty that the mask had never permitted. "You would understand if you were honest about it. You're a survivor too. You survived Callum by being smarter than him. You survived the Greymaw by being luckier than Elara planned. You survived the frontier by being more useful than anyone expected. Every survival has a cost. My cost was you. Your cost was trusting me."

"Sorrel told me not to trust you."

"Sorrel was right. Sorrel is a survivor. Sorrel recognized another survivor. The difference between Sorrel and me is that Sorrel found someone worth stopping for." She looked at the window. At the invisible woman behind the glass. "I didn't. I've never found someone worth stopping for. Callum wasn't worth it. The Church wasn't worth it. You weren't worth it. I'm not being cruel. I'm being accurate. The stopping requires a kind of trust I don't have. The trust was never there. Not before Callum. Not during. Not after."

The room was quiet. The candle flickered. The pen on the table caught the light.

"The stress points in my ribs," I said. "The fifteen percent deficit. Ashlynn found them. She fixed them. She told me the omission was deliberate."

"It was deliberate."

"Why?"

"Because a Reed who healed fully was a Reed who might fight back. A Reed with structural weakness was a Reed who stayed manageable. Callum needed you manageable. Elara needed you manageable. I needed you alive because a dead patient is a failed healer and a failed healer loses standing. So I healed you enough to keep you functional and left you weak enough to keep you controlled. The stress points were my contribution to the management of Reed Altius."

She said it without flinching. Without the soft concern or the clinical distance or the manufactured honesty. She said it with the precision of a woman describing a medical procedure, because that's what it had been to her: a procedure. Applied to my body. For two years. With intent.

I drew the mana-conductive blade.

Lyssa looked at the blade. She looked at me. The assessment ran one final time: the calculation of a woman who had spent her entire life computing odds and who was computing the odds now and who knew the result.

"Elara knows about Sorrel," she said. "The message I sent yesterday had the details. The message you intercepted tonight was a follow-up. Elara has the first message. She has Sorrel's capabilities. She has your dungeon schedule from three days ago. She has Ashlynn's zone mechanics. The intercept tonight doesn't undo yesterday's delivery. You're already compromised."

"I know."

"Then you know that killing me doesn't fix the operational exposure."

"Killing you isn't about the operational exposure."

She understood. I saw the understanding arrive in her eyes. Not the calculation, not the assessment, but the recognition that the man standing in front of her with a blade drawn was not standing there because of the intelligence she'd sold or the security she'd compromised. He was standing there because of forty-seven medical entries and two years of deliberate weakness and the ribs she'd left breakable and the name she occupied on a list that had started with four entries and was now down to three.

"Dain," she said.

"Dain was rage. He held me down while Callum hit me. I killed him in a duel because I was angry and the anger needed a target and Dain was the target. The killing was hot. Public. The crowd watched."

"This is different."

"This is different."

She stood. Slowly. The loose hands at her sides. The face that had worn the soft concern mask for two years and the clinical mask for the intelligence work and no mask at all for this conversation. She was smaller than I remembered. Thinner. The weight loss from weeks of exile visible in her frame.

"I'm not going to beg," she said. "Begging is a survival calculation and the calculation says begging won't change the result. You've decided. You decided before you walked in. You decided when Sorrel brought you the message at 2 AM and the decision has been sitting in you all day, through the dungeon, through the clearing, through the walk here. I can see it. I've been reading you for two years. The decision is in your shoulders and your jaw and the way you're holding the blade."

She was right. She'd always been able to read me. The reading had served Callum for two years. It served her now, in the last minutes.

"The stress points," I said. "You left me breakable for two years. Every time Callum broke my ribs, you healed them just enough to break again. You maintained me like a tool that needed to stay slightly damaged to remain useful. And when the tool stopped being useful to Callum, you filed the damage reports and waited for the next buyer."

"Yes."

"Ashlynn fixed what you left broken. A different healer. A healer who read my body and cried because of what she found. A healer who was executed for refusing to stop healing a dying man. The opposite of you in every way that matters."

"Yes." The word was quiet. The first word she'd said tonight that carried weight beyond calculation. The word acknowledged the comparison and accepted the comparison and did not dispute the comparison because the comparison was accurate.

"Goodbye, Lyssa."

I put the blade through her chest.

The strike was clean. The mana-conductive edge entered below the sternum and angled upward into the chest cavity. The technique was the same technique I used on dungeon constructs: the burst channeling activating on contact, the mana pulse disrupting the target's internal structure. On a construct, the pulse shattered a mana core. On a person, the pulse stopped the heart.

Lyssa's eyes widened. The breath left her. Her hands came up to the blade's guard, the fingers wrapping around the metal the way her fingers had wrapped around medical instruments for fifteen years of practice and two years of weaponized healing. The grip was firm. Professional. Even now.

She looked at me. The eyes that had calculated every moment of our association — every healing, every documentation, every deliberate weakness — were calculating the final moment. Reading my face. Assessing the expression of the man who'd killed her the way she'd assessed the injuries of the man she'd kept breakable.

"Elara knows about Sorrel," she said again. The words were thin. Blood at the corner of her mouth. "She'll use it. The first message had everything. You need—"

The burst channeling pulsed. The heart stopped. Lyssa's hands loosened on the blade. Her body went still. The eyes stayed open for two seconds after the heart stopped, the final calculation running past its power source, the survival mathematics computing results for a variable that no longer existed.

Then the eyes went empty. The calculation ended. Lyssa Thane, healer, documentarian, survivor, double agent, was dead.

I withdrew the blade. Cleaned it on the bedsheet. Sheathed it.

The room was quiet. The candle still burning. The pen still on the table. The woman on the bed with a hole in her chest and blood soaking the mattress and the empty eyes and the loose hands.

Dain had been different. Dain had been public, witnessed, the crowd's noise, the satisfaction of beating a man who'd held me down. The killing had been hot. The aftermath had been triumph.

This was cold. The room was cold. The kill was cold. The woman was dead and the death was precise and the precision felt like the medical entries she'd written about my injuries — clinical, documented, final. I'd killed her the way she'd treated me: with controlled, deliberate efficiency.

The symmetry sat in my chest. Not satisfaction. Not guilt. Something between. Dain had been a fight. This had been an execution. The execution was colder and it lived somewhere new inside me, a room I hadn't entered before tonight.

I left the room. I closed the door. The corridor was quiet. The Candlewick Inn's mana lamp flickered.

At the window, the glass fogged where breath had been. Sorrel had watched. The Phantom had stood at the window and watched Reed Altius kill the second name on his list. She'd watched the conversation. She'd watched the blade. She'd watched the eyes go empty.

She materialized beside me on the stairs. The Nightveil Mantle, the cowl down, the horns resting against her dark hair. The grey eyes found mine in the dim corridor.

She didn't say anything. She didn't assess. She didn't evaluate. She walked beside me down the stairs and out of the Candlewick Inn and into the frontier's night air, six inches from my arm, the distance that was contact without touching.

We walked to the Broken Oar in silence. The streets were empty. The stars were out. The frontier was quiet. Somewhere to the east, a courier was carrying an empty envelope toward a woman who'd engineered my death and who was about to learn that her spy had been burned and that the spy was now dead and that the man she'd tried to bury under stone was still climbing.

Two names down. One to go.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 55] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81), Ashlynn (Sanctuary Warden, Lv. 74)]

The list had started with four names. Dain was rage. Lyssa was judgment.

Callum was next. But first: Elara. The woman who designed everything. The woman who held the pen.

The pen was about to stop.




Chapter 21: Night

I walked into the Broken Oar with blood on my blade and Sorrel at my shoulder and the second name on the list resolved.

The common room was empty. Past midnight. The adventurers and guild staff and frontier reporters who'd spent two days discussing Lyssa's testimony had gone to their rooms and their homes and the common room held only the residual warmth of bodies that had recently occupied space. The tavern keeper nodded at me from behind the bar. He didn't look at the blade. Frontier tavern keepers learned early not to look at blades.

I climbed the stairs. Sorrel followed, the Nightveil Mantle's fabric whispering against the stairwell's walls. At the top, she pulled the cowl down. The horns settled against her dark hair. The grey eyes found mine in the corridor's dim light.

"You're not fine," she said. The first words she'd spoken since we left the Candlewick.

"No."

"You will be."

She opened the door to our room. The room was warm. The candles were lit. The bed was occupied: Sielle on the left side, awake, the blindfold in place, the blade at the bedside. Vessa on the right, awake, the stellar glow at a focused intensity that meant she'd been waiting. Ashlynn was in the chair by the window, a medical text open in her lap, the brown eyes lifting as we entered.

They'd been waiting. All of them. They'd known where I was going and what I was going to do and they'd stayed awake because the party waited for its members the way a body waited for a returning limb: with awareness, with readiness, with the understanding that the returning limb might need attention.

Sielle stood.

She crossed the room in three steps. The red dress, the pale blue hair, the blindfold that saw more than eyes. She stopped in front of me. Her hand came up and touched my jaw. The sword-calluses rough against my skin. The touch was assessment: she was reading me through contact the way Ashlynn read injuries, finding the thing in my face that Sorrel had identified on the stairs.

She found it.

"You killed her," Sielle said.

"Yes."

"Good."

She kissed me. The Sielle kiss: hard, deliberate, the mouth of a woman who'd held a gate for six hours and who kissed with the same commitment she brought to combat. The kiss wasn't comfort. The kiss was approval. The Blade Saint had sent a man to execute a name on a list and the man had returned with the name resolved and the approval was physical and fierce and immediate.

Her hands went to my armor. The buckles, the straps, the layers that frontier combat demanded. She unfastened them with the efficiency of a person who'd undressed warriors for a career and who treated the removal of armor as the first stage of a different engagement. The leather came off. The underlayer came off. My chest was bare and her hands were on my skin and the hands were hot despite the cool-skinned body they belonged to.

"The list is shorter," she said against my mouth. Her breath warm. Her voice carrying the register she used in the dark, which was lower than her tactical register and rougher and stripped of the precision that governed everything else she said. "Two names down. You killed Dain in front of a crowd. You killed Lyssa in a room. Both dead. Both by your hand. The hand is what matters."

She pushed me toward the bed. The push was not gentle. Sielle's physicality operated in a narrow band between controlled and violent and the band's location depended on what she was processing and what she was processing tonight was pride. The man she'd trained. The man she'd put a sword in the hands of. The man who'd gone to a room and used the sword on a woman who'd kept him breakable for two years. The pride was physical and the physical expression was force.

I hit the bed. She followed. The red dress rode up her thighs as she climbed over me, the enchanted fabric shifting with her body, the hip slits opening wide enough that I could see the lean muscle of her legs from ankle to hip. She straddled my waist. Her weight settled on me. Her hands on my chest, fingers spread, the calluses dragging across my skin.

"I wanted to be there," she said. "In the room. Watching you do it. Watching the woman who left your bones weak look at the blade and know what was coming." Her hips shifted. Grinding against me through the dress's fabric and my remaining clothing. The contact was pressure and heat and the deliberate friction of a woman who knew exactly what her body produced in mine and who was producing it on purpose. "I stayed here because it was your kill. Your name. Your list. But I wanted to watch."

"You would have enjoyed it."

