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Chapter 1: Bad Pull

The skill activated with the same hollow thump it always did, like something heavy dropping into water, and I knew before the light faded that it was going to be bad.

They were always bad.

The summoning circle flared white on the dungeon floor. Callum's party kept fighting around me because they'd learned not to wait for my contribution. Smart. The circle pulsed twice, contracted, and spat out a creature that was roughly the size of a large dog, covered in barbed quills, and immediately, violently angry.

A quillfang. Level 12. Hostile.

It shrieked and launched itself at the nearest target, which happened to be Dain's exposed back. I was already moving. My sword caught it mid-leap, a clean lateral cut that opened its belly and redirected its momentum into the dungeon wall. It hit stone, bounced, and came at me with its quills flared. I sidestepped, let its charge carry it past me, and put six inches of steel through the base of its skull.

The quillfang shuddered and went still. I pulled my sword free and wiped the blade on my pant leg.

Nobody said anything. Callum was twenty feet ahead, finishing off the last of the actual dungeon enemies with Dain and Elara. His [Holy Mandate] lit the corridor in clean white light as he drove his blessed sword through a dungeon crawler's thorax. Lyssa hung back, staff raised, healing aura pulsing around the front line.

I'd just killed a hostile summon in two moves, faster than most Warrior-class fighters could have managed. The party didn't notice. Or they noticed and didn't care, which was the same thing by this point.

"Reed." Callum's voice carried down the corridor. He'd finished his kill and was cleaning his blade with a cloth he kept specifically for that purpose. Even in a dungeon, Callum Drayne looked like a painting. Tall, broad-shouldered, golden hair tied back, jawline sharp enough to cut paper. The Church loved him because he looked exactly like what people imagined when they heard the word "Hero." "What was that?"

"Quillfang. Level 12. Hostile."

"You pulled a hostile. In the middle of a fight."

"I killed it in the middle of a fight. Two seconds. Nobody got hurt."

Callum walked toward me. The white light of [Holy Mandate] dimmed as he let the skill idle, but it didn't go out. It never went out around me. He liked me to see it. A reminder of the gap between us.

He stopped close enough that I had to look up. He was taller than me by four inches, and he used every one of them.

"You pulled a hostile," he said again, slower, "in the middle of a fight. While the party was engaged. While I was holding the line."

"You weren't holding the line. You were finishing a single crawler. Dain had the flank. I pulled, I handled it, and—"

He hit me. Open palm, across the face. Hard enough to snap my head sideways and put a ringing in my left ear.

"Don't correct me."

I tasted copper. My jaw ached. Behind Callum, Dain was leaning against the corridor wall with his arms crossed and a grin spreading across his wide face. He was a big man, Dain. Built like a barrel with arms. The kind of person who'd been the largest kid in every room since childhood and had never developed a personality beyond it.

"You'd think he'd learn," Dain said.

"He's slow." Callum turned away, already dismissing me. "Elara. Status?"

Elara Vinten stepped forward from the shadows where she always seemed to be standing. She was slim, dark-haired, and precise in everything she did. Her mage robes were tailored close to her body because loose fabric caught on things in dungeons, and she'd calculated the exact compromise between mobility and protection. She calculated everything.

"Three rooms cleared. Two remaining before the boss chamber. Reed's summon cost us approximately four seconds." She glanced at me with flat, grey eyes. "Negligible, but cumulative over a full clear."

She said it mildly. She always said things mildly. That was how Elara operated: she never raised her voice, never showed anger, and her reports to the guild were masterpieces of quiet assassination. Summoner Altius contributed minimally to combat effectiveness. His skill activation produced a hostile entity requiring personal intervention. Recommend continued monitoring of liability status.

She'd been writing versions of that report for two years. I'd never seen one, but I knew they existed because every time I tried to transfer to another party, the guild cited "performance concerns" documented in my file.

"Move up," Callum said. "Reed, you're in the rear. Don't pull again until I tell you to."

"The skill has a cooldown. I can't pull again for—"

"Did I ask?"

I shut up. I moved to the rear.

Lyssa fell into step beside me. She was small, brown-haired, with a face built for trust: soft features, warm eyes, a mouth that defaulted to a concerned frown. She reached out and touched my jaw where Callum had hit me. Warm light pulsed from her fingers. The ache faded.

"He's just stressed," she said quietly. "The Church is pushing for faster clears."

"Right."

"He doesn't mean it."

"Sure."

"Reed, I'm sorry. I know it's—"

"It's fine, Lyssa."

She wanted me to say more. She wanted me to acknowledge her concern, to validate the little ritual we performed after every time Callum put his hands on me: she'd heal, she'd apologize on his behalf, I'd accept, and we'd both pretend that this constituted help.

I didn't feel like pretending today. My jaw was healed but the taste of copper lingered, and somewhere under the numbness that two years of this had built, there was a feeling I'd been keeping in a locked room at the back of my skull. I didn't look at it directly. Not yet. It wasn't time.

We pushed forward.



The dungeon was a mid-tier crawl called the Thornveil Depths. Level range 30–40, which was comfortable for Callum's party and essentially inaccessible for me. My class was Summoner. My level was 19. My only skill was [Random Summon], which the Registry had graded at Common rank, and which produced useful results roughly two percent of the time.

Two percent. I'd done the math during the first year, when I still thought tracking the odds might help me game the skill. Eight hundred and forty-three summons over twenty-two months. Seventeen had produced something I could use. The rest were junk, hostiles, or — on four memorable occasions — things that actively tried to kill me.

The skill didn't care what I wanted. It didn't care about context. I'd pulled a wooden chair once during a boss fight. A chair. It appeared in the summoning circle, perfectly intact, and sat there while a level 35 dungeon guardian tried to cave my skull in. I'd used it as a shield. You find a use for whatever [Random Summon] gives you, no matter how absurd, or you die.

That adaptability was the only reason I was still alive. That, and the swordwork my parents had drilled into me since I could hold a blade.

My father had been a swordsman. Level 41 before he retired. He'd cleared dungeons for fifteen years and walked away with a bad knee and a pension that didn't quite cover the bills. My mother had been a scout. Level 38. She'd taught me how to read a room, map a dungeon, and identify threats before they identified me.

They'd trained me because that's what adventurers did with their children. Gave them the tools to survive in a world that assigned your fate at sixteen and didn't ask if you agreed with the results.

The Registry had assigned me Summoner. Not Warrior, not Scout, not any of the combat classes my aptitude tests suggested. Summoner. Because I had one skill, and that skill was [Random Summon], and the system didn't care that I could fight.

I could fight. I was good. I knew I was good because I'd spent two years in a party of people ten to thirty levels above me and I'd survived every dungeon they'd dragged me into. Not because of my summons. In spite of them.

Nobody cared about that.



The boss chamber was behind a stone door carved with thorns. Standard Thornveil aesthetic: lots of vines, lots of spikes, the dungeon equivalent of a goth phase.

Callum raised his fist. The party stopped.

"Formation," he said. "Dain on point. I'm second. Elara, ranged support from the rear-left. Lyssa, healing position behind Dain." He paused. "Reed. Stay out of the way."

"I could—"

"Stay out of the way."

Dain shouldered past me on the way to the door. He made sure to bump me hard enough to stagger me into the wall. He was grinning.

"Watch and learn, junk boy," he said.

Junk boy. He'd come up with that one in the first month. Callum preferred "liability" or just my name spoken in a tone that made it sound like a disease. Elara didn't call me anything because she didn't address me directly unless it was relevant to a report. Lyssa called me Reed, always Reed, in that soft concerned voice that somehow made my name sound like a diagnosis.

The door opened. The boss was a Thornveil Guardian, level 38. A massive construct of animated vines and stone, roughly humanoid, with thorned arms that could extend across the full width of the chamber.

Callum lit up. [Holy Mandate] blazed to full power, coating his body in white light and his sword in divine fire. He was impressive. I'd never denied that. In the moment of activation, with the skill burning through him and his body moving with the enhanced speed and strength of a Legendary-rank ability, Callum Drayne looked exactly like what the Church said he was: chosen, blessed, worthy.

He charged. Dain moved with him, shield up, absorbing the Guardian's first thorned sweep and redirecting the momentum so Callum could get inside its reach. Elara launched arcane bolts from the back, targeting the joints where vine met stone. Lyssa kept the healing aura steady.

They were a good party. I'd never denied that either. Four competent fighters with strong classes, solid levels, and years of experience. They worked together well when I wasn't involved.

I stood near the entrance with my sword drawn and nothing to use it on. The Guardian filled the chamber, vine limbs crashing against stone, thorned arms sweeping in wide arcs. Callum was inside its reach, cutting, burning, his divine fire blackening the vine-flesh where it touched. Dain absorbed a full overhead strike on his shield, the impact driving him back a foot, and redirected the Guardian's arm into a stone pillar. Elara's bolts hit the exposed joint and cracked it open. Lyssa's aura pulsed brighter when Dain took the hit, the healing light finding the bruise before Dain felt it.

Coordinated. Practiced. Clean.

I watched them work and did the math I always did: where I could have helped, what I would have done if Callum let me fight, which openings I could see that nobody was exploiting because the party had four people doing five-person work and every hand was full.

The Guardian swung its other arm. A thorned limb the thickness of a tree trunk arced toward Elara's position. She sidestepped. The swing went wide and came at me.

I wasn't in formation because Callum had told me to stay out of the way, and staying out of the way meant standing near the entrance, which was exactly where the Guardian's wide sweep terminated.

I dropped under it. The thorned arm passed over my head close enough to catch my hair. I came up inside the swing's arc, drove my sword into the joint between the arm and the Guardian's torso, and twisted. Vine and stone cracked. The arm dropped, severed, and crashed to the floor in a shower of debris.

The Guardian screamed. With one arm gone, Callum carved through its defenses in seconds. [Holy Mandate] blazed. His divine sword punched through the construct's core. It shattered.

Silence. Dust settling. The party breathing hard.

I pulled my sword from the severed arm and sheathed it.

"Good work," Callum said. He was talking to Dain. "Solid shield positioning. Elara, clean targeting on the joints. Lyssa, aura was consistent." He turned to look at me. "Reed. I told you to stay out of the way."

"The arm was going to hit me."

"Then you should have moved."

"I did move. Into the arm. And I cut it off."

The corridor went quiet. Callum's jaw tightened. Behind him, Dain straightened up from his relaxed lean. Elara's eyes flicked between us with the sharp attention of someone watching a calculation play out.

Callum walked toward me. I knew what was coming. My body knew before my brain did, the muscles in my shoulders tensing, my weight shifting to my back foot. Two years of conditioning.

He didn't hit me this time. He grabbed the front of my jacket and pulled me close. His face filled my vision: handsome, golden, utterly cold.

"You cut off the arm," he said.

"Yes."

"With a sword."

"That's generally how you cut things."

His grip tightened. "You're a Summoner. Your job is to summon. When I tell you to stay out of the way, you stay out of the way. When the arm comes at you, you dodge. You don't engage. You don't contribute. You don't touch my kill."

His kill. The arm I'd severed, the opening I'd created, the three seconds of staggered defense that let him drive through the Guardian's core. His kill.

"Understood," I said.

He shoved me backward. I hit the wall. My spine barked against stone and I swallowed the grunt that tried to escape.

"Collect the loot," he said, turning away. "And don't touch anything above Uncommon. Those go to the party fund."

The party fund. Which Callum controlled. Which had never, in two years, disbursed a single coin to me.

I collected the loot. The Guardian had dropped a handful of materials, some coin, and a Rare-tier vine essence that would sell well. I placed the essence in Callum's collection pouch without comment, pocketed the Common materials I was allowed to keep, and followed the party toward the dungeon exit.

Lyssa fell into step beside me again. She didn't say anything this time. She just walked with me, her small presence beside my larger one, and the silence was worse than her apologies because at least the apologies gave me something to refuse.



We made camp outside the dungeon entrance. The Thornveil opened onto a wooded hillside, the trees thick enough to block the wind. Callum and Dain took positions by the fire, close together, the way they always did — allies, friends, the core of the party. Elara sat apart, writing in the leather journal she used for her reports. Lyssa prepared food.

I sat at the edge of the camp, checking my gear. Far enough from the fire that the warmth barely reached me. My sword needed sharpening. My jacket had a new tear from the quillfang's quills. My ribs ached dully from where Callum had shoved me into the wall, a pain that Lyssa's healing aura would have fixed in seconds if I asked, which I wouldn't. Asking meant acknowledging the hurt. Acknowledging the hurt meant the conversation. I'd rather have the pain.

My healing supplies were in my pack: three potions, a roll of enchanted bandages, two vials of antidote. I counted them every night. I'd learned to keep a second cache in my jacket's inner pocket — two small potions and a strip of bandage — because packs got confiscated. Callum had taken mine twice, redistributing the contents "for efficiency," and both times I'd spent the next dungeon with nothing.

The jacket cache was paranoia. I knew it was paranoia. I did it anyway.

The system notification from the boss fight was still blinking in the corner of my vision. I focused on it.

[Thornveil Guardian defeated] [Experience gained: 340] [Level 19 — 67% to Level 20]

Three hundred and forty experience. For a boss kill that I'd contributed to directly. The base experience for a level 38 Guardian was over two thousand. The system distributed experience based on party contribution weighting, which was supposed to be calculated automatically but which could be adjusted by the party leader.

Callum had my weighting set to minimum. Had been since the first month. I was gaining a fraction of what I should have been earning, which was why I was still level 19 after two years of dungeon clears that should have had me in the mid-thirties at least.

I'd figured this out eight months ago. I'd brought it to the guild. The guild had told me that experience weighting was "at the party leader's discretion" and that I was welcome to file a formal complaint, which would be reviewed by a Church arbitrator, who would be assigned by the same Church office that had appointed Callum.

I hadn't filed the complaint.

Across the fire, Callum was laughing at something Dain said. The firelight caught his golden hair and the polished steel of his armor and the easy confidence of a man who had never once been told no by anyone who mattered.

I looked at him for a long time. Then I looked away.

The feeling in the locked room shifted. Pressed against the door. I pushed it back.

Not yet.

Lyssa brought me food. I ate it. I didn't thank her. She sat near me for a while, waiting for something I wasn't going to give, and eventually went back to the fire.

I sharpened my sword. Counted my healing supplies. Checked the cache in my jacket.

Tomorrow, we'd clear another dungeon. Callum would hit me or shove me or humiliate me or all three, and Dain would laugh, and Elara would write her report, and Lyssa would heal me and apologize, and I'd earn a fraction of the experience I deserved, and [Random Summon] would pull garbage, and nothing would change.

Nothing ever changed.

I finished sharpening my sword and lay back on my bedroll. My ribs throbbed. The stars above the treeline were cold and unconcerned.

I ran my thumb along the edge of my blade. Still not sharp enough. Never sharp enough.

I closed my eyes.




Chapter 2: Loot Rights

Three days later, [Random Summon] did something it had never done before.

The days between the Thornveil and our next dungeon were the usual: marching, camping, and Callum deciding where we went based on guild contracts and Church directives. I spent them sharpening my sword, running the trails around our campsites to maintain my conditioning, and saying as little as possible to anyone. The bruise from the wall-shove in the Thornveil had faded. Lyssa's aura had taken care of the tissue damage, though I hadn't asked her to. She'd done it from across the camp, the healing light finding me while I slept. Subtle. Deniable. Care delivered at a distance so she didn't have to look at the thing she was fixing.

We were in a dungeon called the Ashen Barrow. Deeper than the Thornveil, darker, with a level range of 35–45 that put us in the upper end of Callum's comfort zone. The enemies were undead variants: skeletal warriors, spectral hounds, bone constructs that assembled themselves from the dungeon's walls. Nasty, but manageable for a Hero's party.

I was in the rear, as always. My cooldown had reset overnight, and Callum had given me a curt nod when I'd asked permission to pull. Permission. To use my own skill. In a dungeon where every extra body helped.

I pushed mana into the skill and braced for garbage.

The summoning circle flared. The light was different this time. Brighter. Sharper. The usual murky white had a gold edge to it that I'd never seen before, and the pull felt different in my chest — deeper, like the skill was reaching further down into whatever pool it drew from.

The light contracted.

A sword appeared in the circle.

Not a broken sword. Not a rusted blade or a bent knife or a wooden practice weapon. A sword. It was three feet of dark steel with a single fuller running the length of the blade, a crossguard etched with geometric patterns that pulsed faintly with amber light, and a grip wrapped in black leather that looked like it had been fitted yesterday. The edge caught the dungeon's ambient glow and held it.

I stared at it.

A system notification blinked in my vision.

[Random Summon — Result: Emberthorn] [Tier: Rare] [Type: Longsword — Fire Aspect] [Passive: Ignition — blade generates heat on contact, increasing cutting power against armored targets]

Rare tier. Fire aspect. A passive ability that made it effective against exactly the enemies we were fighting.

I picked it up. The weight was perfect. The balance sat right at the crossguard, a slight forward lean that rewarded clean cuts over brute swings. The grip fit my hand like it had been shaped for it. When I closed my fingers around the leather, the geometric etchings pulsed once, warm, and the blade's edge shimmered with heat distortion.

In two years and eight hundred summons, [Random Summon] had never given me anything above Uncommon. Three broken shields, a functional but dull shortsword, a handful of potions, a pair of boots that didn't fit. The highlight reel.

This was a Rare-tier enchanted longsword, and it was beautiful.

"What did you get?"

Callum's voice. I looked up. The party had cleared the current room while I was pulling. Skeletal remains littered the floor. Dain was cleaning bone fragments off his shield. Elara was cataloguing drops. Lyssa was checking Dain for injuries he didn't have because she checked everyone after every fight, a compulsion that would have been endearing if it weren't part of the same performance that let her pretend everything was fine.

Callum was walking toward me. His eyes were on the sword.

"Emberthorn," I said. "Rare tier. Fire aspect."

The camp went still. Dain stopped cleaning his shield. Elara's pen paused over her journal. Even Lyssa looked up, her healing check forgotten.

Callum stopped in front of me. He looked at the sword. The amber glow from the etchings lit the planes of his face, and for a half-second I saw something flicker across his expression. Not anger. Something hungrier.

"Rare tier," he said. "From [Random Summon]."

"First time."

"Let me see it."

He held out his hand. The gesture was casual, expectant. The same way he held out his hand for the loot pouch after every clear. Give me what's mine. That was the motion.

I didn't hand it over.

The silence stretched. Callum's hand stayed extended. His expression didn't change, but his eyes did. The flicker of hunger cooled into something flat and attentive.

"Reed. The sword."

"It's my pull," I said. "My mana cost. Loot rules say summon-produced items belong to the summoner."

"Loot rules say party-relevant items go to the party fund."

"The party fund that you control. That's never disbursed anything to me."

Quiet. The kind of quiet that has weight to it. Dain had straightened up from his lean. Elara's pen was still frozen over her journal, but her eyes were moving between us with rapid calculation.

"The party fund," Callum said, "exists so that high-value drops are distributed to where they do the most good. You're a Summoner. You don't need a sword."

"I've been fighting with a sword for two years."

"You've been swinging a sword while contributing nothing. There's a difference." He stepped closer. His hand was still extended. "I'm the party leader. I decide where resources go. Give me the sword, Reed."

I looked at his hand. I looked at the sword. The etchings pulsed with amber warmth, and the weight in my grip felt like the first real thing that had happened to me in months.

"No."

The word sat in the air between us. Small. Clear. Final.

Callum's hand dropped. His expression went through a transition that I tracked with the clarity of long practice: surprise, irritation, and then the cold settling of a man deciding to make a point.

"Dain."

Dain moved fast for his size. He came from my left, and I saw him coming, but there were calculations my body made automatically after two years of this. Fighting back made it worse. Fighting back meant Callum could frame it as insubordination, could take it to the guild, could use Church authority to have me detained. Two years had taught me that the beatings ended faster when I took them.

Dain grabbed my sword arm. His grip closed around my wrist and squeezed until my fingers opened, and Emberthorn clattered to the stone floor. His other hand caught my shoulder and spun me, slamming my back against the dungeon wall. He pinned me there with one arm across my chest, leaning his weight into it, and he was grinning the whole time.

"Easy there, junk boy," he said. "Don't make this harder than it needs to be."

Callum picked up Emberthorn. He turned it in his hands, tested the weight, and the amber etchings pulsed for him the same way they'd pulsed for me. He nodded appreciatively.

"Good sword," he said. "Fire aspect will be useful for the bone constructs in the lower levels." He looked at me, pinned against the wall by Dain's forearm. "You should be proud. First useful thing your skill has ever produced."

He hit me. Not open-palm this time. Closed fist, driven into my stomach hard enough to fold me in half. Dain let go and I doubled over, gasping. Callum grabbed my hair and pulled my head up.

"Don't tell me no." His face was close. His eyes were pale blue and completely empty. "You don't get to tell me no. You're in my party because I allow it. You use your skill because I allow it. You eat, sleep, and breathe in this dungeon because I allow it. Understand?"

I couldn't speak. My diaphragm was in spasm. I nodded.

He released my hair. I dropped to my hands and knees on the dungeon floor, sucking air through a throat that didn't want to cooperate. Stone under my palms. Blood in my mouth from where I'd bitten the inside of my cheek. The amber glow of Emberthorn's etchings reflected on the floor in front of me, still visible from its place in Callum's belt. My sword. Three feet away and gone forever.

"Good." Callum slid his hand along the grip, settling Emberthorn at his hip. "Lyssa, heal him. We've got two more rooms before the Barrow Lord."

Lyssa knelt beside me. Her hands were warm and her healing light was gentle and her eyes were wet.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry, Reed."

I didn't answer. I was busy trying to breathe. When the healing took hold and the pain in my stomach faded to a dull memory, I stood up, wiped the spit from my chin, and followed the party deeper into the dungeon.

The people who asked why I stayed never understood. They didn't ask, of course. Nobody asked, because nobody knew. But if they had, I'd have told them: you follow because the alternative is worse. You follow because leaving means going to the guild, and the guild defers to the Church, and the Church appointed Callum, and Callum files a report that says you abandoned your post. You follow because the system has no path for a level 19 Summoner with a garbage skill who wants to solo. You follow because the dungeons are where the experience is, and the experience is where the levels are, and the levels are the only thing in this world that might, someday, add up to enough power to make the following stop.

So I followed.

Dain clapped me on the shoulder as I passed him. Hard enough to stagger me. "Don't take it personal," he said. "It's just how it works."

Elara didn't look up from her journal. But I caught a glimpse of what she was writing as I walked past: Summoner Altius produced a Rare-tier item during standard dungeon operations. Item was redistributed to party leader per standard loot protocol. Summoner showed brief resistance. Incident resolved without disruption to clear schedule.

Brief resistance. Incident resolved. That was how Elara wrote a man getting beaten on his knees. Clean, neutral, deniable.

I followed the party into the dark.



We cleared the Ashen Barrow. Callum used Emberthorn on the Barrow Lord, a level 42 undead knight in corroded plate armor. I watched from the rear, where I'd been told to stay, while my sword cut through the knight's defenses.

Callum held it well. I hated that. He moved Emberthorn with the natural confidence of a man who'd trained with longswords since childhood, and the fire aspect blazed when it connected, turning the corroded plate cherry-red and shearing through it. The Barrow Lord swung its rusted greatsword in a downward arc. Callum caught the strike on Emberthorn's crossguard, the amber etchings flaring, and twisted the blade aside. He stepped in. [Holy Mandate] blazed. His divine sword, empowered by a Legendary skill, punched through the Barrow Lord's exposed chest.

He killed the boss in forty seconds. The fastest boss kill we'd ever managed. He pulled Emberthorn free and held it up so the party could see the amber glow, and everyone congratulated him. He smiled. That golden, Church-approved, camera-ready smile. Emberthorn glowed amber in his hand and nobody mentioned where it had come from.

I got 280 experience. My weighting hadn't changed.

[Level 19 — 74% to Level 20]

We camped outside the Barrow entrance that night. Same routine: Callum and Dain at the fire, Elara writing, Lyssa cooking. Me at the edge, checking gear.

Callum had Emberthorn laid across his knees. He was oiling the blade with a cloth, the same careful attention he gave his own sword. The amber etchings pulsed softly in the firelight. He ran his thumb along the fuller, testing the edge, and the blade shimmered with heat distortion. He liked it. He liked it the way you liked something that was always supposed to be yours, as if the two years of garbage pulls had been the delay and this had been the destination.

I watched him care for my sword and felt nothing. Or I felt everything and it all compressed into the locked room until the nothing was all that was left on the outside.

My stomach still ached. Lyssa's healing fixed tissue damage but it didn't touch the deeper bruise, the one that sat under my ribs like a stone. There was a difference between healed and whole.

I counted my supplies. Three potions in my pack. Two in my jacket. One roll of enchanted bandage in each. Antidote vials in the pack. The jacket cache was intact. Callum hadn't searched it. He never searched the jacket because he didn't know about the jacket.

Lyssa came with food. She sat beside me and didn't speak for a while.

"He shouldn't have done that," she said eventually.

I ate.

"I know you know that. I just want you to know that I know it too."

I kept eating.

"Reed. Please talk to me."

I set down the bowl. "What do you want me to say?"

"I don't know. Something. Anything. You can't just—you can't just take it forever."

"I've been taking it for two years, Lyssa. You've been watching for two years. Which one of us should change first?"

Her mouth opened. Closed. The hurt in her eyes was real. I'd give her that. The hurt was always real with Lyssa. She cared. She felt terrible. She healed me after every beating, and she never once said a word to Callum, or the guild, or the Church, or anyone who could have made it stop.

Care without action is just a spectator sport.

"I can't—" she started.

"I know." I picked up the bowl and finished eating. "Go back to the fire, Lyssa. It's fine."

She left. She always left.

I finished my food. Cleaned the bowl. Checked my healing supplies again, because counting them had become the closest thing I had to prayer: a ritual performed nightly in the hope that preparedness could substitute for power.

Three in the pack. Two in the jacket. Bandages. Antidotes.

If something happened tomorrow, if the dungeon collapsed or the monsters overwhelmed us or the world split open and swallowed everything, I'd be ready. Not to fight. Not to win. Just to survive long enough to put myself back together.

That had been enough for two years.

I lay back on my bedroll and stared at the sky. The stars were the same cold scattering they'd been last night and the night before and every night since I'd joined this party. Nothing changed up there. Nothing changed down here either, most days.

But today, [Random Summon] had done something new. For the first time in eight hundred pulls, it had reached deeper than the garbage and found something real.

And Callum had taken it.

The locked room was full. The feeling inside it pressed against the walls, against the ceiling, against the door I'd been keeping shut since the first time Callum put his hands on me. It was too big for the room now. It had outgrown the space I'd built for it.

I didn't push it back. Not tonight. Tonight I let it push, and I lay in the dark and felt the pressure of it against every wall I'd built, and I thought about Emberthorn glowing amber in Callum's belt. My sword. My skill. My two-percent miracle, stolen in front of my face.

Something was going to break. I could feel it the way I could feel a dungeon trap before it triggered: a tension in the air, a wrongness, the hairs on my arms rising for reasons I couldn't name.

I fell asleep with my hand on the hilt of my old sword and the taste of copper still in the back of my throat.




Chapter 3: Left Behind

The next dungeon was called the Greymaw.

It sat at the base of a granite ridge two hours east of our last camp, a jagged crack in the stone that led down into a sprawling network of natural caverns that the Registry had designated as a level 40–50 crawl. Harder than the Ashen Barrow. Harder than anything we'd cleared this rotation. Callum had been eyeing it for weeks because the projected loot tables included several Epic-tier drops, and Epic-tier meant significant gold, guild prestige, and another line on the Church report that justified his Hero stipend.

I followed the party into the crack and tried not to think about the weight of stone above me.

The Greymaw was different from the Barrow. The Barrow had been corridors, rooms, doors. Structured. The Greymaw was organic: tunnels that widened into caverns and narrowed into chokepoints, uneven floors covered in loose scree, ceilings that dropped without warning. The air was damp and heavy with the smell of mineral deposits and something underneath that, something biological. Fungal, maybe. Or worse.

Callum moved confidently through the tunnels. He always moved confidently. Confidence was his primary skill, more reliable than [Holy Mandate] and infinitely more dangerous. He'd studied the dungeon maps provided by the guild, discussed the layout with Elara, and planned the clear route with the precision of a man who expected the world to conform to his plans because it usually did.

I studied the walls as we walked. The Weave-patterns in the stone were dense and layered, the dungeon's ambient mana running through the granite like veins in an arm. I couldn't read them the way a Mage could, but two years of dungeon crawling had given me an eye for the obvious: where the mana pooled, where it thinned, where the stone felt wrong under my feet.

Something about the Greymaw felt wrong under my feet.

I didn't say anything. Callum hadn't asked for my input and wouldn't welcome it. The last time I'd flagged a concern in a dungeon, he'd told me that Summoners didn't get to have opinions about dungeon architecture, and Dain had backed him up with a shove that put me into a wall.

We cleared three caverns. Standard enemies: stone crawlers, mana-corrupted bats in swarms of thirty, a pair of granite golems that took Callum and Dain working in tandem to bring down. I fought where I could and stayed out of the way where I couldn't. My old sword was adequate but nothing more. Every time Callum drew Emberthorn and the amber etchings flared to life, I felt the locked room rattle.

The fourth cavern was smaller than the others. A chokepoint: narrow entrance, low ceiling, rough walls that pressed close on both sides. The floor was covered in rubble from a partial ceiling collapse that looked old, the stones worn smooth by damp air and time.

Callum stopped at the entrance. He studied the cavern, then turned to Elara.

"Assessment?"

Elara extended her hand. Pale light traced from her fingers, a diagnostic spell that mapped mana patterns in the surrounding stone. She held it for several seconds. Her brow furrowed.

"The mana density is elevated. There's a formation ahead, behind the rubble. Could be a sub-chamber. Could be a trap construct."

"Valuable?"

"If it's a sub-chamber, possibly. Hidden rooms in natural dungeons tend to contain supplementary loot caches."

Callum nodded. He looked at me.

That should have been the warning. The fact that he looked at me at all. In four caverns, he hadn't glanced in my direction once. Now he was looking at me with an expression I hadn't seen before: attentive, considering, the way you look at a tool before you use it for a purpose it wasn't designed for.

"Reed. Go check it out."

"Me?"

"You're the smallest. You'll fit through the chokepoint easier. Get past the rubble, see if there's a chamber on the other side. If it's a cache, call it out. If it's a trap, pull back."

It was reasonable. The worst part was how reasonable it was. A perfectly sound tactical request. I was the smallest party member. I would fit through the narrow space more easily than Dain or Callum. And sending the least valuable fighter into a potential trap was standard risk management.

I'd have believed it if Callum had ever once treated me as a tactical asset instead of a punching bag.

I looked at Elara. Her face was neutral. Perfectly, carefully neutral. Her grey eyes met mine and held, and there was nothing in them. No warning. No guilt. Nothing.

I looked at Lyssa. She was watching me with that familiar concerned frown, her hands folded in front of her, fingers laced. She didn't say anything. She didn't say Don't go. She didn't say Something's wrong. She just watched.

I looked at Dain. He was leaning against the cavern wall, arms crossed, relaxed. He wasn't grinning. That should have been the second warning. Dain was always grinning when something bad was about to happen to me. The absence of the grin meant something worse: he was focused. Whatever was about to happen, he was taking it seriously.

"Fine," I said.

I unslung my pack and left it at the entrance. Standard procedure for tight spaces: you stripped down to essentials so you didn't get caught on stone. I kept my sword, my jacket, and the two small potions and bandage strip in the inner pocket. The pack stayed behind.

Callum watched me put the pack down. He didn't say anything about the jacket.

I squeezed through the chokepoint. The walls pressed close, rough granite scraping my shoulders as I edged sideways through a gap barely two feet wide. The ceiling was low enough that I had to duck. The air was thick and smelled like wet stone and mana discharge. The rubble on the floor shifted under my boots.

Past the chokepoint, the space opened slightly. Not a chamber. A junction, maybe. Three tunnels splitting off from a rough central area, each one dark and angled downward. The mana patterns in the walls were denser here, pulsing in slow rhythms that I could feel in my teeth.

"There's a junction," I called back. "Three tunnels leading down. No visible cache. The mana is thick."

Silence from behind me.

"Callum?"

"Stay there. Elara's checking something."

I waited. The mana pulsed. Water dripped somewhere in the dark. I pressed my back against the junction wall and kept my hand on my sword.

Then I heard it. Not from the tunnels ahead. From behind me. From the chokepoint I'd just squeezed through.

A low hum. Building. The sound of mana being channeled through stone in a controlled, deliberate pattern. I knew that sound. I'd heard Elara cast a hundred spells in two years of dungeon crawling. I knew the specific harmonic of her diagnostic spell, the sharp crack of her offensive bolts, the sustained drone of her barrier constructs.

This was none of those. This was something bigger. Something structural.

"Elara?" I said. "What are you—"

The ceiling came down.

Not the whole ceiling. A section of it, directly above the chokepoint, a slab of granite the size of a wagon that dropped in a straight vertical line and sealed the passage behind me. The impact shook the junction hard enough to throw me off my feet. I hit the ground, rolled, came up with dust in my eyes and ringing in my ears.

Rubble cascaded from the walls. Smaller stones fell in a secondary collapse, filling the space around the fallen slab, packing it tight. Dust billowed through the junction in a choking cloud.

I scrambled to the sealed chokepoint. The slab was flush against the walls on both sides, wedged in by the secondary rubble. There was no gap. Not a crack. The passage was gone.

I pressed my hands against the stone. It was warm from the mana discharge.

"Callum!" I shoved against the slab. It didn't move. The stone was three feet thick at least, packed with rubble on the far side. "Callum! The ceiling collapsed! I need—"

I stopped.

The mana residue on the stone wasn't random. I could feel it under my palms, the organized pattern of a controlled detonation. Elara's mana signature. Precise, clean, calculated to bring down exactly the section of ceiling that would seal the chokepoint without collapsing the surrounding structure.

Not a trap. Not a dungeon hazard.

A demolition.

I stood very still in the dust and the dark. My hands were flat against the warm stone. My breathing was too fast and I couldn't slow it down.

"Callum."

Nothing.

"CALLUM!"

I hammered my fists against the slab. The sound was flat and dead, swallowed by the weight of the stone. I hit it until my knuckles split and blood smeared the granite.

Then I stopped. I pressed my forehead against the slab and closed my eyes and stood there in the dust-choked dark.

They weren't coming. Nobody was going to move the stone. Nobody was going to dig me out.

I'd been sent through the chokepoint because I was the smallest. I'd been told to leave my pack at the entrance because that was standard procedure. I'd squeezed through the narrow gap and called out the junction and waited like a good soldier while Elara positioned her spell.

They had planned this.

The junction settled around me. Small stones trickled from the ceiling. The mana in the walls pulsed like a slow heartbeat, indifferent to the man standing in the dark with split knuckles and cracked ribs and the sudden, total understanding that the people he'd spent two years with had just tried to kill him.

I slid down the slab until I was sitting on the floor. My back against the stone. My legs out in front of me. Dust in my hair, in my mouth, coating my tongue with the taste of granite.

My pack was on the other side. Three healing potions. Bandages. Antidotes. Rations. Everything I needed to survive was ten feet away, behind several tons of stone that Elara had dropped with the same calculated precision she brought to her reports.

Summoner Altius was killed during operations in the Greymaw dungeon. Cause of death: structural collapse triggered by ambient dungeon instability. The party was unable to reach him in time. Incident report filed. Case closed.

I could see the words. I could see Elara writing them in her leather journal, her pen moving in neat, even strokes, her face neutral. Callum standing behind her, reading over her shoulder, nodding. Dain checking his shield for scuffs. Lyssa standing apart with her hands clasped and her eyes wet and her mouth shut.