"I would have enjoyed watching you be the thing I trained you to be." She leaned down. Her mouth beside my ear. The pale blue hair falling across my face, cool and fine. "The thing I trained you to be is a man who kills the people who hurt him and who comes home to me afterward. You are that man. Tonight you proved it."

She pulled the dress over her head. The enchanted fabric slid off her body in a single motion, the armor's magic releasing at her command. Beneath: Sielle's body. The lean frame, the defined shoulders, the narrow waist, the full breasts that sat high on her chest, round and firm, the nipples already tight. Cool skin, pale, the body temperature that the Pale Gate had written into her recalled physiology. She was beautiful in the composed, devastating way that Sielle was beautiful: every line intentional, every curve earned through combat, the body of a woman who'd been the finest swordswoman of her era and who wore that history in her muscle and her bone.

I pulled her down. My hands on her waist, drawing her body against mine. The cool skin on my warm skin, the temperature differential that was their signature together, the contrast that made the contact electric. I kissed her throat. Her collar. The space between her breasts where the skin was thinnest and the heartbeat was visible beneath the surface.

She reached between us. Freed me. She sank down and the sound she made was compressed, controlled, the Sielle sound: not a moan, not a gasp, a short sharp exhale through her teeth that carried more information than a scream. She was tight around me and the tightness was the grip of a woman who fought with the same muscles and whose body didn't distinguish between combat engagement and this kind.

She rode me. Fierce. The hips working with the disciplined rhythm of a swordswoman's footwork, each movement precise, each downstroke committed. Her hands on my chest for balance. Her head back. The blindfold facing the ceiling. The pale blue hair swinging with the rhythm, the golden pin-focuses catching candlelight.

I gripped her hips. Hard. The grip that she responded to, the force that told her I was present and that the presence was dominant. She made the exhale sound again. Her back arched. The breasts lifted. The firelight caught the sweat that was forming on her cool skin, the perspiration that happened only during sustained physical effort because the recalled body's temperature regulation was too efficient for casual warmth.

"Harder," she said. The word pushed through the controlled breathing. The one-word directive that meant she wanted the force that matched the force she'd used to push me onto the bed. The force of a Blade Saint's approval expressed through the body of the man she'd approved of.

I gave her harder. I planted my feet on the mattress, changed the angle, drove up into her with the same committed force that she'd demanded. The bed protested. The wooden frame creaked. Sielle braced her hands on my shoulders and met every thrust with a downstroke and the meeting was impact and the impact was what she wanted because impact was how Sielle processed everything: through contact, through force, through the physical reality of bodies engaging with full commitment.

She came with the discipline she brought to everything. The orgasm didn't break her rhythm. The orgasm was a tightening that ran through her entire body in a wave, the muscles locking from her thighs through her core to her shoulders, her jaw clenching, the exhale becoming a sustained hiss through her teeth. She rode through it. She didn't stop. The discipline kept the rhythm while the climax moved through her and the riding through the climax was the most Sielle thing in the world because Sielle did not stop for anything, not gates, not armies, not orgasms.

"Don't stop," she said. Through the clenched jaw. Through the climax still contracting. "I'm not done with you."



Vessa didn't wait for Sielle to finish.

She appeared at the bed's edge while Sielle was still riding, the stellar glow bright, the combat-operational intensity that meant arousal in the same way it meant anger — the glow didn't distinguish between strong emotions, it just burned hotter. She was already undressed. She'd been undressing since I walked in. The blonde hair loose around her shoulders. The full body on display without apology because Vessa didn't apologize for wanting things and she didn't hide the wanting.

"The list looks good on you," she said. She climbed onto the bed beside Sielle. The mattress shifted under the combined weight. "Two names down. Two women in your bed. The numbers are related."

Sielle didn't stop. The Blade Saint's rhythm continued, the pace unbroken by Vessa's arrival. Vessa pressed against my side, her body warm where Sielle's was cool, the stellar glow heating my skin. She kissed my neck. My shoulder. The spot below my ear that she'd learned in their months together and that she exploited with the tactical awareness of a former head of state who applied political strategy to physical pleasure.

"I heard what you did," Vessa said against my skin. Her hand moved down my torso, trailing warmth. "Sorrel told me you'd go tonight. She told me you'd do it yourself. She told me you'd come back cold and you'd need heat." She bit my earlobe. Not gently. "I'm the heat."

Sielle came again. The second orgasm was harder than the first. The controlled exhale became a sound — not loud, not Vessa-loud, but audible. The sound of a Blade Saint who had reached the limit of what discipline could contain and who was beyond the limit for approximately three seconds before the discipline reengaged and the rhythm resumed.

She looked down at me through the blindfold. The not-quite-smile. "Your turn."

She lifted off. The separation was deliberate, controlled, Sielle ceding territory with the same precision she used to yield ground in a tactical retreat: voluntarily, at the moment of her choosing, with the understanding that the ground would be retaken.

Vessa didn't wait for the ground to cool.

She rolled onto me. The full body, the curves, the weight that was heavier than Sielle's lean frame and that settled onto me with a warmth that was almost thermal. Her thighs on either side of my hips. Her breasts against my chest. The glow was everywhere, turning the space between our bodies into gold.

"I've been waiting since you left," she said. Her mouth found mine. The Vessa kiss: open, unhesitating, the tongue and the warmth and the taste of her. "I've been lying here listening to Sielle clean her blade and knowing you were in a room with a woman who kept your bones weak and that you were going to fix that. Permanently." She shifted her hips. Took me inside her. The sound she made was the Vessa sound: full, open, no compression, no control. The moan of a woman who felt things fully and who considered suppression a waste of sensation. "And I've been thinking about what I was going to do to you when you got back."

She was wet. She was ready. She'd been ready since I walked through the door. The warmth of her around me was different from Sielle's tight grip: Vessa was heat, enveloping, the sensation of being surrounded rather than held. She moved on me and the movement was Vessa's movement: languid, confident, the rhythm of a woman who knew what her body could do and who did it without rushing because rushing was for people who weren't sure.

"You killed the woman who documented your abuse and sold your party to Elara and left your ribs breakable for two years," Vessa said. She was moving while she talked. The sentences punctuated by the rhythm, each word timed to the downstroke. "You walked into her room alone and you put a blade through her and you walked out. That's the man I chose. That's the man I crossed the archives for."

I sat up. Changed the angle. Her legs wrapped around my waist. My hands on her hips, pulling her into each thrust. The glow flared. The room turned gold. The shadows on the walls were sharp-edged and moving and the movement was us.

"Don't hold back," she said. Her forehead against mine. The blue eyes with silver flecks close enough that I could see the flecks pulse with the glow's intensity. "I don't want gentle tonight. Gentle is for mornings. Tonight is for the man who just crossed a name off the list. Give me that man."

I gave her that man.

The sex became what the night demanded: hard, driven, the energy of a completed execution converting to the energy of bodies without translation loss. Vessa took it. Vessa wanted it. The sounds she made filled the room, the moans that were half-words, my name fragmented into syllables that didn't finish because the thrust interrupted the syllable and the interruption produced a different sound.

Sielle was beside us. Watching. The Blade Saint lay on her side, the blindfold facing the bed's center, one hand on my back. The hand wasn't participating. The hand was present. The hand said: I'm here, I'm watching, I approve.

Vessa came loudly. She came the way she did everything: fully, without reservation, the orgasm crashing through her body with a force that arched her back and tightened her legs around my waist and produced a sound that the Broken Oar's neighboring rooms definitely heard. The glow went supernova. For three seconds the room was white-gold, every surface illuminated, the shadows burned away.

I came inside her during the supernova. The release carried the weight of the night: the dungeon's clarity, the walk to the Candlewick, the confrontation, the blade, the cold room, the walk back. The weight converted to the release and the release was physical and total and the totality was the discharge of a charge that had been building since 2 AM.

Vessa collapsed against my chest. The glow dimmed to the post-climax luminance that was her body's version of afterglow: warm, steady, the light of a woman at rest. Her breathing slowed against my skin. Her hair was spread across my shoulder and the pillow and Sielle's arm.

"Good," she said. Quiet. The word contained everything she meant by it, which was: the sex was good, the killing was good, the man was good, the night was good. "That was what you needed. I could feel it. The cold went away."

The cold had gone away. The cold room at the Candlewick, the cold precision of the execution, the cold new place inside me where Lyssa's death lived. The heat of two women had burned through the cold and what remained was warm and the warm was enough.



Sorrel was on the bed.

She'd been there since we returned. Not participating. Not in the corner. On the bed, at the edge, the bodysuit on, the Nightveil Mantle folded beside the pillow. She'd lain on her side through Sielle and Vessa and she hadn't looked away. The grey eyes had watched everything: the fierce riding, the golden glow, the sounds, the bodies. She'd watched with the same focused attention she applied to intelligence gathering and dungeon scouting, the observation that was Sorrel's primary mode of engagement with everything she hadn't yet decided to participate in.

She hadn't decided to participate tonight. But she hadn't looked away.

The distance between her position at the bed's edge and the tangle of bodies at the bed's center was eighteen inches. The distance had been ten feet three weeks ago. Eight feet two weeks ago. Twelve inches on the first night. Tonight, eighteen inches from three people who'd just had sex, the Phantom lay on the bed and watched and the watching was its own form of presence.

I reached across Vessa's body. My hand found Sorrel's hip. Through the bodysuit. The contact point. The place where every touch between us began.

She didn't flinch. Her breathing didn't change. The grey eyes found mine across the warm wreckage of the bed and the wreckage was Sielle on one side and Vessa on my chest and Sorrel at the edge and the geometry was four people in a space built for two.

"Not tonight," she said. Quiet.

"I know."

"But I stayed."

"You stayed."

Her hip settled against my palm. The acceptance that she could give. The bodysuit warm from her body heat. The grey eyes holding mine in the dimming glow of Vessa's post-climax light.

Ashlynn was in the chair by the window. She hadn't moved. The brown eyes were open. She'd watched the sex with the diagnostic attention she applied to everything: not arousal, not discomfort, observation. The healer learning the party's rhythms, cataloguing the dynamics the way she catalogued injuries, building the internal map of how these people fit together.

She caught my eye. The brown eyes held warmth and the steel beneath the warmth and something that might have been the earliest stage of want, held at a distance she hadn't yet decided to close.

Four women. One man. The geometry of the night. Sielle's cool skin against my left side. Vessa's warm weight on my chest. Sorrel's hip under my right hand. Ashlynn watching from the chair.

Two names down. One to go. Elara first. Then Callum.

But not tonight. Tonight the list could wait. Tonight the bed was full and the cold was gone and the man who'd killed two people was lying between the women he'd pulled from the dark and the women were warm and the women were his and the night was enough.




Chapter 22: Hunting

Sorrel left at dawn.

She stood in the doorway of the Broken Oar with the Nightveil Mantle over her shoulders, the cowl up, the horns framing a face that three weeks of restored hair and healed skin had made sharp and striking and that the early light made pale. The grey eyes found mine across the common room where I was eating breakfast with Sielle and Vessa and Ashlynn.

"Elara's last known position is a way-station in the eastern territories. Two days' ride. The courier route Lyssa used runs east to a relay point, then southeast to a secondary station. Elara won't stay at the way-station long. She's running. The evidence release and the warrant withdrawal made her position untenable. The Church has cut her loose. Callum is suspended and isolated. The institutional support that protected her for three years is gone."

"How long to find her?"

"Three to five days. She'll run east. The eastern territories have less guild infrastructure, fewer patrols, more cover. She'll try to reach the border or find a contact who can move her to the capital." Sorrel adjusted the cowl. The horns caught a shaft of morning light through the tavern window. "I'll run faster."

"Be careful."

The grey eyes held something. Not the flat professional register. Not the concern from two nights ago. Something newer, growing since the first night in the bed, since the bodysuit split at the hip, since the two seconds when her eyes had closed. "Be careful" meant more than operational advice and we both knew it.

"I'm always careful," she said. "Careful is what I am."

She pulled the cowl forward. The shadow covered her face. The Nightveil Mantle's edges hazed. She walked through the tavern door and the haze swallowed her and the door closed on an empty doorway and the Phantom was gone.



We hit the Ashcrown Depths that morning. Level 64-68. A vertical dungeon built into a collapsed mineshaft, descending through strata of increasingly compressed stone and mana-dense ore. The guild registry rated it for a party of six at level 62 minimum. We brought four — Sorrel was hunting Elara, and her absence changed the party's composition for the first time since the five-person formation had assembled.

The absence was significant. Without Sorrel's pre-scouting, we entered rooms blind. Without her audio targeting, we fought phasing enemies through estimation rather than precision. Without her invisible flanking kills, every engagement was a frontal assault.

We adjusted. Sielle expanded her [Dawnedge] perceptual range to compensate, the white-gold light extending further through the tunnels, mapping mana signatures at double her usual radius. The cost was focus — the extended range demanded more concentration, which meant Sielle's combat response was a fraction slower. In a Blade Saint operating at level 78, a fraction slower was still faster than anything the dungeon could produce. But the fraction existed and the fraction was Sorrel's absence measured in milliseconds.

Ashlynn compensated differently. Without Sorrel's intelligence reducing engagement time, the fights lasted longer. Longer fights meant more accumulated damage. More accumulated damage meant more healing. Ashlynn's zones ran hotter, deployed earlier, maintained longer. The golden light was constant on the lower floors.

I compensated by fighting harder.

The first floor's content was level 64. Iron-veined constructs that used the mineshaft's metal infrastructure as raw material, pulling ore from the walls to repair damage and grow additional limbs. The regeneration mechanic was similar to the Shattered Maw's stone weavers but faster, the metal-rich environment providing a denser material supply. Cutting a limb off produced a new limb in eight seconds.

Eight seconds. I killed the first construct in seven. The burst channeling drove through the iron-veined core before the regeneration cycle completed, the mana-conductive blade's edge finding the mana node that powered the ore-pulling mechanic. Node destroyed, regeneration offline, the construct collapsed into component ore that scattered across the tunnel floor.

"Seven seconds," Sielle said. She was handling the second construct with the casual efficiency that a seventeen-level advantage produced. "Your speed has increased since the wrist repair."

"Ashlynn gave me back two percent grip efficiency. The two percent compresses the kill window."

"Two percent is the difference between seven seconds and eight. At this content tier, eight seconds means the construct regenerates. Seven means it doesn't. The margin is Ashlynn's."

Ashlynn's golden light pulsed at the assessment. Her contribution to the party wasn't just the zone's healing. It was the repairs she'd made to my body. Each repair was a combat multiplier that expressed in every engagement as speed and efficiency and the capacity to fight above my level without the structural weakness that Lyssa had maintained.

The second floor was level 65. The constructs were larger, the ore-pulling faster, the regeneration cycle compressed to six seconds. I killed the first in five.

On the third floor, the dungeon introduced resonance linking. The constructs connected through the ore veins in the walls, sharing mana, distributing damage across the network. Hit one construct and the damage dispersed across every linked node, reducing effective damage to a fraction. A party fighting individually would need to sustain output across the entire network simultaneously.

"Vessa," I said. "Wide-area burst. Everything in the network at once."

Vessa's glow flared. The stellar channeling built from operational intensity to combat maximum in two seconds. She released the burst and the tunnels filled with starfire — a wave of stellar energy that hit every construct in the linked network simultaneously.

The network collapsed. The distributed burst wasn't strong enough to kill the constructs individually. But the mana-sharing mechanism worked both ways: when every node took damage simultaneously, the sharing created a feedback loop that amplified instead of dispersing. The starfire bounced between constructs through the ore veins, each bounce adding energy, the resonance building until the network overloaded.

Twelve constructs. One burst. The tunnel floor scattered with cooling ore.

"The network mechanic is a vulnerability if you hit the entire network at once," Vessa said. The glow dimming. "The sharing becomes amplification. Designed as a defense against single-target parties. Against a wide-area channeler, it's a self-destruct mechanism."



The fifth floor. Level 67. The deepest content I'd cleared.

The compression at this depth was physical. The tunnels narrowed. The ore hummed at a frequency I could feel in my teeth. The mana density was thick enough that breathing felt like inhaling liquid. Ashlynn's zone struggled — the ambient mana interfered with the healing output, reducing effectiveness by approximately thirty percent.

Seventy percent was still enough to make us recoverable. But the margin was thinner. The constructs were level 67 — twelve above me — and the gap expressed as damage received. Each hit was heavier. Each strike pushed the healing threshold closer to its limit.

The fifth floor boss chamber was a vertical shaft carved into compressed ore, thirty meters deep, the boss at the bottom: an Ashcrown Sentinel, level 68. A construct of fused ore and crystallized mana that filled the shaft's width. The walls, the floor, the ore veins — all connected to a central intelligence that animated the entire structure.

"Similar to the Labyrinth's Core," Sielle said. "Distributed intelligence. The shaft is the boss."

"The shaft has a core," Ashlynn said. She'd placed her hand on the wall. The golden diagnostic light pulsed through the ore. "I can feel it. The mana concentration is centralized at the shaft's base, approximately four meters in diameter, embedded in the bedrock. If you reach the core, you can kill it independently of the construct."

"The shaft is thirty meters deep and the construct fills it wall to wall."

"You'd need to go through the construct to reach the core."

Through the construct. Down a thirty-meter vertical shaft of animated ore at level 68.

"Sielle takes the walls," I said. "Cut the connection between the construct's body and the shaft infrastructure. Isolate sections. Vessa, barrier the sections Sielle cuts. I go down the center."

"Straight down," Sielle said.

"Straight down. Thirty meters. Through the construct. Burst channeling at contact."

"The construct will close behind you. The shaft will seal above your head the moment you penetrate."

"Ashlynn's zone reaches how deep?"

"Fifteen meters at this depth's mana interference."

"Fifteen meters of healing. Fifteen meters without. I need to reach the core before the damage kills me."

Sielle studied me through the blindfold. Three seconds. The Blade Saint evaluating whether her student was ready.

"Be fast enough," she said.



I dropped into the shaft.

Sielle hit the walls. The white-gold blade carved through ore connections in sweeping arcs that isolated ten-meter sections. Vessa's barriers slammed into the gaps, containing the severed pieces.

I fell through the construct's center. The mana-conductive blade ahead of me, channeling at maximum, the blue-white light boring a tunnel through animated ore at terminal velocity. The construct sealed above me. Dark. Compression. Ore from every direction, trying to crush me as I descended. Ashlynn's zone was a golden shell around my body, the healing pushing back the damage as the ore struck and pressed.

Ten meters. The zone held. The ore hit my arms, my legs, my torso. The zone healed. I kept falling.

Fifteen meters. The zone's edge. Ashlynn's golden light flickered, thinned, faded. The healing dropped to nothing.

The construct hit me unprotected and the difference was immediate. A slab of ore caught my left shoulder. The impact cracked something. Another slab on my right leg. The compression increasing with depth, the construct's body pressing from both sides.

Twenty meters. Twenty-five. I was bleeding. The continuous channeling ate mana faster than regeneration could replace it. The blue-white light from the blade was dimming.

Thirty meters.

The core.

Four meters in diameter, embedded in bedrock. A sphere of compressed mana and crystallized ore, pulsing with the slow deep rhythm that powered the entire construct.

I hit it with everything I had left. The reservoir dumped through the blade. The edge met the core's surface. The surface cracked. The reservoir emptied into the crack. The core destabilized.

The shaft died.

The ore stopped moving. The compression released. The construct's intelligence went offline in a cascade from the core upward through thirty meters of vertical tunnel. The animated metal became inert.

I lay at the bottom. In the dark. Bleeding from the shoulder and the leg and a dozen smaller impacts from the last fifteen meters. Reservoir at zero. Blade dark.

The healing came from above. A golden light, descending. Ashlynn, climbing down the now-inert ore walls, her hands glowing, the diagnostic touch activating before she reached me. She dropped the last three meters and her hands were on my shoulder before her feet were stable.

"Cracked clavicle. Two fractured ribs. Contusion on the right femur. Mana channel stress from the full dump." She was healing as she listed. The golden light flowing into the shoulder, the ribs, the leg. The pain receding. "Nothing permanent. Nothing left behind. Clean damage from clean fighting."

Clean damage from clean fighting. The distinction between what Lyssa had done and what the dungeon had done. Ashlynn was telling me these injuries were honest. The body had fought above its capacity and the price was fair.

[Level Up! Reed Altius: Level 55 → 56]

Fifty-six. Four above Callum.

Sielle's face appeared at the shaft's rim, thirty meters above. The white-gold light of [Dawnedge] illuminating the vertical tunnel.

"Fast enough," she called down.

I lay on the dead core with Ashlynn's hands on my chest and the level-up glowing and the golden healing light filling the shaft. Four levels above a man sitting in Greyholt with a suspended registration and a stolen sword and nothing left.

Somewhere to the east, Sorrel was hunting. The Phantom in the Nightveil Mantle, cowl up, horns cutting the dark, moving through the frontier at the speed of a woman who'd spent sixty years learning to find people who didn't want to be found.

Elara was running. Sorrel was faster.




Chapter 23: Cornered

Sorrel's message arrived on the fourth day.

A guild courier brought it to the Broken Oar at noon, sealed with a wax stamp I didn't recognize — Sorrel rotated through a collection of seals she'd assembled from frontier merchants and abandoned offices, because using the same seal twice was a security vulnerability and Sorrel did not tolerate security vulnerabilities.

The message was brief. Sorrel's operational shorthand, stripped to essentials:

Target located. Harrow's Crossing, eastern territories. Way-station on the border trade route. She arrived two days ago. She's not moving. She's writing. Intercepted three outbound messages — all addressed to the same recipient using the Seneschal cipher. Contents: requests for extraction, protection, resources. Tone: desperate. The responses arrived this morning. I intercepted and resealed. The Seneschal's response to all three requests is the same: negative. She's been cut loose.

She has no party. No institutional cover. No extraction. She's sitting in a rented room writing letters to a patron who has stopped answering.

I can maintain surveillance indefinitely. She doesn't know I'm here. Awaiting instructions.

Position: six feet from her window.

I read the message at the table. Sielle on my left. Vessa on my right. Ashlynn across from me, her hands around a mug, the brown eyes reading my face the way she read injuries.

"She found her," I said.

Sielle took the message. Read it. Passed it to Vessa. Vessa read it. Passed it to Ashlynn.