That was how they'd write me off. Clean. Procedural. Blameless.

The locked room opened.

I didn't open it. It opened itself. The door I'd been holding shut for two years gave way, and the thing behind it came out, and it filled every part of me in a way that was so complete it felt calm. Not hot. Not wild. Just present. An anger so total that it achieved a kind of clarity.

I was going to get out of this dungeon. I was going to survive.

And then I was going to make them pay for every single second of the last two years.

I sat with that for a moment. Let it settle. The anger wasn't going to help me navigate a dungeon. The anger was fuel, not direction, and fuel without direction was just fire. I needed to think.

The junction had three tunnels leading down. Down was deeper into the Greymaw, into higher-level territory, into the part of the dungeon that Callum's party hadn't cleared. Everything down there would be level 40 or above, and I was level 19 with a dull sword and no mana to speak of. The numbers said I should sit against this slab and wait for a death that would take hours instead of minutes.

The numbers had been wrong about me for two years. I wasn't about to start trusting them now.

I took a breath. Let it out. The dust was settling. The junction was dark, lit only by the faint ambient glow of the mana in the walls. Three tunnels led down into the deeper sections of the Greymaw. There would be enemies down there. Traps. Things that could kill a level 19 Summoner with a garbage skill and a dull sword.

My ribs ached from where Callum had shoved me into the wall yesterday. My knuckles were split and bleeding. My mana pool was near full because I'd only pulled once today, and that pull — the quillfang in the first cavern, hostile as always — had cost almost nothing.

I reached into my jacket. Two small healing potions. One strip of enchanted bandage. The emergency cache. Callum confiscated packs. Dain thought it was funny to dump my supplies in a stream. Two years of that teaches you to hide what matters.

Paranoia. The most useful skill I'd ever developed.

I drank one of the potions. Warmth spread through my chest, knitting the bruised tissue around my ribs, closing the splits on my knuckles. The pain faded. Not all of it. The potion was small and low-grade. But enough.

I stood up. Drew my sword. The blade was dull and the edge needed work, but it was mine, and nobody had taken it because nobody cared about a Common-rank shortsword.

Three tunnels. Down.

I picked the leftmost one because the mana patterns along its walls pulsed slightly brighter than the others, which in natural dungeons usually indicated a main artery rather than a dead end.

I walked into the dark.

The dungeon didn't care that I'd been betrayed. The dungeon didn't care about Callum or Elara or the Guild or the Church. The dungeon was stone and mana and teeth, and it would kill me just as indifferently as the people I'd trusted.

The difference was that the dungeon had never pretended to be anything else.

I could respect that.

The tunnel dropped steeply. I moved carefully, testing each step on the uneven floor, listening to the echoes ahead of me. My sword was in my right hand. My left trailed along the wall, reading the stone through my fingertips. The mana pulsed slow and steady. Something was alive down here.

The temperature dropped as I descended. The air went from damp to cold, a deep-underground cold that settled into your joints and stayed there. Water ran down the walls in thin films that made the stone slick under my fingers. I kept my breathing shallow and my footfalls quiet, moving the way my mother had taught me: heel to toe, weight distribution smooth, no sudden sounds. The tunnel was my only ally and it wanted to kill me, but it would kill me quietly if I was quiet in return.

System notification, blinking at the edge of my vision:

[WARNING: You are in a dungeon zone above your recommended level] [Current level: 19] [Zone level range: 40–50] [Survival probability: Low] [Recommendation: Return to party or exit dungeon]

Return to party. The system's idea of a joke.

I dismissed the notification and kept walking.

The tunnel opened into a cavern. Large, dark, the ceiling lost in shadow above me. The floor was covered in the same loose scree as the upper levels, but here it was mixed with something else: fragments of bone, scraps of metal, the detritus of things that had died down here and been ground to pieces by time and the dungeon's slow digestion.

Something moved in the dark ahead.

I stopped. Adjusted my grip on the sword. Listened.

Scraping. Stone on stone. The slow, grinding sound of something very large dragging itself across the cavern floor.

The mana in the walls brightened. The ambient glow increased enough for me to see the outline of the thing: a stone crawler, but bigger than the ones upstairs. Much bigger. Level 40 at least, maybe higher. Its body was a mass of granite plates layered over a core of compressed mana, and it moved on six articulated legs that ended in points sharp enough to score the stone floor.

It hadn't seen me yet. Its sensory apparatus was mana-based, and I was a level 19 Summoner with a negligible mana signature. To the crawler, I barely existed.

I could go around it. The cavern was large enough that I could hug the wall and slip past without entering its detection range. That was the smart play. The survival play.

I went around it. I was angry, not stupid.

The tunnel on the far side of the cavern led down again. Then down further. Then further still.

I walked for what felt like an hour. My sword stayed in my hand. My jacket pocket held one remaining potion and a strip of bandage. The mana in the walls grew denser, hotter, pulsing faster. The dungeon was getting stronger the deeper I went, and every level I descended was another step past the point where a level 19 Summoner had any business being.

The system sent another notification:

[WARNING: Critical danger zone] [Survival probability: Very Low] [Immediate exit strongly recommended]

I dismissed it.

The tunnel ended in a chamber. Small, circular, with a ceiling low enough that I could touch it if I raised my hand. The walls were dense with mana. The floor was clear of rubble, swept smooth by something I couldn't see. In the center of the chamber, a formation of crystal jutted from the stone like a fist of frozen light.

Dead end.

I was alone, underground, in a dead-end chamber at the bottom of a dungeon that was twenty levels above me, with one healing potion and a dull sword and no way back that didn't involve passing the giant stone crawler.

My mana pool was full. [Random Summon] was ready. And the only thing it had ever given me was garbage.

I sat down with my back against the wall. The crystal formation cast pale light across the chamber. The mana in the walls pulsed around me, steady and deep and indifferent.

I was probably going to die here.

In the space where the locked room used to be, the anger burned clean and quiet and total.

I wasn't ready to die. I wasn't done.

The system flickered.

[SKILL EVOLUTION AVAILABLE]

The text hung in my vision. I stared at it.

[Random Summon — Common → Random Summon — Mythic] [Condition met: Betrayed by party. Left for dead. Survived.] [Accept? Y/N]

I accepted.




Chapter 4: Depth

The skill tore through me.

Every other time I'd used [Random Summon], the activation had been a thump, a pulse, a brief displacement of mana from my pool into the summoning circle. Routine. Manageable. A faucet.

This was not a faucet. This was a dam breaking.

My entire mana pool emptied in a single convulsive rush. Every drop, every particle, ripped from my body and poured into the skill with a force that buckled my knees and put me on the floor. My vision whited out. My ears filled with a sound like tearing metal. The air in the chamber compressed, then expanded, then compressed again in a rhythm that felt like the dungeon itself was breathing.

The summoning circle didn't appear on the floor. It appeared everywhere. Lines of light etched themselves across the walls, the ceiling, the crystal formation in the center of the room. The light was white-gold, brighter than anything I'd ever seen the skill produce, and it pulsed with a depth that made every Common-rank circle I'd ever drawn look pathetic.

The skill was reaching. I could feel it. Not just pulling from the shallow pool of junk and garbage and hostile creatures that had defined my life for two years. It was going deeper. Past the surface layer, past the catalogued entries, past everything I'd ever touched. Down into something sealed, something the Registry had locked away, something that had been waiting in the dark at the bottom of the archive like a body at the bottom of a lake.

My mana hit zero. The system screamed warnings ([MANA DEPLETED] [CRITICAL] [MANA DEPLETED]) and I couldn't dismiss them because I couldn't move. I was on my hands and knees in the center of a dead-end chamber at the bottom of a dungeon, empty, hollowed out, and the skill was still pulling. It had taken everything I had and it was using the dregs, the residual mana in my muscles and bones, scraping me clean.

I felt my vision go grey at the edges. My arms shook. Something in my chest was tearing, a sensation that had nothing to do with muscle or bone. The skill was taking something deeper than mana. Something structural. I could feel it pulling from a place I didn't have a name for, a reservoir I hadn't known existed, and the pull was relentless and precise and it did not care if it killed me.

The light contracted.

The circle compressed to a single point in the center of the chamber, white-gold and blinding, and then it expanded outward in a shockwave that blew the dust from the floor and cracked the crystal formation down its center.

The grey at the edges of my vision darkened. My arms gave out and I collapsed onto the stone, cheek pressed against cold granite, body trembling, empty in a way that went beyond exhaustion. I could hear my own breathing, ragged and shallow. I could feel my heart beating too fast, struggling with the sudden absence of mana, which was as vital to a registered individual as blood.

Someone was standing in the chamber.

I couldn't lift my head at first. I heard it before I saw it: a blade cutting air, the whistle of a heavy swing followed by the crack of steel meeting stone. A grunt. Feet scraping against the floor. The sound of someone catching their balance after a strike that found nothing where something should have been.

I forced my head up.

She came in mid-swing. A sword arced through the air where enemies had been a moment ago and found nothing, the momentum carrying her forward into a stumbling half-step. The blade trailed white-gold light that matched the fading summoning circle, and the light cut a scar in the chamber wall as the swing completed, carving through granite like it was clay.

She staggered. Caught herself. The sword came up into a guard position, held in a grip that was precise despite the visible tremor in her arms. She stood in the center of the chamber with the fading summoning lines at her feet and the cracked crystal behind her, and she was breathing hard, and she was scanning for threats that weren't there, and she was bleeding.

Then her knees buckled.

I was already moving. I don't know where the energy came from. My mana was gone, my body was shaking, and my vision was still blurred at the edges from the activation. But she was falling, and the part of me that had spent two years patching up my own injuries after bad pulls took over before my brain could catch up.

I caught her before she hit the stone. My arms went around her and I took her weight and went down with her, controlled, turning so she landed against me instead of the floor. She was heavier than she looked, the weight of armor-grade fabric and muscle and the sword she still held in a white-knuckled grip. Her head lolled against my shoulder. Blood ran down my arms from the wound I could feel but hadn't seen yet.

She was bleeding. Badly. A deep slash ran diagonally across her torso from her right shoulder to her left hip, the wound still fresh, still open, the blood dark and heavy through the fabric of her dress. Her left arm hung at an angle that meant something structural was wrong. Cuts covered her legs and shoulders — shallow but dozens of them, the accumulation of fighting too long against too many. Her breathing was rapid and shallow. Her skin, where I could see it, was pale under the blood.

She was dying.

My hands moved on their own. Jacket pocket. Last healing potion. I fumbled the cap off with my teeth and tilted her head back. Her jaw was clenched. I pressed my thumb against the hinge of her jaw until it opened and poured the potion in. Half of it ran down her chin, mixing with the blood, dripping onto the stone. I held her mouth closed and tilted her head forward until she swallowed reflexively.

The potion was small and low-grade. It wasn't going to fix the torso wound. But it would slow the bleeding, stabilize her vitals, and buy time. I watched her face as the potion worked. The grey cast of her skin warmed by a fraction. Her breathing slowed from the rapid, shallow rhythm of blood loss to something closer to controlled. Her jaw unclenched slightly. The tension in her body eased from critical to severe.

Bandage. The strip of enchanted gauze from my jacket. I pressed it against the torso slash, the longest and deepest wound, and the enchantment activated on contact with blood. The gauze adhered to her skin and began contracting, pulling the wound edges together, applying steady pressure. The wound fought it. Two feet of torn muscle and skin didn't want to close, and the enchantment on a common-grade bandage strip wasn't built for a wound this deep. But it held. The edges drew together by millimeters. The blood flow slowed from a steady pour to a seep.

I pressed my hand against the bandage and held it. Under my palm, her body was warm and her heartbeat was rapid but steady. She was alive. She was going to stay alive, at least for the next few minutes, and in the silence of the dead-end chamber at the bottom of the Greymaw, a few minutes was all I had to work with.

I looked at her.

She was wearing a red dress. In a dungeon, covered in blood, barely conscious on the floor of a dead-end chamber, the woman I'd just summoned was wearing a red dress. It had a high collar that framed her throat, and it was open in the back all the way to the waist, and it was slit to the hip on both sides, and even torn and soaked in blood it was the most striking garment I'd ever seen on a person. The fabric clung to her body where it was wet, which was most of it, and I could see the shape of her through the ruined silk: slim waist, hips that curved into long, toned legs visible through the slits, and breasts that pressed full and round against the high collar of the dress. She was lean and athletic in the way that only a lifetime of physical discipline produces, her shoulders defined, her arms sculpted with the precise musculature of someone who'd spent years swinging the sword that was still clutched in her right hand.

Her hair was light blue. Pale, almost silver in the chamber's dim light. It was pulled up into twin buns on either side of her head, secured with golden pins that caught the fading glow of the summoning circle. The style was meticulous. It had stayed intact through whatever battle she'd been pulled from, which said something about either the pins or the woman.

A blindfold covered her eyes. Black silk, wrapped around her head and tied at the back, the fabric smooth and unbloodied despite the state of the rest of her. It sat against her face like it belonged there, and it drew my attention to everything below it: the line of her jaw, sharp and clean. The shape of her mouth, full lower lip pressed thin with pain. The column of her throat above the dress's collar, pale and taut.

She was beautiful. Even bleeding and broken on the floor of a dead dungeon, she was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen, and the part of my brain that was tracking her injuries noted this fact with the same clinical detachment it noted everything else: severe torso laceration, compromised left arm, multiple superficial wounds, and a face that could have stopped a war.

She moved. Fast. Her right hand, the one holding the sword, came up in a strike aimed at my throat. I threw myself backward and the blade passed so close I felt the heat of it. The white-gold light flared along the edge and the air sizzled where it cut.

"Wait — WAIT —"

She was on her feet. Somehow. The torso wound was still open, the bandage straining against the enchantment, and she was standing with her sword extended in a guard position that was textbook perfect despite the fact that she should not have been able to stand. Her jaw was set. Her breathing came in short, controlled bursts. The black blindfold made her face unreadable, but her head tracked my movement with a precision that said she didn't need eyes to find a target.

"Who are you." Not a question. A demand. Her voice was low, measured, tight with pain she was refusing to acknowledge. "Where am I. What happened to the Pale Gate."

"My name is Reed. You're in a dungeon called the Greymaw. I don't know what the Pale Gate is." I kept my hands visible. She'd nearly taken my head off and I believed she could do it again. "I summoned you. I have a summoning skill. It pulled you here."

"Summoned." The word sat in the air. Her sword didn't waver. "I was at the Gate. I was holding the line. There were—" She stopped. Her head tilted, a quick motion that reminded me of a bird of prey adjusting its focus. "How long?"

She was asking the wrong question, which meant she already suspected the right answer.

"I don't know when the Pale Gate happened," I said carefully. "I don't know who you are."

"Sielle." She said the name like she was checking that it still belonged to her. "I am Sielle, the Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach, Blade Saint, servant of the—" She caught herself. Her grip on the sword shifted. The light along the blade flickered. "The line. I was holding the line. Reinforcements were coming. They were—" Her voice didn't crack. It compressed. Every syllable tighter than the last, the discipline holding but the pressure behind it building. "The reinforcements were coming."

"You need to sit down," I said. "You're bleeding through the bandage."

"I don't need to sit down."

"Sielle. The bandage is failing. You're losing blood. I don't have more supplies. If you bleed out in this chamber, I can't help you."

Her name in my mouth. She heard it. Her head turned toward me, the blindfold facing me directly, and whatever assessment she was running reached a conclusion. The sword lowered by two inches. Her shoulders dropped a fraction.

She didn't sit down. She stood in the middle of the chamber with her sword out and blood soaking through the enchanted gauze on her torso, and she held perfectly still for three seconds. Her mouth was a hard line. Her free hand clenched at her side, opened, clenched again.

Then her knees buckled.

I caught her. She let me, this time. Her sword hand dropped and the blade's point scraped the stone floor, and she leaned into me with most of her weight because her legs had stopped cooperating. I lowered her to the floor, her back against the wall. She went down with a control that cost her: the set of her jaw, the breath she held through the motion, the way she arranged her legs beneath her so that she was sitting, not collapsed. Even bleeding out in a dead dungeon, she was managing how she fell.

"The bandage," I said. "Let me check it."

She said nothing. I took that as permission.

I knelt beside her. The enchanted gauze was saturated. The wound was deeper than I'd realized. Whatever had cut her had done it with real force, and the edges of the wound were clean in a way that meant a very sharp blade wielded by someone who knew how to use it. Someone had put this wound on her deliberately, with skill, aiming to kill.

I had nothing left. No potions. No bandages. The jacket cache was empty.

"I'm out of supplies," I said. "The bandage is holding, but it's not going to close the wound. You need a real healer."

"I don't need a healer." She said it the way she said everything: controlled, precise, and in this case completely wrong. "I need to get back to the Gate."

"I don't know where the Gate is. I don't know when the Gate is. I think—" I stopped. Chose my words. "I think it was a long time ago."

The silence that followed was different from the ones before. Heavier. She was still leaning against the wall, my hand pressing the bandage against her wound, and I could feel the change in her breathing. She wasn't panicking. She was processing — the slow, deliberate kind, where someone receives catastrophic information and puts it aside because there are immediate problems that need solving first.

I recognized that. I'd been doing it for two years.

"How long," she said again. Quieter this time. The demand was gone. What replaced it was worse.

"I don't know. I'll find out. But right now we're at the bottom of a dungeon, I'm out of mana, and you're hurt. We need to move up."

"Up." She tested the word. Her head turned toward me, the black blindfold facing me directly, and even without seeing her eyes I felt the weight of her attention. She was assessing me. Thoroughly. The way a warrior sizes up a potential ally or a potential threat.

"You caught me," she said. "Twice."

"You were falling."

"You healed me."

"You were dying."

"You spent your supplies on a stranger."

"I spent my last supplies on the only person in this dungeon who isn't trying to kill me. Seemed like a good investment."

Her mouth moved. Not a smile. The suggestion of one, suppressed by pain and discipline and a hundred years of being dead, though she didn't know that last part yet.

"Reed," she said. My name in her voice sounded different than it had in anyone else's. Callum made it sound like a disease. Lyssa made it sound like a diagnosis. Sielle made it sound like something she was choosing to remember.

"Can you fight?" I asked.

"I am the Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach. I held the Pale Gate alone for six hours against three hundred." She paused. "I can fight."

"Then I need you to fight with me. Up and out. There's a level 40-plus stone crawler in a cavern above us, and the passage to the surface is sealed. We need another way out."

"You're asking me to follow you."

"I'm asking you to fight beside me. I'll lead because I know the dungeon. You cut what needs cutting."

She was quiet for a moment. The chamber was still. The cracked crystal formation cast fragmented light across us: a half-dead teenager with empty mana and a dull sword, and a legendary warrior in a bloodsoaked dress with a blade that could cut through stone.

"Very well," she said. She planted her sword against the floor and used it to lever herself upright. The torso wound pulled and she didn't flinch. The movement shifted the dress against her body, the high collar tightening across her chest, the fabric pulling taut over the full curve of her breasts before it settled. "Lead."

I stood. My body ached from the mana depletion, a bone-deep exhaustion that turned every movement into effort. My sword was in my hand. My supplies were gone. My mana was at zero.

I had a level 78 Blade Saint at my back. She was bleeding, half-blind without her skill active, and running on nothing but willpower and the centuries-old reflex of a woman who had never once stopped fighting until she was dead.

Good enough.

We moved.




Chapter 5: The Way Out

The first tunnel we tried was a dead end.

Fifty feet of descending passage that narrowed until the walls pressed close enough to touch both sides with my elbows, and then a wall of collapsed stone that no amount of pushing was going to shift. I pressed my hands against the rubble and felt the same mana signature that had been in the sealed chokepoint above: dense, stable, ancient. This wasn't a recent collapse. The dungeon had sealed this passage years ago, maybe decades. We weren't getting through.

"Back," I said.

Sielle was behind me in the tunnel, her sword held low because the ceiling was too close for a proper guard. She reversed without a word, her footwork sure and silent on the loose stone. I followed. In the tight space I could hear the catch in her breathing that told me the torso wound was worse than she was letting on. She moved like it wasn't there. But it was there, and the bandage was still seeping, and every minute we spent underground was a minute closer to the point where willpower stopped being enough.

We returned to the junction. Three tunnels. I'd taken the leftmost on the way down because the mana patterns were brighter. Now I looked at the middle passage. The mana was thinner here, but it was moving, flowing along the walls in slow currents rather than pooling. In natural cave systems, moving mana usually indicated airflow. Airflow meant a route to the surface, or at least to a larger cavern with options.

"Middle tunnel," I said. "The mana's moving. Could mean a way up."

"Could mean a lot of things."

"You have a better idea?"

She tilted her head. That bird-of-prey adjustment I was starting to recognize as her default evaluation pose. "No. Middle tunnel."

We went in.

The passage climbed. Shallow at first, then steeper, the floor roughening into natural stone steps worn smooth by water that had stopped flowing long before the dungeon claimed this place. The mana in the walls thickened as we ascended, the currents growing stronger, and the air changed from the dead mineral heaviness of the deep tunnels to something that moved. Faintly. But moved.

I led. She followed. My sword was in my right hand. My left trailed along the wall, reading the stone through my fingertips the way my mother had taught me: pressure changes, temperature shifts, the subtle vibration of mana concentrations that warned of traps or enemies ahead. The tunnel was dark. The only light came from the mana in the walls, a faint ambient glow that turned everything into grey shapes and deeper grey shadows.

Sielle's blade provided no light. She'd suppressed the white-gold glow, and I hadn't asked why, but I could guess: light in a dark tunnel was a beacon. Whatever lived in these passages would see us coming. Better to move in the dark and let things find us on our terms.

We climbed for ten minutes before I heard them.

Scraping. Not the heavy grind of stone crawlers. This was lighter, faster. Multiple sets of legs on rock, the skittering rhythm of pack predators moving in formation. Above us. On the ceiling.

I stopped. Sielle stopped behind me. Her breathing went quiet, which told me she'd heard them too.

"Ceiling," I murmured. "At least three. Moving in a pack."

"Four," she corrected. Her voice was barely audible. "The fourth is offset, trailing by two meters. Flanking position."

She could hear the individual footfalls well enough to count legs and determine formation. Wounded, bleeding, at a fraction of her normal capability, and she was reading the battlefield through sound alone.

"Cave stalkers?" I asked.

"Likely. Ambush predators. They'll wait until we're beneath them and drop."

"How do we handle it?"

"You take the lead pair when they drop. I take whatever comes behind. Don't hesitate when they hit the ground. The first second is the advantage."

I adjusted my grip on the sword. My palms were damp. The stalkers were above us, silent now, waiting. They'd stopped moving when we'd stopped. They were listening.

"Go," Sielle said.

I walked forward. Steady pace. Sword low, ready. Every step brought me closer to the patch of ceiling where the scratching had stopped. Ten feet. Five. Directly underneath.

The first one detached.

I heard it: a soft pop of adhesive pads releasing stone, then the whisper of a body falling through air. I stepped left. It hit the ground where I'd been standing, mandibles spread, legs splayed for impact. Level 35. Bigger than I'd expected, its body the length of my torso, armored in chitinous plates that caught the faint mana-light.

I didn't wait. My sword came down on the junction between its head and thorax before it could orient. The edge alignment wasn't perfect, Sielle would have corrected the angle by five degrees, but it was close enough. The blade bit through chitin and the stalker convulsed.

The second one dropped. This one came at me from the right, already lunging as it hit the floor. I pivoted, caught its mandible strike on my blade, and drove it back with a kick that connected with its underbelly. It staggered. I followed with a thrust through its eye cluster.

Two down.

Behind me, white-gold light flared. Not the suppressed darkness she'd been maintaining. Full brightness, a single devastating flash that lit the tunnel like daylight for half a second. In that half-second, I saw the third stalker falling toward her and the fourth closing from the wall.

Sielle's sword moved once. One-handed — her left arm was still compromised, hanging at her side, useless. A single arc that started at her left hip and swept upward through both stalkers in a continuous motion. The blade passed through chitin and bone and mana-hardened carapace without slowing. Two bodies fell in four pieces. The light died.

The tunnel went quiet.

I stood over my kills, breathing hard, blood on my hands and my sword. Sielle stood over hers, still as a statue, her blade lowering to her side. She hadn't moved her feet. The entire exchange, from the first drop to the last cut, had taken less than five seconds.

"You're fast," she said. She wasn't breathing hard. The wound was still bleeding, the bandage dark against the red dress, but she'd adjusted her movement to minimize the strain on it. "Your footwork is good. Your edge alignment needs work. You're losing power on the follow-through."

"Thanks. I'll workshop it."

"That wasn't a compliment. It was an assessment." She paused. "Your fundamentals are strong. Whoever trained you understood the basics. But you have gaps that will get you killed against anything above your level."

"Everything in this dungeon is above my level."

"Then we should move quickly."

We moved. The tunnel continued climbing. I checked the stalker bodies as we passed them. No loot notifications. My level was too far below theirs for solo kill credit, and the system had apparently attributed Sielle's kills to her alone. I made a mental note: experience distribution in a summon-pair probably followed different rules than standard party weighting.

The tunnel opened into a cavern. I recognized it. The big one, with the stone crawler.

We stood at the entrance and looked out across the open space. The cavern was large enough that the far wall was lost in shadow. Somewhere in that shadow, I could hear the slow grind of massive stone legs dragging across the floor.

"I went around it on the way down," I said. "It didn't detect me. My mana signature is negligible."

"Mine isn't." Sielle's head was turned toward the sound of the crawler. "Even suppressed, a Blade Saint's mana output registers on any creature above level 30. It will know we're here the moment we enter the cavern."

"Can you take it?"

"At full strength, in open terrain, with room to maneuver? Without question." She shifted her weight. The motion was subtle, but I caught it: a transfer from her right leg to her left, testing. Her left leg held, but her jaw tightened. "At present, the wound complicates things. My mobility is reduced. A stone crawler of this size will have reach and durability. If it pins me, the torso wound limits my ability to disengage."

"We fight it together."

"You're level 19."

"I know what level I am."

Her mouth did something. The thinning that preceded her rare almost-smiles, held back by the circumstances. "The joints," she said. "The mana bindings that hold the stone plates together run through the leg joints. They're the weak point."

"I know. I mapped them on the way down." I'd spent those minutes hugging the cavern wall studying the crawler's anatomy. Paranoia and observation. The two skills my parents had given me that the system couldn't take away. "You take the front legs. I take the rear. We strip it and bring it down."

"And if it turns on you?"

"Then you cover me."

She considered this. The blindfold faced me, and her head tilted in slow, measuring arcs. Reading me. Whatever she found was enough.

"Go."

We entered the cavern.

The crawler detected us at forty feet. Its massive body swiveled, six articulated legs scraping stone, mandibles spreading wide. It charged.

Sielle moved first. She closed the distance in three strides, her sword trailing white-gold light, and the blade came down on the forward left leg joint with a precision that made my father's best swordwork look like a child swinging a stick. The joint shattered. The leg fell away. The crawler lurched, off-balance, and Sielle was already past it, circling to the second front leg.

I hit the rear. My sword wasn't enchanted and the crawler's stone plates turned my edge, but the joints were softer. A mix of compressed mana and calcium deposits that my blade could bite into. I hacked at the rear right leg joint, two strikes, three, the steel biting deeper each time. The crawler screamed, a grinding metallic sound that filled the cavern. It tried to turn toward me and Sielle took the second front leg. Another joint shattered. Two legs gone.

The crawler was listing now, dragging itself on four remaining legs. I moved to the next rear joint. The crawler swung its tail section, a massive slab of stone that caught me across the shoulder and sent me stumbling. Pain flared, but nothing broke. I found my footing, came back in, and drove my blade into the joint with everything I had.

Three legs stripped. Between us, we took the fourth in seconds. The crawler collapsed, its body slamming into the cavern floor hard enough to shake the stone under my feet. Sielle drove her blade through the mana core at the center of its body. The white-gold light detonated inside the stone shell. The crawler split apart. Granite fragments scattered across the floor.

I stood in the debris, breathing hard, my shoulder throbbing. The cave was quiet.

[Stone Crawler (Lv. 42) defeated] [Experience gained: 2,840]

I stared at the notification.

2,840 experience. From a single kill. More than I'd gained in the last month of dungeon clears with Callum's party.

[LEVEL UP: 19 → 20] [LEVEL UP: 20 → 21]

The warmth hit me in a wave. Muscles tightening, senses sharpening, the mana pool in my chest expanding. Still empty, but the container was bigger, and the ache of depletion eased by a fraction. I felt stronger. Measurably, physically stronger. Two levels, and I could feel every point of the difference.

"You leveled," Sielle said. She'd noticed. "Twice?"

"I was behind."

"Significantly behind, if a single level 42 kill gave you two levels. What level are you?"

"Twenty-one. As of ten seconds ago."

Her head tilted. "And your party. The one that left you here. What level is the leader?"

"Fifty-two."

The quiet got heavier. She'd spent enough time in a system-governed world to understand what it meant for a party member to be thirty levels below the leader after two years together. She could do the math.

"He suppressed your experience gain," she said.

"Yes."

"And your guild allowed this."

"The guild defers to the Church. The Church appointed him."

The sound she made was small and controlled and carried more contempt than most people could fit into a full sentence. "I see."

We climbed. The sealed chokepoint was impassable, but the Greymaw was a natural cave system, and natural systems had multiple routes. I found a branching tunnel two levels up that angled toward the surface. It was narrow, rough, and hadn't been cleared by adventurers. Sielle's blade cut through a rockfall blocking the path, and I navigated us around a section of false floor where the mana pooled in patterns I recognized from the chokepoint trap. We encountered a nest of mana bats that Sielle dispersed with a single flare of her blade, the creatures scattering into side tunnels with high-pitched shrieks.

We worked well together. She was devastating in combat and I was useless in a straight fight against anything in this dungeon, but I could read the terrain, spot threats, manage the route. I called the navigation. She handled the killing. I flagged a trap; she cut through an obstruction. I conserved our energy by picking smart routes; she conserved hers by trusting my calls without hesitation.

A level 78 Blade Saint, a woman who'd held a gate against three hundred enemies, followed a level 21 Summoner through a dungeon because he'd healed her and he knew the way and he hadn't lied to her once.

The air changed first. A current, faint but real, carrying something that wasn't mineral or mana or damp stone. Trees. Soil. The smell of the living world above.

Then light. Not mana-glow. Actual light, grey and cold, filtering through a fissure in the rock ahead. Starlight.

I stopped at the fissure's edge and looked out. A wooded slope. The ridge's granite face above us, the crack of the Greymaw entrance somewhere to the east. Open air. Open sky.

Sielle stepped past me. She walked through the fissure and out onto the slope and stood in the open air and tilted her face up toward the sky. The black blindfold hid her face, but the rest of her was exposed to the starlight: the tight line of her mouth loosening, the tension in her jaw releasing by a degree. Her shoulders dropped. The hand that had been on her sword's grip since the moment she'd arrived opened and hung at her side. Starlight caught the golden pins in her hair, the pale curve of her collarbones above the dress's collar, the blood drying dark on the red silk.

She stood there for a long time. The wind moved through the trees. Somewhere an owl called. The world was quiet and dark and old, and she was standing in it for the first time in over a century, and I let her stand.

"How long?" she asked. Quietly. Not a demand. A question she wasn't sure she wanted answered.

"I'll find out," I said. "First town we reach, I'll find out."

She nodded. The motion was small and precise, and then she turned to face me, and even through the blindfold I felt the full weight of her attention settle on me.

"You saved my life," she said. "You spent your last healing supplies on a stranger. You guided me through a dungeon that should have killed you. You didn't ask me for anything."

"I asked you to fight with me."

"You asked. You didn't demand. You didn't compel." She paused. The wind caught a strand of blue hair and pulled it across her jaw. "My kingdom demanded. My commanders compelled. They sent me to the Pale Gate and told me to hold. They said reinforcements were coming." Another pause. Longer. "Were they?"

I didn't know what to say to that. So I said nothing, and the nothing sat between us in the cold air, and she heard in my silence the answer she already knew.

"I'd like to stay with you," she said. "If you'll have me."

The air was cold. The stars were out. I was level 21, empty, exhausted, standing outside a dungeon that had nearly killed me, and a legendary warrior in a bloodsoaked dress was asking to join me.

"Yeah," I said. "I'll have you."

She nodded again. That small, precise motion. Then she turned back toward the slope and started walking, and I fell into step beside her. Her stride was measured, careful, the wound dictating her pace. The nearest town was hours away and we'd have to cross open ground to reach it.

We had no supplies, no money, no camp, no plan. My mana was empty. Her wound was still seeping. The stars above us were cold and indifferent.

But I had a Blade Saint at my side and two new levels and a skill that had just reached deeper than I'd known was possible.

And somewhere out there, Callum Drayne was sleeping soundly, confident that I was dead under a pile of stone.

I kept walking.




Chapter 6: 137 Years

We walked until Sielle's legs gave out.

It happened without warning. One moment she was beside me, her stride steady, her sword sheathed at her hip. The next she was on one knee, her hand braced against the ground, her breathing ragged through clenched teeth. The torso wound. The bandage had held during the dungeon, held during the climb, held during the fight with the stone crawler. Now, walking down a hillside through quiet forest, it stopped holding.

Blood soaked through the enchanted gauze in a dark line that ran down her left side and dripped onto the dead leaves beneath her.

"Stop," I said.

"I can walk."

"You're bleeding through the bandage."

"I'm aware." She tried to stand. Her leg folded again and she caught herself on the same knee, jaw tight, the muscles in her forearms corded with the effort of not falling further. "I can walk," she said again, quieter.

I knelt beside her. My healing supplies were gone. The potions were used, the bandage was saturated, and the nearest town was still hours away. All I had were my hands and two years of field experience patching wounds that the party healer couldn't be bothered to fix until it was convenient.

"Let me look at it."

She didn't answer. Her head was turned away from me, the black blindfold angled toward the treeline. I could see the tension in her neck, in the set of her shoulders. She didn't want me to see her like this. A Blade Saint on her knees in the dirt.

"Sielle."

A pause. Then she turned her head back to me and inclined it slightly. Permission.

I moved the fabric of the dress. The high collar made it difficult to access the wound, but the open back and the hip slits gave me angles. I eased the gauze away carefully, peeling it from skin that had bonded to the adhesive enchantment. She drew a sharp breath when the last strip came free. The slash ran from her right shoulder to her left hip, a diagonal cut across her torso that had been deep enough to score the muscle beneath the skin. The healing potion had closed the deepest section at the center, where the blade had bit to the bone, but the edges were still raw and weeping, the flesh an angry red that said infection was coming if I didn't get her to a proper healer.

I pressed my fingers along the wound edge, checking for heat. She was warm — warmer than the afternoon air accounted for. The beginnings of fever. Her body was fighting the damage on its own, without mana or medicine, and it was losing.

My hands were on her skin. The dress was pulled aside, exposing the wound and the skin around it: the flat plane of her stomach, the lower curve of her ribs, the smooth expanse from her hip to the dress's remaining coverage. The slash ran close to the underside of her left breast, the fabric pulled tight above it, and I kept my hands clinical and my focus on the wound even though the rest of me was aware of every inch of her. The warmth of her body against my fingertips. The fine musculature of her abdomen, taut even at rest. The way her skin prickled when I touched the uninjured areas around the wound.

She was warm under my fingers. Her breathing changed when I touched her, shorter, more controlled. Not from pain. From the same awareness I was feeling: the closeness, the contact, the fact that my hands were on her body in a context that was medical but that her nervous system didn't entirely believe was only medical.

"The potion closed the worst of it," I said. My voice was steady. Good. "But you need stitches or a healer. The bandage isn't enough."

"How far to the nearest settlement?"

"Three hours. Maybe four."

"Then we walk."

I rebandaged her with what I could. Strips torn from the lining of my jacket, wrapped tight over the gauze, secured with a knot at her shoulder. Field work. Ugly but functional.