"The Seneschal cut her loose," Vessa said. "Elara was the Seneschal's operational arm on the frontier. She managed Callum. She designed the Greymaw trap. She ran the secondary protocol. Now the instrument is compromised and the Seneschal is doing what institutions do with compromised instruments: throwing them away."

"The same thing the Church did to Sielle," I said.

Sielle's jaw tightened. "The same thing. The institution uses the person. The person becomes inconvenient. The institution files the abandonment as routine. Elara is experiencing what I experienced, what Vessa experienced, what Sorrel experienced. The machine processes people until they're used up."

"Does that change what we do?" Ashlynn asked.

"No," I said. "Elara designed the trap that killed me. She wrote the death report. She managed the paper trail that turned Callum's abuse into institutional policy. The Seneschal gave the order. Elara built the machine that executed it. The machine discarding her doesn't undo the building."

"But she doesn't die," Vessa said. Careful. "Elara stays alive. She has information we need for the Seneschal. She has the institutional knowledge that maps the connection between the frontier operation and the Crown's advisory council. Dead, she's silence. Alive, she's leverage."

"Alive, she's dangerous," Sielle said.

"Alive and stripped of everything, she's desperate. Desperate people with institutional knowledge are the most useful people in politics." Vessa looked at me. "We take everything from her. Her position, her reputation, her patron's protection, her freedom. We leave her alive because alive is more useful than dead and because the Seneschal needs to see that we can reach his instruments without killing them. That means we can reach him."

"Harrow's Crossing," I said. "Two days' ride east. We leave tomorrow."



We rode east.

Four riders on the border trade route. The frontier's eastern edge was different from Greyholt's settled territory. The farms thinned. The guild outposts shrank. The road narrowed from maintained highway to dirt track with wagon ruts. The eastern territories were the frontier's frontier: the space between the registered kingdoms' infrastructure and the unclaimed wilderness beyond. People came here to disappear.

Elara had come here to disappear. She'd chosen a region where the guild's communication network was sparse and the patrols infrequent and the anonymity thick. She'd chosen a region where a Phantom with sixty years of intelligence experience and a class-enhancing cape could operate without anyone knowing she existed.

On the evening of the first day, camped beside the road, Vessa raised the confrontation's terms.

"When we arrive. How do you want it?"

"Face to face. In the room. Party present."

"The evidence?"

"All of it. Every cipher letter, every fabricated report, the stipend fraud, the medical logs, the decoded Seneschal correspondence. I want her to see the full archive aimed at her."

"And the outcome?"

"She loses everything. The Church position is gone. The reputation is gone. The Seneschal's protection is gone. What's left is her journal. I take the journal. She runs without the pen that wrote my death and without the operational records that made her dangerous."

"The journal is symbolic," Sielle said. Cleaning her blade by the fire.

"The journal is operational. Three years of correspondence, operational notes, contact networks, the procedural architecture of the secondary protocol. Without the journal, Elara is a former Church operative with memories. With the journal, she's an intelligence asset. The journal is the weapon. Taking it is the disarmament."

Sielle considered this. The blade clean. The cloth folded. "Taking the weapon is cleaner than taking the person. Agreed."

Ashlynn had been quiet. The brown eyes on the fire. "She designed the Greymaw," she said. "Performed the demolition that sealed the chokepoint. Wrote the death report. Filed the paperwork that turned your murder into a bureaucratic entry." A pause. "The woman who left stress points in your ribs was following Elara's operational architecture. Lyssa's sabotage was freelance, but Lyssa's position in the party was Elara's construction."

"Yes."

"Then taking her journal is insufficient." The brown eyes found mine. The warmth present, but the steel beneath it sharper than I'd seen from the Sanctuary Warden. "The journal is paper. The architecture is in her head. The contacts, the methods, the institutional relationships survive the loss of paper. If you leave her alive with the architecture intact, she'll build again."

"She'll build again with nothing," Vessa said. "No Church cover. No Seneschal support. No party, no registration, no institutional base."

"She built from nothing once before. Guild-registered scholar to the Church's primary operational architect in under four years. Competence doesn't disappear with a journal."

The fire crackled. The eastern road stretched dark.

"I hear you," I said. "Elara stays alive. The journal is taken. And Sorrel maintains surveillance after we leave. Long-range. Until we're certain the rebuilding capacity is contained."

Ashlynn nodded. The steel receded. The assessment was filed.



Harrow's Crossing was a settlement that the word "town" flattered.

Eight buildings on a crossroads. A trading post, a stable, a blacksmith, three residences, and a way-station that rented rooms by the week and asked questions only when the rent was late.

We arrived mid-morning on the second day. The way-station was two stories, wood frame, shuttered windows. Room four, second floor, southeast corner. Sorrel had provided the layout in a follow-up message: floor plan, entry points, sight lines, furniture arrangement. Elara had not left the room in eighteen hours except to use the outhouse.

Sorrel materialized as we dismounted. The Nightveil Mantle's cowl down, the horns against her dark hair. She looked thinner. Four days of surveillance on frontier rations.

"She's in the room," Sorrel said. "Writing. The register has changed since the Seneschal's response. The first messages were operational requests. The current writing is longer, less structured. She's composing something that isn't a request."

"A record," Vessa said. "She's documenting. The situation is beyond her control, so she's creating a record. The pen is her reflex."

"The pen is about to stop," I said.

Sorrel's grey eyes met mine. Four days apart. The longest separation since her recall. The grey held the thing that had been growing since the first night in the bed. Four days of absence had made the thing larger rather than smaller and the larger was visible.

"You look tired," I said.

"I've been sitting outside a window for four days watching a woman write letters to a patron who's abandoned her." The flat register. But the eyes contradicted it.

I touched her arm. Brief. The contact she allowed in operational settings. Her jaw softened.

"Let's finish this," I said.

We went inside.




Chapter 24: The Mage

The way-station's stairs creaked under five sets of feet.

Sielle first. Then me. Then Vessa and Ashlynn. Sorrel was already inside, positioned in the hallway outside room four with the Nightveil Mantle's cowl up and the invisibility holding. She'd been six feet from Elara for four days. She could have killed her a hundred times. She hadn't, because the kill wasn't hers and the confrontation required a face.

My face.

I knocked on the door to room four.

The sound of a pen scratching stopped.

"Elara," I said. "It's Reed."

Three seconds of silence. The silence of a woman calculating. Lyssa's version of that silence had produced a mask that dropped when the options ran out. Elara's calculation would produce something different. Elara had been calculating longer and was better at it.

The door opened.

Elara Vinten stood in the frame. Small, neat, dark hair pinned in a practical arrangement. The face that had managed my abuse for two years without raising her voice or changing her expression. The face that had watched Callum hit me and picked up her pen and written "minor disciplinary correction, standard party protocol" and filed the report and moved on. She wore traveling clothes. Plain, unremarkable, the wardrobe of a woman who'd dressed to be forgotten.

She wasn't holding the pen. The pen was on the table behind her, beside an open journal and a stack of parchment covered in her handwriting. The journal was thick. Three years of operational notes, correspondence drafts, contact lists, and the machinery of a conspiracy to kill a man and manage his abuser and maintain the fiction that both were normal.

"Reed." The voice was the same. Measured. Precise. The voice that delivered instructions and evaluations and death sentences in the same register. "I expected you sooner."

"We took our time."

"Come in, then."

I came in. Sielle. Vessa. Ashlynn. The room was small: bed, table, chair, washbasin, window. Even running, even abandoned, Elara maintained order. The bed was made. The supplies were stacked neatly. The parchment was organized. The order was her nature. The order was what had made her the most dangerous member of Callum's party, because Elara's danger wasn't the kind that swung fists. It was the kind that organized fists into policy.

Sorrel materialized in the corner. The cowl came down. The horns caught the window's light. Elara looked at the Phantom who'd been six feet from her window for four days without detection, and her composure showed a reaction for the first time since I'd known her. A tightening at the corners of her eyes.

"The Phantom," Elara said. "Lyssa's last message described her capabilities. I underestimated the description."

"Lyssa's dead," I said.

The eye-tightening deepened. "I suspected. When the second message arrived empty, the inference was straightforward." She looked at me. "You killed her yourself."

"I killed her myself."

"Not the Phantom."

"The Phantom found her. I killed her. The list is mine."

"The list." Elara's mouth curved. Not a smile. A recognition. "You always kept track. Even when Callum thought you were broken and I thought you were contained, you were keeping a list. That's what I underestimated. Not the skill. Not the Mythic rank. The list."

"Sit down," I said.

She sat. Her hands on her knees. The posture of a woman who'd been in countless meetings and who treated every one as an exercise in information management, including meetings about her own fate.

I put the evidence on the table.

The satchel opened. The contents arranged in Vessa's order: chronological, comprehensive, each piece labeled and cross-referenced. Three years of Elara's work, decoded and aimed at her across a way-station table.

"The cipher correspondence," Vessa said. "Three years of communication between you and the Seneschal. Decoded in full. The commission of Reed's assassination, the management of Callum's party, the stipend fraud, and the four-phase secondary protocol."

"The fabricated clear reports," I said. "Callum's inflated kill counts. The experience weighting manipulation that suppressed my leveling for two years. All in your handwriting."

"The medical logs," Ashlynn said. Quiet. The steel. "Forty-seven entries. Every beating. Every fracture. Every healing session that left deliberate weakness in the patient's bones. You didn't write these, but you built the system that produced them."

Elara looked at the evidence. She assessed it the way she assessed every document: with professional distance that converted information into actionable intelligence.

"The archive is comprehensive," she said. "Sorrel's work." She looked at the Phantom. "You could have been useful to the directorate."

"I was useful to a court once," Sorrel said. "The court burned me alive when the usefulness expired. I'm selective now."

Elara turned back to me. "You've won. The evidence is public. Callum is suspended. The warrant is withdrawn. The Seneschal has abandoned me. What do you want from this meeting that the evidence hasn't given you?"

"I want to hear you say it."

The composure adjusted. Not cracked. Adjusted. The internal architecture accommodating pressure without breaking.

"The Seneschal identified your skill as a threat to the Church's archive monopoly. A Mythic-rank Summoner with access to sealed records undermines six hundred years of institutional control over death. The Church controls who dies and who stays dead. Your skill breaks that control." She spoke the way she wrote: precisely, without inflection. "The Seneschal commissioned your elimination through me because I was positioned to execute without institutional exposure. I managed Callum because Callum was the instrument. He was strong enough to keep you suppressed and stupid enough to believe the suppression was his idea. The abuse was not instructed. The abuse was Callum's contribution. My contribution was ensuring the abuse remained invisible."

"The Greymaw."

"The commission executed. The chokepoint demolition, the sealed corridor, the death zone. I designed it. Callum positioned you. I performed the demolition. Ninety-four percent success rate. You were the six percent." She paused. "The six percent has been instructive."

"Do you regret it?"

"I regret the failure. I don't regret the operation. The commission was legitimate within the directorate's authority. The risk assessment was accurate for the information available. I executed competently. The outcome was anomalous."

"You tried to kill me and you're calling it an anomalous outcome."

"I tried to eliminate a threat to institutional stability and the threat became too powerful to eliminate. That's not regret. That's operational reality." She looked at the evidence. "What do you want?"