She stood. I offered my arm. She took it with her right hand, her fingers closing around my forearm with a grip that was precise even in weakness. We walked.



The forest thinned as we descended. The terrain shifted from rocky hillside to rolling scrubland, and the sky opened up above us. Late afternoon. The sun was angled low, painting everything gold and amber. Sielle's hair caught the light, the pale blue turning almost white. The blood on her dress dried to a dark rust.

She walked with her hand on my arm for the first hour. Her grip was lighter than I expected. She held on with her fingertips rather than her palm, maintaining contact without depending on it, and I could feel the exact moment in each step when the wound pulled and her fingers tightened by a fraction.

By the second hour, she'd let go and was managing on her own, though her stride was shorter than it should have been and she stopped every few minutes to let the pain settle. During one of these stops she stood at the edge of a clearing and listened to the forest around her, her head turning in slow arcs, tracking sounds I couldn't hear.

"Different," she said. Not to me. To the air. To the trees. To whatever version of the world she was comparing this one against.

We didn't talk much. I gave her space because she needed it, and because the quiet felt right. She was processing something I couldn't help with, and the best thing I could do was walk beside her and be available when the questions started.

They started at the top of a ridge overlooking a valley. Farms below. A road. Smoke from a settlement in the middle distance.

"How long," she said. Third time she'd asked. The first two had been urgent. This one was resigned.

"I don't know for certain. Your battle, the Pale Gate — I've never heard of it. But the dungeon we were in has been active for at least fifty years, and the Registry records I've seen go back centuries. If the Pale Gate isn't in common history..." I trailed off. The math wasn't kind.

"Say it."

"Could be a hundred years. Could be more."

She stood at the top of the ridge with the wind pulling at her dress and the golden light on her face and didn't move for a long time. The black blindfold made her expression hard to read, but her body told me what her face couldn't: the way her shoulders dropped half an inch, the way her hands went still at her sides, the way her weight shifted back onto her heels as if the ground had moved under her.

I didn't speak. There was nothing to say that would help. A hundred years. Everything she knew, everyone she'd fought beside, trained, served. Gone or old or dead. The reinforcements she'd been promised while she held that gate alone for six hours. The answer to that question was standing on a ridge in front of her: they hadn't come. And she'd died waiting.

"My students," she said. Her voice was controlled, but the control was costing her more than it had in the dungeon. "I trained seventeen. The youngest was fourteen when I—" She stopped. Her jaw worked. "Do you know the name Vaelith? Koren Vaelith?"

"No."

"He was my best student. He would have been... he would have been over a hundred and fifty, if he lived." Her hands, which had been still at her sides, clenched. Opened. Clenched again. "The city. Valmere. The city I was defending. Forty thousand people."

"I'll find out."

"If it still exists."

"I'll find out."

She was quiet again. The wind blew across the ridge and stirred the hip slits of her dress and moved the loose strand of hair against her jaw. I watched her stand there and hold herself together through what had to be the worst moment of a life that had included dying, and I understood something about Sielle in that silence: she didn't break down because she didn't know how. A hundred and thirty-seven years of death hadn't taught her, and the century before that hadn't either. She just stood and endured, the way she'd stood at that gate for six hours.

She turned to face me. Directly, her body squared to mine, the blindfold aimed at my face with the precision of a drawn bow. "What is your skill? Exactly. In detail. I need to understand what happened to me."

I told her. Not all at once. She asked questions, precise ones, and I answered them in order.

"Your class," she said first. "Summoner. Assigned at sixteen?"

"Yes. Registry assessment. I tested high for combat aptitude, but the system assigned me Summoner because [Random Summon] was the skill it gave me."

"One skill. No secondary abilities?"

"Nothing. No combat passives, no stat bonuses, no class features. Just the one skill, and for two years it produced garbage."

"Define garbage."

"Broken equipment. Hostile creatures. A wooden chair during a boss fight. Ninety-eight percent failure rate over eight hundred pulls."

Her head tilted. I was learning to read the tilt: right for analysis, left for evaluation. This was right. She was processing data.

"And the evolution. In the dungeon. What changed?"

"The system offered an upgrade. Common to Mythic. The condition was... specific." I paused. "Betrayed by party. Left for dead. Survived. I accepted, and the skill drained every drop of mana I had. Then it pulled you."

"From the sealed archives."

"That's what it felt like. Reaching deeper than it ever had. Past everything I'd ever accessed."

She didn't respond immediately. The wind moved across the ridge. When she spoke again, her voice had shifted register, from questioning to teaching.

"Sealed records are reserved for individuals the Registry classifies as historically significant. The designation requires a minimum level threshold, verified impact on the system's recorded history, and death. Living individuals are not sealed. They are active. The fact that my records were sealed means the Registry confirmed my death and archived me."

I let that sit.

"Your skill," she continued, "accessed the sealed archives. Common rank cannot do this. Uncommon, Rare, Epic — none of them should be able to reach that depth. Even Legendary-rank skills interact with the surface archives only. What you did requires access to system infrastructure that is not supposed to be available to individuals."

"Mythic rank."

"Mythic rank." She repeated it flatly. "There are fewer than a dozen Mythic-rank skills in recorded history. Most of them were held by individuals who are now in the sealed archives themselves." A beat. "Your skill is extraordinary, Reed. It may be unprecedented."

My name again. She used it carefully, with intention, the way she used her sword: nothing wasted.

"It's been garbage for two years," I said.

"It was throttled for two years. Restricted. Held at a depth far below its potential. The system does this with skills it considers too powerful for the user's current level or circumstances. The evolution removed the restriction." She tilted her head the other direction. "The condition for evolution was betrayal."

"Betrayed by party. Left for dead. Survived."

"The system required you to be broken before it would unlock your potential."

I didn't have a response to that. Or I did, but the response involved the locked room that didn't exist anymore, and I wasn't ready to look at what had taken its place.

"What are you going to do?" she asked.

"Get stronger. Get to a town. Re-register with the guild. Start clearing dungeons." I paused. "And make the people who left me to die regret it."

She nodded. The motion was small, economical. "Your swordwork. Who trained you?"

"My parents. Father was a level 41 swordsman. Mother was a scout."

"Forty-one. Solid, not exceptional. But he knew the fundamentals, and he passed them on." She straightened, rolling her shoulders, testing the wound's limits. The motion made her wince, a micro-expression that crossed her mouth and vanished. "Your technique has significant gaps. Edge alignment, weight transfer, follow-through on combination strikes. You compensate with speed and adaptability, but compensation has limits. A level 30 fighter with clean technique would give you serious trouble."

"I'm level 21."

"I know. You fight above your level, which is why the gaps matter more, not less. You can't afford sloppy technique when you're outclassed by everything you face." She turned her head toward me, the evaluation tilt. "How did you survive two years in a party that was clearing level 30-plus dungeons at level 19?"

"Carefully."

"That's not an answer."

"I stayed out of the direct fighting when I could. When I couldn't, I used positioning and speed to make up for the level gap. I studied the dungeons. Read the terrain. Mapped the weak points. And I healed myself when Lyssa didn't."

"The healer who healed you after the beatings."

"Yes."

Her mouth pressed thin. "You survived on intelligence and instinct. That will carry you to level 30. It will not carry you to 50. And it will not carry you to the point where you can face the man who left you to die." She paused. "I can."

I waited. She was building to something.

"I was the Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach. I held the Pale Gate for six hours against three hundred. Before that, I trained seventeen students in the Blade Saint discipline. Five of them achieved prestige evolution." She paused. The wind moved through her hair, pulling a strand loose from the twin buns. "I can make you dangerous."

"You'd train me."

"You saved my life. You spent your last healing supplies on a stranger, and then you led me through a dungeon that should have killed you. You didn't demand anything. You didn't try to bind me or compel me. You asked." Her voice was steady but there was something underneath the steadiness, a weight pressing up through the discipline. "I have been dead for over a century. The kingdom I served did not send reinforcements. The city I protected — I don't know if it still stands. Everything I was is gone."

The wind. The valley. The smoke from the settlement below.

"You gave me a second life," she said. "I would like to spend it beside you. If you'll have me."

She'd said it before, in the dungeon. This time it was different. The dungeon had been survival — two people who needed each other to get out alive. This was the open air, the ridge, the choice made without duress. She could walk down to that settlement alone. She was level 78 and she had a sword that could cut through stone. She didn't need me.

She could go anywhere. Do anything. Register at any guild on the frontier and have her pick of parties, contracts, and resources. A Blade Saint at level 78 would have line leaders begging for her attention. She wouldn't need to explain where she'd been. She wouldn't need a Summoner with a garbage reputation and a kill list.

She was choosing me. Not because she had to. Because she wanted to.

"I'll have you," I said.

She inclined her head. Then she turned back to the valley and started walking down the ridge, and I fell into step beside her. Her stride was steadier than it had been. The wound was still seeping through the makeshift bandage. She needed a healer.

Halfway down the ridge, she spoke again. "You're favoring your left side."

"Cracked ribs. From before the dungeon."

"From your party leader."

I didn't answer.

"The man who beat you," she said. "The one with the Legendary skill and the Church appointment and the stolen sword. What level did you say he was?"

"Fifty-two."

She made a sound. Low, brief, controlled. If contempt could be compressed into a single syllable, she'd managed it. "I'll make you strong enough that his level won't matter."

We walked down the ridge toward the smoke and the settlement and whatever came next. My ribs ached. Her wound bled through the bandage. The sun was going down and we had no money, no supplies, and no plan beyond reaching the town before dark.

The scrubland gave way to farmland as we descended. Fences. Grazing pastures with animals I could identify and a few I couldn't — the frontier bred strange things at the edges of dungeon territory. A dirt road appeared, rutted with cart tracks, running east-west through the valley. We turned east toward the smoke.

Sielle walked in silence. Her stride had found a rhythm that managed the wound, a particular cadence that kept her torso stable. I matched her pace. The golden light was turning red as the sun dropped behind the ridge we'd come from, and the shadow of the ridge reached out across the farmland ahead of us, eating the color.

"Reed," she said.

"Yes."

"When we reach the settlement. The guild office. The Church." She paused. "You said the Church appointed the man who left you to die."

"I did."

"And the guild defers to the Church."

"Yes."

"Then we walk carefully. Strength first. Visibility second. Revenge third." Her head turned toward me. "Don't move until you're strong enough that moving is decisive. I've seen what happens to people who act before they're ready."

She'd been one of those people. She'd held a gate because her commanders told her to, before the reinforcements she needed were in place. The lesson had cost her a life.

"I can be patient," I said.

"Good."

I glanced at her. The light was behind her now, silhouetting the line of her body through the dress: the narrow waist, the curve of her hips, the swell of her breasts against the high collar, the long legs moving with a fighter's grace despite the wound. The golden pins in her hair caught the last of the sun. The black blindfold sat against her face, stark and clean, and below it her mouth was set in a line that was almost, not quite, the beginning of resolve.

She was beautiful and she was deadly and she'd chosen to follow me.

Not a bad start.




Chapter 7: Dead Man Walking

The town was called Greyholt. Frontier settlement, maybe two thousand people, built around a crossroads where the northern trade route met the road to the dungeon territories. It had a guild outpost, a church chapel, three taverns, a general store, and the resigned, weathered look of a place that existed because dungeons existed and someone had to service the people who cleared them.

We arrived at dusk. Sielle drew stares.

A woman in a bloodstained red dress with a sword at her hip and a black blindfold across her face was not a common sight on the Greyholt main road. The dress alone would have turned heads. The way it clung and moved, the slits showing her legs with each stride, the open back baring the smooth line of her spine above the makeshift bandage. Add the blindfold and the sword and the way she carried herself, straight-backed and precise even while bleeding, and every person on the street stopped to watch her pass.

She didn't acknowledge them. I don't think she registered them at all. Her attention was forward, her stride measured, her hand resting on the pommel of her sword with the casual readiness of someone who'd spent decades expecting the next fight.

I looked like what I was: a half-dead teenager in a torn jacket with dried blood on his clothes and the wrong end of a bad week written across his face. Nobody stared at me. That was fine. I preferred it.

The guild outpost was a squat stone building near the crossroads. I pushed through the door and found a reception hall with a counter, a bored clerk, and a handful of adventurers drinking at a side table. The clerk was a middle-aged woman with ink-stained fingers and the expression of someone who'd processed ten thousand forms and expected ten thousand more.

"Registration inquiry," I said.

She didn't look up. "Name and class."

"Reed Altius. Summoner."

Her pen scratched across the ledger as she pulled up my file. Then it stopped.

She looked up. Her eyes went to my face, then to Sielle standing behind me, then back to my face. Something shifted in her expression. Not surprise: guild clerks didn't surprise easily. Calculation.

"Reed Altius," she repeated. "Summoner class. Registered party: Vanguard, under Hero-designate Callum Drayne."

"Former party."

"Your file says deceased, Mr. Altius." Her voice was flat and careful. "Killed during operations in the Greymaw dungeon. Filed four days ago by your party leader. Cause of death listed as hostile summon encounter."

Four days. I'd been under the rubble, in the tunnels, and on the road for four days. Callum hadn't wasted time.

"As you can see," I said, "the report was inaccurate."

"Clearly." She studied me. Her pen was poised over the ledger but she wasn't writing. "Resurrection of a deceased file requires verification of identity, a formal status correction, and, in cases where the death report was filed by a Church-sanctioned Hero, a review period of up to thirty days."

"Thirty days."

"Standard procedure for contested death reports involving Hero parties. The Church requires time to assess the circumstances."

Thirty days in bureaucratic limbo. No guild access, no dungeon contracts, no legal standing as an adventurer. Callum's death report wasn't just a cover story. It was a cage. Even if I survived, the system would keep me pinned down while the Church decided whether to believe their golden boy or the garbage Summoner who should have had the decency to stay dead.

"What can I do during the review?"

"Legally? Nothing that requires guild registration. No dungeon contracts, no party formation, no loot sales through guild channels." She paused. "Unofficially, frontier outposts have some flexibility. If your identity is verified locally and the outpost commander signs off, I can issue a provisional re-registration. Limited access. No Hero-tier dungeons. But functional."

"What does local verification require?"

"Someone who can confirm your identity. And your companion will need to register as well." She looked past me at Sielle. "She's not in our system."

"She will be."

"Name?"

Sielle stepped forward. She stood at the counter with the posture of a woman who had addressed kings and generals and did not adjust her bearing for clerks. "Sielle. Blade Saint. Level 78."

The clerk's pen stopped again. This time the surprise was visible. A fractional widening of the eyes, a pause in the mechanical rhythm of her work. Level 78 was not something that walked into frontier outposts. Level 78 was capital-city territory, royal guard territory, the upper echelon of the adventuring world.

"Level... 78," the clerk repeated.

"Correct."

"And your registration status?"

"I expect you'll find that I'm also listed as deceased."

The clerk's fingers moved through the ledger. Pages turned. She pulled a secondary reference volume from beneath the counter and cross-checked. More pages. Her pen traced down columns of names and dates.

She found it. I watched her face when she did.

The calculation that had been sitting behind her professional mask collapsed into something rawer. She looked at the entry, looked at Sielle, and then looked at me with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"Sielle," she said carefully. "Blade Saint. Dawn Reach. Deceased. Date of death..." She swallowed. "One hundred and thirty-seven years ago."

The outpost went quiet. The adventurers at the side table had been half-listening. Now they were fully listening.

"The Battle of the Pale Gate," the clerk said. "You're recorded as the sole defender of the Valmere evacuation." She paused. "You're a historical figure."

"I'm standing in front of you," Sielle said. "I'd prefer to be a registered one."

The clerk looked between us for a long moment. Then she pulled a fresh form from the stack beside her and set it on the counter.

"I'll need to contact the regional office," she said. "Both of your cases are — unusual. But I can issue provisional registrations tonight if the outpost commander approves." She hesitated. "Mr. Altius. The death report filed against you. Do you want to contest it formally?"

"Not yet."

She raised her eyebrows.

"File the correction," I said. "Mark me as alive. Let the review run. I don't need to contest it formally."

Not yet. Not until I was strong enough that contesting it meant something.

The clerk processed our paperwork. She sent a runner to the outpost commander. We waited.

I noticed her send a second message: a folded note, sealed, handed to a different runner who left through the back door. I noticed, and I filed it. Somewhere in this system, someone was going to learn that Reed Altius was alive, and that he'd walked into a frontier outpost with a woman who had been dead for 137 years.

Good. Let them learn.



The outpost commander was a stocky man named Harren who'd clearly been woken from his evening and wasn't pleased about it. He reviewed our paperwork, verified my identity through a Registry check (a simple mana-scan that confirmed my system profile) and stared at Sielle's readout for a full thirty seconds without speaking.

"Level 78," he said.

"Yes," Sielle said.

"Blade Saint."

"Yes."

He signed the provisional registrations and told us to stay out of trouble. His hands were steady but his voice was tighter than it should have been. A level 78 Blade Saint on the frontier was a political event. He knew it. We knew it. The clerk knew it.

We left with papers, limited guild access, and the knowledge that word was already spreading.



The tavern we chose was the smallest and least crowded. I paid for a room and a meal with the Common-tier materials I'd been allowed to keep from the dungeon clears with Callum's party. They were worth almost nothing, but almost nothing was enough for frontier tavern rates.

Sielle needed a healer. I found one: a retired adventurer running a clinic out of her home, a woman named Dresa who charged reasonable rates and didn't ask questions about why a Blade Saint had a two-foot gash across her torso.

Dresa's healing was thorough. She closed the torso wound, treated the infection that had started in the lower section, reset the dislocated left arm that Sielle had been fighting through without mentioning, and bound Sielle's ribs where the strain of fighting had cracked two of them. She worked in silence, and when she was finished she looked at me.

"She's been fighting on these injuries for how long?"

"About eighteen hours."

Dresa shook her head. "Blade Saints. Built different." She charged me half her normal rate because, she said, anyone who walked out of the Greymaw alive had earned a discount.

Back at the tavern, I sat on the edge of the bed and counted my assets. Provisional guild registration. A dull sword. A torn jacket with empty pockets. No potions, no bandages, no supplies. Fourteen copper pieces after paying for the room, the meal, and the healer.

The room was small. One bed, one chair, a window that looked out over the main road. The walls were rough-hewn timber and the floor was pine planks worn smooth by years of boots. It smelled like lamp oil and old wood and something floral that might have been a previous tenant's soap.

It was the safest I'd felt in two years.

Not safe. The word didn't apply to my situation. But the door had a lock, and nobody on the other side of it wanted to hit me, and I wasn't scheduled for a dungeon clear tomorrow where my experience would be stolen and my contributions erased. The absence of those things settled over me in the quiet room, and I sat with it for a moment. Just sat. Breathing. Letting the constant tension in my shoulders ease by a degree.

And [Random Summon] at Mythic rank.

My mana pool had been recovering during the walk. Not full — the deep pull that summoned Sielle had emptied me to the dregs, and Mythic-rank pulls apparently took longer to recover from. But I had maybe a third of my pool back. Enough for surface-level pulls.

"I'm going to use the skill," I told Sielle. She was sitting on the room's single chair, her back straight, her hands resting on her thighs. The healer's work had closed her wound and the color was coming back to her face. In the lamplight, with the blood cleaned from her dress and her hair re-pinned, she looked less like a dying warrior and more like what she actually was: a strikingly beautiful woman with a lethal stillness about her. The red dress fit her differently when it wasn't soaked in blood. The fabric sat against her breasts and waist like it had been tailored for her, which it probably had been, a century and a half ago.

"Surface pulls," she said. "Not deep."

"Right. Gear, supplies, whatever the skill gives me. The ratio should be better at Mythic rank."

"Should be."

"Encouraging."

I pushed mana into the skill. The summoning circle appeared on the tavern floor. White-gold, brighter than it had ever been at Common rank, the lines clean and sharp. I focused my intent: weapon.

The circle pulsed and produced a shortsword. Steel, decent quality, a clean edge. Uncommon tier.

I picked it up. Tested the weight. Functional. Better than what I was carrying.

[Random Summon — Result: Steel Shortsword] [Tier: Uncommon] [No enchantment]

"Not bad," I said.

Sielle's head tilted right. Analysis mode. "Uncommon on a surface pull. At Common rank, what was your typical result?"

"Broken equipment. Hostile vermin. A chair."

"Do it again."

I pulled again. A shield: round, iron-banded, Uncommon tier. Scuffed but solid. I set it against the wall.

Again. A healing potion. Uncommon quality, better than anything I'd carried in Callum's party. I held the glass vial up to the lamplight. The liquid inside was a clear amber. The sight of it hit me harder than I expected. Two years of counting my supplies every night, rationing potions I'd scraped together from allowed scraps, and now the skill had just handed me one worth more than a week's worth of Callum's charity.

Sielle noticed something change in my face. Her head straightened. She didn't ask.

Again. A leather chest piece. Uncommon. Properly sized for me, which was either luck or the skill responding to my intent.

Again. A coil of enchanted rope. Common tier, but useful.

Again. Junk. A broken lantern with no oil. The garbage ratio was still there. I tossed it aside. It clattered against the wall and Sielle tracked the sound with the automatic precision of someone who mapped every noise in a room.

Again. A pair of boots. Uncommon. Good tread, reinforced soles. My current pair was held together by habit.

I sat back. Seven pulls. Six usable items. One piece of junk.

At Common rank, those seven pulls would have produced six pieces of junk and one hostile creature. The evolution hadn't removed the randomness, but it had shifted the floor. The worst pulls were garbage instead of lethal, and the average had climbed from useless to functional.

Sielle had been watching with her head tilted. "Six out of seven," she said. "At Common rank, you said the usable ratio was two percent."

"About that."

"You've gone from two percent to roughly eighty-five percent on surface pulls. And the quality floor has risen from garbage to Uncommon." She straightened in the chair. "As your level increases and your mana pool expands, the quality will continue to improve. The skill scales with you."

"The deep pulls too?"

"Likely. The surface improvement suggests the entire skill is recalibrating. Your next deep pull, when your mana has recovered fully, may reach further than the one that brought me here."

I looked at the gear spread across the tavern floor. A sword, a shield, armor, a potion, rope, boots. Two hours ago I'd had nothing. Now I had the beginnings of a loadout, and every piece of it had come from the skill that had been a joke for two years.

The skill that Callum had used as an excuse to beat me. The skill the guild had cited in their refusal to transfer me. The skill that everyone in the system had pointed to as proof that Reed Altius was worthless.

"I'm going to do one more," I said.

I pushed mana into the skill. Harder this time. Not a deep pull, I didn't have the reserves for that, but deeper than the surface. Reaching past the Uncommon layer, pushing toward something better.

The circle flared. Brighter than the surface pulls. The light held for a beat longer before it contracted.

A longsword appeared in the circle. Dark steel, single fuller, the crossguard worked with silver inlay. The edge caught the lamplight and held it in a way that cheap steel didn't.

[Random Summon — Result: Ashveil Blade] [Tier: Rare] [Type: Longsword] [Passive: Shadowstep — on critical strike, briefly disrupts target's spatial awareness]

Rare tier. A named weapon with an enchantment. Not as impressive as Emberthorn, but real. Mine.

I picked it up. The balance was different from Emberthorn — neutral rather than forward-leaning, built for versatility rather than pure cutting power. The grip was wrapped in grey leather that molded to my hand. The silver inlay pulsed once, faintly, acknowledging me.

"Rare," Sielle said. She'd stood from the chair and crossed to me, and she was close enough that I could smell the clean herb-scent of the healer's work on her skin. She extended her hand. "May I?"

I gave her the sword. She held it the way she held everything: with absolute precision. She tested the edge with her thumb, felt the balance, turned the blade in the light.

"Good weapon," she said. "The enchantment is useful — spatial disruption on a critical hit means you can create openings against faster opponents." She returned it to me, hilt-first. "It suits you."

She was standing close. The lamplight caught the pale blue of her hair and the sharp line of her jaw below the blindfold. The high collar of her dress framed her throat, and below it the cleaned red fabric followed the shape of her body: the press of her breasts against the silk, the narrow waist, the flare of her hips where the slits began. I was aware of every curve it traced.

She was aware that I was aware. Her head tilted fractionally, a Blade Saint's micro-adjustment, and her mouth softened by a degree.

"Tomorrow," she said. "We train."

"Tomorrow," I agreed.

She returned to the chair. I laid out the gear on the floor and began inventorying: what we had, what we needed, what the skill might produce with more pulls and a full mana pool.

My provisional registration was limited. No Hero-tier dungeons. But the frontier had plenty of mid-tier crawls that didn't require Hero access, and with Sielle at my side, we could clear dungeons that would have my level climbing fast.

I checked the system.

[Level 21 — 34% to Level 22]

Low. But climbing. And for the first time in two years, nothing was holding it down.

I cleaned the new sword and set it beside the bed. Sielle settled into the chair with her own blade across her knees, her head bowed slightly, her breathing evening into rest. She slept upright, in a chair, with her weapon in her lap. Two lifetimes of combat had given her that habit.

I lay back on the bed. The ceiling was stained pine. The room smelled like lamp oil and old wood. Through the window, the frontier dark pressed against the glass, and somewhere out there, Callum was sleeping in a camp outside a dungeon he'd cleared with my stolen sword, confident that the trash Summoner he'd left to die was rotting under a pile of stone.

He'd learn otherwise soon enough. The clerk's second message was already moving through the system. Reed Altius, alive. Accompanied by a level 78 Blade Saint who'd been dead for 137 years.

I wondered what his face would look like when he heard.

I hoped someone described it to me later in detail.

I closed my eyes. Sleep came fast this time, and for the first time in two years, it wasn't mean about it.




Chapter 8: First Lessons

Sielle hit me six times in the first thirty seconds.

We'd found a clearing east of Greyholt, far enough from the road that nobody would watch. Morning light came through the trees in clean columns. I had the Ashveil Blade. She had her sword, the one that trailed white-gold light when she wanted it to and looked like a normal blade when she didn't.

She didn't use the light. She didn't need to.

"Guard," she said, and came at me.

Her first strike was a diagonal cut from my upper left. I blocked it. She redirected into a lateral slash that I stepped back from, and then her blade was already past my guard and tapping my ribs with the flat edge. Light contact. Instructional.

"Dead," she said.

"I blocked the first one."

"You blocked the first one and lost position on the second. Your weight shifted to your back foot during the retreat. That left your center line open." She reset to a neutral stance, the sword resting at her side, her body perfectly balanced. "Again."

She came at me again. I lasted four seconds this time. Her blade found my neck.

"Dead."

"What did I do wrong?"

"Your edge alignment drops on the backswing. You're turning the blade fifteen degrees off true, which means your follow-through cuts lose a third of their power. A correct backswing would have intercepted my third strike. Instead, your blade arrived late and at the wrong angle."

Fifteen degrees. She could read a fifteen-degree misalignment at combat speed while simultaneously attacking me with combinations that I could barely track.

"Again."

Again. I lasted five seconds. Her blade tapped my left hip.

"Dead. Your footwork transition from defensive to offensive was late. You planted your lead foot before your weight was centered. That's a half-second of instability that any competent fighter will exploit."

Again. Three seconds. Her blade found the inside of my right wrist.

"Dead. Your parry was correct but your wrist angle was too steep. The deflection sent your own blade wide and left your arm extended. That's an invitation."

Again. And again. And again. Each exchange ended with her blade touching a kill point, and each time she told me exactly what I'd done wrong, in what sequence, and how to fix it. The corrections were clinical. She didn't soften them with encouragement. She didn't tell me I was doing well. She told me the truth, and the truth was that my swordwork had seventeen distinct problems and she intended to fix all of them.

We trained for three hours that first morning. By the end, I was soaked in sweat, my arms burned from shoulder to wrist, and I had a comprehensive map of every gap in my technique. Sielle had prioritized the top five: edge alignment on backswings, weight transfer during retreats, guard recovery after offensive combinations, wrist angle on parries, footwork transitions between stances.

She was a precise teacher. Every correction came with a demonstration, her body moving through the motion at half speed, the blade tracing an arc so clean it looked scripted. Then a physical adjustment, then a repetition set. Twenty repetitions minimum. Thirty if I couldn't feel the difference yet.

When she corrected my edge alignment, she stood behind me and placed her hands over mine on the grip, adjusting the angle by fractions of a degree until the blade sat true. Her body was close when she did this. Close enough that I could feel the warmth of her through the red dress, the firm press of her breasts against my back as she leaned in to adjust my grip. Her breath was near my ear. Her fingers were strong and exact over mine, moving my hands through the motion: back, turn, forward, cut. The blade swept through the air in the correct arc, and her body moved with mine, guiding the motion from behind.

She held the position long enough for the correction to set in muscle memory. Which was also long enough for me to become very aware of the shape of her pressed against me. The slim waist. The breasts against my shoulder blades. The strength in her hands.

She knew. She had to know. A Blade Saint who could read fifteen-degree misalignments at combat speed could certainly read the tension in my shoulders when her chest pressed against my back.

She didn't pull away. She held the correction until the technique was right, and when she stepped back, her fingers trailed along the back of my hand before releasing.

"Better," she said. "Again."

The second day was worse. She introduced combination drills: three-strike sequences where each strike had to flow from the previous one without resetting my stance. The transitions were the problem. I could execute individual strikes cleanly — the corrections from day one were already taking hold — but linking them into continuous motion exposed the gaps in my footwork.

She demonstrated the sequence first. One fluid motion: diagonal cut downward, lateral redirect, rising thrust. Her body moved through the three strikes without visible transition. The sword changed direction at her wrist, not her shoulder, and her feet adjusted beneath her in micro-steps that kept her weight centered through every phase. She made it look like water flowing through a channel.

I tried it. The first strike was clean. The second came late, my foot planting half a beat behind the blade. The third was a mess. My weight shifted too far forward and the thrust overextended.

"Stop," she said. "Your problem isn't physical. Your body knows where it needs to go. Your brain is interrupting."

"My brain is trying to keep track of three different movements at once."

"Exactly. Stop doing that." She stepped in front of me, close, her sword held low. I could see the pulse at her throat above the dress's high collar. "A combination isn't three movements. It's one movement with three expressions. The sword doesn't stop between strikes. It changes direction. Your body doesn't reset between stances. It flows. You're treating each strike as a separate decision. That's too slow."

"How do I fix it?"

"Repetition. A thousand times. Two thousand. Until the sequence is muscle, not thought." She raised her sword. "Again."

A thousand was not an exaggeration. We drilled the same three-strike combination until my shoulders screamed and my grip was slipping with sweat. She corrected me constantly at first. By the fiftieth repetition, the corrections came every third attempt. By the hundredth, every tenth. My body was learning the pattern faster than my brain could map it.

Halfway through the morning, she adjusted my stance from behind. Her hands on my hips this time, not my grip. Positioning. She pressed her thumbs into the muscle above my hip bones and shifted my pelvis forward by half an inch.

"There," she said. "Your center is too far back. That's why the third strike overextends. Start here."

Her hands stayed on my hips for three repetitions. I ran the combination and felt the difference immediately — the third strike arrived on target without the lurch. Her body was close behind mine, not pressed against me like the grip corrections, but present. I could feel the heat of her and the charged distance between us. Six inches that she maintained precisely, deliberately, the exact distance between professional and something else.

By the afternoon, I was executing the sequence without conscious transition between the strikes. Not cleanly. But without pausing. The blade moved, changed direction, moved again, and my feet followed because they'd done it enough times that the pattern had sunk below the level of decision.

"Adequate," Sielle said. The highest compliment she'd offered. "Your body learns fast. Faster than most of my students." A pause. "Your mind is the obstacle. It wants to control every movement. You need to trust the training."

Between sessions, I used [Random Summon] to build our supply cache. The pulls continued to improve. I added two more healing potions, a set of throwing knives, a bedroll, and a Rare-tier leather bracer with a minor defensive enchantment. Sielle examined every pull with the critical eye of someone who'd spent a lifetime evaluating equipment. She tested armor by striking it with measured force. She evaluated blades by the sound they made when she flicked them with her fingernail. She assessed enchantments by running her fingertips along the surface and reading the mana patterns through touch.

I also checked the guild board each day. The provisional registration limited my options, but there were half a dozen mid-tier dungeons within a day's walk that didn't require Hero access. I catalogued them, cross-referencing level ranges and loot tables, building a list for when the training was done.

In the evenings, after the second training session, we sat at the edge of the clearing while the light faded. These were the moments where the rhythm between us shifted. During training, she was instructor and I was student, the hierarchy rigid and defined. In the evenings, the hierarchy softened. She sat with her legs folded beneath her, cleaning her golden hair-pins with a small cloth, and her posture eased from combat-ready to something closer to rest.

On the second evening, she removed the pins entirely. Her light blue hair fell loose around her shoulders, longer than I'd realized, reaching the middle of her back. Without the twin buns, she looked different. Softer. The black blindfold was the same, but the loose hair around it changed the frame: less warrior, more woman. Both, always, but the ratio shifted.

She was turning one of the throwing knives in her fingers, testing the balance.

"This is a good knife," she said. "Proper weight for the size. It'll fly true." She paused. "You throw?"

"My mother taught me. Scout training."

"Show me."

I threw the knife at a tree twenty feet away. It hit handle-first and bounced off. Sielle's mouth did something that, on anyone with less discipline, would have been a smile.

"Your release timing is late," she said. "You're holding a fraction too long. The rotation count is off by the time it reaches the target." She stood, took the knife from where it had fallen, and threw it herself. It buried itself to the hilt in the tree trunk, dead center, from a standing throw with no windup.

"You're a sword specialist," I said.

"I'm a Blade Saint. The word 'blade' is in the title. Anything with an edge is my domain." She retrieved the knife and handed it to me. Our fingers touched during the exchange, her hand warm against mine. She didn't pull away immediately. "Again."

I threw. Better this time. The knife stuck, barely, the tip biting into bark at an angle.

"Again."

I threw until my shoulder ached and the tree looked like it had lost a fight with a porcupine. Sielle stood beside me the entire time, adjusting my grip, correcting my release point, occasionally guiding my arm through the motion with her hand on my wrist and her body angled against my side. The contact built. Each correction placed her closer. Her hip against mine during the stance adjustment. Her hand lingering on my forearm after the release correction. Her shoulder brushing mine as she stepped back.

Each time, the contact was purposeful. Instructional. And each time, it lasted a beat longer than instruction required.

On the third day, I felt the difference.

Not dramatic. Sielle had warned me about that: "Technique is built through repetition, not revelation. You'll improve in increments. The increments will be small. Trust them."

Small increments. But real ones. My edge alignment was cleaner. I could feel it in the cut. A solidity to the impact that hadn't been there before, the blade meeting resistance at the correct angle and transferring power cleanly instead of glancing. My weight transfer was smoother. The three-strike combination was becoming fluid, each transition arriving before I had to think about it.

My guard recovery shaved a fraction of a second off my response time, and in a fight, fractions of seconds were the difference between a clean block and a blade in the throat.

During our evening spar, I lasted nineteen seconds. The longest I'd managed. Sielle's blade found my hip on the twentieth second, but the nineteen before it had been clean, and she acknowledged it with a silence that was longer than her usual pause between resets.

"Your parry sequence in the middle was correct," she said. "All four deflections. Angle, timing, recovery. If you can replicate that consistently, your defensive baseline is sound."

Four correct parries in a row. A week ago I'd been happy to block one strike before she killed me. The improvement was real and measurable and I could feel it in my muscles, in the way my hands found the blade's sweet spot without searching, in the way my feet moved through stances I'd drilled a thousand times.

The fourth morning, she assessed my progress.

We faced each other in the clearing, swords drawn, morning light catching the dew on the grass between us. She'd pinned her hair back up. The golden focuses caught the light. The red dress was pristine — the enchantment repaired damage over time, which explained how it survived centuries of combat. It fit her body with an exactness that I noticed every time I looked at her: the high collar framing her throat, the fabric lying smooth over her breasts and waist, the slits showing her legs from hip to ankle as she settled into her stance.

"Full contact," she said. "Full speed. I want to see where you are."

She came at me.

The first strike was the same diagonal cut she'd opened with on day one. I blocked it. My weight stayed centered this time, the correction holding under pressure. She redirected into the lateral slash. I read it, adjusted my guard, caught the blade on mine and deflected it wide. Her third strike came low, a rising cut aimed at my lead leg. I stepped back, transferred my weight cleanly, and parried.

Three strikes. Three successful defenses. I was still standing.

The fourth strike found my shoulder. But the fourth strike, on day one, had been the second. I'd doubled my survival window in four days.

She reset. Came again. This time I countered after the third parry, launching my own three-strike combination. The sequence was rough, the transitions not yet automatic, but the strikes arrived on target and with clean edge alignment. She parried all three, but the third one — the rising thrust — made her adjust her footing. A micro-step. A half-inch correction.

I'd made a level 78 Blade Saint adjust her footing.

"Your edge alignment has improved by approximately forty percent," she said, resetting. "Your weight transfer is still lagging on the third beat of a combination, but the first two beats are clean. Your guard recovery is faster."

"Fast enough?"

"Fast enough to survive against a level 30 opponent with good technique. Against a level 40, you'd lose. Against a level 50, you'd die." She adjusted her grip. "Against a level 52 Paladin with a Legendary skill and stolen sword?"

I said nothing.

"Not yet," she said. "But I'm not finished with you."

She came at me again. I lasted twelve seconds this time. Her blade found my shoulder on a combination I couldn't track.

"Dead. But better dead. Your parry on the fifth strike was clean." She lowered her blade. "Tomorrow, we change the training."

"To what?"

The corner of her mouth twitched. "You'll see."




Chapter 9: Blind

On the fifth morning, she changed the training.

"Blindfolded," she said.

I stared at her. Or at the black silk across her face, which was the closest I could get.

"You rely too heavily on visual tracking," she said. "Your eyes lead your reactions, which means you're always responding to what you see rather than what you feel. A fast enough opponent will be past your visual processing before you can react. You need to learn to read the fight through other channels. Sound. Air displacement. The vibration of footsteps through the ground."

"You fight blindfolded."

"I fight without eyes. There's a difference. My skill, [Dawnedge], gives me an alternative sense. Light-resonance. I perceive the world through the mana signature of every object and living thing in range. It's faster than sight. More detailed. But you don't have that luxury, which means you need to build the instinct manually." She produced a strip of black cloth from somewhere. "Put it on."

I took the cloth. It was silk, similar to her blindfold but lighter. I tied it over my eyes. The knot sat at the back of my skull, snug. The clearing vanished.

Darkness. Not quite total. Some light leaked through the weave of the fabric, enough to register brightness and shadow, not enough to see shape or distance. I could hear the morning birds, the wind moving through the canopy, the creak of a branch somewhere to my left. Water running in the distance, the stream we'd passed on the way out. And Sielle's breathing, steady and controlled, three feet in front of me.

"Guard," she said.

I raised my sword. My hands found the grip by muscle memory. My feet settled into the stance Sielle had drilled into me for four days. Weight centered. Blade at middle guard. Ready.

I heard nothing. Then I heard everything.

She hit me fourteen times in the first thirty seconds.

Every sense I had was wrong. I swung at sounds that had already moved. I blocked air. I stepped into strikes I should have stepped away from. The darkness made everything larger, closer, more threatening. My body wanted to flinch from every stimulus, and flinching put me out of position for whatever came next.

Sielle was patient and precise. Each hit was light, flat-bladed, instructional, placed exactly where a killing strike would have landed. Left ribs. Right shoulder. Center mass. Throat. Inner thigh. The flat of the blade kissed my body and withdrew, and each time I felt the sting and the frustration of having failed to read it coming.

She gave me ten-second breaks between exchanges. I stood in the darkness and breathed and tried to process what was happening. My body was receiving information — I could feel it, a constant low hum of data from my ears, my skin, the soles of my feet — but the information wasn't reaching the part of my brain that made decisions. It was arriving, being registered, and then discarded in favor of the visual system that was screaming about the absence of light.

We went again. And again. Each exchange lasted thirty seconds, and each one ended with me bruised in new locations and no closer to blocking a strike.

After fifteen minutes, I was marked from neck to knee and breathing hard.

"You're guessing," she said. "Every block, every parry, every movement you made was a guess based on incomplete data. You heard something and you guessed where I was. Guessing is slow. Guessing is wrong."

"How am I supposed to know where you are if I can't see you?"

"You know where I am right now."

I did. I could feel her presence. Not visually. She was close, maybe two feet to my left, and I knew it because I could hear the rhythm of her breathing and feel the faint displacement of air from her body.

"That," she said. "That knowing. You have it already. The problem is that your brain discards it the moment combat starts because visual data is dominant. Remove the visual data and the other channels have to carry the load. But they can't carry it if you override them with guesses."

"So what do I do?"

"Stop guessing. Start feeling." Her voice moved. She was circling me. I tracked the sound. "Your body picks up information constantly. The sound of my feet on grass. The direction of displaced air when I move. The vibration through the ground when I shift my weight. You feel all of it. You've been feeling it for four days of training. Your brain just didn't need it because your eyes were handling the job."

She stopped moving. The silence was dense.

"I'm going to hit you again," she said. "Don't try to block. Don't try to parry. Just feel where the strike is coming from. That's it. Feel it and acknowledge it. Don't act on it yet."

I stood in the darkness and waited.

The air shifted. A faint current across my left cheek. Her blade, sweeping from my right.

She tapped my right arm. "Where did that come from?"

"My right. I felt the air on my face."

"Good. Again."

The ground vibrated beneath my left foot. A subtle tremor, her weight transferring forward.

She tapped my sternum. "Where?"

"Front. I felt you step."

"Good."

She hit me again. And again. Ten strikes, each one preceded by a signal I was learning to read: air displacement, ground vibration, the whisper of fabric when she moved, the slight change in the quality of silence when a body shifted in space. After each hit, she asked me where it came from, and I got it right seven out of ten times.

Then she changed the pattern.

"Now I want you to reach for the signal before the strike. Don't wait to feel it. Extend your awareness. Listen for my intention."

"Your intention?"

"Before I strike, I decide to strike. The decision changes my body. My weight shifts. My breathing adjusts. My grip tightens. These changes happen before the blade moves. They're small. But they're there."

She was asking me to read a decision before it became an action. To feel the change in the air when a woman decided to hit me, not when she actually did.

I stood in the dark and reached.

At first, nothing. The clearing was full of sound and sensation and none of it organized itself into useful data. Then, slowly, I started to notice a pattern. Before each strike, there was a moment where the ambient noise of her presence changed. Not her breathing, not her footsteps. Something subtler. A compression. As if the air between us tightened for a breath before she moved.

She struck. I read the compression and flinched left.

The blade tapped my right arm. I'd flinched the wrong direction. But I'd flinched before the strike.

"You felt the intention," she said. Her voice carried a note I hadn't heard before. Surprise. Controlled, measured, but present. "Your direction was wrong. But your timing was correct. You read the pre-strike signal."

"It felt like the air compressed."

"That's my weight transfer onto my lead foot. The ground absorbs the pressure and the surrounding air adjusts. Most people never learn to read it. You're reading it on your first day blindfolded." A pause. "You are unusual, Reed."

My name again. Warmer this time.

"Now," she said. "Block."

She came at me.

The first strike, I felt the air and my body turned toward it. My brain screamed that I didn't know the angle, didn't know the height, couldn't see the blade. My arm came up anyway, driven by the flinch Sielle had told me to follow, and the Ashveil Blade caught her sword in a clumsy parry that sent sparks of sensation through my wrist.

Block.

I'd blocked a strike I couldn't see.

"Good," she said. The warmth was back in her voice, that note that leaked through her discipline when something surprised her. "Again."

She came at me harder. Faster. The strikes came in combinations now, the same three-strike sequences she'd drilled into me on day two, and I had to read each one through sound and air and vibration alone. I blocked the first strike. Missed the second. Caught the third on a redirecting parry that I didn't consciously decide to make.

My body was learning faster than my mind. The four days of physical training had built a framework of movement that my muscles could access without visual confirmation. The footwork was there. The guard positions were there. The edge alignment, beaten into me through a thousand repetitions, was there. All the blindfold did was force my body to use them without the crutch of sight.

"Better," Sielle said. "Your parry rate is climbing. You're blocking one in three."

"Two in three are hitting me."

"One in three was zero an hour ago. The ratio will improve." She was close again. I could feel her. The warmth of her body, the faint scent of whatever the enchantment on her dress used to keep the fabric clean. She was standing close enough that I could have reached out and touched her. "How do you feel?"

"Like I've been beaten with a sword for an hour."

"Accurate. How do you feel about the training?"

An honest question. Not about technique. About whether I understood what she was giving me.

"I feel like I've been fighting with one hand tied behind my back for two years and somebody just untied it."

Silence. The kind where someone is deciding what to say next.

"Your body is exceptional, Reed." Her voice was quieter. Closer. "The speed of your adaptation is unusual. I've trained seventeen students and only two of them picked up blindfold work this quickly. Your muscles learn. They remember. They respond." A pause. "Your brain is the bottleneck. It wants to verify, to confirm, to double-check before committing. That hesitation costs you a half-second on every reaction. Once you stop hesitating, you'll be faster than most fighters who rely on sight."

"Once."

"It takes time. We have time."

I stood in the darkness and felt the truth of that. We had time. Nobody was coming for us. Nobody was rushing us through a dungeon clear or suppressing our experience or stealing our loot. We had a clearing in the forest and a training schedule and all the time in the world.

"Again," I said.

We drilled for another two hours. She increased the intensity gradually, adding footwork patterns to the strike combinations, forcing me to move through the clearing while reading her attacks through non-visual channels.

The moving changed everything. Stationary, I could map Sielle's position through a consistent set of reference points: the direction of her breathing, the ground vibration from her feet. Moving, every reference point shifted with each step. I had to rebuild the spatial map continuously, updating it in real time from data that arrived in fragments.

I tripped over a root and went down hard. She waited for me to get up. I got up. She came at me before I was set and her blade found my ribs.

"The dungeon won't wait for you to be ready," she said. "Get up faster."

I got up faster. She hit me anyway. I got up again. This time I blocked the first strike on the rise, my blade finding hers through the compression signal I'd learned to read, and the impact sent a clean vibration up my arm that said: good angle.

We kept moving. She drove me across the clearing, stepping me backward over uneven ground, forcing me to read the terrain through my feet while tracking her strikes through the air. I tripped again. I got up again. The clearing was becoming familiar even without sight. I was mapping it through my boots — the flat stretch near the center, the root cluster on the east side, the slight slope toward the stream.

"Your spatial awareness is expanding," Sielle said, between exchanges. "You're building a mental map of the terrain. That's the secondary benefit of this training. Blindfold work doesn't just improve your combat instincts. It teaches you to read an environment through every available channel. In a dungeon, in the dark, in conditions where sight is compromised, this training is the difference between navigation and death."

By the end, I was moving through the clearing with something approaching fluidity, my sword tracking her position through a composite of sound, air, and vibration that wasn't sight but was becoming something else. Something that worked.

My block rate climbed. One in three became two in five, then held there. My body stopped flinching at unidentified sounds and started treating them as data. The darkness became less hostile and more informative. I couldn't see, but I could hear the clearing the way Sielle heard it: as a space defined by sound and movement and the shape of air and movement.

By noon, I was exhausted. Bruised from neck to knee. My arms shook from four hours of continuous swordwork. My senses were raw from the sustained effort of processing information through unfamiliar channels.

I pulled the blindfold off and the light stabbed my eyes.

The world came flooding back. Color, depth, distance. The green of the clearing, the brown of the tree trunks, the blue of the sky through the canopy. And Sielle.

She was standing in front of me, her sword at her side, her head tilted in that evaluation pose. The morning light had shifted to midday, and it lit her differently: harder, brighter, the red of the dress vivid against the green of the clearing. Her skin was flushed from the exercise, a warmth along her collarbones and the exposed skin of her shoulders and back. Her chest rose and fell with steady breathing, the dress moving with it, the fabric shifting against her breasts with each inhale. Sweat on her throat. A strand of blue hair loose from the pins, curling against her jaw.

She looked like she'd just fought something, and she looked like she'd won, and she looked like the most arresting thing I'd ever seen standing in a field. The blindfold training had stripped my senses raw and now they were overcompensating: every detail vivid, every line sharp, every curve precise. The way the dress clung to her waist. The length of her legs through the slits. The shape of her mouth, relaxed for once, the discipline guard lowered by a fraction.

"You're staring," she said.

"You're worth staring at."

The words came out before I could stop them. Direct. Blunt. The exhaustion had burned away whatever filter normally sat between my thoughts and my mouth.

Her mouth opened slightly. Closed. The line of her jaw tightened and then released, and her chin lifted a fraction of an inch. Not offense. Not displeasure. Something she hadn't expected, landing somewhere she hadn't defended.

The silence between us was different from the training silences. Fuller. Charged with something that had been building since the first time she'd pressed her body against my back to correct my grip, and we both knew it, and neither of us had named it.

"Tomorrow," she said. Her voice was steady. Almost. "We'll work on your combination strikes."

She turned and walked toward the tree line. The open back of the dress bared her spine to the waist, the muscles along it defined and precise, the skin smooth and pale. The slits shifted with each step, showing the flex of her thighs, the lean length of her legs. She walked with the same precision she brought to everything, each step placed with intent, and the effect of all that control applied to walking away from me was considerable.

I watched her walk away. She let me. She could feel my attention. She had to be able to — the woman who could read the displacement of air from a sword swing could certainly read the weight of a man's gaze on her back.

She didn't adjust her pace. She didn't turn. She let me look, and she walked, and somewhere in the language of what was said and what wasn't, we arrived at an understanding.

Not yet. But soon.

I stood in the clearing with the midday sun on my bruised body and the blindfold hanging from my hand and the memory of her pressed against me during a thousand corrections, and I thought: soon.




Chapter 10: First Clear

The dungeon was called the Ironmaw. Level range 25–35, located in a ravine two hours north of Greyholt. Mid-tier, no Hero access required, and according to the guild board, it hadn't been cleared in three weeks. Overdue. The monsters inside would be denser and stronger than baseline, which meant more experience and better drops.

Two-person party. No tank, no healer, no ranged support. Just a level 21 Summoner with an evolving skill and a week of Blade Saint training, and a level 78 swordswoman who could cut through stone.

On paper, it was absurd. Two people shouldn't clear a dungeon rated for a full party of five. But the math worked differently when one of those people was Sielle.

"Rules," she said, as we stood at the ravine entrance. Morning fog sat in the cut like standing water. The dungeon mouth was a crack in the rock face, narrow, dark, breathing cold air. "This is your dungeon. You lead. You make the calls. I follow and I fight, but you direct."

"You're thirty levels above the cap on this place."

"Fifty-seven levels above you. The experience distribution will weight heavily in your favor. That's the point. You need levels, and you need command experience." She adjusted the sword at her hip. "I will not carry you. I'll cover your mistakes, but you need to make decisions. Read the dungeon. Call the fights. Manage your mana and your pulls."

"And if I call it wrong?"

"I'll tell you after." Her mouth pressed thin. Not displeasure. Concentration. "Ready?"

"Ready."

We went in.



The Ironmaw was a mine dungeon. Hewn tunnels reinforced with rotting timber, veins of iron ore running through the walls, the floor scattered with rusted tools and broken cart rails left behind by whoever had dug here before the dungeon claimed the space. The ambient mana was dense and metallic, tasting like blood on the back of my tongue.

First contact came forty feet in. A pack of iron crawlers — dungeon vermin, level 26, six of them clustered around an ore node. They were the size of large dogs, armored in plates that had taken on the coloring and hardness of the surrounding stone. Fast, aggressive, and they hunted in coordinated packs.

"Six crawlers," I said. "I'll take the two on the right. You take the group."

Sielle didn't question the split. She moved.

Her sword flared white-gold. The four crawlers on the left died in a sequence of strikes so fast that my eyes registered the motion as a single blur. Cut, cut, pivot, thrust. The white-gold light carved through iron-hardened carapace without resistance. Four bodies hit the floor in pieces before the first one had finished falling.

I engaged my two. The Ashveil Blade's edge bit into the first crawler's neck joint. The Shadowstep enchantment didn't proc — it required a critical hit, and the first strike was solid but not precise enough. The crawler shrieked and lunged. I sidestepped, caught its momentum, and drove the blade down through the gap between its head and thorax plates. Clean kill.

The second one hit me. Full charge, mandibles wide, slamming into my left side hard enough to drive me into the tunnel wall. My leather armor took the worst of it, but I felt ribs flex. I brought the pommel of the Ashveil Blade down on the crawler's head, stunning it, then rolled off the wall and put the edge through its eye cluster.

[Iron Crawler (Lv. 26) x2 defeated] [Experience gained: 1,240] [Level 21 — 72% to Level 22]

Over a thousand experience. From two basic enemies. The weighting was real: Sielle's level was so far above the dungeon's range that the system credited most of the experience to me, even though she'd killed four to my two.

"Your left side is open after a wall impact," Sielle said. She was cleaning her blade on one of the dead crawlers. Not a spot of blood on the dress. "You recovered well, but a faster enemy would have been inside your guard before the pommel strike. Use a kick to create space. It's faster than a weapon transition."

I filed it. She was right.

We pushed deeper.



The Ironmaw's first floor was a network of mining tunnels filled with crawlers, ore golems, and pockets of volatile mana that glowed amber in the floor. I led. Sielle followed. That was the arrangement, and she held to it without deviation.

The first test came two rooms in. An ore golem — level 28, humanoid, assembled from chunks of iron ore held together by mana bindings. It stood at the far end of a chamber, dormant, its body blending with the walls until the mana in my vambraces triggered its proximity sensor. It woke.

"Call it," Sielle said.

I read the room. One entrance. The golem was between us and the exit on the far side. No flanking positions. The ceiling was low, which meant the golem's reach was its advantage, not its height.

"I'll engage front. Draw its swings. You circle left when it commits to me and take the binding joint at the left shoulder. If we strip the arm, its balance shifts and I can get inside."

She moved without acknowledging the order, which was her way of acknowledging it. I went straight at the golem.

It swung. A massive overhand strike with a fist the size of a watermelon. I sidestepped, felt the displaced air, and cut at the elbow joint on the follow-through. The Ashveil Blade bit into the mana binding. Sparks. The golem's arm hitched, the joint compromised but not severed. It turned toward me, already winding up the next swing.

Sielle hit the left shoulder from behind. White-gold flare. The binding shattered. The arm fell away, ore chunks scattering across the floor. The golem staggered. I stepped in and drove the Ashveil Blade through its chest cavity where the core pulsed.

It went down.

[Ore Golem (Lv. 28) defeated] [Experience gained: 890] [LEVEL UP: 21 → 22]

The level-up warmth spread through me mid-fight debrief. Muscles tightening, senses sharpening. Level 22. The first level I'd gained from a fight I'd called myself.

"Clean approach," Sielle said. "Your read of the room was good. The ceiling height observation was correct." She paused. "Your initial cut on the elbow was shallow. Commit to the joint. Half-measures against golems waste time."

I used [Random Summon] after the fight, my mana recovering enough for a surface pull. The circle produced a healing potion. Rare quality, amber liquid in a crystal vial, worth more than everything in my pack combined. I stored it.

We cleared two more rooms. Crawlers in one, a volatile mana pocket in the other that I spotted by the amber glow in the floor tiles and routed us around. The dungeon was testing me. Room by room, engagement by engagement, the decisions stacking. Which route. Which target. When to pull. When to fight. When to avoid.

I pulled again before the far end of the first floor. The circle produced a combat drone — a small, floating arcane construct that attached to my shoulder and fired bolts of compressed mana at whatever I was fighting. Uncommon tier, limited duration, but it added ranged support to a party that didn't have any.

"Useful," Sielle said, eyeing the drone as it settled into position above my left shoulder.

"The skill's reading the situation. We need ranged support. It gave us ranged support."

"Mythic-rank skills are reported to develop contextual awareness at higher levels. Your skill may already be adapting to your needs." She tilted her head. "Pull again before the second floor. See if the pattern holds."

The stairwell to the second floor was behind an iron door that I had to force open. Beyond it, the tunnels opened into larger chambers, the iron ore giving way to darker stone veined with something that pulsed a dull red. The mana density increased. The enemies would be stronger down here.

I pulled. The circle flared on the chamber floor.

A set of arm guards appeared. Black leather over steel plates, fitted with an enchantment that pulsed blue along the knuckle ridges.

[Random Summon — Result: Ironward Vambrace] [Tier: Rare] [Type: Arm Guard — Paired] [Passive: Deflection Field — generates brief mana barrier on forearm block, absorbing partial impact]

Defensive gear. For a party with no tank and no healer, running a dungeon that was going to hit harder on the second floor.

I strapped them on. The enchantment hummed against my forearms, warm and ready.

"The pattern holds," Sielle said. There was something in her voice that might have been satisfaction. "Your skill is filling the gaps in our composition. Healing. Ranged support. Defense."

"It's been doing that since it evolved. The surface pulls in the tavern gave me a balanced loadout. Now it's adapting to dungeon conditions."

"Reed." She said my name the way she always did: deliberate, weighted, chosen. "Do you understand what you have? Most Summoners pull from a random pool with no coherence. Your skill is building a strategy."

I understood. The implication sat in my chest beside the warmth of the new vambraces. [Random Summon] wasn't just better at Mythic rank. It was smarter.

We descended.



The second floor of the Ironmaw was where the dungeon earned its name.

The main chamber was a massive open pit, the remains of a deep mining operation that had broken through into a natural cavern. Rails and scaffolding clung to the walls in rusted lattices. The floor was fifty feet below, accessible by a series of switchback ramps carved into the rock.

And at the bottom, pacing in slow circuits around a pillar of red-veined ore, was the floor boss.

Iron Warden. Level 34. A hulking humanoid construct of iron plates and compressed mana, eight feet tall, with arms that ended in hammerhead fists the size of my torso. It moved with the heavy, deliberate gait of something that didn't need to be fast because nothing could hurt it.

"Yours," Sielle said.

I looked at her.

"I'll intervene if you're about to die. Otherwise, this is your fight." The blindfold faced me steadily. "You need a real fight against something above your level. Not a training spar. Not a pack of crawlers. A boss."

"It's level 34. I'm level 22."

"Twenty-two is what the system says. Your technique is closer to 28 after a week of training. And you have the vambraces, the drone, and a Rare-tier enchanted sword." She paused. "You also have everything I've taught you. Use it."

I looked down at the Iron Warden. It was massive, armored, and thirteen levels above me. The system said I shouldn't be able to fight it. The system had said a lot of things about me that turned out to be wrong.

"Cover the exits," I said. "If anything spawns during the fight, handle it. The boss is mine."

"Good."

I went down the ramp.

The switchbacks were narrow. Rusted railings on one side, open drop on the other. The Iron Warden's pacing shook the floor with each step, a rhythmic tremor I could feel through my boots as I descended. Fifty feet. Forty. The Warden grew larger with each switchback, and the scale of it settled into my bones in a way the distance view hadn't managed.

This was going to hurt. The question was whether it would hurt me or the Warden more.

The combat drone hummed at my shoulder. The vambraces pulsed warm on my forearms. The Ashveil Blade sat in my hand, its weight familiar now after a week of training. I adjusted my grip. Checked my edge alignment. Settled my weight.

Twenty feet. The bottom of the ramp. The cavern floor opened up around me, red-veined ore pillars casting dim light across the stone.

The Iron Warden detected me at thirty feet. Its head swiveled, mana-lit eyes locking onto my position, and it charged. The cavern floor shook under its feet. Each stride covered ten feet. It was faster than something that size had any right to be.

I didn't retreat. I angled left, forcing it to adjust its charge, and the half-second it spent correcting its trajectory was the half-second I used to close inside its reach. The hammerhead fists needed space to swing. Inside that space, I had the advantage.

The Ashveil Blade cut into the joint between its left arm and torso. The iron plates were thick, but the joints were the weakness. Sielle had told me that about the stone crawler in the Greymaw, and the principle held: joints were where the mana bindings ran, and mana bindings could be severed.

The blade bit deep. The Warden roared — a metallic shriek that hurt my ears — and swung its right fist in a lateral sweep. I dropped under it. The fist passed over my head and cratered the cavern wall in a spray of stone fragments.

I came up cutting. Three strikes in rapid succession: joint, joint, neck seam. The edge alignment Sielle had beaten into me over five days held clean on all three. Each cut bit deeper than the last. On the third, the Shadowstep enchantment activated.

The Warden staggered. Its eyes went unfocused. Spatial disruption — its proprioception scrambled for a fraction of a second, its body suddenly unsure where it was in the room. A fraction of a second. That was all the enchantment gave me.

Enough.

I drove the Ashveil Blade through the neck seam with everything I had. The blade punched through iron plate and into the mana core buried in the Warden's chest. I felt the core shatter through the grip. A pulse of red light, a grinding noise, and the Iron Warden dropped.

Eight feet of iron and compressed mana, level 34, hit the floor like a condemned building.

I stood over it. Breathing hard. The vambraces were warm on my forearms, the deflection field still humming from where I'd blocked a glancing blow during the exchange. The combat drone had fired three bolts during the fight, each one targeting the Warden's joints at the same time I was striking them. The skill's contextual awareness in action: the drone hadn't needed instructions. It had read my tactics and supported them.

[Iron Warden (Lv. 34) defeated] [Experience gained: 4,720]

[LEVEL UP: 22 → 23] [LEVEL UP: 23 → 24] [LEVEL UP: 24 → 25]

Three levels. From one boss kill. The notification cascaded through my vision, each level-up bringing the same subtle warmth: muscles tightening, senses sharpening, the mana pool in my chest expanding.

Level 25. In one dungeon clear, I'd gained four levels. In two years with Callum, I'd gained maybe six.

I felt the difference physically. My hands were steadier. The Ashveil Blade felt lighter. The bruise from the crawler impact on the first floor had faded, the level-ups accelerating my natural healing. I was stronger, and I could feel exactly how much stronger, and the feeling was addictive.

From the scaffolding above, Sielle spoke. "Clean kill."

I looked up. She was standing at the edge of the ramp, one hand on the railing, the other resting on her hip. The red dress was sharp against the dark stone behind her, the high collar framing her throat, the fabric catching the red light from the ore veins in the walls. She was looking down at me with her blindfold angled at the dead Warden, and her mouth was doing something that was close to a smile without quite arriving.

"You used the edge alignment correction on the backswing. Your weight transfer was clean through the combination. And you created the opening for the Shadowstep activation instead of waiting for it to happen." She paused. "Your teacher is not displeased."

"High praise."

"The highest you'll receive. Enjoy it." She turned from the railing. "Loot the boss. Check the chamber for a cache. Then we go back up and clear the remaining rooms on the first floor. You can't afford to leave experience on the table."

She was right. I looted the Iron Warden. It dropped iron ore materials, a handful of coins, and a weapon:

[Ironmaw Greathammer] [Tier: Rare] [Type: Two-handed — Impact] [Passive: Shatter — strikes against armored targets have a chance to crack defensive enchantments]

Not my style. Too heavy, too slow. But worth significant gold on the open market. I added it to the loot pile.

We went back up and cleared the remaining first-floor rooms. I led every engagement. A crawler nest in a side tunnel. I called the approach: choke them in the entrance, kill them as they came through single file. Sielle positioned behind me and handled the ones that tried to climb the walls around us. A mana pocket that I spotted by the amber pulse in the floor tiles and detonated safely with a thrown rock from thirty feet. An ore golem pair guarding what turned out to be a minor loot cache: I split them, sending Sielle at the larger while I handled the smaller one alone. My edge alignment held. My weight transfer was clean. The smaller golem went down in under a minute.

Sielle's corrections grew shorter. By the last room, they stopped entirely. She fought beside me in silence, and the silence was the highest compliment she'd given me yet.

[LEVEL UP: 25 → 26]

Five levels. One dungeon. The power fantasy that had lived in the back of my skull since the day I was assigned Summoner, the dream of what I could have been if the system hadn't throttled me and the party hadn't suppressed me, was becoming real.

We emerged from the Ironmaw in late afternoon. The fog had burned off and the ravine was bright with slanted sunlight. I stood at the entrance and checked my status.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 26] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Mana Pool: 34% (recovering)]

Level 26. A week ago I'd been level 19, pinned there by Callum's rigged experience weighting, killing monsters in dungeons that should have had me in the mid-thirties. Now I was 26 and climbing, with a Mythic-rank skill that adapted to my needs and a Blade Saint who was turning me into a real fighter.

Sielle stood beside me at the dungeon entrance. The sunlight caught the golden pins in her hair. The red dress was immaculate, the enchantment repairing the minor scuffs from the clear. She tilted her face toward the warmth and I watched the light play across the curve of her throat, the line of her collarbones, the shape of her body in the dress that fit her like a second skin.

"Good clear," she said.

"First of many."

"Many." She turned her head toward me. The blindfold faced me. Below it, her mouth held steady, but the corner lifted by a degree. Not a smile. The promise of one, held in reserve. "Tomorrow, a harder dungeon. The guild board listed one rated 30–40."

"We just cleared a 25–35."

"And you gained five levels. The 30–40 will give you more." The corner of her mouth held its lift. "Unless you'd like to rest."

"I don't need rest."

"No," she said. "You don't."

We walked back toward Greyholt. My body hummed with the afterglow of five level-ups and a boss kill and the specific, violent satisfaction of having done something that should have been impossible. The Ashveil Blade sat at my hip, warm from use. The vambraces pulsed gently on my forearms. The combat drone had despawned after the clear, but the slot it occupied felt ready, waiting for the next pull to fill it.

I was getting stronger. Measurably, tangibly, undeniably stronger. And it felt like breathing after two years underwater.




Chapter 11: Starfall

The deep pull came ten days after the Ironmaw.

I'd been feeling it build. The mana pool recovery from summoning Sielle had been slow, creeping upward in increments I tracked daily, but by the tenth day the deep reserve was full again. Not the surface pool I used for gear pulls and dungeon work. The deeper layer, the one the skill had drained to nothing when it reached into the sealed archives and pulled a woman back from 137 years of death.

I told Sielle.

"Where?" she asked.

"Outside. Away from the town." A deep pull in a tavern room was a bad idea for multiple reasons: structural damage, mana discharge, and the fact that whoever came through might arrive swinging.

We found a clearing south of Greyholt, sheltered by a ring of old oaks. Late afternoon. The light was warm and amber through the canopy. Sielle stood at the clearing's edge with her hand on her sword, watching me with the focused attention she gave everything that mattered.

I'd spent the morning preparing. Three Rare-quality healing potions in my jacket. Two rolls of enchanted bandage. An antidote kit I'd pulled two days ago, Uncommon tier but comprehensive: six vials covering common poison variants. A blanket. A spare set of clothes.

Last time, I'd had two small potions and a strip of gauze. Sielle had nearly died because I'd had nothing else to give. I wasn't making that mistake again.

"Ready?" Sielle asked.

I pushed mana into the skill.

The deep pull was different from the surface pulls the same way falling off a cliff is different from stepping off a curb. My entire reserve emptied in a single wrenching displacement. The mana tore out of me, and I dropped to one knee as the circle blazed across the clearing floor, white-gold lines searing into the grass, the light so bright it cast sharp shadows from the surrounding trees.

The skill reached down. Past the surface archives, past the Uncommon and Rare layers, past the depth where Sielle had been. Deeper. Into the sealed records, the locked entries, the dead who had been significant enough for the Registry to archive.

The circle compressed. Expanded. The shockwave flattened the grass in a ten-foot radius.

Someone appeared.

She came through falling. Not mid-swing like Sielle. Falling, her body limp, her limbs loose, her head tilted back with her hair streaming behind her. She hit the grass hard and didn't catch herself. No combat stance. No defensive reflex. She was unconscious before she arrived.

She was naked.

That registered first because there was nothing else to register. No armor. No weapon. No clothing of any kind. She lay on her back in the crushed grass of the clearing with her body completely exposed, and for a single disoriented second my brain tried to reconcile the summoning circle's fading light with the reality of a naked woman on the ground.

Then I saw the poison.

It was visible. Black lines running under her skin, spreading from a puncture wound on her left side, tracing the paths of her veins in dark branches that crawled across her stomach, up her ribs, toward her heart. The lines pulsed. With each pulse, they extended further. The poison was alive, moving, eating its way through her circulatory system with deliberate speed.

I was already on my knees beside her. The antidote kit was in my hands before I finished processing what I was looking at.

Six vials. I didn't know what the poison was. The black veins could be venomous, toxic, or magical, and each category required a different antidote. Wrong antidote meant no effect or worse.

I looked at the wound. The puncture was on her left side, between the lower ribs. Small, precise. Not a claw or a bite. A needle. Something delivered with intent.

"Assassination poison," Sielle said. She was beside me. She'd crossed the clearing in the time it took me to open the kit. "The vein pattern is characteristic. Targeted, fast-acting, designed to reach the heart. You have minutes."

Assassination poison. The antidote kit had two vials labeled for magical toxins. I uncorked both and poured the first into the puncture wound directly. The liquid hissed on contact. The black veins nearest the entry point slowed their advance.

"Mouth," Sielle said. "She needs it in her bloodstream."

I tilted the woman's head back. Her jaw was slack. I poured the second vial into her mouth and held her throat, coaxing a swallow. Her body convulsed once, hard, and the black veins pulsed bright and then dimmed. The advance slowed. Stopped. The lines held their position, the leading edges frozen inches from her heart.

Stabilized. Not cured. The poison was contained but still present, a web of black threads under her skin that would need a proper healer to extract.

Healing potion. I pulled one of the Rare-quality vials from my jacket and administered it the same way. This time she swallowed on her own, a reflexive gulp, and color flooded back into her face as the potion went to work.

I sat back on my heels. She was alive. The poison was contained. The potion was healing the secondary damage.

And she was still naked.

I looked at her. There was no clinical framing for this. With Sielle, the blood and the combat and the wound had given the moment a context that subordinated everything else to urgency. Here, the urgency was fading and what remained was a woman lying on her back in a clearing with nothing on, and I had eyes, and I used them.

She was built differently from Sielle. Where Sielle was lean and athletic, this woman was fuller, softer, curved in ways that Sielle's fighting frame wasn't. Her breasts were large, round, heavy enough that they settled to either side of her chest as she lay on her back, the skin pale and smooth. Her waist dipped in and her hips flared wide, a generous proportion that continued into thighs that were full and strong, the muscle under the softness evident when you looked closely. Her stomach was flat but not hard, the skin there unmarked except for the black tracery of the contained poison. Her ass — what I could see of it, pressed against the grass — matched the rest of her: round, substantial, built.

Her hair was blonde. Thick, long, unbound, spread across the grass around her head in a fan of gold. Her face was different from Sielle's sharp precision: fuller lips, rounder features, a softness to the jaw and cheekbones that matched the softness of her body. Her skin had a quality I couldn't name at first. A faint luminescence, barely visible in the afternoon light but present, as if something inside her was glowing through the skin. It gave her a warmth that went beyond coloring.

She was beautiful. Differently from Sielle, but equally. Where Sielle was blade and discipline, this woman was warmth and abundance, and the contrast between them hit me with a force I hadn't expected.

I put the blanket over her.

"Smart," Sielle said. Her voice was neutral. "She'll be disoriented when she wakes."

"She was naked when she died."

"Or whatever she was wearing didn't survive the transition. Some enchanted garments are bound to the wearer's active mana. If her mana dropped to zero at death, the binding would have dissolved." Sielle paused. "The luminescence in her skin. Did you see it?"