"The journal. The pen."

Her eyes went to the thick leather-bound book on the table. Three years of operational notes. Contact networks. Procedural architecture. Her professional life compressed to paper.

She looked at the journal for five seconds. Something behind the composure reorganized. She picked up the journal. She picked up the pen. She held them out.

I took them. The journal was heavy. The pen was light. What the pen had written was not.

Elara's hands returned to her knees. Empty. The first time in three years that Elara Vinten's hands had been empty and the emptiness was visible in the way her fingers curled against nothing.

"Now," I said, "we discuss terms."

"Terms." The word was flat. "I assumed the terms were the journal and my cooperation regarding the Seneschal's operations."

"The Seneschal's cooperation is part of it. But cooperation is voluntary. Voluntary cooperation ends whenever you decide it ends. You walk out of this way-station and three months from now you're in the capital rebuilding a network with a different patron and a different pen."

"You could threaten—"

"Threats are what I did with Lyssa. I threatened Lyssa with the list and Lyssa spent her last days selling intelligence to three buyers simultaneously because threats don't change nature. They suppress it temporarily." I set the journal on the table. The leather cover faced her. The operational history of everything she'd done. "I'm not going to threaten you, Elara. I'm going to bind you."

The composure cracked.

Not the controlled adjustment she'd been making throughout the conversation. A crack. The first real crack I'd seen in Elara Vinten's composure in three years of knowing her. The crack was in her eyes and the crack was fear.

"A Binding Covenant," she said.

"You know what it is."

"I know what it is." The fear was being managed. The composure rebuilding around the crack the way a wall rebuilds around a breach: quickly, imperfectly, the repair visible. "A mana-sealed contract registered with the system. Violation produces involuntary mana channel collapse. Permanent. Fatal within hours."

"That's the enforcement mechanism. Tell me the rest."

She looked at me with the expression of a woman who was being asked to describe the design of her own cage. "A Binding Covenant is a Mage-class contract protocol. Level 30 minimum to cast. The caster inscribes the terms in a mana-conductive medium. Both parties provide a mana signature to seal the contract. The system registers the covenant as a permanent status effect on both parties. The bound party cannot act against the terms without triggering the enforcement mechanism. The terms are..." She stopped. The composure was holding but the holding was expensive. "The terms are whatever the covenant's author dictates."

"Whatever the author dictates."

"Within the system's recognition parameters. The system won't register a covenant that requires physical impossibility. But obedience, service, restriction of movement, prohibition of specific actions, compulsory disclosure. The system recognizes all of those as valid covenant terms."

Vessa was watching. The stellar glow had intensified. The political mind processing the implications. Sielle was still, the blade at rest, the blindfold facing Elara with the focus of a woman who understood binding in the way a warrior understood chains.

"You're a Mage," I said. "Level 45. You can cast a Binding Covenant."

"I can cast one. I will not cast one on myself."

"You will. Or you'll join Lyssa."

The room held the silence. The crack in Elara's composure widened. The fear was visible now, unmanaged, the composure's repair failing because the repair couldn't keep pace with the pressure. Elara Vinten, who had managed a conspiracy for three years without a single visible emotion, was afraid.

"The covenant terms," she said. Her voice was controlled but the control was manual, each word placed deliberately like a person walking on ice. "What terms."

"You cannot act against me, my party, or my interests. You cannot communicate with the Seneschal, the Church directorate, or any institutional contact from your previous operational network without my explicit authorization. You cannot flee, hide, or attempt to disappear. You cannot recruit, organize, or assemble any operational capability. You will provide full and truthful disclosure of everything you know regarding the Seneschal's identity, operations, and network architecture. You will provide this disclosure on my schedule, verified by Sorrel, without omission or deception."

Each term landed. Elara's face lost color as the list extended. The terms weren't negotiated. The terms were dictated. The distinction was the point.

"You're describing slavery," she said.

"I'm describing the alternative to death. Lyssa got the first option. You're being offered the second."

"A Binding Covenant with those terms would make me your property. The system would register me as bound to you. My mana channels would be permanently linked to your covenant signature. Any action that violated the terms, even involuntary action, even action taken under duress by a third party) would trigger the collapse. I would die if someone else forced me to act against you."

"Then you'd better make sure nobody forces you."

She stared at me. The woman who had designed the Greymaw trap with ninety-four percent confidence. The woman who had managed a Hero's career and a Summoner's abuse with equal precision. The woman who had written "killed by hostile summon" on a death report for a man who was standing in front of her with four legendary women and a list that was almost finished.

"I could refuse," she said. "I could accept death."

"You could. But you won't. You're not Lyssa. Lyssa was transactional and the transaction ran out. You're institutional. The institution abandoned you but the instinct to serve survived the abandonment. You need a structure. You need a hierarchy. You need someone giving orders because the alternative is the empty room you've been sitting in for four days writing letters to a man who told you to resolve your own exposure." I leaned forward. "I'm offering you a structure. The structure is mine. The hierarchy is mine. The orders are mine. The alternative is a blade through the chest in a way-station at the edge of the frontier and nobody finding the body for a week."

Elara's hands were trembling. The first time I'd seen her hands do anything other than write or fold or hold a pen with absolute steadiness. The trembling was small. Controlled. Managed. But present.

She looked at the journal on the table. At the pen in my pocket. At the evidence in the satchel. At the room that held five people who could kill her individually and who collectively represented more combat power than any single force on the frontier.

"The covenant requires a mana-conductive surface for inscription," she said. Her voice had changed. Not the measured precision. Something flatter. Emptier. The voice of a woman who had decided and who was speaking through the decision rather than toward it. "Parchment won't hold. Metal or treated stone. The inscription must be continuous. No breaks, no interruptions. Both mana signatures must be applied within thirty seconds of inscription completion."

"Sorrel," I said.

Sorrel produced a metal plate from inside the Nightveil Mantle. Six inches square, mana-conductive alloy, polished smooth. She'd prepared it. She'd known. The Phantom had assessed the situation four days ago and concluded that a verbal agreement wouldn't hold a woman like Elara and had prepared the material for a binding that would.

Sorrel set the plate on the table. Elara looked at it.

"Cast the covenant," I said. "My terms. Your mana. Both signatures."

Elara picked up the metal plate. Her hands had stopped trembling. The professional mode engaging, the way it always engaged when the task was technical. The mage's discipline overriding the human fear. She'd been executing tasks under pressure for three years. This was just another task.

She placed her right hand flat on the plate's surface. The mana flowed from her palm into the metal. The inscription began. Blue-white light traced lines across the plate's surface: text in the system's formal script, the language that the Registry used for permanent status effects. The terms appeared as Elara channeled them: each prohibition, each compulsion, each restriction, inscribed in light that burned into the metal and became permanent.

The inscription took four minutes. Elara's hand didn't shake. Her face was blank. The composure wasn't holding because there was nothing behind it to hold. Without the institution, without the journal, without the pen, precision was all she had left. So she was precise.

The final term inscribed. The plate glowed with the complete covenant text: every restriction, every compulsion, every chain that Elara Vinten was forging around herself because the alternative was a blade and the blade was worse.

"Signature," Elara said. The flat voice. "Your mana. Left hand on the plate. Thirty seconds."

I placed my left hand on the plate. My mana flowed into the metal, meeting Elara's inscription, the two signatures intertwining. The system recognized the covenant. I felt it: a notification, deeper than the standard level-up or skill activation, a structural change in the Registry's status framework. The covenant registered. The binding took effect.

[System Notification: Binding Covenant registered. Bound party: Elara Vinten, Mage, Level 45. Covenant holder: Reed Altius, Summoner, Level 56. Terms: active. Enforcement: mana channel collapse upon violation.]

Elara removed her hand from the plate. The glow faded. The inscription remained. Permanent, etched into the metal, the physical record of a contract that the system would enforce until one of the two parties died.

She sat at the table with her hands in her lap. The hands that had held the pen. The hands that had cast the demolition charge at the Greymaw. The hands that had just inscribed her own servitude into a metal plate and sealed it with her mana.

"It's done," she said.

"It's done."

"I can feel it. The covenant. It's in my channels. The system is monitoring compliance in real time. If I even form the intent to violate the terms, the enforcement mechanism begins activating. I can feel the threshold. It's—" She stopped. Swallowed. "It's close. The threshold between compliance and collapse is narrower than I expected. The system's interpretation of 'acting against your interests' is broader than the literal text. The spirit of the terms, not just the letter."

"Good."

She looked at me. The composure was gone. Not cracked, not adjusted. Gone. What remained was Elara Vinten without the wall and without the room and without the furniture. A woman in a chair in a way-station who had designed the death of the man sitting across from her and who was now bound to him by a contract she'd cast with her own mana and that would kill her if she even thought about betrayal hard enough for the system to notice.

"You managed me for two years," I said. "You controlled my experience, my loot, my party standing, my physical safety. You decided when I ate, when I healed, when I fought, and what happened to me when the fighting was done. You managed every variable of my existence with the precision that you're known for."

"Yes."

"Now I manage yours. Every variable. The precision is the same. The direction is reversed."

She said nothing. There was nothing to say. The covenant was in her channels. The system was watching. The woman who had controlled everything was now controlled, completely, by the man she'd buried under stone.

I stood. Picked up the metal plate. The covenant inscription caught the light: blue-white text in system script, permanent, the terms of Elara Vinten's servitude written in her own mana.

"You'll travel with us to Greyholt," I said. "You'll be housed at the Broken Oar. You'll begin the Seneschal disclosure immediately, verified by Sorrel. You'll answer every question fully and truthfully. The covenant enforces the truth. You couldn't lie to me now if you wanted to."

"I understand."

"When we go to the capital, you'll come with us. Your knowledge of the Seneschal's operations makes you the key to everything we're building toward. You're the most valuable intelligence asset on the frontier and you belong to me."

The word "belong" landed in the room with a weight that the evidence and the journal and the pen hadn't carried. The evidence had been proof. The journal had been a trophy. The pen had been a symbol. The word "belong" was the reality. Elara Vinten belonged to Reed Altius. The system said so. The covenant said so. The metal plate in his hand said so.

Sielle's not-quite-smile was present. The Blade Saint understood ownership. The Blade Saint understood what it meant to take a person who had power over you and reverse the architecture until the power flowed the other direction. She'd watched institutions do it to her for six hours at the Pale Gate. She appreciated watching it done to someone who deserved it.

Vessa's glow was bright. The political mind recognizing the strategic value of a bound Mage with three years of directorate intelligence, unable to deceive, unable to flee, compelled to full disclosure by a contract she'd cast herself.

Ashlynn's brown eyes held something complicated. The healer watching a woman lose autonomy the way Ashlynn had lost her life — through institutional force applied by someone with more power. The complication was that Ashlynn recognized the justice and the cruelty simultaneously and didn't try to resolve the contradiction.

Sorrel was in the corner. The grey eyes on Elara. The Phantom's assessment: the target was neutralized. Not killed. Not released. Bound. The woman who'd run a conspiracy for three years couldn't conspire. The woman who'd managed an abuser couldn't manage. The woman who'd written death reports couldn't write. The covenant had taken everything that made Elara dangerous and locked it behind a wall of mana that she'd built herself.

"Stand up," I said.