"Yes."

"Stellar channeling. She's some variant of celestial caster. The glow is residual mana from her skill, stored in the epidermis." Another pause. "That's a rare class."

"How rare?"

"Comparable to Blade Saint."

I looked at the woman under the blanket. The fabric had settled over her body and the shape of her was visible through it, the rise of her breasts, the curve of her hips, the length of her legs. The luminescence was more visible now, a faint shimmer along her collarbones and shoulders where the blanket didn't cover.

Her eyes opened.

Blue. Vivid, saturated blue, with flecks of silver scattered through the iris like stars in a night sky. They focused on the canopy above her, then on me, and the confusion in them was immediate and total.

She sat up. The blanket slipped to her waist. She didn't notice, or didn't care. Her hands went to her left side, fingers finding the puncture wound, pressing against the contained poison.

"What—" Her voice was lower than I expected. Warm, with a roughness at the edges from the poison's damage to her throat. "Where is this? Who are you? The council, they were—" She stopped. Her eyes went wide. The silver flecks in the blue seemed to brighten. "The needle. Aldren had a needle. He was behind me. He—"

"You were poisoned," I said. "Assassination toxin, needle delivery. I've administered antidotes and a healing potion. The poison is contained but you need a proper healer to extract it."

She stared at me. Her hands were still on the wound. The blanket was at her waist and her breasts were bare, full and round in the afternoon light, and she was staring at me with those star-flecked blue eyes and the expression of someone trying to assemble a reality from pieces that didn't fit.

"You saved me," she said.

"I summoned you. Then I saved you."

"Summoned." The word hit her the same way it had hit Sielle. A full stop. A recalibration. "I was in the council chamber. Aldren was behind me. I felt the needle. Then..." She looked down at herself. At the blanket at her waist, at her bare chest, at the black lines of contained poison visible through her skin. "I'm naked."

"Your clothes didn't survive the transition. I have spares."

She looked at me for a long moment. Then she looked at Sielle, who was standing three feet away with her hand on her sword and her blindfold aimed at the newcomer with the focused attention of a woman assessing a potential threat.

"Who is she?" the woman asked.

"Sielle. Blade Saint. She was my first summon."

"First." The woman processed this. "How many of us are there?"

"Two. You're the second."

She looked at the blanket. Looked at me. Looked at Sielle. Then she pulled the blanket up to her collarbones and held it there with one hand, and the other hand she extended toward me.

"Vessa," she said. "Stellar Warden. Level 72." Her grip was firm, her hand warm with the same internal luminescence that lit her skin. "I think you'd better tell me what's happening."

I told her. The skill, the evolution, the sealed archives. The fact that she'd been dead for over a century. I kept it direct, the way I had with Sielle. No softening.

She asked different questions than Sielle had. Sielle's questions were structural: how the skill worked, what rank it was, what it implied about the system. Vessa's questions were personal.

"You were left to die," she said. "In the dungeon. By your own party."

"Yes."

"And your response was to evolve your skill and summon dead women."

"My response was to survive. The summoning came after."

"Mmm." She studied me. "And Sielle. She chose to stay?"

"She did."

"Why?"

"You'd have to ask her."

Vessa glanced at Sielle, who stood motionless with her hand on her sword. "I'm asking you. Why do you think she stayed?"

"Because I didn't demand it."

The answer sat between us. Vessa's blue eyes held mine, and whatever she was looking for, she found enough of it to continue.



Vessa took the information differently from Sielle.

Sielle had processed her death and displacement with military discipline: assess, contain, adapt. Vessa processed it with her eyes open. She sat wrapped in the blanket with her knees drawn up and her chin resting on them and she listened to everything I said, and when I finished, she was quiet.

Not quiet like Sielle. Sielle's quiet was controlled, a deliberate withholding. Vessa's quiet was absorptive. She was taking it in, all of it, and the weight of it was visible on her face in a way that Sielle's blindfold would have hidden.

"Aldren," she said finally. "He was on the council. My council. I trusted him." Her blue eyes were bright and hard and the silver flecks in them caught the fading light. "He poisoned me because I wouldn't support his motion to cede the northern territories. He looked me in the eye across the table and voted with me, and then he put a needle in my back."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. Be angry for me. I'm not ready to be angry yet. I'm still at the part where I'm naked in a clearing with a blanket and a stomach full of antidote and a hundred and four years between me and the man who killed me."

A hundred and four years. She'd been dead for less time than Sielle but died more recently. The math put her death roughly thirty-three years after Sielle's.

"I have clothes," I said.

"I heard you the first time. I appreciate the blanket and I'm going to need a minute before I stand up." She rested her chin on her knees. "Your skill. Mythic rank. You pulled me from the sealed archives."

"Yes."

"And her." She glanced at Sielle. "A Blade Saint and a Stellar Warden. Your skill has taste."

"It pulled what was there."

"Mmm." She studied me. The assessment was different from Sielle's, too. Sielle had evaluated me like a weapon: edges, balance, function. Vessa looked at me the way you look at a person: the full picture, character and capability together, nothing isolated. "You spent your healing supplies on me. Antidotes, potions. Those aren't cheap."

"I stocked up after last time. Sielle almost died because I didn't have enough supplies."

"So you learned from it and prepared." She rested her chin on her knees and the blanket slipped down her shoulders. The luminescent skin glowed faintly in the fading daylight, pale gold light tracing the curve of her shoulders, the upper slope of her breasts above the blanket's edge. She didn't adjust it. "You summoned a dying woman. You healed her. You gave her a blanket and you're sitting there looking at my face instead of my tits even though I'm fairly sure you noticed them earlier."

I had no response to that.

"I noticed you noticing." Her mouth curved. It was a real smile, not the controlled almost-smiles that Sielle rationed out. Open, warm, a little crooked, and it reached her eyes. "It's fine. I've been dead for a hundred years. Appreciation is welcome."

"You're handling this well."

"I'm handling this terribly. I'm deflecting with humor because if I think about Aldren or the council or how long I've been dead, I'm going to come apart, and I'd rather not do that naked in front of a stranger." The smile stayed, but the brightness behind it shifted. Thinner. "Ask me again tomorrow."

I gave her the spare clothes. She stood and let the blanket drop with no particular self-consciousness, and I watched her dress because I was sitting three feet away and she was standing in front of me and looking away would have been stranger than looking. The clothes were too small for her. The shirt stretched across her chest and the trousers were tight through the hips and thighs. She tugged at the hem with a frown.

"Your skill should summon me a wardrobe next."

"I'll add it to the list."

She turned to Sielle. The two women regarded each other for a long moment. The contrast between them was striking: Sielle in her red dress, slim and precise, the black blindfold hiding her eyes; Vessa in borrowed clothes that didn't fit, blonde hair loose and glowing faintly, blue eyes bright with contained grief and something fierce underneath it.

"You're the first?" Vessa asked.

"I am."

"Blade Saint. Level 78."

"Yes."

"Stellar Warden, level 72." Vessa paused. "We're going to get along."

"Are we."

"We're both dead women summoned by the same man into a world we don't recognize. We can either get along or make his life very difficult." She glanced at me. The crooked smile surfaced again. "I vote get along."

Sielle's mouth thinned. Then it relaxed, and the corner of her mouth lifted. "Acceptable."

I stood up. My mana was at zero again. The deep pull had drained me completely, and I'd need days to recover before I could manage even surface pulls. My body ached from the depletion. But standing between a Blade Saint and a Stellar Warden, both alive, both choosing to be here, the ache felt like a fair price.

"We need to get her to a healer," I said. "The poison is contained, not gone. And she needs to register at the guild outpost."

"The guild outpost that thinks you're dead," Sielle said.

"Provisionally alive."

"Provisionally alive," Vessa repeated. "That's what we are? Provisionally alive?"

"Officially alive," I said. "The provisional part is me."

Vessa laughed. It was short and sharp and not entirely happy, but it was a laugh, and it came from a woman who'd been dead for a hundred years and stabbed in the back by someone she trusted, and the fact that she could still produce it said something about her that I filed away.

We walked back to Greyholt. Vessa between us, Sielle on my left with her hand on her sword, the evening settling in around us. The town lights were visible through the trees. Somewhere ahead, a healer was going to have an interesting night extracting assassination poison from a woman who'd been dead for a century.

Somewhere behind us, the clearing was quiet. The summoning circle's burn marks in the grass were already fading.

Two pulls. Two women. Both legendary, both betrayed, both killed by the people they'd trusted.

The pattern wasn't lost on me.




Chapter 12: Three

Vessa's poison took two days to extract.

Dresa did the work. The same healer who'd closed Sielle's torso wound sat in her clinic with her hands pressed against Vessa's side and pulled the black threads out of her circulatory system one at a time, her face sheened with sweat and her jaw clenched from the concentration. The poison fought her. Each thread had anchored itself into the wall of a vein or artery, and extracting it without tearing the vessel required a precision that Dresa managed with the grim focus of a woman who'd spent thirty years doing things that should have been impossible.

I stayed. Both days. Sat in the corner of the clinic with the Ashveil Blade across my knees and watched Dresa work and watched Vessa endure.

Vessa endured well. She lay on the treatment table in the spare clothes I'd given her, the shirt stretched tight across her chest and the trousers straining at her hips, and she kept her eyes on the ceiling while Dresa pulled poison from her blood. She didn't scream. She breathed through it, her hands gripping the table's edge, her knuckles white, the luminescence in her skin flickering with each extraction as her body's mana system reacted to the removal.

She talked, though. Between the bad parts, when Dresa was resting or repositioning, Vessa talked. About the council. About the Stellarine Circle, the order of stellar channelers she'd been part of. About the politics that had gotten her killed.

"It's always politics," she said, staring at the ceiling. "You'd think dying in battle would be more common. Blade through the gut, monster in a dungeon, something with teeth. No. Needle in the back from a man who voted the same way I did six hours earlier." She winced as Dresa pulled another thread. "Aldren always smiled when he voted. I used to think it meant he enjoyed the process. Turns out he enjoyed something else entirely."

On the second day, she turned her head and looked at me.

"You don't have to be here," she said. Her voice was rougher than it had been in the clearing. The poison had done more damage to her throat than the antidote had fixed.

"I know."

"You're sitting in a healer's clinic watching a woman you barely know get poison pulled out of her veins. There have to be better uses of your time."

"Probably."

"So why are you here?"

I thought about it. "You're mine to protect. I pulled you here. If the extraction goes wrong, I want to be the one making the call on what happens next."

Her blue eyes held mine. The silver flecks caught the light from the clinic window. Then her mouth curved into that crooked smile, and something in the expression was warmer than it had been in the clearing.

"Yours to protect," she repeated. "I'll hold you to that."

Dresa finished the extraction on the second evening. The last thread came out and Vessa gasped, her back arching off the table, the luminescence in her skin blazing bright for three seconds before settling to a steady, warm glow. The poison was gone. Her body's mana system was reconnecting, channels that had been blocked for over a century flooding with stellar energy.

She sat up. The glow was visible through her clothes now, a soft golden light that emanated from her skin and made the fabric translucent at the shoulders and collarbones. Her eyes were brighter. The silver flecks in the blue had multiplied, or maybe I was noticing them more now that the poison wasn't dampening everything.

"Better," she said. She flexed her hands. Light gathered at her fingertips, pale gold, warm. She closed her fists and the light compressed into two tight spheres that hummed with contained energy. "Much better."

She opened her hands. The spheres dissipated. She looked at me.

"When do we start?"



The clearing east of Greyholt. The same one where Sielle had beaten the basics into me over five days.

Three of us now. Sielle on my left, sword drawn, the white-gold glow suppressed. Vessa on my right, unarmed, the stellar light coiling around her fingers in lazy spirals. Me in the center with the Ashveil Blade.

"Show me what you can do," I said to Vessa.

She smiled. Then she raised her right hand and the clearing lit up.

Stellar channeling was nothing like Sielle's swordwork. Sielle was precision: controlled, directed, every action calculated to the hair. Vessa was force. The light that erupted from her palm wasn't a blade or a bolt. It was a wave, a broad arc of golden-white energy that swept across the clearing and hit the treeline with enough concussive force to strip leaves from branches thirty feet away.

The air smelled like ozone and heated sap. The grass at her feet was scorched in a semi-circle.

"Area denial," she said. "That's the basic offensive application. I can narrow the beam for focused damage, widen it for crowd control, or shape it into a barrier." She demonstrated each. The focused beam punched a hole through a tree trunk the width of my fist. The wide sweep flattened a section of undergrowth. The barrier was a shimmering wall of compressed starlight that appeared between us and the treeline and held when Sielle tested it with a strike.

"The barrier held against a Blade Saint's blade," Sielle said. There was a note in her voice I hadn't heard before. Professional respect. "How long can you sustain it?"

"Depends on incoming force. Against your sword, maybe thirty seconds. Against dungeon-level threats, longer." Vessa let the barrier fade. The light retracted to her hands and then dimmed to the ambient glow in her skin. "I'm a Stellar Warden. My primary function is protection and area control. I hold ground. I deny space. And when holding isn't enough, I burn everything in the space I'm denying."

She said it casually, the way you'd describe a trade skill. Here's what I do. But the tree behind her had a fist-sized hole through it and the grass at her feet was smoking.

"Reed," Sielle said. "The three of us. How do we fit together?"

She was testing me. Not Vessa's capabilities. My ability to read a party composition and build a strategy around it.

I looked at both of them. Sielle: close-range devastation, mobility, single-target precision. Vessa: ranged force, area control, defensive barriers. Me: mid-range combat, tactical flexibility, [Random Summon] for adaptive support.

"Sielle is the blade," I said. "She engages directly, controls the fight at close range, and kills priority targets. Vessa is the artillery and the wall. She controls space, denies enemy movement, and provides defensive coverage when we need to hold or regroup. I'm the center. I call the engagements, manage positioning, and fill whatever gap the fight creates. [Random Summon] adapts to what we need."

Sielle nodded. The small, precise motion.

Vessa tipped her head to one side. "You put yourself in the middle. Between the sword and the starfire."

"Someone has to hold the line together."

"The most dangerous position. The one that takes hits from both sides when things go wrong."

"I'm used to taking hits."

Her expression shifted. The humor was still there, underneath, but something else surfaced. She reached out and touched my arm. Her hand was warm, the stellar glow pulsing faintly against my skin through the contact.

"Not from us," she said. "Never from us."

Sielle watched this exchange with the focused attention she gave everything. Her head was tilted at the evaluation angle. She didn't speak, but her mouth thinned by a degree, and I filed the observation without comment.

"Let's run it," I said.



We trained for four hours.

The first hour was coordination. I called formations and movements, Sielle and Vessa executed. Simple at first: advance, hold, retreat. Then layered: Sielle advances while Vessa provides covering fire, Reed flanks. Sielle engages while Vessa barriers the retreat path, Reed controls the choke. The combinations multiplied. Each one required the three of us to move as a unit, anticipating each other's positions, trusting the calls.

Sielle adapted instantly. Five days of training together had built a shorthand between us. I said "left" and she was already moving left. I said "hold" and her blade was up before the word finished. She read my intentions through my body language, the same way she read combat: data in, decision out, no delay.

Vessa took longer. She was used to working within a council structure, not a field party. Her instincts were political, not tactical. She hesitated on the first few calls, processing rather than reacting. On a flanking maneuver, she held her position two seconds too long, and the gap she was supposed to close stayed open.

"Don't think," I told her. "React. The call is the decision. You execute."

"I'm a Warden. Wardens assess before acting."

"In a council chamber. In a dungeon, assessment gets you killed. Trust the call."

She looked at me. The blue eyes with their silver flecks, weighing. Then she nodded, and on the next call she moved without hesitating, her starlight sweeping the area I'd directed before I finished the word.

"Good," I said.

"I can be trained," she said. The crooked smile surfaced. "You just have to be direct about what you want."

We ran scenarios. I set up situations using the clearing's terrain: the root cluster as an enemy cluster, the stream as a choke point, the slope as an elevation advantage. I called the play. They executed. Sielle hit the targets I designated with single-strike precision. Vessa denied the areas I marked with starlight sweeps that scorched the grass in clean lines.

The first real test was a crossfire drill. I placed myself in the center of the clearing with Sielle and Vessa on opposite sides and called a rotating engagement pattern. Sielle would advance on my signal. Vessa would suppress the area behind me to prevent flanking. I would engage the center. Then rotate: Sielle holds, Vessa advances, I cover.

The first rotation was messy. Vessa's suppression fire landed too close to my position and I felt the heat of the starlight wash past my shoulder.

"Watch the spacing," I said.

"Sorry." She adjusted. The second rotation was cleaner. The third was fluid. By the fifth, the three of us were cycling through the pattern without verbal calls, reading each other's movement through position and timing.

Sielle's blade and Vessa's starfire occupied different parts of the battlefield but complemented each other precisely. Sielle closed gaps that Vessa's area denial created. Vessa's barriers channeled enemies into the lines Sielle could cut. And I moved between them, directing the flow, filling the spaces where neither could reach.

By the second hour, the coordination was solid. By the third, it was fluid. The three of us moved through the clearing in patterns that were becoming instinctive: Sielle cutting, Vessa burning, Reed directing and fighting and pulling when the situation called for something we didn't have.

I used [Random Summon] twice during the training. The first pull produced a set of signal stones, Common tier, that vibrated in a specific pattern when activated. Tactical communication tools. The skill was reading our needs again.

The second pull produced a Rare-quality repair kit for enchanted equipment. I handed it to Sielle, who examined it with her fingers and then pocketed it without expression. The practical value was high. Her dress's enchantment was self-repairing, but her golden pin-focuses needed maintenance, and this kit would handle it.

The fourth hour was sparring. Sielle and Vessa against me. Two on one.

Sielle came from the front. Vessa hung back and provided suppressive starlight that narrowed my movement options. The light hemmed me in on both sides, leaving a corridor of clear ground that Sielle controlled.

I read the trap. Instead of retreating through the corridor, I advanced into Sielle's charge, getting inside her reach before she expected it. She adjusted, redirecting her cut into a close-quarters combination. I parried the first strike, sidestepped the second, and used the momentum to break toward Vessa's position. If I could close the distance, her area denial became a liability. She couldn't fire without hitting Sielle.

Vessa saw it coming. Her barrier snapped up between us, forcing me back. I pivoted. Sielle was already there. Her blade found my ribs.

Ninety seconds. Which was impressive against either of them alone and absurd against both.

"You lasted longer than expected," Sielle said.

"You're being generous."

"I'm being accurate. You read Vessa's attack patterns and used them to predict my positioning. You created separation between us three times. You forced Vessa into a defensive barrier once, which removed her offensive output for four seconds. Against opponents closer to your level, those tactics would have worked." She paused. "Against us, they delayed the inevitable."

"The inevitable being?"

"Your death. Sielle is very fast," Vessa said. She was sitting on the grass, her legs stretched out, leaning back on her hands. The spare clothes were damp with sweat and the shirt clung to her body, the fabric pulled tight over her breasts, the luminescent skin glowing through the stretched cotton at her shoulders. She looked comfortable in a way Sielle never did outside of combat. Relaxed. At ease in her body and in the space she occupied. "She's also right. You're a good tactician. You see the whole field."

"That's the Summoner advantage," I said. "I can't overpower anything. I have to outthink it."

"You don't have to outthink us." Vessa shifted her weight and her shoulder pressed against my arm. Contact. Warm, deliberate, casual in a way that said she'd done this a thousand times with people she was comfortable with. She stayed there, her body angled against my side, and didn't move away. "We're on your side."

Sielle was cleaning her blade ten feet away. She'd noticed the contact. Of course she had. She noticed everything. Her head was turned away but the angle of her body had shifted, her posture carrying a tension that hadn't been there during the sparring.

Two legendary women. Both mine. Both choosing to be here. And the space between what they were to me and what they might become was shrinking with every hour we spent together.

We walked back to Greyholt in the late afternoon. Vessa walked close to me, her arm brushing mine every few steps. She talked while she walked, about the training, about Sielle's speed, about the things her stellar channeling could do that she hadn't shown yet. Her voice filled the space between us with an ease that Sielle's discipline didn't allow.

"The focused beam can penetrate most enchanted armor at close range," she was saying. "And the barriers can be shaped. Domes, walls, corridors. I can funnel enemies into a kill box for Sielle. Or I can cage a single target and cook it." She glanced at me, her blue eyes bright. "You're thinking about how to use that."

"I'm thinking about three things you just said and how they combine with Sielle's mobility."

"See, that's what I mean. You hear 'kill box' and 'funnel' and your brain starts building a strategy." She bumped her shoulder against mine. Deliberate. Warm. "Aldren heard 'kill box' and thought about politics. You hear it and think about tactics. I like that better."

At the tavern, I bought a meal for three. We ate at a corner table, Sielle on my left and Vessa on my right. The tavern was half-full with frontier adventurers, most of them low-to-mid level, and several of them were watching us. Two legendary women and a Summoner. The combination drew attention.

Vessa ate with enthusiasm. She'd been dead for a century and the food in Greyholt was basic frontier fare, but she ate it the way you eat when you've remembered what eating is. Between bites, she leaned against my shoulder, her body angled into mine with the casual intimacy of someone who expressed comfort through contact. Her breast pressed against my arm when she leaned in to reach the bread, and she didn't adjust away.

Sielle ate neatly, precisely, the way she did everything. She sat straight-backed in her chair with her sword propped beside her and she cut her food into exact portions and she said nothing. But her head was angled toward Vessa. Toward the contact. Toward the warmth that Vessa was generating between her body and mine. Sielle was watching and reading and drawing conclusions that she hadn't shared yet.

I sat between them and felt the weight of their attention from different directions. Vessa's was open: warm, physical, present. She touched me because she wanted to touch me, and she didn't hide it. Sielle's was closed: controlled, measured, held in reserve. She didn't touch me. But her awareness of where I was, how I moved, what I said, was constant and total, and the restraint in it carried its own intensity.

Sielle walked on my other side. Silent. Her hand on her sword. The red dress catching the afternoon light. She didn't touch me, didn't talk, didn't close the distance. But she was there, matching my pace, and her presence had a weight that Vessa's warmth complemented rather than replaced.

Different. Both of them. Different in how they moved, how they spoke, how they occupied space. Vessa was heat and proximity and direct contact. Sielle was tension and distance and the promise of what the distance was holding back.

Back in the room, the sleeping arrangement presented itself. One bed. One chair. Three people.

Sielle took the chair without discussion, the same way she had every night since we'd arrived in Greyholt. She sat with her blade across her knees and her back straight and her head bowed in the posture she used for rest: not sleep, exactly, but a controlled downshift that let her body recover while keeping some part of her awareness active. She'd slept in worse places than a tavern chair. She'd slept on stone floors in dungeons and on the bare ground at the Pale Gate. A chair was luxury.

I took the bed. The same arrangement as every other night.

Vessa looked at the chair. Looked at the bed. Looked at me.

"I'm not sleeping in a chair," she said.

"You can have the bed. I'll take the floor."

"Don't be stupid. The bed fits two. We're adults." She sat on the edge of the mattress, pulled off her boots, and swung her legs up. She lay on her back, her blonde hair fanning across the pillow, her arms crossed over her stomach. The too-small shirt rode up, exposing a strip of luminescent skin above her waistband. She turned her head toward me. "Coming?"

I lay down beside her. The bed was narrow. Her hip was against mine, warm through the fabric. She didn't move away. She settled into the space with a sigh and closed her eyes.

"Goodnight, Reed."

"Goodnight, Vessa."

From the chair, Sielle said nothing. Her breathing evened out into the controlled rhythm of her rest state. The room was dark. The lamp oil had burned low. Through the window, Greyholt's lights made small warm spots in the frontier dark.

I lay in the narrow bed with Vessa's warmth along my side and Sielle's presence three feet away and the shape of the thing forming between the three of us settling more clearly with every hour. Tomorrow, we'd clear a dungeon. The three of us. Together.

I was looking forward to it.




Chapter 13: Reputation

The name started at the tavern.

We'd been in Greyholt for nearly a month. The pattern had settled: train mornings, pull gear midday, reconnaissance on the guild board afternoons, train again evenings. Sielle and Vessa and I moved through the town in a triangle that turned heads wherever it went, and I'd stopped trying to prevent that.

Two legendary women flanking a teenager. People noticed.

The adventurers at the tavern noticed most. Greyholt's frontier crowd was a mix of mid-level parties grinding through the local dungeons, solo scouts running reconnaissance contracts, and the occasional higher-level team passing through on their way to something harder. They drank at the same three taverns, ate at the same two cookhouses, and traded gossip at the guild board every morning.

The gossip about us had been running since day one. A level 78 Blade Saint registering at a frontier outpost was headline material. A second legendary registering three weeks later nearly broke the clerk. But the part the gossip focused on wasn't the women. It was me.

"That's the Summoner," I heard, on the morning I went to check the guild board alone. Two adventurers at the board, both mid-twenties, both wearing the weathered leather of mid-level dungeon runners. They weren't trying to be quiet. "The one with the dead women."

"Recalled women," his partner corrected. "That's what the clerk said. Recalled from the sealed archives. Both of them."

"With a Summoner skill. A Common-rank Summoner skill."

"Mythic now, supposedly."

"Right. And I'm the king of Valmere." The first man glanced at me as I approached the board. He was broad, scarred across the jaw, and he had the casual confidence of someone who'd been the biggest fish in this particular pond for a while. "Hey. You're the Summoner."

"Reed Altius."

"Garren. This is Pol." He jerked his thumb at his partner. "Word is you've got a Mythic-rank [Random Summon]. That true?"

"It's true."

"Random Summon." He said it the way people always said it: with the particular emphasis reserved for skills everyone considered garbage. "The junk skill."

"It used to be."

"And now it pulls, what, legendary warriors from the afterlife?" He leaned against the board, arms crossed. "Must be nice. Rest of us have to actually fight our own fights."

Pol shifted uncomfortably beside him. "Garren—"

"What? I'm just saying. The junk Summoner rolls into town with two women thirty levels above anything on the frontier and acts like he earned it. That's not earning it. That's winning the lottery."

I could have argued. I could have told him about two years of beatings, about the Greymaw, about pouring my last healing potion down a dying woman's throat in a dead-end chamber at the bottom of a dungeon that should have killed me. I didn't. Arguments with people like Garren were a waste of energy. He'd already decided what I was.

"Junk Summoner." He grinned at Pol. "That's what they should call you. The Junk Summoner."

A few heads turned in the guild hall. The name landed in the room and sat there, and I could feel it attaching itself to me in real time. Garren had a voice that carried and a confidence that made people repeat what he said. By tonight it would be in every tavern on the frontier.

I took the contract I'd come for — a reconnaissance survey of a dungeon two hours north, nothing that required Hero access — and left. Behind me, Garren said something to Pol that I didn't catch, and Pol laughed, and the name settled into the guild's gossip like a stone sinking into mud.

Junk Summoner.

I'd been called worse. "Liability" by Callum. "Junk boy" by Dain. "Summoner Altius" by Elara, in the tone she used that made my class sound like a terminal condition. At least "Junk Summoner" had a ring to it.

The thing about names is that people give them to you before you've earned them, and the meaning shifts based on what you do afterward. "Hero" was a name too, and Callum had it, and it meant nothing.



Vessa's registration was the second event.

I brought her to the guild outpost on the third morning after the extraction. She walked in wearing the spare clothes that still didn't fit, the shirt tight across her chest, her blonde hair unbound and glowing faintly in the morning light. The stellar channeling had fully reconnected. Her skin luminescence was constant now, a warm golden undertone that made her look like she'd swallowed a lantern.

The same clerk who'd processed my resurrection and Sielle's registration was behind the counter. She saw Vessa walk in and her pen stopped moving.

"Vessa," Vessa said. "Stellar Warden. Level 72."

The clerk looked at her readout. Looked at Vessa. Looked at me, standing behind Vessa with my arms crossed. Then she pulled out the forms without a word and began processing.

The outpost went quiet again. The same adventurers who'd watched Sielle register were watching this. Two legendary women. Both summoned by the same person. Both registered at the same frontier outpost. The math was simple and the implications were not.

Commander Harren came down from his office to sign the registration personally. He looked at Vessa's readout for a long time.

"Stellar Warden," he said. "Level 72. Deceased for one hundred and four years."

"That's correct," Vessa said.

He signed. His hand was steady. His jaw was not.

When we left, Vessa was quiet for a few steps. Then she said, "He's going to send a message."

"The clerk already sent two. One when I registered. One when Sielle registered."

"Three messages about your party. To whom?"

"Regional guild office. Possibly the Church directorate. Maybe both."

She walked beside me, her arm brushing mine with each step. "You're not worried."

"I'm aware. Worried comes later, when they do something about it."

"And what will they do?"

"Depends on how fast we get strong enough that doing something about it is more trouble than it's worth."

She looked at me sideways, the blue eyes bright under the morning sun. "You think about this a lot."

"I've had two years of practice thinking about how institutions react to people they can't control."

Her hand found my arm. Not a brush this time. A grip, light but deliberate, her fingers closing around my forearm. "I like that you think about it. Aldren didn't think about it. Aldren assumed the institution would protect him." Her mouth curved. "It did, actually. Right up until he decided he didn't need it anymore and started making his own moves."

She let go. We walked.



The pulls that week were significant.

I'd been running surface pulls daily, rebuilding our supplies and building a gear reserve. The ratio stayed strong: roughly eight usable items out of ten, with the quality trending upward as my mana pool grew. Each level-up expanded the pool slightly, and each expansion let me reach a fraction deeper on surface pulls.

Most of the results were standard. Uncommon weapons and armor, healing supplies, utility items. Good frontier gear, nothing extraordinary.

On the fourteenth day in Greyholt, I pulled something extraordinary.

The circle flared on the tavern room floor. I'd been focusing my intent on Vessa, specifically. She needed equipment. The spare clothes were inadequate, and while her stellar channeling provided some protection, she was going into dungeon combat in a cotton shirt and trousers that restricted her movement.

The light contracted. Something appeared in the circle that was neither weapon nor armor. It was a length of fabric. Pale, nearly translucent, shimmering with an internal light that pulsed in slow waves. Starlight woven into silk.

[Random Summon — Result: Stellarweave Wrap] [Tier: Rare] [Type: Body Wrap — Stellar Attuned] [Passive: Resonance — amplifies stellar channeling output by 15%. Provides moderate physical protection. Adapts to wearer's mana signature.]

Vessa picked it up. The fabric responded to her touch immediately, the internal light flaring bright, the weave shifting to match the golden luminescence of her skin. She held it up. It was a wrap, not a garment. A length of enchanted fabric meant to be draped and secured rather than worn in a conventional sense.

"This is stellar-attuned equipment," she said. Her voice was different. Quieter. The humor was gone, replaced by something I hadn't heard from her before. Reverence. "In my time, the Stellarine Circle made equipment like this. Each piece was crafted by hand over months. They were treasures."

"Your skill pulled it for her," Sielle said from the chair. "Specifically. You focused on her and the skill responded with attuned equipment."

"It reads intent," I said. "I was thinking about Vessa needing gear."

"Your skill loves me," Vessa said. The humor was back, layered over the reverence. She was already wrapping the fabric around herself, pulling it over her shoulders, across her chest, around her waist. The stellarweave settled against her body and adhered, the enchantment bonding to her mana signature. The fabric was translucent in the way her starlight sheath was translucent: it covered without concealing. The shape of her body was visible through it, the curves and planes of her figure rendered in soft golden light, and the wrap accentuated rather than disguised. Her breasts, her waist, her hips, all draped in shimmering stellar fabric that moved when she moved and glowed when she channeled.

She looked down at herself. Then she looked at me.

"How do I look?"

She looked like a weapon wrapped in starlight. She looked like a goddess who'd been given form and then given curves and then given the good sense to wear fabric that showed both.

"Functional," I said.

Sielle made a sound from the chair. Small, controlled. It might have been amusement.

Vessa laughed. Full and warm, her head tipping back, the stellarweave shimmering with the motion. "Functional. That's what you're going with."

"The enchantment amplifies your channeling by fifteen percent. That's significant."

"It is significant." She stepped closer. The stellarweave caught the lamplight and the shape of her body was sharp through the fabric: the swell of her breasts, the narrow waist, the flare of her hips. She was close enough that I could smell the clean warmth of her skin. "And?"

"And you look good."

"Better." She turned, slowly, letting me see the full effect. The wrap followed her movement, the fabric shifting and settling with a fluidity that was partially enchantment and partially the body underneath. "For the record, Sielle's dress is enchanted armor. Mine is essentially enchanted lingerie. I want you to be aware that your skill has opinions about how your women should be dressed."

From the chair, Sielle said, "The skill has good opinions."

I looked at Sielle. She was sitting in her usual posture, blade across her knees, head slightly turned toward us. Her mouth had softened at one corner.

Vessa caught the exchange and her grin widened. "See? She agrees."



The name caught on faster than I expected.

Within the week, "Junk Summoner" had spread from Garren's tavern sneer to the general frontier vocabulary. I heard it at the guild board, at the supply shop, in the street. It was mockery at first. The Summoner with the garbage skill who'd somehow lucked into two legendary women. The implication was always the same: I hadn't earned it.

Then we started clearing dungeons.

The first three-person clear was a level 30–38 dungeon called the Rustvein. Former mine, similar to the Ironmaw but deeper and more complex. Three floors, a boss on each.

The difference was immediate. With Sielle alone, I'd been a two-person party running tactics designed for survival. With Vessa, we were a war machine.

The Rustvein's second floor was where it showed. A chamber full of ore constructs, eight of them, level 33 average, packed into a space that would have been a nightmare for a standard party. Too many targets, too little room, too much crossfire risk.

I read the room from the entrance. "Vessa, barrier the far exit. Nothing leaves. Sielle, I'll pull the front four toward me. You take the back four when they're separated."

Vessa's barrier snapped across the far doorway, a wall of compressed starlight that sealed the room. The constructs turned toward the light. I stepped in and hit the nearest one with the Ashveil Blade, drawing aggro from the front group. They came at me: four ore golems, each one a head taller than me, fists swinging.

I fought them the way Sielle had taught me. Edge alignment. Weight transfer. Don't overextend. Use the footwork. I parried the first golem's strike, sidestepped the second, and put the Ashveil Blade through the third one's binding joint. Shadowstep activated on the critical. The golem staggered, disoriented, and I used the opening to drive through the gap between its body and the next one.

Behind the front group, Sielle carved. Four constructs, four kills. The white-gold light flared in rapid bursts, each one marking a binding joint severed or a core pierced. She moved through them without stopping, each strike flowing into the next.

Vessa dropped the barrier and hit the survivors with a focused beam that punched through the last standing golem's torso. The chamber went quiet. Eight enemies, thirty seconds.

We finished the Rustvein in four hours. I gained three levels.

[LEVEL UP: 26 → 27] [LEVEL UP: 27 → 28] [LEVEL UP: 28 → 29]

The guild logged the clear. Four hours for a dungeon that the average frontier party took two days to complete, if they completed it at all. The Rustvein had a twelve percent failure rate among registered parties. We'd walked through it.

We cleared a second dungeon the following day. Level 32–40. Five hours. Two more levels.

[LEVEL UP: 29 → 30] [LEVEL UP: 30 → 31]

The guild logged that too. Word spread. The Junk Summoner's party was clearing dungeons at a rate that shouldn't have been possible for a three-person team, and the clears weren't scrappy survival runs. They were efficient, tactical, decisive. Sielle carved through enemies that would have challenged Hero parties. Vessa's starfire denied entire rooms. Reed called the plays and his calls were right.

I noticed the shift on the guild board a week later. Garren was there, checking contracts. He saw me approach and his posture changed. Not deference. Nothing close. But the smirk was gone. He looked at the board where the clear records were posted, where my party's name appeared twice in the last week next to dungeons that he'd been planning to attempt, and he looked at the level ratings on those clears, and he looked at the four-hour completion time on a dungeon with a twelve percent failure rate.

He nodded. It was small. Grudging. The kind of acknowledgment a man gives when reality contradicts something he said publicly and he's not ready to retract it but can't pretend it isn't happening.

"Heard you cleared the Rustvein," he said.

"Four hours."

"That's fast."

"We move efficiently."

He looked at me for a beat longer than was comfortable. Then he turned back to the board and said nothing else.

The name "Junk Summoner" didn't change. But what it meant was starting to. A month ago it was a sneer. Now it was a question mark. The Junk Summoner was clearing dungeons that real parties struggled with, and his two legendary companions weren't carrying dead weight. They were following his calls.

People were paying attention. The frontier adventurers. The guild clerks. Commander Harren, who watched our clear records post with the expression of a man calculating political implications.

And somewhere out there, beyond the frontier, the messages the clerk had sent were arriving at desks where people made decisions about things they couldn't control.

I checked my status.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 31] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic]

Level 31. Six weeks ago I'd been level 19. The gap between me and Callum was shrinking, and the gap between my party and his was already closed. We were the strongest group on the frontier, and we hadn't even started pushing.

Tomorrow, we'd take a Hero-rated dungeon. The three of us against content designed for a full five-person Hero party.

Garren would hear about that one too.




Chapter 14: Hero-Rated

The dungeon was called the Ashenmere Depths.

Level range 38–48. Hero-party rated, which meant the guild had flagged it as requiring a minimum party of five with at least one Church-sanctioned Hero designation. The contract had been sitting on the board for three weeks because the only Hero-designated party on the frontier was Callum's, and Callum was operating two territories east.

Three of us. No Hero designation. No tank, no dedicated healer, no standard composition.

The guild clerk hesitated when I submitted the contract claim.

"This is Hero-rated, Mr. Altius."

"I'm aware."

"Your provisional registration doesn't include Hero-tier access."

"Check the exception clause. Frontier guild outposts can grant temporary Hero-tier access to parties that demonstrate equivalent capability. Your outpost commander signed our registration. Our combined party level exceeds any Hero party currently active on the frontier. And the dungeon is overdue for clearing by eleven days, which puts it in the overflow risk category."

She checked the clause. She checked our registration. She checked the overflow timeline. Then she stamped the contract.

"Good luck," she said. She meant it the way people say good luck to someone they expect to need it.



The Ashenmere opened in the side of a granite bluff overlooking a dead lake. The water had turned black from dungeon runoff, the surface still and reflective, and the entrance was a fissure in the rock that exhaled cold air and the smell of wet stone and something older. Deeper.

The mana density at the entrance was higher than anything I'd felt. The Greymaw had been dense. The Ironmaw had been thick. The Ashenmere pressed against my skin like standing water, a physical weight that I felt in my sinuses and behind my eyes.

"Dense," Vessa said. She was standing beside me, the stellarweave shimmering against her body, her hands raised with starlight coiling at her fingertips. "The mana saturation in there is approaching critical. This dungeon has been growing unchecked."

"Eleven days overdue," I said. "The longer a dungeon goes uncleared, the stronger the enemies get and the denser the mana becomes."

"I'm familiar with the principle." She let the starlight flare, testing her channeling against the ambient pressure. The light held steady. "My output isn't diminished. The density actually helps. More ambient mana means more fuel for stellar channeling."

"Sielle?"

Sielle was at the fissure's edge, her head tilted, listening. "The first floor has movement. Multiple contacts. Large." She drew her sword. The white-gold glow was suppressed, the blade dark. "The dungeon knows we're here. It's been waiting for someone to come."

"Then let's not keep it waiting."

We went in.

The Ashenmere's first floor was a flooded cavern system. Knee-deep black water covered the floor, the surface disturbed by things moving beneath it. The walls were slick with bioluminescent moss that cast the chambers in pale green light, and the ceiling dripped constantly, a rhythm of falling water that made it difficult to track sounds.

The first enemies hit us thirty feet in.

Ashenmere lurkers. Level 40. Amphibious, fast, armored in overlapping scales that deflected standard weapons. They rose from the water without warning, six of them, and they came at us from three directions.

"Vessa, light the room. Sielle, left flank. I have center."

Vessa's starfire exploded outward in a burst that turned the green cavern golden. The lurkers flinched. They were adapted to the dark, and the sudden brilliance blinded them for a critical second.

Sielle took the left pair. Her blade flared white-gold as she crossed the distance, and the combination she used was one I recognized from training: the three-strike sequence, diagonal-lateral-thrust, executed at a speed that turned three separate motions into a single continuous arc. Both lurkers went down in pieces.

I engaged the center pair. The Ashveil Blade caught the first lurker's lunge on a parry that redirected its momentum past me. The scales were tough, but the jaw joint was softer. I drove the blade into the gap between the skull plates and twisted. The Shadowstep enchantment activated on the critical. The lurker's spatial awareness scrambled and it thrashed blindly, giving me the opening to put the blade through its throat.

The second lurker hit me from the side. Full body tackle, two hundred pounds of scaled muscle slamming into my ribs. I went into the water. Black, cold, the surface closing over my head. The lurker's jaws found my vambrace and the Deflection Field pulsed, the mana barrier absorbing the bite force. I pulled my arm free, rolled in the shallow water, and came up cutting.

The blade took the lurker across the face. It recoiled. I followed with the three-strike combination. Clean. Fluid. The edge alignment held through all three transitions and the final thrust punched through the soft palate of the lurker's open mouth.

[Ashenmere Lurker (Lv. 40) x2 defeated] [Experience gained: 3,460]

The right pair never reached us. Vessa's focused beam hit them both while they were still blinded, two precise shots that punched through scale armor and dropped them in the shallows.

Six enemies. Fifteen seconds. The Ashenmere had been waiting for someone to come, and the welcome party was already dead.

We pushed deeper.

The first floor took an hour. The lurkers came in waves, each wave larger and better coordinated than the last. I called the engagements. Sielle cut. Vessa burned and shielded. My [Random Summon] produced a water-breathing charm on the second pull, which saved my life when a lurker dragged me under in a flooded tunnel and held me there for twenty seconds while I fought it off.

[LEVEL UP: 31 → 32] [LEVEL UP: 32 → 33]

The second floor was dry. The flooded caverns gave way to carved stone, ancient architecture that predated the dungeon's formation. Pillars. Archways. Chambers with geometric precision that suggested intelligence in the builders. The enemies here were different: constructs of enchanted stone that assembled from the architecture itself, pulling blocks from the walls and floors to build bodies that stood eight feet tall and hit with the weight of buildings.

The stone assemblers were level 43. Tough enough that Sielle's blade needed two strikes to sever a joint instead of one. Tough enough that Vessa's starfire scorched the stone but didn't shatter it. Tough enough that my Ashveil Blade bounced off the main body plates and only bit at the joints.

We adapted. I called tighter formations. Sielle and I worked the joints in tandem while Vessa held barriers to control the assemblers' movement, channeling them into positions where we could strip their limbs without being flanked.

It was harder. Every engagement cost more energy, more mana, more time. The Ashenmere was earning its Hero rating with every room.

I pulled twice on the second floor. The first pull produced an Epic-tier healing potion, the highest quality I'd ever seen. The liquid inside was deep blue instead of the standard amber, and the system notification said it could heal critical injuries in seconds. I stored it carefully. We might need it.

The second pull produced a weapon.

[Random Summon — Result: Voidtooth Dagger] [Tier: Epic] [Type: Dagger — Armor Piercing] [Passive: Phase Cut — blade partially bypasses physical armor on thrust attacks, striking the body beneath]

Epic tier. My first Epic pull. The dagger was short, black-bladed, with an edge that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. I tested the weight. Light. Fast. Built for the gaps between armor plates that my longsword couldn't reach.

"The skill just gave you an answer to the stone assemblers," Sielle said, examining the dagger with her fingers. "Phase Cut bypasses physical armor. The assemblers' bodies are physical armor. This changes the engagement entirely."

She was right. On the next assembler encounter, I went straight for the torso with the Voidtooth Dagger while Sielle stripped the legs. The Phase Cut passive sank the blade through stone plates and into the mana core beneath. The assembler dropped in four seconds instead of forty.

[LEVEL UP: 33 → 34]

The boss chamber was on the third floor. We descended through a spiral staircase carved into living rock, the mana density increasing with every step until the air itself felt thick enough to chew. The staircase opened into a vaulted chamber with a ceiling lost in darkness and a floor of polished black stone that reflected our images back at us.

The Ashenmere Guardian stood in the center of the chamber.

Level 47. Humanoid but wrong. Its body was assembled from the same enchanted stone as the second-floor constructs, but refined, compressed, layered with runes that pulsed with deep blue light. It stood twelve feet tall. Its arms ended in blades instead of hands, each one six feet of sharpened stone that hummed with mana. Its head was featureless except for a single rune carved where its face should have been, and that rune burned with the same blue light as the others.

It was the strongest thing I'd ever seen. Stronger than the Iron Warden. Stronger than the stone crawler in the Greymaw. Stronger than anything Callum's party had ever attempted, by a significant margin.

"Together," I said. "All three. Sielle, front. Vessa, barriers and focused fire. I'll work the joints with the dagger. Nobody plays hero."

Sielle's mouth thinned. She drew her sword. The white-gold light blazed to full power, brighter than I'd seen it, the blade burning with concentrated mana that turned the air around it to shimmer.

Vessa raised both hands. Starlight gathered. Not the casual coils she used for training. The full output of a level 72 Stellar Warden channeling everything she had. The stellarweave blazed so bright her body was a silhouette inside it.

The Guardian's single rune pulsed. It moved.

Fast. Faster than something twelve feet tall and made of stone had any right to be. Its blade-arms swept in crossing arcs that covered the full width of the chamber. Sielle met the first arc with her own blade and the impact sent shockwaves through the stone floor. She held. Barely. Her feet slid back six inches on the polished stone and the muscles in her arms stood out like cables.

Vessa's barrier caught the second arc. The starlight wall absorbed the blow and cracked but held. She poured more power into it, the stellarweave blazing, sweat running down her face.

I went low. Under the crossing arcs, inside the Guardian's reach. The Voidtooth Dagger in my right hand, the Ashveil Blade in my left. I hit the knee joint with the longsword to stagger its balance, then drove the dagger into the thigh plate. Phase Cut activated. The blade sank through stone and into the mana channel beneath.

The Guardian screamed. A sound like a cathedral collapsing. It kicked, and the force caught me in the chest and launched me fifteen feet across the chamber. I hit the far wall, back first, and dropped to the floor with the wind knocked out of me and stars in my vision.

[Health critical]

I couldn't breathe. My ribs were cracked, maybe broken. The wall behind me was dented from the impact. I tried to stand and my legs buckled.

Sielle was engaging the Guardian alone. It had turned on her, both blade-arms swinging in alternating patterns that she was deflecting through pure speed and technique, but each impact drove her back a step. She was losing ground. The Guardian was stronger than her. Not faster, not more skilled, but physically stronger, and in a contest of force against force, the twelve-foot stone construct was going to win.

It was winning. A blade-arm caught the flat of her sword and hammered her guard open. Her arms spread wide. The Guardian's other blade-arm was already coming down in a vertical strike aimed at her exposed chest.

I moved.

I don't remember deciding to. My ribs were broken and my legs were shaking and the system was flashing health warnings in my peripheral vision. But Sielle was about to take a killing blow, and between the decision to move and the act of moving there was no gap. No thought. No calculation. Just the absolute certainty that she was not going to die in front of me.

I hit her from the side. Both arms around her waist, tackling her out of the blade-arm's path. The stone blade came down where she'd been standing and cratered the floor in an explosion of fragments. A chunk of stone caught my shoulder. I felt something tear.

We hit the ground together. I was on top of her, shielding her body with mine, stone debris raining around us. The Guardian's blade was embedded in the floor two feet from my head.

Vessa's starfire hit the Guardian while its weapon was stuck. Full power, focused beam, aimed at the crack I'd opened in its thigh with the Voidtooth Dagger. The beam punched through the damaged section and detonated inside the mana channel. Blue light erupted from the Guardian's leg. The stone cracked. The leg buckled.

Sielle moved beneath me. She rolled me off her, came to her feet in a single motion, and charged the falling Guardian with her blade blazing white-gold. She hit the exposed mana channels in the damaged leg, then the knee, then the hip joint. Three strikes, each one surgical, each one severing a critical connection. The Guardian toppled sideways, its remaining blade-arm sweeping wildly.

I was on my feet. Somehow. The Epic healing potion was in my hand. I didn't use it. Not yet. The Guardian was down but not dead, and I needed to be the one to finish it.

I crossed the chamber on legs that didn't want to hold me. The Voidtooth Dagger was still in my grip. The Guardian's featureless head was at ground level now, the single rune burning bright and furious. I drove the dagger through the rune. Phase Cut activated. The blade passed through enchanted stone and into the core buried behind the face-plate.

The rune went dark. The Guardian went still. Twelve feet of enchanted stone, level 47, collapsed into rubble on the floor of a chamber that smelled like ozone and dust and blood.

[Ashenmere Guardian (Lv. 47) defeated] [Experience gained: 12,640]

[LEVEL UP: 34 → 35] [LEVEL UP: 35 → 36] [LEVEL UP: 36 → 37]

I used the Epic potion. The blue liquid hit my system and my ribs knit together in real time, the broken bones fusing, the torn muscle in my shoulder reconnecting. The pain went from blinding to manageable to gone in the space of three breaths.

I stood in the rubble of the Ashenmere Guardian and looked at the two women who'd fought beside me.

Vessa was on her knees, breathing hard, the stellarweave dimmed from full expenditure. Her skin glow had faded to a flicker. She'd poured everything into that focused beam, and it had been exactly enough.

Sielle was standing. Her sword was at her side, the white-gold light fading. The red dress was torn at the hip where a stone fragment had caught it. Her body was taut with the aftermath of combat, the lean muscles of her arms and shoulders defined, her chest rising with controlled breathing. She was looking at me.

Not at the dead Guardian. Not at the loot that would be materializing any moment. At me.

"You shielded me," she said.

"The blade-arm was going to hit you."

"I would have survived."

"You wouldn't have. That was a killing blow and your guard was open. I saw it."

"You saw it." Her voice was doing something I hadn't heard before. The control was there but it was thinner, stretched over something underneath that was pressing up through the discipline. "You saw a level 47 Guardian about to kill me and you threw yourself between us. You're level 34. Were level 34. You have broken ribs and a torn shoulder and you put your body between me and a blow that would have cut you in half."

"It didn't cut me in half."

"Because you hit me sideways instead of blocking. You tackled me." The thinness in her control increased. Her jaw tightened. Her hand, the one not holding the sword, clenched at her side. "Nobody has ever done that for me. In my entire life, nobody has ever—" She stopped. The control reasserted itself, pulling everything back behind the discipline wall. But I'd seen what was behind it, for a fraction of a second, and what was behind it was not the Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach. It was a woman who had held a gate alone for six hours because nobody came to stand beside her, and who had just watched an eighteen-year-old Summoner throw himself in front of a killing blow because the thought of not doing it hadn't occurred to him.

"Reed," she said. My name. Weighted. Chosen. Carrying something it hadn't carried before.

"Yeah?"

She didn't finish the sentence. She sheathed her sword. She turned away. She began collecting loot from the Guardian's remains with the precise, methodical attention she gave every task.

But her hands were shaking.

I noticed. Vessa noticed too. She'd gotten to her feet and was watching Sielle with an expression that was half recognition and half something gentler. She caught my eye and her mouth curved, and the smile wasn't teasing. It was knowing.

Something had changed. In the chamber, in the moment between the killing blow and the tackle, something had shifted in the architecture between Sielle and me. I could feel it the way I could feel a dungeon trap before it triggered: a tension, a pressure, something coiled and ready.

We looted the Guardian. It dropped Epic-tier materials, significant coin, and a weapon upgrade for Sielle that she accepted without speaking. We climbed out of the Ashenmere in silence. Vessa walked close to me, her hand on my arm, her body warm against my side. Sielle walked ahead, her stride precise, her back straight, her hands still shaking at her sides until she clenched them into fists and held them there.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 37] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic]

Level 37. Six levels in one dungeon. The mid-thirties, which was where Callum's suppression should have had me two years ago. The levels I'd been owed, arriving all at once.

We made camp that evening at the edge of the dead lake. The Ashenmere's entrance exhaled cold air behind us. The sky was clear. Stars above the bluff, cold and bright.

Sielle sat by the fire. She hadn't spoken since the chamber. Her sword was across her knees and her head was bowed, and her body was absolutely still in the way it got when she was processing something significant.

Vessa sat beside me, her shoulder against mine, and said nothing. She didn't need to. She understood what had happened in that chamber, because she was a woman who'd been betrayed by someone she trusted, and she recognized the look on Sielle's face: the expression of someone discovering that trust is possible again.

The fire crackled. The stars moved. Sielle sat with whatever was happening behind her blindfold, and I sat with the memory of her body beneath mine on the chamber floor, the heat of her through the red dress, the sound she'd made when I hit her. Not pain. Surprise. The kind of surprise that comes from being caught by someone when you've spent your whole life falling alone.

Something was going to happen tonight. I could feel it.




Chapter 15: Hers

She came to me after midnight.

Vessa had fallen asleep by the fire an hour earlier, curled on her side with her stellarweave dimmed to a faint glow, her blonde hair spread across the ground beneath her head. She slept deeply, the exhaustion of full mana expenditure pulling her under with a completeness that stellar channelers apparently experienced after major combat. She wouldn't wake until morning.

I was sitting with my back against a boulder at the edge of the firelight, cleaning the Voidtooth Dagger. The Epic healing potion had fixed my ribs and shoulder, but my body still felt the echoes of the fight. Muscle memory of impact. The phantom weight of stone debris on my back.

Sielle appeared from the darkness beyond the fire. She moved in silence, the way she always did, her footsteps making no sound on the rocky ground. She was carrying her sword but not wearing it. The blade was in her hand, held loosely, and she set it against the boulder beside me before she sat down.

She sat close. Closer than she'd ever chosen to sit. Her hip was against mine, and the heat of her body through the red dress was immediate and specific. She didn't speak. She sat beside me in the dark, her head turned toward the fire, the black blindfold reflecting the light.

I waited. She was building toward something. I could feel it in the way she held herself: the discipline was there, but it was thinner than usual, stretched over whatever had been pressing up through it since the Guardian chamber. Her hands were in her lap, fingers interlaced, and they were still.

They'd stopped shaking.

"I've been thinking," she said, "about what you did."

"In the chamber."

"In the chamber. And before the chamber. And before that." She paused. "You healed me when I was dying. You led me through a dungeon that should have killed you. You trained with me every day for a week without complaint. You fought beside me in every engagement. And today, when the Guardian was going to kill me, you put your body between us." Her voice was steady but the steadiness was costing her. I could hear it in the careful spacing of the words. "You were level 34. The Guardian was level 47. You threw yourself in front of a blow that would have killed you."

"It didn't kill me."

"Because you were fast enough to tackle me instead of blocking. If you'd been a half-second slower, the blade would have caught you." She turned her head toward me. The blindfold faced me directly. "Why?"

"You know why."

"I want to hear you say it."

The fire crackled. Vessa's breathing was slow and even on the other side of the camp.

"Because you're mine," I said. "Because I pulled you out of death and healed you and trained beside you and fought beside you, and somewhere in the middle of all that you became mine, and I don't let what's mine get hurt."

The words sat between us. Blunter than I'd intended. Rawer. What comes out when the filter is gone and the truth is the only thing left. I watched her face for the reaction. Her mouth. Her jaw. The micro-expressions that were all I had, with the blindfold covering everything else.

Her lips parted. The line of her jaw softened. Her chin dropped by a fraction of an inch, and the motion was so small and so loaded that it stopped my breath.

"Yes," she said. "I am."

She kissed me.

Her hand came up to the side of my face, her fingers sliding along my jaw, and she turned my head toward her and pressed her mouth to mine. The kiss was precise. Controlled. She kissed the way she fought: with intention, with technique, with the focused application of everything she had. Her lips were warm and firm and her tongue found mine with a directness that sent heat down my spine.

I kissed her back. My hand went to the back of her neck, fingers sliding into the blue hair at her nape, below the pins. She made a sound against my mouth. Small. Involuntary. The first uncontrolled sound I'd ever heard from her.

I pulled back. Her lips followed mine for a half-second before she caught herself. Her breathing had changed. Faster. Shallower. The discipline was fraying at the edges.

"The dress," I said. "How does it come off?"

"The clasps are at the collar. Two of them." Her voice was rougher than I'd ever heard it. "The enchantment releases when they're undone."

I found the clasps. Small, hidden in the high collar that had framed her throat since the first moment I saw her. Two metal catches, warm from her skin. I unfastened the first. The collar loosened. I unfastened the second. The enchantment released with a soft hum, and the dress loosened, the fabric going slack against her body. The high collar opened and fell away from her throat, baring the column of her neck that I'd been staring at for weeks.

She stood for me. Rising to her feet in a motion that was pure grace despite the tension vibrating through her. The dress slid off her shoulders, down her arms. It caught for a moment at her breasts, the fabric clinging to the curve of them, and then gravity won and the silk fell. Past her waist. Over the curve of her hips. Down her legs and pooling at her feet in a circle of red.

She was naked except for the blindfold.

I looked at her. Deliberately. Slowly. The same sustained attention I'd been giving her in fragments for weeks, through the dress, through the slits, through the moments of proximity during training. Now there was no dress. No fabric. No barrier. Just Sielle, standing in the firelight, letting me see everything.

Her body was everything the dress had promised and more. The lean, athletic frame I'd been studying through fabric was sharper without it: defined shoulders, arms sculpted with years of blade work, collarbones that caught the firelight in clean lines. Her breasts were full for her frame, round and firm, sitting high on her chest with the defiance of youth and the tone of a lifetime of hard training. The firelight painted warm shadows beneath them. Her nipples were small, pale pink, already stiff. Her stomach was flat and taut, the muscle definition visible under smooth skin, a single line of definition running from her ribs to her navel. Her waist was narrow and her hips curved out from it, not dramatically but with a clean, athletic proportion that gave her body a shape the dress had only hinted at. Her legs were long, toned, the muscles defined from a lifetime of fighting stances. Between them, a narrow strip of pale blue hair, the same shade as her head.

She stood in the firelight and let me look. Her chin was lifted. Her shoulders were back. She wasn't hiding. She wasn't performing. She was presenting herself with the same precision she brought to everything: this is what I am, this is what I have, this is what I'm giving you.

The blindfold stayed on. The black silk across her face, the one constant, the part of her that was always covered. It made the rest of her exposure more absolute. Everything below it was bare.

I stood. I was taller than her by several inches. I looked down at her and she looked up at me through the blindfold, and the tension between us had a weight that made the air feel solid.

"Reed," she said. My name in her mouth, rough and low.

I kissed her. Not the way she'd kissed me. Harder. My hand at the back of her neck, holding her in place, my mouth covering hers. She opened for me. Her hands came up to my chest and then my shoulders and her fingers curled into the fabric of my shirt, pulling me closer.

I walked her backward toward the boulder. Her back met the stone and she gasped against my mouth. I pressed into her, my body against hers, and felt the whole length of her: the firmness of her breasts against my chest, the warmth of her stomach against mine, the press of her hips. She was strong. The muscle in her body was real, earned, and it made the softness over it more striking.

I pulled my shirt over my head. Her hands found my bare chest immediately. Her fingers traced the lines of muscle, the scars from two years of dungeon fighting, the new bruise patterns from the Guardian fight that the potion had healed but not fully erased. She mapped my body with her hands the way she mapped a battlefield: thoroughly, precisely, missing nothing.

"You're stronger than you were," she said. Her fingers traced my ribs, where the breaks had been. "The levels. I can feel them."

"You've been paying attention."

"I've been paying attention since the first day." Her hands went to my belt. She undid the buckle with fingers that were deft and sure and didn't hesitate. "I've been paying attention to the way you move. The way you fight. The way you look at me when you think I can't tell." Her hands pushed the trousers down. "I can always tell."

I caught her wrists. Held them. Her fingers stilled.

"Not yet," I said.

She made a sound. Frustration. Need. The Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach, who had held a gate against three hundred enemies, made a sound of frustrated need because I'd stopped her hands.

I turned her around. She went willingly, her palms finding the boulder's surface, her back to me. The firelight caught the muscles along her spine, the smooth planes of her shoulder blades, the elegant lines of a body that had been built for combat and was being offered for something else. The curve of her ass was tight, firm, the same lean athleticism that defined the rest of her.

I pressed against her from behind. My chest against her back, my mouth at her ear. She shivered. The blindfold faced the boulder. Her hands gripped the stone.

"You held that gate alone," I said. My voice was low, close to her ear. "Six hours. Three hundred enemies. Nobody came."

Her breath hitched.

"I came." I pressed closer. "I pulled you out of death and I poured my last potion down your throat and I carried you through a dungeon I had no business surviving. And when that Guardian was about to kill you, I didn't hesitate."

"I know." Her voice was barely audible.

"Look at me." She couldn't look at me. She turned her head as far as the position allowed, the blindfold angled over her shoulder. "You've been holding yourself together since the moment you arrived. The discipline. The control. The walls. You don't have to hold anything right now."

Her breathing changed. The controlled rhythm that she maintained in combat, in training, in every moment of every day, broke. It came faster, ragged, and her grip on the boulder tightened until her knuckles went white.

"Let go," I said.

She let go.

Not her hands. The wall. The discipline wall that she'd built over a lifetime of military service and a hundred and thirty-seven years of death. She let it fall, and what came through was a sound I'd never heard from her: a low, shaking exhale that carried everything she'd been containing. Relief. Want. The specific desperation of a woman who had spent her entire life being strong and was choosing, for the first time, to stop.

I took her there, against the boulder, with the fire behind us and the stars above and Vessa sleeping twenty feet away. I was not gentle. She didn't want gentle. She wanted what she'd earned by holding that gate alone: someone who would hold her down and make her feel something besides duty and the weight of being the strongest person in the room.

When I entered her she went rigid. Her entire body locked, every muscle taut, her fingers digging into the stone. She was wet — slick and hot and tight enough that pushing into her took effort, her body resisting and then yielding in a slow, clenching surrender that drew a groan from both of us. Then she exhaled, a long shaking breath, and her body loosened around me. She pressed back into me. Her hips moved, taking me deeper, and the sound she made was a low, stuttered moan that she cut off by biting her lip.

I set the pace. Slow at first. Feeling the shape of her, the heat and the tightness and the way her body gripped me with each stroke, clenching when I pulled back, softening when I pushed forward. She was soaked. I could feel it on my thighs where her body met mine, slick and warm, and the sound of me moving inside her was obscene in the quiet camp. She was strong. The muscles in her back shifted under my hands as she braced against the boulder, and the core strength of a Blade Saint translated into a control of her own body that let her match my rhythm without effort, her hips rolling back to meet each thrust with a precision that sent sparks up my spine.

I gripped her hip with one hand and increased the pace. She gasped. Her fingers scraped against the boulder. "Ah—" The sound escaped before she could stop it, sharp and breathy, and I felt her clench hard around me in response to her own voice, as if hearing herself moan made it worse. I leaned over her, my chest against her back, and found her breast with my free hand. I cupped it, felt the weight of it, the firm roundness filling my palm. Her nipple was hard against my fingers. I squeezed, and she arched into the touch, her back bowing, her head falling back against my shoulder. A moan slipped out of her, longer than the first, and her hips pushed back harder, grinding against me.

"More," she said. The first word she'd spoken since I'd turned her around. One word. One syllable. More command than request, except that it came from a woman who'd given up command, and the contradiction was the entire point.

I gave her more. Harder. My grip on her hip tightened, pulling her back into me with each stroke, and I stopped being careful about the force. The sound of our bodies meeting was sharp in the quiet of the camp, skin against skin, wet and rhythmic. She moaned with each impact, tight sounds forced out of her in time with the thrusts, and each one was louder than the last. Her control was breaking. I could feel it in the way her body was moving, less controlled, more desperate, her hips bucking back into me without the measured precision of before. She was getting close. Her pussy was tightening around me in pulses, her wetness running down the inside of her thigh, and the sounds she was making had gone from bitten-back concessions to open, helpless moans that she couldn't contain.

I moved my hand from her breast to her throat. Didn't squeeze. Held. Her pulse hammered against my palm. She tilted her head back, baring her throat to my grip, and the trust in that gesture, from a woman who'd spent her entire life protecting her own neck, hit me harder than anything physical could have. She moaned against my hand, the vibration of her voice traveling through my fingers, and her body clenched around me so tight it nearly stopped me.

I moved her from the boulder to the ground, turning her onto her back, and she went with me without resistance. The rocky ground was covered by the edge of my bedroll, and I laid her down on it with more care than anything else I'd done tonight. She looked up at me as I settled over her, the blindfold dark against the pale of her face, her blue hair spread in a fan around her head. The firelight fell across her body in shifting patterns, lighting the curves and planes of her in warm gold. Her breasts rose and fell with each hard breath, round and full against her ribcage, her nipples flushed. Her lips were swollen from kissing, parted, and the line of her jaw was soft in a way I'd never seen.

She was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen. Not because of the body, though the body was extraordinary. Because of the openness. The walls were down and she was looking up at me with her face bare beneath the blindfold and every defense she'd spent a lifetime building was set aside, and what remained was a woman waiting to be taken by the man she'd chosen.

I entered her again. She pulled me down to her, her arms around my neck, her legs wrapping around my waist. The angle was different from behind. Deeper. I sank into her fully and she moaned, unguarded, her back arching off the bedroll. She was wetter than before, her body slick and open, and the sensation of being buried inside her while her legs locked around me and her heels dug into the small of my back was enough to blank every thought in my head.

I braced my weight on one arm and used the other to hook under her knee, lifting her leg higher, changing the angle. I drove into her and she cried out, louder than anything she'd let escape all night, her hand flying to her mouth. I pulled it away. Pinned her wrist beside her head.

"Don't," I said. "Let me hear you."

Her jaw worked. The discipline fought. But I thrust into her, deep, grinding against her, and her mouth opened and what came out was a moan, low and unguarded and sustained, and the sound of Sielle losing control was worth every beating, every stolen kill, every night spent counting supplies in the dark.

I held her wrist pinned and fucked her and she let me hear every sound. Not screams. Not performance. Moans that started low in her chest and built with each stroke, tight and raw and increasingly desperate. Her free hand gripped the bedroll above her head, her fingers twisting the fabric. Her hips rose to meet me on each thrust, the wet sound of our bodies meeting filling the space between her moans. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic spasms, her body building toward something it couldn't hold back.

"Reed—" My name in her mouth, broken across a moan. The first time she'd said it during sex. "Reed, I'm—"

She came apart beneath me. Her body arched hard, lifting us both, her legs tightening around my waist with the crushing strength of a Blade Saint. Her mouth opened in a silent cry that finally broke into sound, a ragged moan that she couldn't contain and didn't try to, and her body clenched around me in deep, rolling waves that pulled me over the edge with her.

I buried myself in her and came, my forehead pressed against her shoulder, her body shuddering under mine, her arms locked around my back. The fire popped. The night air cooled the sweat on our skin.

We lay there. Her arms were around me, holding me against her, and for a long time neither of us spoke. Her breathing slowed. Her heartbeat, which I could feel through the press of our chests, dropped from the rapid rhythm of sex to something steadier. Her hands moved on my back in slow, deliberate strokes that were probably the most physically affectionate thing Sielle had ever done in her life.

I rolled to the side. She turned with me, keeping contact, her body pressed against my side with her head on my shoulder. The blindfold faced the sky. Her mouth was near my throat. One of her legs hooked over mine, and the lean muscle of her thigh was warm against my skin.

I traced the line of her spine with my fingers. Down her back, over each vertebra, to the small of her back and the curve of her ass and back up again. She shivered under my touch. Not from cold. From the novelty of being touched without purpose. Not correction, not healing, not combat. Just touch. My fingers on her skin because I wanted to touch her and because she was mine to touch.

"I can feel you thinking," I said.

"I'm always thinking."

"What are you thinking about?"

A pause. Her fingers curled against my chest. "I'm thinking that I've held a battle line against three hundred enemies and I've trained seventeen students in the most demanding sword discipline in the Registry and I've died and been brought back to life. And none of those things made me feel as exposed as the last hour did."

"Exposed isn't the same as vulnerable."

"No. It isn't." Her mouth moved against my throat. The ghost of a kiss. "Exposed is a choice. Vulnerable is a condition. I chose this."

"You did."

"I was trained," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, "to be a weapon. Since I was seven years old. Everything I learned was in service of combat. How to fight. How to kill. How to hold a line. How to die usefully." Her breath was warm on my skin. "I was never trained for this."

"You did fine."

Her mouth moved against my throat. The almost-smile. "I didn't say I was bad at it. I said I was never trained." Her hand found my chest and rested there, palm flat over my heartbeat. "Reed. I need to say something to you, and I need you to understand that I mean it completely."

"Say it."

"I'm yours." The words were measured. Deliberate. Spoken with the same weight she gave a battlefield assessment or a blade evaluation. "Not because the system says so. Not because you summoned me. Because you threw yourself in front of a killing blow for me, and because you held me down and made me feel something I haven't felt in a hundred and thirty-seven years. I am yours." Her hand pressed harder against my chest. "Whenever you want me. However you want me. In the morning, after training, in a dungeon, against a boulder, in a bed. I am available to you. This is not an offer I'll withdraw. This is not a gift I'll take back. I am giving myself to you because you earned it, and because I want to, and because you are the first person in my life who made me feel like surrender was not the same as defeat."

I held her. The fire burned low. The stars turned overhead.

"I accept," I said.

She pressed closer. Her body settled against mine with a completeness that said she was done holding herself apart. The Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach, level 78, Blade Saint, the woman who'd held a gate against three hundred and never once been held in return, curled against my side in the firelight and closed the distance she'd been maintaining since the day I summoned her.

I put my arm around her and held her against me and felt the full weight of what she'd given: not just her body, not just permission, but the walls. She'd let them down and she wasn't putting them back up.

On the other side of the fire, Vessa slept. Her stellarweave glowed faintly in the dark.

I held Sielle and watched the fire die and didn't sleep for a long time. Not because I was troubled. Because I wanted to be present for this. For the warmth of her against me, the slow rhythm of her breathing, the trust that a woman who had never trusted anyone was placing in my hands.

I held her tighter. She made a small sound and pressed closer.

Tomorrow, everything would be different. Tomorrow, the discipline would rebuild and the warrior would return. But tonight, in the dark, with the fire dying and the stars turning and her body warm against mine, Sielle was just a woman who had chosen to belong to someone, and I was the man she'd chosen.

I closed my eyes.




Chapter 16: Honest

Sielle was different after.

Not dramatically. She was still Sielle: precise, controlled, the discipline rebuilt by morning with the efficiency of someone who'd been maintaining it her whole life. But the edges were softer. She stood closer to me during training. She touched my arm when she corrected my stance, and the touch lingered a beat longer than correction required. When she demonstrated a technique, she did it from beside me rather than from across the clearing, her body close enough that I could feel the heat of her.

At camp, she sat beside me instead of across the fire. Her knee rested against mine while she cleaned her blade, and neither of us mentioned it. When she handed me water or food, her fingers found mine in the exchange and stayed.

And in the mornings.

The first morning after the Ashenmere, I woke to find her beside my bedroll. Not in the chair across the camp. Beside me, sitting cross-legged, her sword across her knees, watching me through the blindfold with the patient attention of a woman who had decided where she belonged and was content to wait there until I woke.

"Good morning," she said. And the warmth in it was new. Not Sielle's warmth, which had always been buried under layers of military discipline and professional distance. This was warmth that had been let out. Released. Given permission to exist on the surface of her voice rather than hidden beneath it.