Elara stood. The covenant's compliance was immediate. Not voluntary. The instruction registered through her mana channels and her body responded before her mind finished processing the words. She was on her feet, hands at her sides, standing in front of the chair where she'd spent four days writing appeals to a man who'd told her to solve her own problems.

"The covenant needs testing," I said. "You said the enforcement threshold is narrow. I want to see how narrow."

Her eyes tracked me. What was left of her composure held in the face because the face was the last thing she controlled. The rest of her was the covenant's.

"Take off your clothes."

The words landed in the room. Elara's mouth opened. Closed. The composure cracked along a new line. Not the fear from the binding, but the recognition of what the binding meant in practice. The theoretical servitude becoming physical. The abstract ownership becoming concrete.

She didn't move.

I felt the covenant respond through my end of the connection. A tension in my mana channels, the system's monitoring registering resistance, the enforcement mechanism stirring. On Elara's end, the response would be worse — the preliminary tightening of her mana channels, the warning pressure that preceded collapse, the system's reminder that noncompliance had a cost measured in the minutes remaining before her channels burned out.

She felt it. I saw her feel it. The color left her face. Her hands went to the collar of her traveling tunic and the hands were shaking again, the tremor from the covenant negotiation returning, the body's protest against a mind that was overriding the protest because the mind had calculated the alternative and the alternative was death.

She undressed.

The tunic came off first. Folded by habit, set on the chair. Beneath it: a plain undershirt, linen, worn soft from travel. She removed that. Folded it. Set it on the tunic. Her torso was bare. Elara Vinten's body was what two years of managing a party from behind a desk produced — slight, unmuscled, the frame of a woman whose power had always been administrative rather than physical. Small breasts. Narrow shoulders. The body of a clerk, not a fighter. The vulnerability of the exposed skin was absolute because the skin had never been exposed in a context of powerlessness before. Elara had always been the one watching while others were vulnerable. The reversal was visible in every muscle she couldn't unclench.

The trousers. The boots. Each piece removed with the precision that the shaking hands could maintain, each piece folded and stacked on the chair. The folding was the last thing she could do without the covenant's input. She clung to it.

She stood naked in the way-station room. Small, pale, the slight body exposed to five people who'd come to take everything from her and who were taking it. Her hands stayed at her sides. Not by choice — the covenant interpreted covering herself as resistance to the directive and the enforcement mechanism's warning pulse kept her arms down.

"Kneel."

She knelt. The stone floor was cold under her bare knees. I could see the flinch when the cold hit and I could see the flinch suppressed because flinching was close enough to resistance that the covenant's threshold pressed against her channels.

She knelt on the floor of the way-station room. Naked. The woman who had filed my death report. The woman who had managed my abuse into policy. The woman who had designed the Greymaw trap with ninety-four percent confidence and performed the demolition that sealed me under stone. She was on her knees on a cold floor, looking up at the man she'd tried to kill, and the man was standing and clothed and armed and flanked by four women who outleveled her by decades and the distance between standing and kneeling was the distance between what Elara had been and what Elara was now.

"Say it," I said.

She knew what I wanted. The covenant didn't need to compel the understanding. Two years of reading me had taught her what I needed to hear, the same way two years of managing me had taught her what Callum needed to hear. The reading was her skill. The skill was being used against her.

"I belong to you." The words came out thin. Controlled. The administrative voice stripped to nothing but function. "The covenant binds me. My mana, my actions, my service. I am your property. I will comply with your directives. I will disclose everything I know. I will not act against you or your party or your interests. I belong to you, Reed."

My name in her mouth. She'd said it a thousand times in two years — in briefings, in reports, in the death documentation. It had always been a variable she was managing. Now it was the name of the person who owned her, and the speaking was submission enforced by the channels she'd sealed herself.

I let her kneel for thirty seconds. Long enough for the cold floor to register. Long enough for every person in the room to see the woman who'd controlled everything controlled by everything. Long enough for the silence to carry the weight of two years of beatings documented in language that made the beatings look like administration.

"Sorrel," I said. "The clothes."

Sorrel produced a bundle from inside the Nightveil Mantle. She'd prepared this too. The Phantom anticipated operational requirements the way she anticipated dungeon layouts: thoroughly, invisibly, with materials procured in advance. The bundle was a set of clothes. Not Elara's traveling outfit, not the neat, unremarkable wardrobe she'd dressed in to be forgotten. The bundle was roughspun. Undyed wool. A shapeless tunic that would hang past the knees, a drawstring pair of trousers, no belt, no boots. Way-station rags. The kind of clothes that laborers wore. The kind of clothes that said nothing about the person inside them because the person inside them had been reduced to a function.

Sorrel set the bundle on the floor beside Elara.

"Your traveling clothes stay here," I said. "You wear those."

Elara looked at the rags on the floor. The roughspun wool. The shapeless cut. The absence of everything that her wardrobe had communicated for three years: competence, precision, institutional membership. The rags communicated one thing: you are owned.

"Stand. Dress."

She stood. She dressed. The roughspun tunic hung on her slight frame, the fabric coarse against skin that had worn quality linen for her entire professional career. The trousers bagged at the ankles. No boots — the covenant's test had taken those with the traveling clothes and the replacement didn't include footwear. She'd walk barefoot.

The composure tried to reassemble. The face found a version of the measured expression she'd worn for three years. But the expression sat on top of nothing now. The composure was an empty frame around a picture that had been removed. Elara Vinten, the Architect, the woman who organized fists into policy, was standing in way-station rags with bare feet and her hair coming loose from the practical pins because her hands had been shaking too hard to maintain the arrangement.

"We're leaving," I said. "You walk."

Not ride. Walk. Behind the horses. The way I'd walked behind Callum's party for two years — carrying the pack nobody wanted, maintaining the position nobody valued, occupying the space at the back that the party assigned to the member it considered least worth protecting.

We left the room. Elara followed, barefoot on the way-station's wooden floor. Through the corridor. Down the stairs. The attendant behind the counter looked at the woman in roughspun rags walking behind the man in combat gear and the attendant's evaluation produced a long silence.

Into the morning light. Elara's bare feet on the trade road's packed dirt. The horses saddled, the party mounting. Elara standing beside the spare mount, looking at it, knowing she wasn't going to ride it.

"Walk," I said. "Behind the column. Sorrel's pace."

Sorrel materialized at the column's rear, visible, the Nightveil Mantle's cowl down. She looked at Elara. The grey eyes held no satisfaction and no pity. The Phantom assessed the operational status of the bound asset and found the asset compliant.

Elara walked. Barefoot on the trade road, in roughspun rags, behind five mounted riders, with a magical covenant in her channels that would kill her if she deviated and an invisible woman six feet behind her who would notice if the covenant didn't.

The frontier's morning light turned the trade road gold. The journal was in my pack. The pen was in my pocket. The covenant plate was in my saddlebag. And the woman who'd designed my death walked behind me in silence, dressed in rags she hadn't chosen, following a pace she couldn't set, owned by the man she'd tried to bury.

The precision was the same. The direction was reversed.



The level came from a roadside dungeon on the ride back. Small, quick, level 62 content that the party handled in forty minutes while Elara sat on the ground outside the entrance in her roughspun rags and waited because the covenant didn't include combat service and I hadn't told her to fight. She sat with her bare feet in the grass and her hands in her lap and the composure holding because composure was all she had left and the composure was not enough and the not-enough was the point.

[Level Up! Reed Altius: Level 56 → 57]

Fifty-seven. Five above Callum.

Sielle rode beside me after the clear. The blindfold facing the road.

"The covenant," she said. "I felt the system register it. The binding is real."

"The binding is real."

"She cast it herself. Her mana. Her inscription. The architecture of her own cage, designed and built by the architect." The not-quite-smile. Rare. Warm. Proud. "That's the most satisfying thing you've done since the duel."

"Dain was rage. Lyssa was judgment."

"And Elara?"

I looked over my shoulder. Elara rode at the column's rear, behind Ashlynn, ahead of Sorrel's invisible position. Her back was straight. Her hands held the reins with precision. Her face was composed because composure was the only thing the covenant hadn't taken.

"Elara is ownership," I said.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 57] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81), Ashlynn (Sanctuary Warden, Lv. 74)] [Bound: Elara Vinten (Mage, Lv. 45) — Binding Covenant active]

Two names crossed off. Elara bound. One remaining: Callum Drayne.

The frontier stretched ahead. Greyholt was waiting.




Chapter 25: Horizon

We came home to a different frontier.

Greyholt's guild hall was busier than I'd ever seen it. The ranking board on the east wall showed two names at the top: Reed Altius, Level 57, Rank 1. Below it, a gap. Below the gap, the rest of the frontier's registered adventurers. Callum Drayne's name had been removed. Not demoted. Removed. The suspension had converted to a formal deregistration three days ago, according to Garren, who told me this while processing our return paperwork with a satisfaction he was too professional to voice.

"The deregistration was automatic," Garren said. "Guild Charter, Article Nineteen. Sustained abuse of a party member resulting in institutional sanctions triggers automatic deregistration pending review. The review period is six months. During the review, the former registrant may not enter dungeons, accept contracts, or accumulate experience through guild-sanctioned activity."

Six months. Callum Drayne, the Church's sanctioned Hero, unable to enter a dungeon for six months. While I climbed. While the gap between 57 and 52 widened into something he couldn't close if he had six years instead of six months.

"Elara?" I asked.

"Elara Vinten's Church affiliation has been formally revoked. The directorate issued a statement distancing the institution from her operational activities. Three pages of careful language that amounts to: she acted alone, without authorization, and the Church bears no responsibility." Garren's mouth compressed. The clerk's version of contempt. "The evidence you released proves otherwise. The frontier knows it. The Church published the statement anyway because the Church publishes things."

He didn't know about the Binding Covenant. Nobody did, except my party and the woman it was inscribed on. Elara was housed in a room at the Broken Oar's ground floor, the covenant monitoring her compliance in real time, the system enforcing her obedience through the mana channels she'd sealed herself. She'd begun the Seneschal disclosure that morning. Sorrel verified each answer. The covenant meant Elara couldn't lie, couldn't deceive, couldn't omit. The architect who'd designed every trap in my life was now the most reliable intelligence source on the frontier, because the alternative to reliability was her mana channels collapsing.

The Church published things. The Church had published my death report. Published Callum's Hero designation. Published Sielle's operational loss and Vessa's assassination and Sorrel's execution and Ashlynn's as acceptable institutional outcomes. For six hundred years the frontier had read the Church's publications and accepted them.

The acceptance was eroding. The frontier had read Lyssa's testimony and the cipher correspondence and the medical logs, and the frontier had watched me win a dungeon race by eight minutes and survive a Crown warrant and pass the Church's Hero on the rankings. Trust was shifting to doubt. The shift was small. The shift was a beginning.



The Broken Oar. That night. The party scattered through the evening in the way that homecoming scattered people: Vessa downstairs reviewing Elara's first disclosure transcripts with the legal mind fully engaged; Ashlynn at the guild hall's medical library restocking supplies; Sorrel running a perimeter check that nobody had requested because Sorrel ran perimeter checks the way other people breathed.

Sielle was in the room.

She was at the window when I came in. The red dress catching the last of the evening light. The pale blue hair, the golden pin-focuses, the blindfold that saw more than eyes. She turned when the door closed. The micro-adjustment. Reading my entry, my posture, my intent.