On the second morning, she brought me water before I asked. On the third, she sat close enough that her thigh pressed against mine while we ate, and her hand rested on my knee throughout the meal with a casual possessiveness that said: I belong here. This is where my hand goes now.

Vessa noticed. Of course Vessa noticed. She noticed everything that involved people, the way Sielle noticed everything that involved combat. She watched the new proximity between Sielle and me with those star-flecked blue eyes, and she said nothing about it for three days.

In those three days, we cleared a dungeon. The Splitrock Gorge, level 35–42. A canyon dungeon with vertical combat, stone constructs that used the cliffs as launch points, and a boss that was essentially a landslide with a mana core. Sielle fought with the same precision she always had, but there was a fluidity in the way she positioned relative to me that hadn't been there before the Ashenmere. She was closer. Not protectively. Connectively. She fought beside me the way she slept beside me: as if proximity was a condition she'd decided on and didn't intend to renegotiate.

I gained a level.

[LEVEL UP: 37 → 38]

Level 38. The climb was accelerating. Every dungeon clear compressed weeks of normal progression into hours.

On the fourth day after the Ashenmere, Vessa said something.

We were at the tavern. Evening. Sielle had gone to check the guild board for new contracts, which left Vessa and me alone at the corner table with two bowls of stew and a lamp that needed oil.

Vessa was sitting beside me. She was always sitting beside me. Since the first night in the tavern, since the shared bed, she'd claimed the space at my side with the easy territorial confidence of a woman who knew what she wanted and didn't see the point of pretending otherwise. Her shoulder was against my arm. The stellarweave caught the lamplight, the fabric shimmering against her body, and through it I could see the shape of her: the swell of her breasts, the narrowing of her waist, the glow of her skin beneath the translucent weave.

"You and Sielle," she said.

"What about us?"

"You slept together. The night after the Ashenmere." She said it without accusation, without jealousy, without anything except the directness that was her defining quality. "I was asleep. I know. The mana depletion knocked me out. But I woke up enough to feel her leave the fire, and when I opened my eyes in the morning she was sitting beside you with a look on her face that I've never seen on a Blade Saint before."

"What look?"

"Satisfied. Not combat-satisfied. The other kind." She took a bite of stew. "Reed. I'm not upset."

"I didn't think you were."

"Good. Because I'm not. Sielle deserves what you gave her. She's been wound so tight since the day she arrived that I was worried something would crack." She paused. "Did she crack?"

"In a good way."

Vessa smiled. The crooked one that reached her eyes. "I'm glad." She set down her spoon and turned toward me, her body angled on the bench so her knee pressed against my thigh. "I want to talk about something, and I need you to listen to the whole thing before you respond."

"Alright."

"I'm not Sielle. I know that's obvious, but I'm saying it because what it means matters." She held my gaze. The blue eyes were steady, the silver flecks bright in the lamplight. "Sielle needed you to break through her walls. She needed the moment, the catalyst, the thing that gave her permission to let go. The Guardian. The shielding. The night by the fire. She needed all of that architecture before she could give herself to you."

She leaned closer. Her breast pressed against my arm through the stellarweave, warm and deliberate.

"I don't need architecture," she said. "I don't need a catalyst. I don't need permission. I've wanted you since the clearing, since you sat beside me on the grass and told Sielle and me how the party was going to work, and I watched you plan a war with two dead women you'd known for less than a month and I thought: this one's different." Her hand found my thigh under the table. "I'm telling you this because I want you to know that what I'm about to do isn't a reaction to what happened with Sielle. It's not competition. It's not me catching up. It's me doing what I've been wanting to do since I met you, and doing it now because I'm tired of waiting and because I'm honest enough to say so."

Her hand was on my thigh. Her eyes were on mine. The stellarweave was glowing brighter, the stellar channeling responding to her elevated pulse.

"What are you about to do?" I asked.

"Take you upstairs. Close the door. And give you everything I have." Her mouth curved. "Unless you have objections."

"No objections."

"Good." She stood. Took my hand. "Then come with me."



The room was small. One bed, one chair, the same pine-plank floor and stained ceiling as every room in Greyholt. Vessa closed the door and turned the lock and then turned to face me.

She wasn't nervous. There was no trace of the hesitation, the building tension, the walls-coming-down progression that Sielle's night had required. Vessa stood in front of me with her shoulders relaxed, her eyes bright, her body language open. She wanted this and she wasn't performing uncertainty about it.

"I need to tell you something first," she said.

"Tell me."

"I've thought about this. A lot. In specific detail. While you were training with Sielle in the mornings, while we were clearing dungeons, while I was lying next to you in that too-narrow bed listening to you breathe." She stepped closer. "I've thought about what I want and how I want it and I'm going to tell you, because that's who I am. I tell people what I want."

"Then tell me."

"I want you to see me. Not through the stellarweave. Not through armor or enchantment or distance." She reached up and found the edge of the wrap at her shoulder. "I want you to look at me the way you looked at Sielle when her dress came off. I saw your face the next morning. Whatever she showed you, it changed something in how you carry yourself around her. I want that. I want to be seen by you and I want it to matter."

She pulled the stellarweave.

The fabric unwound from her body in a single fluid motion, the enchantment releasing as she drew it away. The shimmering weave slithered off her shoulders, down her arms, away from her breasts, past her waist and hips, and she held the gathered fabric in one hand and stood before me naked.

She was nothing like Sielle.

Where Sielle was lean and precise, Vessa was abundant. Her body was built on different proportions entirely: fuller, rounder, softer, every line generous where Sielle's was economical. Her breasts were large, heavy, sitting lower than Sielle's with a natural weight that gave them a shape I could have stared at for hours. They were round and full and the skin was pale and smooth and her nipples were wider, darker pink, already stiffening as the air touched them. Below them, her ribcage gave way to a waist that nipped in and then flared out to hips that were wide in a way that clothing fought against and lost. Her stomach was flat but soft, the skin there luminous with the golden glow that ran through every inch of her. Her thighs were thick, strong, the muscle beneath the softness visible when she shifted her weight. Her ass, which I'd been watching through the stellarweave for days, was full and round and prominent, impossible not to look at.

And the glow. The stellar channeling lit her from within, a warm golden luminescence that turned her skin into something between flesh and light. It was brighter at certain points: the collarbones, the insides of her wrists, the hollow of her throat. As I watched, the glow brightened across her chest, her body responding to arousal by channeling more mana to the surface.

She stood in the lamplight and glowed, and she watched me watch her, and she didn't rush me.

"Well?" she said.

"You're stunning."

"I know." No false modesty. No deflection. She said it with the same directness she said everything. "But I wanted to hear you say it." She dropped the stellarweave on the floor. "Your turn."

I undressed. She watched with open appreciation, her eyes tracking my hands as I pulled my shirt off, unbuckled my belt, pushed the trousers down. Her gaze moved across my chest, my stomach, my arms, and when I was naked she looked at all of me with the same thoroughness and the same lack of pretense.

"You've been leveling hard," she said. "I can see it. You're thicker through the chest and shoulders than when I met you." Her hand reached out and touched my stomach. Her fingers were warm and the glow in her skin transferred through the contact, a pulse of golden light that spread from her fingertips across my skin. "The levels change your body. You're going to be a very dangerous-looking man in another twenty levels."

"Just dangerous-looking?"

"Among other things." She stepped into me. The full length of her body against mine, nothing between us. The sensation of her was overwhelming. Heat, softness, pressure. Her breasts compressed against my chest, the size and weight of them spreading against me. Her hips pressed into mine. Her arms went around my neck and her mouth found mine and the kiss was nothing like Sielle's.

Sielle kissed with precision. Control. Intention.

Vessa kissed with her whole mouth. Open, warm, unhesitating. Her tongue met mine immediately and her hands pulled my head down to her and she kissed me the way she talked: completely, without reservation, holding nothing back. I could feel her smile against my lips. She was enjoying herself and she wasn't hiding it.

I walked her to the bed. She sat on the edge and looked up at me with those blue star-flecked eyes and the golden glow brightening across her skin, and she put her hands on my hips and pulled me toward her.

"Wait," I said.

"I don't want to wait." But she waited. Her hands stayed on my hips. Her eyes stayed on mine. "What?"

"Lie back."

She lay back. Her blonde hair spread across the mattress, thick and golden, and her body settled against the bed with the comfort of a woman who was exactly where she wanted to be. Her breasts fell to the sides slightly, the weight of them shifting, and the lamplight caught the luminous skin and turned her into something between a woman and a sunrise.

I knelt between her legs. Hooked my hands under her thighs and pulled her toward the edge of the bed. She gasped, surprised, and then her hands found the sheets and gripped them as my mouth found her.

"Oh," she said. "That's — oh."

She was vocal. From the first touch she was vocal. Where Sielle had bitten back every sound, Vessa released them freely. She talked. Not coherently, not in sentences, but in fragments: "there" and "yes" and "don't stop" and my name, "Reed," spoken in a voice that was lower and rougher than her speaking voice.

Her thighs closed around my head. Soft, strong, the warmth of her skin pressing against my temples. Her hands went from the sheets to my hair and her fingers curled and pulled. The glow in her skin was brightening, the stellar channeling surging in response to sensation, turning the dim room golden. I could see the light through her thighs, the luminescence pulsing beneath the skin with each heartbeat.

I took my time. She'd asked me to see her, and this was seeing: learning the geography of her body, the places that made her gasp, the pressure that made her hips lift, the rhythm that made her voice break. She tasted like warmth and salt and something else, something that might have been mana, and her body moved against my mouth with the unself-conscious rhythm of a woman who was too honest to pretend she wasn't drowning in pleasure.

Her responses were a map. She told me what worked, not with instructions but with her body — the arch of her back when I found the right spot, the tightening of her thighs when I held there, the half-breathed "don't you dare stop" when I slowed. Her fingers in my hair guided without directing, pulling me closer when she wanted more, easing when she needed to breathe.

She came the first time with my mouth on her, her hips lifting off the bed, her thighs pressing against the sides of my head, her voice breaking on my name. The glow blazed. For a moment the room was lit bright as afternoon, every surface washed in golden light, shadows erased. Then it faded to a warm pulse, and she lay gasping, her hands still in my hair, her chest heaving.

"Inside me," she said. Immediately. No recovery time. "Now. Please."

I climbed over her. She reached between us and guided me in, her hand wrapping around me, stroking once with a firm grip that made my breath catch, before positioning me and pulling me forward with her hips. When I pushed inside her she made a sound that was more sigh than moan, deep and satisfied, her eyes going wide and then half-lidded as I sank into her. She was hot and wet and her body opened for me with an eagerness that matched her words, tight enough to feel every inch of the entry, slick enough that the slide was smooth and continuous until I was fully inside her.

"Oh, god," she breathed. "You feel—" She rolled her hips experimentally, adjusting to me, and the motion sent a pulse of golden light across her skin. "Yes. Yes, that's good."

Her eyes stayed open, looking up at me. Her mouth was swollen and flushed and curved at the corners. She looked happy.

"I want to see your face," she said. "Sielle can't see yours. I can. I want to watch you while you fuck me."

I moved. She watched. Her blue eyes held mine, and the silver flecks brightened, and the glow in her skin pulsed in time with her heartbeat. She moaned on the first full stroke, a sound that was warm and open and completely without restraint, and her hips lifted to meet me, finding the rhythm immediately. Her breasts moved with each thrust, the heavy, full motion of them against her chest, and she reached up and put my hand on one and held it there.

"I like your hands," she said. Her voice was breathy, punctuated by small moans that escaped between the words. "I like the way you — ah — hold things. Swords. Potions. Me." Her hips rolled up to meet mine and the angle shifted and she gasped. "You hold everything the same way. Like it — oh, right there — like it matters."

I squeezed her breast. She arched, pressing the soft weight harder into my palm, and her eyes went half-lidded. I rolled her nipple between my fingers and her breath caught, her pussy clenching around me in a tight spasm that pulled a groan from my throat. The glow in her skin flared at the point of contact, a bright pulse of gold that spread outward from my touch.

"Your body does that," I said. "Responds to touch with light."

"It does that when it's — mmm — happy." Her smile widened even as she moaned. "It's very happy right now."

I lowered my mouth to her other breast. Took her nipple between my lips, sucked, and she made a sound that started as a gasp and became a full-throated moan, long and open, her hand coming to the back of my head, holding me there. I used my mouth and my hand together, one breast and then the other, and she writhed beneath me, her hips meeting mine in a rhythm that was getting faster and wetter, the sounds of our bodies meeting growing louder.

"You're teasing me," she said.

"You said you wanted me to see you."

"I said — oh fuck. I said I wanted — Reed." Her coherence was failing. The fragments were replacing the sentences, and each fragment was more honest than the last. She pulled my head up from her chest and kissed me, hard, her mouth tasting like her own arousal from where my lips had been, and she didn't care. She moaned into my mouth while I thrust into her, the vibration of her voice running through the kiss.

Her hips rose to meet mine. The angle shifted and she cried out, a full-voiced sound that rang off the walls of the small room. Her legs wrapped around my waist. Her hands found my back and her nails dug in.

"Harder," she said. "Please, harder."

I gave her harder. I braced my hands on the mattress beside her head and drove into her with the full force I'd been holding back. She took it with her eyes open and her mouth open and sounds pouring out of her, moans and cries and breathless fragments of my name that filled the room and probably carried through the walls and into the tavern below. She didn't care. Her body was arching to meet every thrust, her breasts bouncing with the force of it, her thighs gripping my hips, pulling me deeper.

"Don't stop," she gasped. "Don't — Reed — I'm going to — don't stop, don't stop, don't—"

She talked the entire time. Some of it was instruction. Some of it was encouragement. Some of it was just my name, moaned with increasing desperation, her voice climbing higher and rougher with each thrust.

"Reed. Reed. There, right there, don't — oh god — yes. Reed."

Her second orgasm built slowly and arrived all at once. Her body went taut, every muscle engaged, and the glow in her skin surged to full brightness. The room went golden. Her eyes, open through the whole thing, blazed with silver light, the flecks igniting like actual stars. Her pussy clenched around me in hard, rhythmic contractions and she cried out, loud and sustained and shameless, her nails raking down my back hard enough to leave welts.

I followed within seconds. The combination of her body clenching around me and her voice and the blazing light of her skin pushed me past the point of control. I drove into her one last time, deep, and came inside her while she was still shuddering through the aftershocks. The room was warm and golden and the woman beneath me shone.

We lay together afterward. She didn't roll away. She didn't create distance. She pulled me down onto her and wrapped her arms around me and held me against the full, soft warmth of her body with a completeness that said she had no intention of letting go.

"Stay," she said. "Right here. On top of me. I like the weight."

I stayed. My head on her chest, her heartbeat under my ear, her skin still glowing faintly beneath me. Her breasts were soft against my face, the skin warm and luminous. Her fingers traced patterns on the back of my neck. Slow spirals. Idle, comfortable, the touch of a woman who expressed affection through contact and had been waiting weeks for the opportunity.

"That was good," she said. Then immediately: "I know the rule. No 'that was' after sex. Pretend I said something more original."

I laughed. Against her chest, my mouth on her luminous skin, I laughed. It was the first real laugh I'd produced in weeks, and it surprised me.

"There he is," she said softly. "I wondered if you could do that."

Her fingers moved from my neck to my hair, combing through it. The touch was tender in a way that had nothing to do with sex. It was care. Simple, unguarded. Vessa's care, given as naturally as breathing.

"I told you I was honest," she said. Her voice was drowsy, satisfied, the roughness of sex settling into something softer. "I meant it. So here's the honest version of what just happened: I've been wanting that since the second day I knew you, and it was better than I imagined, and I intend to have it as often as possible."

"How often is that?"

"Whenever you'll have me." Her fingers paused on my neck. "Which I'm hoping is frequently. Mornings. Evenings. After dungeons. Before dungeons. During particularly boring stretches of travel." She resumed the tracing. "I don't need occasions. I don't need catalysts. I just need you to want me, and I can see that you do, and that's enough."

"That's different from Sielle."

"Everything about me is different from Sielle. She's a blade. I'm a fire. She gives herself through surrender. I give myself through honesty." Her arms tightened around me. "Both of us are yours. Both of us mean it. We just mean it in different languages."

I turned my head and kissed her chest. She hummed. The sound vibrated through her body into mine.

"Reed?"

"Yeah."

"Thank you. For the antidote in the clearing. For the blanket. For the clothes that didn't fit. For letting me sleep in your bed. For looking at my face instead of my tits, that first day, when I was naked and poisoned and terrified." Her voice was steady but the warmth in it had a density that I could feel. "I knew you were different then. Everything since has been confirmation."

She held me. The lamp burned low. Through the window, Greyholt was quiet.

I lay on Vessa's chest and listened to her heartbeat, and the golden glow of her skin dimmed slowly as she drifted toward sleep, and I thought about what she'd said. Two women. Two languages. Both mine.

She was right.

Both of them meant it.




Chapter 17: What We Lost

I woke to warmth.

Sielle's mouth was on me. She'd pulled the blanket aside and taken me in her hand and then replaced her hand with her mouth, and by the time I was conscious enough to understand what was happening, she'd been working for long enough that my body was already responding.

She was kneeling beside the bedroll. Fully dressed, the red dress pristine, the blindfold in place, her hair pinned in the twin buns. She looked like she'd been awake for hours. She probably had. The morning light was grey through the trees, early, the camp still quiet. Vessa was asleep on the other side of the dead fire, the stellarweave dimmed, curled on her side with her blonde hair spread beneath her.

Sielle's mouth was precise. Everything she did was precise. She used her lips and her tongue with the same deliberate attention she gave to edge alignment and weight transfer, each motion purposeful, each adjustment calibrated to the response it produced. Her hand gripped the base, her fingers firm and sure, and her head moved in a rhythm that was unhurried and relentless.

I put my hand in her hair. She made a sound, low and muffled, and the vibration of it traveled through me. My fingers tightened in the pale blue strands, and she responded by taking me deeper, the muscles of her throat working.

She brought me to the edge and held me there. Her hand tightened. Her pace slowed to something agonizing, each stroke long and complete, and when I gripped her hair harder and pulled she took the signal and finished me with three quick, decisive motions that left my vision white.

She sat back. Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The gesture was matter-of-fact, utilitarian, and somehow that made it hotter than anything else she'd done.

"Good morning," she said.

I lay on the bedroll with the grey morning light on my face and my body still humming. "That's one way to wake someone up."

"You were sleeping. I was awake. I made a decision about how to spend the time." She stood, smoothing the dress. "Training in an hour. Eat something."

She walked to the fire pit and began rebuilding the morning fire with the same disciplined efficiency she brought to everything. I watched her move: the straight back, the precise placement of each piece of kindling, the economy of motion. The Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach, level 78, building a campfire after giving her summoner a blowjob at dawn.

The contrast was the point. The bible of whatever was being written about my life would note that Sielle expressed devotion through service, and the service ranged from killing level 47 Guardians to waking me up with her mouth. Both were offered with the same commitment.

I got up. Ate. The morning settled into routine.



We didn't clear a dungeon that day. The Ashenmere had pushed all three of us harder than any previous clear, and even with healing potions and level-ups, the body needed time to rebuild. Sielle's left shoulder was stiff from the Guardian's blade impact. Vessa's mana reserves were still refilling from the full-output channeling. My ribs, despite the Epic potion, ached when I breathed too deep.

Rest day. The first since we'd formed the party.

We stayed at camp. The site we'd used the night before was sheltered, with a stream nearby and good sightlines. I spent the morning running maintenance on our gear: sharpening blades, checking enchantment integrity on the vambraces, inventorying supplies. Sielle ran solo drills at the edge of the clearing, her sword moving through practice forms with the mechanical perfection of someone who'd done them ten thousand times. The white-gold light was suppressed. She was working technique, not power.

Vessa sat by the rebuilt fire and watched both of us with the comfortable attention of a woman who had nowhere to be and was happy about it. She'd rewrapped the stellarweave after bathing in the stream, and the fabric shimmered against her wet skin, the translucent weave hiding nothing while covering everything. Water droplets caught in her blonde hair glinted in the morning sun. She looked like something from a painting that the painter would have been embarrassed to show in public.

"I have a question," she said, around midday. The three of us were eating. Cold rations from our supplies, nothing elaborate. Sielle sat on my left, close enough that our legs touched. Vessa sat on my right, leaning against my shoulder, her body a warm weight against my side. "About how you two met."

"I pulled her from the sealed archives while bleeding in a dead-end chamber at the bottom of a dungeon," I said.

"The short version, yes. I want the long version." Vessa looked past me at Sielle. "I want to hear about the Pale Gate."

The clearing went quiet. Sielle's hand, which had been resting on her knee, went still.

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

"She's asking." Sielle's voice was controlled. Neutral. The discipline fully engaged. "She has the right. We're a party. Our histories are relevant."

"It's not about relevance," Vessa said. Her voice was softer than usual. "It's about knowing who I'm standing beside. And who stood beside you before me."

Sielle was quiet for a long moment. Then she set her food aside and folded her hands in her lap.

"The Dawn Reach was a frontier territory," she said. "Far east, past the settled kingdoms. The Pale Gate was the only pass through the Valmere range. It connected the city of Valmere, forty thousand people, to the eastern territories where the dungeon density was highest."

She spoke in the measured cadence of a military report. Facts. Locations. Numbers. The discipline was her armor, and she wore it for this the way she wore it for everything.

"A dungeon overflow occurred in the eastern territories. Massive. The largest recorded at the time. Monsters in numbers that exceeded any military response the Dawn Reach could mount. The evacuation order for Valmere was issued by the regional commander. The city had one route out: west, through the Pale Gate."

She paused. Her hands were interlaced in her lap. The knuckles were white.

"I was assigned to hold the Gate. One Blade Saint to protect the pass while forty thousand civilians evacuated through it. The commander told me reinforcements were being mobilized from the western kingdoms. He told me they'd arrive within hours." Another pause. "I believed him."

I'd heard fragments of this. In the dungeon, on the ridge. But never the full account, delivered in sequence, with the weight of a woman who had spent a century dead and was only now telling someone the complete truth of how she'd gotten there.

"The overflow reached the Gate at dawn. The first wave was several hundred. I held them in the pass. The terrain was favorable. One defender in a narrow space can hold against many, if the defender is skilled enough and the space is narrow enough." Her voice didn't change. The words came out as data, as assessment, as if she were describing someone else's battle. "The second wave arrived at midmorning. Larger. The creatures were adapting to the terrain, finding alternate routes through the rock. I sealed the secondary passages with collapses and continued to hold the main pass."

Vessa's hand found mine. She squeezed.

"By afternoon, I had been fighting for six hours. The reinforcements had not arrived. The evacuation was still ongoing. I could hear the wagons through the pass behind me, the sounds of people moving, children crying." Her hands pressed harder together. "I sent a runner to the commander asking for status on the reinforcements. The runner came back with a message. The reinforcements had been diverted. A political decision. Another territory had made a higher-priority claim."

Silence. The fire crackled.

"Diverted," Vessa said. Her voice was flat.

"The commander's message said the situation was under review. He urged me to hold as long as possible." Sielle's mouth thinned. "I held. The third wave came at sunset. By then I was injured. The diagonal slash across my torso, the one Reed healed in the dungeon. I received it at the beginning of the third wave. I fought with it for two more hours."

"Two hours," I said. "With a wound that nearly killed you in the dungeon."

"The wound was less severe when I received it. It deepened over the course of the fighting. By the time the fourth wave arrived, it had opened fully. I was losing blood. The pass was holding, but I was not."

She stopped. The discipline held her voice steady but her hands had not unclenched since she started.

"The final assault came after dark. I don't know the exact time. I don't know the exact number. My memory of the last hour is incomplete. I fought. The pass held. At some point during the final hour, a blade found me from behind. Through the wound. Driving it deeper. I don't know if it was a creature or if..." She trailed off. The sentence hung unfinished.

"If someone wanted the Gate to fall," I said quietly.

"The thought occurred to me. In the final seconds. Before the skill pulled me here." Her hands unclenched. She placed them flat on her thighs, the fingers spread. "Valmere evacuated. Forty thousand people survived. The Gate fell after I died, but the city was empty by then. I accomplished the mission."

"And nobody remembered you," Vessa said.

"There was no memorial. No record in the frontier archives that Reed could find. The Dawn Reach territory was absorbed into the eastern settlements two decades after the overflow. Valmere still exists, under a different name. The Pale Gate is a ruin." Her voice was perfectly level. "I was erased. The institution that sent me to die found it more convenient to forget that I existed than to explain why the reinforcements never came."

The clearing was quiet. The stream ran. Birds moved in the trees. Ordinary sounds, ordinary morning, and between the three of us sat the weight of a woman's life and death and the institutional machinery that had used both.

Vessa was still holding my hand. Her grip had tightened through the telling. Now she released it and turned to Sielle.

"I was a Stellar Warden," she said. "The Stellarine Circle. A council of channelers who governed a territory called the Aurelian Compact. Twenty cities. Two million people. I sat on the council for eleven years."

Her voice was different from Sielle's telling. Where Sielle had used discipline as armor, Vessa used directness. She didn't distance herself from the story. She lived inside it.

"Aldren joined the council in my seventh year. He was charming. Intelligent. Good at the work. I liked him. I considered him a friend." She paused. Her blue eyes were fixed on the fire. The silver flecks caught the light but didn't brighten. "In my tenth year, a proposal came before the council to cede the northern territories to a neighboring power. The proposal was backed by commercial interests, trading guilds who would profit from the territory transfer. Aldren supported the proposal. I opposed it. The northern territories contained three of our largest cities and a quarter of our population. Ceding them was surrendering people for profit."

She told the rest simply. The vote had gone her way. Aldren had accepted the result publicly. Six months later, during a routine council session, he'd stood behind her chair, leaned over to check a document she was reviewing, and put a needle into the base of her spine. The poison had been fast. She'd felt the prick. Turned her head. Seen Aldren's face, close to hers, smiling the same smile he always wore when he voted.

"I was dead in under a minute," she said. "The council declared it natural causes. Aldren became the new senior Warden. The northern territories were ceded within the year." She looked at me. "I was killed for a trade deal. Sielle was killed for a political convenience. Both of us were erased by the institutions we served."

"Both of you were betrayed by people you trusted," I said.

Sielle's head turned toward me. The blindfold faced me with the focused attention I'd learned meant she was reading everything about me that her senses could reach.

"So were you," she said.

The anger was there. The clean, cold clarity that had replaced the locked room in the Greymaw. It hadn't gone anywhere. It had been waiting under the surface while I trained and cleared dungeons and leveled and built a party and bedded two women who deserved better than the world had given them. The anger was patient. It had a list, and the list started with Dain and ended with Callum, and every name between was written in the specific ink of two years of beatings and stolen experience and a collapsing dungeon ceiling.

"Callum filed a death report," I said. "Hostile summon encounter. The Church-appointed Hero did his duty and the garbage Summoner was killed by his own incompetent skill. Clean. Procedural. Blameless."

"The same language," Vessa said. "Different century. Different institution. Same language."

We sat with that for a while. The fire burned. The stream ran. Three people who had been used and discarded by the systems they'd served, sitting in a clearing on the frontier, sharing the details of how they'd been thrown away.

It should have been heavier than it was. It should have been grief, or rage, or the crushing weight of institutional betrayal laid out in three parallel stories. Instead, it felt like a foundation. Like the last piece of something being set into place.

We knew each other now. Completely. Not just names and classes and levels, but the shape of each other's worst moments and the way those moments had formed us. Sielle's discipline built on a gate she'd held alone. Vessa's honesty built on a friendship that had concealed a needle. My anger built on two years of fists and stolen swords and a ceiling brought down on my head.

The afternoon settled in warm and quiet. Sielle resumed her drills. Vessa lay in the grass by the fire and let the sun warm her face, her stellarweave catching the light. I sat with the Ashveil Blade across my knees and thought about the list.

Dain first. The enforcer. The one who held me down and grinned.

He was out there somewhere. Callum had heard I was alive. The clerk's messages had done their work. Sooner or later, someone would come looking for the Junk Summoner who'd come back from the dead with two legendary women and a grudge.

I hoped it was Dain. I hoped he came grinning.

That evening, we returned to Greyholt. The tavern. The corner table. The room upstairs that had become ours through the simple economics of being the only party on the frontier that could afford to pay weeks in advance.

Sielle went to check the guild board. Routine. She'd taken over the administrative tasks because her precision made her better at it than me, and because she found satisfaction in the order of schedules and contracts and logistics. She kissed me before she left. Brief, on the mouth, in the tavern, in front of the barkeeper and two other adventurers. It was the first public gesture she'd made. The barkeeper blinked. The adventurers stared.

Sielle didn't acknowledge any of them. She walked out with her sword at her hip and her back straight.

Vessa watched her go with open amusement. "She did that on purpose," she said. "That was territory. She wanted those two to see."

"You're projecting."

"I'm observing. I'm very good at observing." She leaned into me, her shoulder against my arm, her breast pressing warm against my bicep through the stellarweave. "For the record, I don't mind. She can mark territory. I'll mark it differently."

"How?"

"Like this." She turned my face toward her with a hand on my jaw and kissed me. Not brief. Long, thorough, with tongue, in the same tavern, in front of the same barkeeper. When she pulled back, the barkeeper had stopped blinking and was polishing the same glass he'd been polishing for the last two minutes.

"See?" Vessa said. "Different language. Same message."

I sat in the tavern with the taste of two women on my mouth and the memory of Sielle's morning service in my body and their stories in my chest, and I thought: this is what they took from me. Not just the levels. Not just the experience. Not just two years of my life. They took the possibility of this. Of people who chose me. Of belonging to something that wasn't built on abuse and theft and the slow, systematic erasure of everything I could have been.

Callum took that. Elara documented it. Dain enforced it. Lyssa watched.

The list was patient. The list could wait.

But not much longer.

Later. The room. Vessa climbed into bed before I did, shedding the stellarweave and sliding under the blanket naked. She lay on her side, waiting, the golden glow of her skin dimmed to a warm ambient light.

"Come to bed," she said.

I did. She pressed her back against my front, pulled my arm around her waist, and settled my hand on her breast with the decisive placement of a woman arranging furniture. She held it there for a moment, then let go, satisfied that I'd maintain the position.

"Stay," she said.

Sielle returned from the guild board, entered the room, and looked at the bed where Vessa lay curved against me with my hand on her breast under the blanket. She said nothing. She sat in the chair with her sword across her knees, her head bowed, her breathing evening into rest. Three feet away. Present. Part of the room. Part of whatever this was becoming.

I held Vessa and felt the weight of her and the warmth of her and the steady rhythm of her breathing as she fell asleep, and I listened to Sielle's controlled breathing from the chair, and I lay in the dark between them and thought about Dain.

Dain, who had held me down while Callum hit me. Dain, who had grinned every time. Dain, who had taken Emberthorn from my hand and pinned me against a dungeon wall and called me junk boy with the cheerful cruelty of a man who had never once faced consequences for anything.

The anger burned clean and steady in the place where the locked room used to be. It had a name now. It had a face. It had a grin that I intended to remove.

Soon.




Chapter 18: Climbing

We cleared the Blackthorn Warren on a Tuesday. Level 38–44. Three floors, subterranean, infested with thorn constructs that regenerated if you didn't destroy the root nodes buried in the walls.

The constructs were nasty. They grew back. You could cut one down, clean kill, binding joints severed, core destroyed, and within thirty seconds the remains would twitch and the thorns would begin reassembling. The first time it happened, a construct I'd killed reached out and caught my ankle with a half-formed limb and nearly dragged me into a wall of thorns.

"Root nodes," Sielle said, pulling me free. "The constructs are extensions of a central network. Kill the extensions, they regenerate. Kill the nodes, the network dies."

The nodes were buried in the walls, hidden behind layers of thorn growth that made the corridors narrower with each room. I could feel the mana concentrations through the stone if I pressed my hand against the wall between the thorns. Each node was a hot point, a dense knot of mana that powered a section of the floor.

The strategy built itself. I called the approach: Sielle and I would hold the constructs while Vessa burned through the thorn growth to reach the wall, then concentrated a focused beam on the node. Once the node died, every construct it powered collapsed and stayed down.

The second floor was where it got difficult. The thorn growth was so thick that the corridors were barely shoulder-width, and the constructs attacked from the thorns themselves, erupting from the walls. I pulled a Rare-tier cloak with a stealth enchantment from a mid-dungeon summon. It dampened my mana signature enough that I could slip past the dormant constructs in a chamber we needed to traverse, reach the root node behind them, and mark it for Vessa's beam before they activated.

We cleared the Warren in six hours. Efficient. Controlled. The kind of clear that looked easy from the outside because the planning was invisible.

[LEVEL UP: 38 → 39]

We cleared the Hollowed Pit two days later. Level 40–46. Vertical dungeon, all shafts and ledges, populated by flying mana-constructs that dove at us from above. The architecture was the problem. Standard dungeons had floors and ceilings. The Pit had neither. It was a series of connected shafts, some hundreds of feet deep, with narrow ledges spiraling down the walls. One wrong step and the fall would kill you long before the constructs got the chance.

Vessa's barriers were our lifeline. She created starlight platforms at critical junctions, solid sheets of compressed light that we could stand on and fight from. Sielle used them as launch points, leaping from platform to platform with the grace of someone who'd spent decades fighting in verticality. I used them as choke points, drawing the flying constructs into the narrow space between two barriers where I could reach them with the Ashveil Blade.

The blindfold training paid off three separate times when constructs attacked from behind and below, directions my eyes couldn't cover while I was focused on the ledge ahead. Each time, I felt the displacement of air, the compression that Sielle had taught me to read as a pre-strike signal, and my body turned and my blade found the construct before my eyes caught up. On the third occasion, Sielle was watching from a ledge above me.

"Good," she called down. One word. From Sielle, during combat, it was worth a standing ovation.

We cleared the Cinderkeep. Level 42–48. Fire dungeon. The corridors were lined with heat vents that erupted on timed cycles, and the enemies were flame-hardened golems that absorbed Vessa's starfire and redirected it. The first time Vessa hit a golem with a focused beam, the golem's body drank the energy and expelled it in a wave that scorched the ceiling above our heads.

"Well," Vessa said, staring at the char marks. "That's new."

I had to rethink the entire party composition on the fly. Vessa switched to barriers and crowd control, her starlight walls channeling the golems into kill corridors instead of burning them directly. Sielle handled all offensive output, her blade cutting through the flame-hardened stone at the joints where the fire enchantment was weakest. I managed the heat vent timing while fighting alongside her: counting seconds between eruptions, calling "VENT" when the next blast was imminent, directing movement through the windows of safety between cycles.

The boss was a Cinderkeep Warden, level 47, wreathed in perpetual flame. Vessa's barriers contained its fire output while Sielle and I worked the joints. [Random Summon] produced a frost-enchanted shield on the second pull, and I used it to create a cold zone that the Warden couldn't enter without its flames guttering. Sielle exploited the weakness. The Warden went down in under three minutes.

[LEVEL UP: 39 → 40]

Level 40.

The number sat in my status screen and I stared at it for longer than I should have. Level 40 was professional adventurer territory. Level 40 was where career dungeon clearers peaked after years of grinding. I'd reached it in weeks. The suppression that Callum had maintained for two years was a dam, and breaking it had released a flood that showed no signs of slowing.

I thought about what level I'd be if Callum had never suppressed my weighting. Two years of dungeon clears at proper experience distribution. I should have been in the mid-forties by now, maybe higher. The levels I was gaining weren't a gift. They were owed. Every single one of them was an experience point that Callum had stolen, being returned.

Twelve levels below Callum. Closing.



The days between dungeons had a rhythm now.