"The party is occupied," she said. "Vessa will be downstairs for hours. Ashlynn is at the library. Sorrel is running the perimeter." The not-quite-smile. "We're alone."

"We're alone."

She crossed the room. Three steps. The red dress moving with her body, the hip slits opening and closing with each stride, the enchanted fabric performing its dual function of armor and display. She stopped in front of me. Close. The cool air that radiated from her recalled body, the temperature of the Pale Gate written into her skin.

"You took Elara's journal," she said. "You took her pen. You bound her with a covenant she cast with her own mana and you made her strip and kneel and dress in rags and walk barefoot behind your horse." Her hand found my jaw. The sword-calluses rough. The grip firm. "You have been doing things that I have wanted to watch you do since the day I put a sword in your hand."

She kissed me. The Sielle kiss: hard, committed, the mouth of a woman who did nothing halfway. I tasted the cool of her and the heat beneath the cool, the contradiction that defined everything about her body. My hands went to her waist. The narrow waist, the lean muscle beneath the dress's fabric, the architecture that seventeen years of swordsmanship and six hours at a gate had built.

"The dress," I said.

She pulled it over her head. The enchanted fabric released at her command, sliding off her body in a single motion. Beneath: pale skin. Cool. The defined shoulders. The taut stomach. The full breasts sitting high on her chest, round and firm, the nipples tightening in the room's air. The body of the finest swordswoman of her era, unarmored, the lean lines exposed.

I pushed her against the wall. She let me. The letting was the gift — Sielle could have stopped any force I applied with one hand. She chose to be pushed. She chose the wall against her back. She chose my body against hers, pressing, the cool skin meeting my warmth.

My mouth on her throat. On her collarbone. On the space between her breasts, the skin thin over the sternum, the heartbeat strong beneath. She made the Sielle sound: the compressed exhale through her teeth, sharp, controlled, carrying more than a shout would carry. My hands moved over her body. Cupping her breasts, the weight of them fitting my palms, the nipples hard against my skin. Down her stomach. Over the hip bone where the lean muscle created a ridge that my thumb traced.

"The bed," she said. Not a request. A tactical directive.

I took her to the bed. She lay back. The pale blue hair spread across the pillow, the golden pin-focuses catching candlelight. Her legs parted. The invitation was deliberate, a swordswoman's commitment to the next engagement, the body opening with the same discipline that governed the guard and the strike and the recovery.

I stripped. She watched through the blindfold. The micro-adjustment tracking my body the way it tracked dungeon threats: with full attention, with the assessment of a woman who had trained this body for months and who knew what it could do and who wanted what it could do applied to her.

I entered her. She arched. The sound was the sharp exhale, deeper this time, the control loosening by one degree. She was tight around me, the lean muscle engaged from thighs to core, the grip of a body that fought with the same muscles and that applied the same commitment to this as it applied to combat. I moved in her and she moved with me, the rhythm building from the base tempo that we'd established over months of shared nights, accelerating through the familiar progression toward the speed that made her breathe through her teeth and grip the sheets and forget, for measured intervals, that she was the most disciplined person in the room.

I lifted her leg to my shoulder. Changed the angle. The depth increased and she made a sound that wasn't the exhale. A real sound. Short, bitten off, the moan she didn't allow herself except when the angle was right and the force was committed and the man above her was the man she'd trained and chosen and claimed.

"Harder," she said. The one word. The directive.

I gave her harder. The bed frame protested. Her back lifted off the mattress. Her hands found my shoulders, the sword-calluses digging in, holding, the grip of a woman who held gates and held position and held the man she was under with the same relentless force.

She came. The wave ran through her entire body in a sequence I knew: thighs first, clenching, then core, then shoulders, the jaw locking, the exhale becoming a sustained hiss. She rode it the way she rode every orgasm: through it, not stopping, the discipline keeping the rhythm while the climax moved through her.

I came inside her at the end of the wave. The release carried the homecoming's weight: the road, the confrontation, the covenant, the rags, the walking. The weight discharged through the body into the body beneath me and the body beneath me took it the way Sielle took everything: with full acceptance and no complaint.

She lay beneath me. Breathing. The cool skin flushed. The closest Sielle came to warmth.

"Welcome home," she said. The not-quite-smile. Then: "Send Vessa up when you're done with the transcripts."



Vessa came upstairs at midnight.

She opened the door without knocking. Vessa didn't knock. Vessa entered spaces the way she entered conversations: directly, without preamble, with the assumption that her arrival was welcome because it had always been welcome and the pattern didn't require nightly confirmation.

I was at the table, reading Elara's first disclosure transcript. The Seneschal's communication protocols. The cipher rotation schedule. The names of three Church directorate contacts who'd facilitated the secondary protocol's logistics. Dense material. Important material. Material that would wait until tomorrow because Vessa was standing in the doorway with her hair down and her glow at the intensity that meant she'd been thinking about this for the last three hours while pretending to focus on legal documents.

"Sielle told me you were productive earlier," Vessa said. She closed the door. Locked it. "She used the word 'productive.' That's Sielle's word for sex that she approved of. I want to be productive too."

She pulled her shirt over her head as she crossed the room. The glow brightened. The blonde hair fell across her bare shoulders. Her body was Vessa's body: the generous curves, the full breasts, the round hips, the softness that covered strength, the skin that glowed gold in the dimmed room. She was smiling. Vessa smiled during sex the way she smiled during negotiations: with the confidence of a woman who knew the outcome before the conversation started.

She reached the table. She pushed the transcript aside. She sat on the table's edge, facing me in the chair, her legs parted on either side of my knees.

"The transcripts can wait," she said.

"The transcripts can wait."

She pulled me forward by the collar. The kiss was the Vessa kiss: warm, open, her tongue against mine, the taste of the tea she'd been drinking downstairs while reading Elara's forced confessions. Her hands went to my shirt. Off. Her hands on my chest. Warm. The glow transferring heat through contact, the stellar channeling's passive effect turning her palms into sources of warmth that spread through my skin.

"I've been reading Elara's testimony all evening," she said between kisses. Her hands working my belt. "Three hours of her handwriting describing how she managed your abuse. Her handwriting, Reed. The same hand that filed your death report, writing out every detail of the Seneschal's operations because you put a covenant on her that she inscribed with her own mana." The belt opened. Her hand found me. The grip was warm, firm, the stellar glow making her palm almost hot against my skin. "That's the most attractive thing you've done in a month and you killed a woman two weeks ago, so the bar is high."

She freed me. She pulled her legs up onto the table, lay back on the transcripts she'd pushed aside, and pulled me down onto her. The table creaked. The table was not designed for this. Neither of us cared.

I entered her and the sound she made was the Vessa sound: full, open, uncontrolled, the moan of a woman who considered suppression a waste of sensation. Her back arched against the table's surface. Her breasts flattened and spread with the arch, the glow illuminating them from within, the skin golden, luminous, the nipples dark against the light. I braced my hands on the table's edge and moved in her and she wrapped her legs around my waist and met each thrust with a roll of her hips that added a friction the angle wouldn't have produced alone.

"I've been thinking about this for three hours," she said. The words broken by the rhythm. "Reading Elara's description of the Greymaw demolition and thinking about you pushing me against a table. The contrast is—" she lost the sentence to a moan as I deepened the angle "—educational."

"Stop talking."

"Make me."

I put my hand over her mouth. She laughed behind my palm. The laugh became a moan became a series of sounds that my hand compressed but couldn't suppress. The glow was rising. The room was turning gold. The transcripts beneath her back were crumpling and the crumpling was Elara's handwriting being crushed under the weight of the man Elara had tried to kill and the woman who'd built the legal defense that kept him alive.

She came against my hand. The glow went supernova. Three seconds of white-gold light that turned the room into a sun. Her body locked, the legs tightening around my waist, the moan behind my palm becoming a sound that the palm couldn't contain. The hand came off her mouth and the sound filled the room: Vessa's climax, uncompressed, the full-volume expression of a woman who felt everything at maximum and who considered any volume below maximum dishonest.

I came inside her during the supernova. The release met the light and the light was warm and the warmth was Vessa and Vessa was the heat that burned away whatever cold the world put in my chest.

She lay on the table. Panting. The glow dimming to post-climax luminance. The transcripts crumpled beneath her. Her hair spread across Elara's forced testimony.

"The transcripts are ruined," she said.

"Sorrel has copies."

"Sorrel has copies of everything. That's why Sorrel is essential." She sat up. The glow steady. The smile present. "Speaking of Sorrel. She's been running the perimeter for four hours. Nobody runs a perimeter for four hours. She's giving us privacy. Go collect her before she decides the privacy is permanent."



I found Sorrel on the Broken Oar's roof.

She was sitting on the ridge beam with the Nightveil Mantle wrapped around her, the cowl down, the horns resting against her dark hair. Her legs dangled over the edge. The frontier's night sky was clear. Stars. The distant lights of Greyholt's streets. The guild hall's mana lamps glowing blue at the end of the main road.

She heard me climb onto the roof. She always heard everything. The grey eyes found me in the starlight.

"The perimeter is secure," she said. Flat. Professional. The register she wore in public like the bodysuit she wore in private: covering, protecting, maintaining the distance between the operational self and the self that had been in the bed for a week and that had let a man inside her body with her eyes open.

"The perimeter has been secure for four hours," I said.

"Thoroughness is the point."

"Vessa says you're giving us privacy."

"Vessa is correct. Vessa is frequently correct about interpersonal dynamics. It's her most irritating quality after the volume." The grey eyes held mine. The starlight made the grey silver. "You were with Sielle. Then Vessa. The sounds carry. The Broken Oar's walls are thin."

"You heard."

"I heard Sielle's breathing change. I heard Vessa's voice carry through the floor. I heard the table creak. The table was not designed for that."

"No."

She looked at the stars. The Nightveil Mantle's fabric absorbed the starlight at its edges, the haze blurring her outline against the sky. The silence lasted ten seconds. Sorrel's silences were communications. This one said: I'm deciding.

"I've been on the roof for four hours," she said. "Not because the perimeter needed checking. Because the bed was going to be occupied and I was going to hear what occupied it and I needed to decide whether hearing it from the roof was what I wanted or whether what I wanted was different."

"What did you decide?"

She turned to face me. The grey eyes steady. The angular face sharp in the starlight, the jaw-length hair framing it, the features that the Starweave Salve had healed from arresting to beautiful. The bodysuit covered everything from ankles to wrists to throat. The bodysuit was armor. The armor was thinner than it had been three weeks ago.

"I decided I'm tired of the roof," she said.

She stood. Walked along the ridge beam to where I stood at the roof's access point. She stopped in front of me. Six inches. The distance that was contact without touching. The distance she maintained in every space except the bed.

"Take me downstairs," she said. Quiet. "Not to the bed. To a room. Just us."

There was a spare room at the end of the Broken Oar's second-floor corridor. Small. A single bed. A candle. The room they gave travelers who wanted to sleep alone. I led Sorrel to it. She followed. The Nightveil Mantle whispering against the walls.

I closed the door. The room was dark except for the single candle I lit. The flame cast moving shadows. Sorrel stood in the center of the room, the Mantle around her shoulders, the grey eyes reflecting the flame.

"Not the roof," she said. "Not the bed with everyone. A room. Ours." She paused. "I've never had a room with someone. The Mirethane Court didn't permit the Quiet Hand private attachments. The archive didn't permit anything. This is the first room I've chosen to be in with someone since before the fire."

I stepped toward her. She didn't step back. The distance closed from six inches to two. I could feel the warmth of her body through the bodysuit. The compact frame, the dense muscle, the coiled energy that lived in every inch of her.

I unclasped the Nightveil Mantle. The fabric fell from her shoulders, pooling on the floor in a circle of violet-black that ate the candlelight. The horned cowl rested against the boards. The Mantle off, the bodysuit remained.

"The suit," she said. Her voice had changed. Quieter than the professional register. The voice she'd used the first night in the bed, the voice that carried the weight of deciding to do something she'd told herself she wouldn't. "The scars are healed. The suit stays on because—" She stopped. Started again. "The suit stays on because the suit is the last wall. Every other wall is down. You took the corner. You took the distance. You took the two seconds when my eyes closed. The suit is what's left."

"Then the suit stays on."

"No." The grey eyes on mine. Silver in the candlelight. "Take it off. The last wall. Take it."

I reached for the collar. The fastening at the throat, the concealed clasp she'd let me open on the first night to reach her neck. I opened it further. The collar parted. I drew the bodysuit's material down from her shoulders, peeling the second skin from her body, the fabric separating from her skin with a sound like a whisper.

The scars were gone. The Starweave Salve had done its work. The skin beneath the bodysuit was smooth, pale, unblemished, the skin of a woman who looked like the fire had never happened. The compact body revealed: small and dense, the muscles defined in the candlelight, the small firm breasts freed from the compression, the narrow waist, the slim hips. The body that had been hidden under the psychological armor for three weeks of proximity and one night of partial access and that was now fully exposed for the first time.

She was shaking. The fine tremor that the first night had produced, the body's protest against a mind that was overriding every survival instinct the fire had installed. She stood naked in the candlelight and shook and didn't cover herself and didn't step back and the not-covering and the not-stepping was the bravest she'd been since the Mirethane Court.

"I can see you," I said.

"I know." The grey eyes were wet. Not crying. The moisture that preceded crying, held at the threshold by the last scraps of the control she'd been dismantling since the first night. "I haven't been seen since before the fire. Sixty years. The court kept me invisible. The archive kept me unconscious. The bodysuit kept me hidden. You're the first person who's seen me in sixty years and the seeing is—"

I kissed her. She stopped talking. The kiss was different from the first night: slower, warmer, the urgency replaced by something that lived beneath urgency and that urgency usually covered. She kissed back. Her hands came up to my face. The first time she'd touched my face voluntarily. The fingers on my jaw, my cheekbones, the mapping of my features through contact, the Phantom learning a face through touch.

I lifted her. She weighed nothing. The compact body in my arms, bare, the legs wrapping around my waist. I carried her to the bed. Set her down. She lay on her back, the dark hair on the pillow, the grey eyes open and fixed on me. Open. She would keep them open. That was Sorrel's signature: eyes open, present, watching.

I undressed. She watched. The grey eyes tracking my body with the intelligence operative's assessment that she couldn't turn off and that coexisted with the want she couldn't hide. Both were present. Both were Sorrel.

I lay beside her. My hand on her hip. The hip she'd first offered through the bodysuit. The hip that had been the contact point, the place where every touch between us started. The skin was warm. Smooth. The fire's memory erased by the Salve.

I kissed down her body. Her throat, where the first night's collar-opening had reached. Her collarbone. Her breast, the small firm shape sensitive to the point where my mouth on the nipple produced the compressed sound she'd made on the first night: the sharp inhale, the exhale managed through discipline, the Phantom's response to sensation she couldn't catalogue fast enough.

Lower. Her stomach, flat, the muscles involuntarily clenching as my mouth crossed the terrain the bodysuit had covered for three weeks. Her hip. Her thigh, the dense muscle, the skin smooth where the scars had been.

Between her legs. She tensed. The entire compact body going taut when my mouth found her. The grey eyes went wide. She hadn't expected this. The first night had been hands and then penetration and the progression had been fast because fast was what she'd needed to prevent herself from retreating. This was slow. This was attention. This was my mouth on the most sensitive part of her body while she lay exposed in candlelight with her eyes open and no bodysuit and no wall and no escape.

"Reed—" The name strained. The professional register gone. The voice that was underneath: thin, real, the voice of a person feeling something they hadn't prepared for.

I didn't stop. I used my mouth and my hands and the patient attention that Sielle had taught me through a different application. Sorrel's hips moved. Not the controlled movements of the first night. These were involuntary: the body responding to sustained pleasure without the mind's permission, the hips rolling against my mouth, the thighs tensing and releasing.

The sounds changed. The compressed exhales became longer. The control thinned. Her hand found my hair. Gripped. Hard. Holding on because letting go was the old reflex and she was done with old reflexes.

She came with her eyes open. Looking at the ceiling. The orgasm was different from the first night's: not the controlled lockdown, not the wave that moved through a coiled body. This one unraveled. The tension that Sorrel carried in every muscle released from the center outward, the compact body softening, the coiled energy discharging, the rigid discipline of the Phantom melting into the loose, open aftermath of a woman who had been thoroughly, patiently undone.

The grey eyes found mine. Wet. The moisture had crossed the threshold. Two tears tracked down her temples into her dark hair. Not grief. Not pain. The body's response to the intensity of feeling something for the first time in sixty years without armor between the sensation and the self.

I moved up her body. Kissed her. She tasted herself on my mouth and the tasting produced a sound that had no precedent in our history: a laugh. Small, quiet, incredulous. Sorrel laughing. The sound was so rare and so unexpected that I stopped and looked at her and her face was open and the openness was the most beautiful thing I'd seen in a room full of beautiful things.

"I was not prepared for that," she said.

"The catalogue didn't account for it."

"The catalogue is being revised extensively."

I entered her slowly. She took a breath. Held it. Then released — permission. I moved in her and the tightness was there but the coiling was gone. Without the armor, without the tension she'd carried on the first night, the sex was different. Softer. Warmer. The rhythm building without urgency.

Her hands were on my back. Not gripping. Resting. The touch of a woman who was allowing herself to be touched and to touch in return without calculating the exit strategy. Her legs wrapped around me. Not the clench of the first night. A hold. Firm and steady.

She came again. The second orgasm's eyes closed. Not two seconds this time. Five. Five seconds of closed eyes, the grey hidden behind lids that surrendered the last thread voluntarily, the control given rather than taken. The sound she made was not compressed. A moan, full, Reed's name inside it.

When the eyes opened, the grey was different. Warmer than I'd ever seen it. The flat professional register nowhere in sight. What was there instead was a woman looking at a man she'd chosen to see and be seen by for the first time since a court burned her alive for knowing too much.

"I'm staying," she said. Not "tonight." Not "don't interpret this as a pattern." "I'm staying."

I came inside her with her grey eyes on mine. The release was quiet. The aftermath was quiet. The room was quiet. The candle burned. The Nightveil Mantle pooled on the floor. The bodysuit lay beside it. The woman in the bed was naked and unarmored and present and staying.

I held her. She let me. The compact body against my chest, her head under my chin, her breathing evening out. The first time she'd been held since the fire. The first time she'd let the holding happen without the bodysuit between her skin and the holder.

"The room," she said. Against my chest. The voice muffled. "Can this be our room? When the bed is too full and the party is too loud. A room for us."

"It's our room."

She pressed closer. The grey eyes closed. Not two seconds. Not five. The grey eyes closed and stayed closed because Sorrel was falling asleep in a man's arms without armor and without walls and the closing was trust and the trust was the thing the fire had burned out of her and that a man with a summoning skill had given back.



Morning. The Broken Oar. The main room.

I woke in the spare room with Sorrel pressed against me, the compact body warm, the dark hair against my shoulder. She was asleep. Actually asleep. Not the Phantom's shallow operational rest. Real sleep, deep, the breathing slow and even, the body completely relaxed. I lay still and watched her sleep and the watching was its own kind of intimacy because nobody watched Sorrel sleep. Sorrel didn't let people watch her sleep. Sorrel didn't sleep this deeply.

She woke when I moved. Instant, but not the combat-response instant of the first days. A softer transition. The grey eyes opening, finding me, softening.

"Morning," she said. The voice was warm. Actually warm. Not the professional register.

"Morning."

She stretched. The compact body, bare, the muscles catching the light from the window. She looked at the bodysuit on the floor. Looked at me. Looked at the bodysuit again.

She put it on. The bodysuit went back over the smooth skin, the second skin sealing, the compression flattening her breasts, the coverage returning from ankles to wrists to throat. The armor reassembled.

But she left the collar open. One inch. The fastening at the throat unclasped by that single inch, the skin of her neck visible above the suit's edge.

One inch. The wall with a window.



The party at the window. The frontier's light through the glass.

Sielle came first. The red dress. The blindfold. The blade.

"The Seneschal," she said. "The capital. The sealed records."

"That's next."

"Phase Four. The Enforcer warned you. Agents without titles."

"That's next too."

"Callum."

The name sat in the morning air. Callum Drayne. Deregistered. Level 52. Alone. The Church had abandoned him. Elara was bound to me by a covenant she'd cast with her own mana. The Striker reassigned. Dain dead. Lyssa dead. The party that had beaten me for two years had been taken apart, and the man at the center was sitting somewhere in Greyholt with a stolen sword and nothing else.

Emberthorn. The Rare-tier fire blade that Random Summon had produced before everything. The sword Callum had beaten me for and taken and carried on his hip. Still his. Taking it required a confrontation I hadn't been ready for.

I was ready now.

"Callum is next," I said. "But the Seneschal comes first. The sealed records. Whatever the Church has been protecting for six hundred years. We go to the capital. We find what's in the archives. We open the prison."

"And Callum?"

"Callum will be here when we get back. Or he'll run. If he runs, Sorrel finds him. If he stays, I find him. Either way, the list ends with him."

Sielle's mouth curved. The full smile. "The list started with rage. It moved through judgment. It moved through ownership. What will the last name be?"

"Personal," I said. "The way it was always going to be."

Vessa joined us at the window. Then Ashlynn. Then Sorrel, the Nightveil Mantle over her shoulders, the collar of the bodysuit open by one inch, the grey eyes finding the frontier through the glass.

Five of us at the window. Blade, flame, shadow, sanctuary, mirror. The frontier below. The capital to the east, behind the territories, behind the borders, where the Seneschal sat in the Crown's advisory council and made decisions about who lived and who stayed dead.

"One to go," I said.

Sielle's hand found mine. Sword-calluses. Full strength.

Vessa's hand found my other arm. Warmth. Glow.

Sorrel leaned against my shoulder. Six inches collapsed to zero. The grey eyes on the horizon.

Ashlynn's hand on my back. Golden light pulsing once at her fingertips.

The road east was long. The summit was visible.



[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 57] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81), Ashlynn (Sanctuary Warden, Lv. 74)] [Bound: Elara Vinten (Mage, Lv. 45) — Binding Covenant active]

END OF BOOK TWO


Afterword

Thank you for reading! Book 3 comes out soon!
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