Mornings: Sielle woke me. Sometimes with her mouth, efficient and thorough, bringing me to the edge and over before the sun cleared the trees. Sometimes just with her presence, sitting beside the bedroll, her knee against my hip, waiting with the patience of a woman who had decided that proximity to me was her default state. Either way, I woke to her.

Training followed. The three of us in the clearing, running drills. Sielle and I sparred while Vessa provided interference, stellar barriers appearing in the space between us that I had to fight around or through. The barriers were semi-random, Vessa placing them where she judged they'd challenge me most, and they forced me to adapt mid-combination, redirecting strikes around obstacles that appeared between one beat and the next. It was maddening and it was making me better.

Vessa and I ran channeling coordination: her starfire sweeping areas I designated while I practiced calling adjustments in real time. "Left, narrow, sustained" meant a focused beam to my left held for three seconds. "Wide, front, pulse" meant an area sweep ahead in a single burst. The shorthand was becoming instinctive. I could call patterns mid-fight without breaking my own combat rhythm.

My swordwork was unrecognizable from a month ago. The edge alignment was automatic. The weight transfer was clean through five-strike combinations. My blindfold instincts surfaced in live combat now: I could feel an attack coming from outside my visual field and respond without turning to look first. In sparring, I was lasting over a minute against Sielle. Not winning. Nobody won against Sielle. But lasting, which was its own form of victory.

Sielle's corrections had reduced to single words. "Angle." "Timing." "Better." The silences between corrections grew longer, and the silences were the real praise.

Afternoons: dungeon reconnaissance, gear maintenance, supply management. I pulled daily, the surface results consistently Rare now with occasional Epic items appearing. The skill was scaling with my level. Each new threshold unlocked a slightly deeper reach, and the quality floor rose accordingly.

Evenings: the tavern. The corner table. The room upstairs.

The evenings were where the intimate rhythm lived. Vessa had established herself as a physical constant in my space. She leaned against me at the table, her breast pressed against my arm through the stellarweave, her hand on my thigh while she ate. She talked. She always talked. About the dungeons, about the frontier, about the differences between her era and this one, about the food, about the other adventurers, about whatever crossed her mind. She was warm and constant and her presence filled the silences that Sielle's discipline created.

Sielle sat on my other side. Quieter. Her leg against mine. Her hand occasionally finding my knee under the table, resting there, a point of contact maintained without comment. When Vessa was animated and leaning into me and talking, Sielle would sometimes reach past me and touch Vessa's arm, a brief gesture that said: I'm here too. Vessa would catch her hand and squeeze it, and the three of us would sit at the table connected by contact, and the other adventurers in the tavern would look at us and look away and not know what to make of it.

At night, Vessa climbed into bed naked and arranged herself against me with the territorial confidence of a woman claiming her space. She'd pull my hand to her breast, settle my arm around her waist, press her ass back into my hips, and sigh with satisfaction once the arrangement met her standards. Sometimes the arrangement led to more. She'd grind against me slowly, feel me harden against her ass, reach back and guide me into her from behind, and we'd fuck in the dark with her moans muffled against the pillow and my hand on her hip setting a lazy rhythm that built over minutes. She was wet before I entered her, always, her body primed by the contact and the closeness, and the slow slide into her was its own pleasure, unhurried, savored.

"Mmm," she'd say, her voice thick with sleep and arousal, pressing back to take me deeper. "There. Stay there for a second. Just — yeah. That."

Sometimes she came quickly, her body tightening around me in a rush, a soft cry buried in the pillow. Sometimes she made it last, rocking against me in small motions that kept us both on the edge, talking in fragments between moans until neither of us could hold it and the slowness broke into something harder.

Sielle slept in the chair. Three feet away. She could hear everything. She never commented on it. Once, on a night when Vessa was particularly vocal, her moans climbing from muffled whispers to sounds that the pillow couldn't contain, I caught the slight adjustment of Sielle's breathing from the chair. The controlled steadiness becoming fractionally less controlled. Her hands shifted on the sword across her knees.

The next morning, Sielle's mouth was more urgent than usual. She took me deep, her hand gripping the base, her head moving with a purpose that bordered on aggressive. The sounds she made around me were the same tight, restrained moans I'd pulled from her against the boulder, except she was making them voluntarily, offering them. When she finished me, she swallowed and sat back and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and said "Good morning" with a roughness in her voice that said the previous night's sounds had stayed with her.

The competition between them wasn't hostile. It was expressive. Two women, two languages, both making sure their summoner knew he was wanted.



The reputation spread.

The guild board in Greyholt posted clear records publicly. Our party's entries were accumulating: the Rustvein, the Ashenmere, the Blackthorn Warren, the Hollowed Pit, the Cinderkeep. Five dungeons in three weeks, all Hero-rated or above, all cleared efficiently by a three-person party that the system said shouldn't exist. The completion times were fast. The loot records were significant. The failure rate on the dungeons we'd cleared was fifteen to twenty percent for standard Hero parties. Ours was zero.

Garren had stopped trying to compete on the same board. I noticed him one morning at the guild, staring at our latest clear record with the expression of a man watching a horse race where his horse had been lapped. He saw me looking and shrugged. "Different league," he said, and went back to scanning the mid-tier contracts. It was the closest he'd come to an apology.

"Junk Summoner" had traveled past Greyholt. I heard it from a scout who'd passed through from two territories west, and from a supply merchant who ran a route between the frontier towns. The merchant told me that adventurers in the western frontier knew the name and the story: a Common-rank Summoner who'd been left to die, survived, and come back with a Mythic-rank evolution and two legendary women. The merchant said he'd heard three different versions of how I'd summoned them. Two of the versions were wrong. The third was closer to the truth but made me sound taller.

The frontier guild network was paying attention. Commander Harren had started requesting copies of our clear reports for the regional office, which meant the regional office had started asking questions. The clerk who processed our contracts had stopped hesitating and started processing them with the brisk efficiency of someone who'd accepted that this was her reality now. She'd also started adding a note to each report: Party composition: Reed Altius (Summoner, Lv. 40), Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72). Provisional Hero-tier access. Clear success rate: 100%.

The notes were her way of building a paper trail. I recognized the technique. Elara had taught me what bureaucratic positioning looked like.

"You're famous," Vessa told me one evening, her head on my shoulder, her finger tracing idle patterns on my chest. We were in bed. She was naked, glowing faintly, draped across me with the boneless comfort of post-sex warmth. "The Junk Summoner. It has a ring to it."

"I didn't pick the name."

"The best names are the ones other people give you. They're more honest." She shifted, her breast sliding against my ribs. "What do you think Callum's hearing?"

That question had been sitting in the back of my mind for days. The clerk's messages had gone out weeks ago. The guild network was talking. The frontier was small enough that word traveled, and Callum was operating two territories east, well within the gossip range.

"He knows I'm alive," I said. "He's known since the registration."

"And now he knows you're clearing Hero dungeons with two legendary women." Vessa propped herself up on her elbow. The stellarweave was on the floor. Her breasts hung full and heavy as she leaned over me, the golden glow of her skin catching the lamplight. "He's scared."

"Callum doesn't scare."

"Callum doesn't show fear. There's a difference. A Church-appointed Hero with a Legendary skill and a stolen sword just learned that the man he left to die is alive, leveling fast, and accompanied by fighters who outclass him by thirty levels each." She tipped her head. "He's scared. The question is what he does about it."

From the chair, Sielle spoke. "He sends someone."

We both looked at her. She was sitting in her usual posture, blade across her knees, head slightly bowed. She hadn't been asleep.

"He won't come himself," she continued. "Not yet. He'll send someone to assess. To confirm the reports. To determine if the threat is real." She paused. "He'll send the one who's least valuable and most expendable. The enforcer."

Dain.

The name settled in the room. Vessa's hand, which had been tracing patterns on my chest, went still.

"Dain is level 48," I said. "He's a tank class. Tower shield, heavy mace, defensive skills. He was the one who held me down."

"And now?" Sielle's head lifted. The blindfold faced me. "Can you take him?"

I thought about it. Really thought about it, the way she'd taught me to think about combat: capabilities, weaknesses, positioning, leverage. Dain was level 48. I was level 40. The level gap was significant but not insurmountable. His class was defensive. He was built to absorb damage, not deal it. Tower shield, heavy mace, a defensive skill set that relied on tanking hits and wearing down attackers through endurance. In Callum's party, Dain had always been the wall, not the sword. Without Callum's offensive power behind him, without Elara's tactical support, Dain was a shield with nobody to protect.

He was strong. I'd never deny that. He'd been the one holding me down for two years, and the strength in his arms was real. But strength in a tank means nothing against a fighter who can bypass the shield. Dain's training was built around absorbing frontal assaults. He stood in front of things and took the hits. He'd never needed to handle someone who could create angles, disrupt spatial awareness, and strike with the edge precision of a Blade Saint student.

He'd never fought someone who wanted to kill him, either. In Callum's party, Dain had always fought dungeon monsters. Creatures. Things that attacked patterns, not strategies. A human opponent with real technique and real motivation was a different problem, and Dain had never solved that problem because he'd never had to.

"Yes," I said. "I can take him."

Sielle's mouth curved. "Good."

"Then we wait," she said. "He'll come to us. And when he does—"

"I'll handle it."

"You'll handle it," she confirmed. Her voice carried the quiet certainty of a teacher who had done her work and trusted the result. "I trained you for this, Reed. Not for dungeons. Not for monsters. For the moment when the man who held you down comes looking for you again and discovers that the boy he pinned against a wall has become something he can't pin."

The room was quiet. Vessa settled back against me, her warmth returning to my side. Sielle's breathing evened out into her rest state.

I lay in the dark and thought about Dain. His grin. His hands on my wrists. The casual cruelty of a man who'd never been outmatched.

He was coming. And when he arrived, I was going to show him what happened when the kid he used to hold down learned how to hold a sword.




Chapter 19: The Enforcer

I saw him before he saw me.

The guild hall in Greyholt was busy that morning. A supply caravan had come through overnight and the adventurers were restocking, checking contracts, trading gossip. I was at the board, scanning for a dungeon I'd been tracking — a level 44–50 crawl two days north that had been growing unchecked for a month — when the door opened and a shadow blocked the light.

Dain Halver walked into the guild hall like he owned it.

He was exactly how I remembered him: massive, broad, built like a man who'd been using his size as his primary personality trait since birth. His tower shield was strapped to his back, the metal face scarred and dented from years of dungeon work. His mace hung at his hip, heavy-headed, a weapon that relied on mass rather than edge. He wore plate armor over chain, polished to a shine that said he'd cleaned it specifically for this visit. He wanted to look good. He wanted to look official.

He looked like a thug in expensive clothes.

The guild hall noticed him. A level 48 tank in full gear was hard to miss on the frontier, and Dain's Church-party insignia was visible on his shoulder: the interlocked rings that marked a member of a Hero-designated group. The adventurers at the tables glanced up, assessed, and went back to their business. The clerk behind the counter tracked him with the careful attention of someone calculating whether this was going to be a problem.

Dain scanned the room. His eyes moved across the tables, the board, the counter. Then they found me.

The grin started.

That grin. I'd seen it a thousand times. When he held me down. When he dumped my supplies in a stream. When he pinned me against a dungeon wall while Callum took my sword. The grin was Dain's signature: broad, easy, the expression of a man who had never met a situation he couldn't handle by being bigger than everyone else in it.

He walked toward me. The adventurers between us moved aside. Not because he asked. Because he was six and a half feet of armored tank moving with purpose, and getting out of the way was instinct.

He stopped four feet from me. Close enough to loom. He was still taller than me, still wider, still built on a scale that made the space around him feel smaller. His shadow fell across me and the guild board behind me.

"Reed." He said my name the way he always had: with the casual familiarity of a man addressing something he owned. "You're looking better than the last time I saw you."

The last time he'd seen me, I'd been bleeding on the floor of the Ashen Barrow with his boot-print bruised into my ribs.

"Dain," I said.

"Heard you were alive. Callum was surprised. We all were. The Greymaw's a nasty dungeon. Most people don't walk out of a collapse like that." He shrugged. The armor clinked. "Glad you made it, honestly. Callum's been feeling bad about the whole thing."

"Has he."

"Sure. Accidents happen in dungeons. You know that. The Greymaw was unstable. The ceiling came down. These things happen." He was performing. The words were Callum's script, delivered with Dain's easy confidence, and the combination was almost convincing if you didn't know that the ceiling had been brought down by a precision mana demolition from a woman who calculated everything.

"The ceiling was brought down by Elara," I said. "On Callum's order. While I was on the other side."

The grin flickered. Not much. Dain was good at the grin. He'd built his entire social repertoire around it: the big, friendly guy who happened to also be the one who held you down. But the flicker was there, and I saw it, and he knew I saw it.

"That's a serious accusation, Reed. Against a Church-appointed Hero." His voice dropped half a register. Not threatening. Not yet. Warning. "Be careful where you say things like that."

"I'm saying it to you. In a guild hall. With witnesses." I didn't raise my voice. Didn't need to. The guild hall had gone quiet around us. The adventurers at the tables were listening. The clerk was watching. "The mana signature on the collapsed slab was Elara's. Controlled detonation. Precision targeting. I have a level 78 Blade Saint who examined the stone and confirmed it."

The grin died.

Not slowly. All at once. The easy expression dropped from Dain's face and what replaced it was something I'd seen before but never directed at me: the focused attention of a fighter assessing a threat. Dain wasn't stupid. He'd been in enough fights to recognize when the dynamic had shifted, and the dynamic had shifted.

"Level 78," he said. "The Blade Saint. One of your summons."

"Her name is Sielle."

"And the other one. The Stellar Warden."

"Vessa. Level 72."

He processed this. I watched him do it, watched the numbers move behind his eyes. He was level 48. Sielle was level 78. Vessa was level 72. Even Dain, whose tactical thinking had always been limited to "stand in front and absorb," could do that arithmetic.

"So you've got two legendary babysitters," he said. The grin tried to come back. It managed about half. "Good for you, Reed. Somebody to hide behind."

"I don't hide behind them."

"No? What are you now, level what, twenty-something? Twenty-five? Still the same garbage Summoner with the junk skill, except now you've got two women doing the fighting for you."

"Level 40."

The half-grin vanished. "Bullshit."

"Check the guild records. I cleared the Cinderkeep last week. Level 42–48. The guild logged my level at clear completion."

Something changed in Dain's posture. The looming confidence that he'd walked in with was still there, but it had acquired a tension underneath, a stiffness in the shoulders that said the situation was no longer matching his expectations. He'd come here expecting the Reed he remembered: level 19, garbage skill, scared, compliant. The Reed who flinched when Dain reached for him. The Reed who went quiet when Callum hit him. The Reed who counted healing supplies at night because counting was the only power he had.

He'd found something else. I was standing in front of him with my weight centered, my posture open, my hands at my sides and nowhere near defensive. I hadn't stepped back when he approached. I hadn't flinched when he loomed. And the numbers I'd given him were real, and he could see them in the way I held myself, in the muscle I'd built through weeks of Blade Saint training, in the calm of a man who had killed dungeon bosses above his level and wasn't afraid of a tank with a shield and a grin.

"Level 40," he repeated. "In, what, two months?"

"Less. Turns out your experience grows quickly when your party leader isn't suppressing your weighting to keep you weak."

The guild hall was silent. Every adventurer in the room was watching. The clerk had stopped pretending to work. Garren, at the far table, was leaning forward with both elbows on the wood and his eyes sharp.

Dain's hand moved to his mace. Not drawing. Resting. The gesture of a fighter anchoring himself to his weapon.

"You're making a lot of noise, Reed. Accusations. Claims. Big numbers." He stepped closer. One step. His shadow deepened. "Callum sent me here to check on you. See how you're doing. Make sure you're okay after the accident. That's the official reason."

"And the unofficial reason?"

"The unofficial reason is that you're embarrassing him. Clearing Hero dungeons. Making noise on the frontier. Running around with two dead women and a chip on your shoulder." His voice hardened. "Callum doesn't like being embarrassed."

"Callum left me to die in a dungeon. His feelings about embarrassment are not my concern."

"Watch your mouth, junk boy."

The name landed in the silent guild hall. Junk boy. The name Dain had given me in the first month of Callum's party, spoken in the same dismissive tone he'd used for two years while he held me down and grinned.

Except now the guild hall was full of people who knew the name "Junk Summoner," who'd seen the clear records on the board, who'd watched a three-person party do what Hero parties couldn't. And "junk boy" in that context didn't sound like a dismissal. It sounded like a man who hadn't caught up with reality.

I looked at Dain. At his armor, polished for the visit. At his mace, heavy and blunt. At his shield, scarred from years of standing in front of things and absorbing hits. At his hands, which had held my wrists while Callum punched me. At his grin, which was gone, replaced by something harder and less certain.

"I challenge you," I said. "Sanctioned duel. Guild-witnessed. Right of grievance under frontier law."

The hall went very still.

Dain stared at me. "You what?"

"Right of grievance. I'm claiming it. You, specifically. For physical assault committed during party operations over a two-year period. The frontier guild charter allows any registered adventurer to challenge another to a sanctioned duel over unresolved grievance. I'm registered. You're registered. The grievance is documented in Elara's own reports, which are in my guild file." I paused. "I'm challenging you, Dain. Accept or walk away."

He couldn't walk away. That was the calculation he was running now, behind the anger and the confusion and the dawning understanding that the kid he'd pinned against walls was standing in front of him in a guild hall full of witnesses and calling him out by name. He couldn't walk away because walking away from a sanctioned challenge was a public admission of cowardice, and a tank's entire reputation was built on not backing down. Dain's identity, his career, his standing in Callum's party — all of it was built on the premise that he stood in front of things. If he walked away from a level 40 Summoner's challenge, he'd never stand in front of anything again.

He knew it. I could see the moment the knowledge settled, the muscle in his jaw tightening, his hand closing around the mace grip. He looked at me and I looked at him and the two years between us collapsed into the space between our bodies.

"You're level 40," he said. "I'm level 48. You know what that gap means."

"I know what it used to mean."

"It means I'll kill you. That's what it means. A sanctioned duel is to incapacitation or death. You understand that?"

"I understand it."

"And you're still challenging me."

"I'm still challenging you."

He searched my face for something. Fear, maybe. Doubt. The flinch he'd conditioned into me over two years of casual violence. He didn't find it. The flinch was gone. It had died in a dead-end chamber at the bottom of the Greymaw, and what had replaced it didn't flinch from anything.

"Fine." He took his hand off the mace. "I accept your challenge. Tomorrow morning. Dawn. The clearing east of town." He leaned in. Close enough that I could smell the road on him. "I'm going to enjoy this, Reed. I'm going to enjoy it the way I enjoyed every other time I put you on the ground."

"You've never seen me fight, Dain. Not once. In two years, you never once watched me fight something that wasn't already dead or restrained." I held his gaze. "Tomorrow you'll see me fight. And it'll be the last thing you see."

He held the stare for three seconds. Then he turned and walked out of the guild hall. His boots rang on the stone floor. The door closed behind him.

The silence held for another beat. Then the guild hall exhaled. Conversations resumed. The clerk started writing, her pen moving fast. Garren was still leaning forward, his eyes on the door Dain had walked through, and when he looked at me his expression had changed again. Not the grudging nod of weeks ago. Something more serious. The expression of a man watching someone he'd underestimated step into something real.

I turned back to the guild board. My heart was hammering. My hands were steady.

The clerk was already at the counter with a form. "Sanctioned duel registration," she said, her pen poised. "Reed Altius versus Dain Halver. Right of grievance. Dawn tomorrow. Do you want standard rules or frontier rules?"

"Frontier rules."

"Frontier rules permit lethal force. Both parties acknowledge the risk. The guild provides witnesses and records the outcome. Medical intervention is available but not guaranteed." She wrote without looking up. "The challenger may specify the location."

"The clearing east of town."

She stamped the form. "Registered. I'll notify the outpost commander. The guild requires a minimum of three witnesses." She looked at me. The professional mask was thinner than usual. Beneath it, something I hadn't seen from her before. Concern, maybe. Or curiosity. "Mr. Altius. He's level 48."

"I know."

"Frontier duels have a mortality rate of thirty-one percent."

"I know that too."

She stamped the form a second time. "Good luck."



Sielle and Vessa were at the clearing. Morning training, which I'd left to check the guild board. I walked down the path from town and found them sparring, Sielle's blade flashing white-gold against Vessa's starlight barriers, the two of them moving through the clearing with the fluid coordination of women who'd spent weeks fighting beside each other.

They stopped when they saw my face.

"He came," Sielle said. Not a question.

"Dain. At the guild hall. He's here on Callum's orders, officially to check on me. Unofficially to remind me that I'm supposed to be dead." I sat on the rock at the clearing's edge. "I challenged him. Sanctioned duel. Dawn tomorrow."

Vessa crossed her arms. The stellarweave rippled with the motion. "And?"

"He accepted."

Sielle sheathed her sword. She walked to where I sat and stood in front of me, her head tilted in the evaluation pose. The blindfold faced me with the focused attention she gave to things that mattered.

"Tell me about his fighting style," she said.

I told her everything I knew. Two years of watching Dain in combat had given me a comprehensive picture: his stance, his guard preferences, his attack patterns, his tendencies under pressure. He led with the shield. Always. He'd plant the tower shield in front of him and anchor his weight behind it, then use the mace in short, heavy swings from the shield's edge. His defense was his offense. He wore opponents down, absorbed their energy, and then crushed them when they were too tired to keep hitting the thing they couldn't get through.

"His weakness is mobility," I said. "The tower shield weighs sixty pounds. Full plate, chain, the mace. He's carrying over a hundred pounds of gear. He can't pivot fast. He can't pursue. He holds ground and he punishes anyone who comes to him."

"So don't go to him," Sielle said.

"I won't. I'll make him come to me."

"His guard transitions." Sielle's voice had shifted into the instructor register, the precise cadence she used when teaching. "When he moves the shield from a frontal guard to a lateral guard, there's a window. The shield has to travel across his body. During the travel, his center line is exposed. How long is the window?"

"Half a second. Maybe less."

"For a tank, that's generous. Half a second is long enough for a two-strike combination. Diagonal to the center line, then a thrust through the gap before the shield closes." She paused. "You've drilled that combination a thousand times."

"I've drilled it two thousand times."

"Good." Her mouth eased at the corner. "The Voidtooth Dagger. Phase Cut bypasses physical armor. His shield is physical armor. If you can get inside the shield's arc, the dagger goes through the plate."

"That's the plan."

Vessa sat beside me on the rock. Her hand found my thigh and rested there. "I want to say something and I want you to hear it."

"Say it."

"This isn't just about revenge. It's about proof. Every adventurer in Greyholt will be watching tomorrow. The clerks will document it. Word will reach the regional office, the Church, Callum. When you kill Dain — and you will kill him — it won't just be one name off your list. It'll be a statement. The Junk Summoner killed a level 48 tank in a sanctioned duel. That changes the calculation for everyone who comes after."

She was right. The duel wasn't private. It was political. Every hit I landed, every technique I used, every second I survived against a man eight levels above me would be witnessed, recorded, and transmitted through the same guild network that had been tracking my clear records. Callum would hear about it. Elara would hear about it. The Church would hear about it.

And they'd know that the man they'd left to die was coming.

"I'm ready," I said.

Sielle's hand found my shoulder. Her grip was firm, the fingers of a swordswoman, and the pressure said more than words would have. She'd trained me for this. Not for dungeons. Not for monsters. For the moment when the man who held me down came looking for me again.

Vessa's hand tightened on my thigh. "Kill him," she said. Quietly. Without humor. "Kill him and don't feel guilty about it."

"I won't."

The clearing was quiet. The morning light came through the trees in clean columns, the same light I'd trained under for weeks. Tomorrow, at dawn, I'd stand in this clearing with the Ashveil Blade and the Voidtooth Dagger and the techniques of a Blade Saint and the anger of two years, and I'd face the man who'd held me down.

Tomorrow. Dawn. One down. Three to go.

The list was patient. The list had waited long enough.




Chapter 20: Duel

Dawn came cold and grey.

I'd been awake for an hour. Sielle had woken me with a touch on the shoulder instead of her mouth. Different morning. Different purpose. She'd sat beside me in the dark and said nothing while I dressed and strapped on the vambraces and belted the Ashveil Blade at my left hip and the Voidtooth Dagger at my right.

Vessa had been awake too. She'd stood by the window in the stellarweave, watching the sky lighten, the golden glow of her skin muted in the pre-dawn grey. When I was ready, she crossed the room and kissed me. Long. Thorough. Her hands on my face, her mouth warm, her body pressed against mine.

"Come back," she said.

"I will."

Sielle waited by the door. When I turned to her, she didn't kiss me. She placed her hand on the center of my chest, palm flat, and held it there for three heartbeats.

"Edge alignment," she said. "Weight transfer. Trust the training."

"I trust it."

She removed her hand. Opened the door. We walked to the clearing.

The walk took ten minutes. Through Greyholt's main road, past the taverns and the supply shops, past the guild outpost where the clerk was already at her counter despite the hour. The town was quiet but not empty. People were awake. People were watching from doorways and windows, the news of the duel having traveled through the frontier's gossip network overnight.

I walked between Sielle and Vessa. The Ashveil Blade at my left hip. The Voidtooth Dagger at my right. The vambraces warm on my forearms. My body felt light. Sharp. The training had stripped everything unnecessary from my movement and what remained was clean and ready.

I thought about my father. Level 41 swordsman, retired with a bad knee. He'd taught me the basics before the Registry assigned me Summoner and made the basics irrelevant. He'd be proud of what Sielle had built on his foundation. He'd be scared of what I was about to do with it.

The clearing was full.

Word had spread. Sanctioned duels on the frontier were rare enough to draw attention, and a duel between a member of a Hero-designated party and the Junk Summoner who'd been clearing their dungeons was a spectacle nobody wanted to miss. Thirty adventurers lined the treeline. Garren was there, arms crossed, his face unreadable. Commander Harren stood apart with two guild officials, a sealed document in his hands. The clerk who'd registered the challenge was beside him, pen and ledger ready.

The clearing was the same one I'd trained in for weeks. I knew every root, every slope, every patch of uneven ground. I'd fought Sielle here a thousand times. I'd trained blindfolded here. I'd thrown knives at the scarred tree on the east side until my shoulder couldn't lift. This was my ground. The fact that Dain didn't know that was the first advantage.

Dain was already there.

He stood at the center of the clearing in full gear. Tower shield planted in front of him, the metal face catching the first grey light. Mace in his right hand, resting against his thigh. Full plate over chain, the Church insignia bright on his shoulder. He looked massive. He looked armored. He looked exactly like what he was: a wall that things broke against.

He was grinning.

The grin was back. Whatever uncertainty I'd planted in the guild hall yesterday had been processed overnight and discarded. Dain had looked at the numbers, level 48 against level 40, and he'd decided that numbers were numbers and he was bigger and he'd been doing this longer and the kid was still the kid regardless of how many dungeons he'd cleared with his legendary babysitters.

Good. Overconfidence was a gap in the guard, and Dain had never learned to close it.

Harren stepped forward. "Sanctioned duel. Right of grievance under frontier charter, article fourteen. Challenger: Reed Altius, Summoner, level 40. Respondent: Dain Halver, Tank, level 48. Frontier rules. Lethal force permitted. The duel concludes at death, incapacitation, or voluntary yield." He looked between us. "Do both parties acknowledge the terms?"

"Acknowledged," I said.

"Acknowledged," Dain said. The grin widened. "Let's get this done."

Harren stepped back. The guild officials took positions at the clearing's edge. The clerk opened her ledger.

The clearing went silent.

Dain raised his shield. The tower shield came up to center guard, covering his body from knee to chin. His mace rose to strike position beside his head. Standard tank opening: maximum defense, minimum exposure, let the opponent come to him.

I drew the Ashveil Blade. Left hand. The dark steel caught the grey light and the silver inlay pulsed once.

I didn't draw the Voidtooth Dagger. Not yet.

"Whenever you're ready, junk boy," Dain said from behind his shield.

I moved.

Not toward him. Laterally. I circled left, keeping ten feet of distance, my weight centered, the Ashveil Blade held in a middle guard that Sielle had corrected a thousand times until the angle was automatic. Dain tracked me, rotating his shield to keep it between us. His feet shuffled in the dirt, the heavy boots leaving gouges in the soft ground.

He was slow. I'd known he was slow from watching him fight for two years, but knowing it and seeing it from the other side of a blade were different things. The tower shield weighed sixty pounds. The plate added another forty. The mace was fifteen. Dain was carrying over a hundred pounds of gear and he moved like it, each step deliberate, each rotation of the shield taking a full second to complete.

I was carrying six pounds. The Ashveil Blade, the Voidtooth Dagger, leather armor, and the vambraces. I moved the way Sielle had taught me: light, balanced, each step placed with the precision of a fighter who'd been drilled until footwork was breathing.

I circled. He tracked. The distance stayed constant. The audience watched.

Dain shifted his weight. Planted. Waiting. This was his game: let the opponent come, absorb the attack, counter with the mace. He'd won every fight of his career this way. Stand still. Be bigger. Let impatience do the work.

I wasn't impatient. Sielle had beaten impatience out of me along with bad edge alignment. I circled at the same steady pace, my breathing even, my footwork clean, and I watched Dain's body for the tells that two years of proximity had taught me to read. The shift of his weight before he moved. The tightening of his mace arm before he swung. The way his left foot turned inward when he was about to lunge.

Twenty seconds of circling. Thirty. Forty. The audience was getting restless. Someone coughed.

"Going to fight me or dance around me?" Dain called. The grin was holding but his eyes were moving faster than his mouth. He was reading my footwork and he didn't like what he was reading. I wasn't moving like the Reed he remembered. I was moving like a swordsman.

I changed direction. Reversed the circle. Dain's shield had to cross his body to track the reversal, and in the half-second transit, his center line opened. The gap was there, exactly where Sielle and I had predicted: the strip of exposed torso between the shield's right edge and his mace arm.

I didn't strike. Not yet. I filed the timing. Half a second. Exactly what I'd told Sielle.

I reversed again. Dain's shield crossed. Half a second. His feet shuffled in the dirt, the heavy boots gouging lines in the grass.

Again. Faster. Dain's shield crossed, but this time his feet couldn't keep up. His weight shifted late, his stance narrowing, and for a moment his balance was compromised. I saw the imbalance and I still didn't strike.

"Come on!" Dain snapped. The grin was gone now, replaced by a flush that wasn't exertion. It was frustration. He was a tank. Tanks controlled the fight by being immovable. I was making him move, over and over, and every crossing of that shield cost him energy and balance and patience that he couldn't get back. "Stop running and fight me."

I was fighting him. He just didn't know it yet.

Three more reversals. Each one faster. Each one forcing Dain to move his shield across his body, each crossing exposing his center line, each exposure a half-second window that I mapped and measured and filed. I was building a rhythm. Conditioning him. Training his body to expect the reversal and the crossing and the window that always closed before the strike came.

By the seventh reversal, Dain had stopped talking. His breathing was heavier. The shield crossings were getting slower as fatigue set into his arms. A hundred pounds of gear was taking its toll on a man who was used to standing still and letting enemies come to him, not chasing a circling swordsman who wouldn't engage.

On the seventh reversal, I struck.

The shield crossed. The center line opened. Half a second. I drove forward in a lunge that covered the ten-foot gap in two strides, the Ashveil Blade leading, aimed at the gap between the shield's edge and Dain's right arm. The edge alignment was perfect. The weight transfer was clean. Every ounce of training Sielle had poured into me flowed through the blade and into the strike.

Dain reacted. He was level 48 and he'd spent decades fighting. The shield snapped back to center and caught my blade on its face. The impact rang through the clearing like a bell. My sword bounced. His shield held.

But I wasn't finished. The lunge was the first beat of a three-strike combination. The blade bounced off the shield and I redirected, diagonal to lateral, the transition Sielle had made me drill two thousand times. The lateral cut swept past the shield's edge and caught Dain's mace arm above the elbow. The Ashveil Blade bit through chain and into flesh.

He grunted. First blood. A cut on his mace arm, not deep, not crippling, but real. Blood ran down his forearm and onto the mace grip. The leather went slick.

I was already gone. Back to distance. Ten feet. Circling.

The grin was dead. Dain looked at the cut on his arm. Looked at the blood on the grass. Looked at me. The disbelief was naked. In two years of Callum's party, Reed Altius had never cut anyone. Reed Altius was the punching bag. Reed Altius was the kid who flinched when you raised your hand.

"You cut me," he said.

"I'm going to cut you again."

He roared and charged. Abandoned the defensive stance, the tower shield swinging wide as he lunged forward, the mace coming around in a horizontal sweep that would have caved in a castle wall. It was the wrong move. Tanks don't charge. Tanks hold ground. But I'd bled him and the blood had triggered the instinct that had served him his entire career: when something hurts you, hit it harder.

I sidestepped the charge. The mace swept through the space I'd occupied and found nothing. Dain's momentum carried him past me, the weight of his gear making the course correction slow, and as he turned to reacquire me I put a cut across the back of his left calf. Shallow. Deliberate. The hamstring flexed under the blade but didn't sever.

He stumbled. Caught himself. Turned. Blood on his arm, blood on his leg. Two cuts. Neither one dangerous. Both of them messages.

"Stand still," he snarled.

"Make me."

I reversed. He tracked. The shield crossed. I struck.

This time I came from the right, shifting stance mid-approach, and the angle forced Dain to adjust his shield position in a direction he wasn't prepared for. The Ashveil Blade caught the top edge of the shield and slid over it, the tip scoring a line across Dain's face from his left cheekbone to his jaw. Not deep. Controlled. A message cut. I could have gone for the eyes and I chose the cheek.

He roared. Blood ran down his face, into his mouth, dripping from his jaw onto his breastplate. Three cuts. Arm. Leg. Face. Each one placed exactly where I wanted it. Each one telling him the same thing: I can reach you whenever I want. Your shield means nothing.

The mace came around in a sweeping strike powered by anger and forty-eight levels of tank-class strength. I dropped under it. The mace head passed over me close enough to ruffle my hair, and the wind of its passage carried enough force that I felt it in my teeth. The mace cratered a tree at the clearing's edge. Bark exploded. The trunk cracked.

If that had connected, it would have killed me. The level gap was real. One clean hit from Dain's mace and I was dead, regardless of potions or vambraces or anything else. The audience knew it. I heard someone inhale sharply.

But the mace had to connect, and Dain couldn't hit what he couldn't reach. He was swinging wild now, the discipline of his tank training breaking under the accumulation of cuts and blood loss and the dawning realization that he was being taken apart by a man twenty levels his junior. His shield work was deteriorating. The crossings were slower. The guard positions were sloppy. He was compensating for the injured arm and the cut calf, and the compensations opened new gaps that I catalogued in real time.

I came up from the duck and circled again. Dain turned to face me. His face was a mask of blood and rage. The grin was a memory. What remained was an animal, hurt and furious and dangerous, and I respected the danger even as I methodically removed his ability to express it.

Two more exchanges. I cut his shield hand, the blade slicing across his knuckles through the gauntlet's finger joints. His grip on the tower shield loosened. The shield dipped two inches. I cut the outside of his left thigh on the next pass, a matching wound to the right calf, and his stance widened involuntarily as the legs weakened.

Five cuts. None lethal. All precise. Dain was bleeding from his arm, both legs, his hand, and his face, and every wound was a door I'd opened in his defense that he couldn't close again.

He was breathing hard. The plate armor rose and fell with each heaving breath. Blood dripped from his chin in a steady stream. His mace arm was shaking.

I came in again. He committed everything to a downward mace strike, putting his full weight behind it, and I stepped inside the arc before the mace reached full speed, close enough to read the desperation in his eyes, and drove the Ashveil Blade through the gap between his right pauldron and his breastplate. The edge slid between the plates and bit into the shoulder joint beneath. Dain screamed. His mace arm faltered. The weapon dipped, and for one second his shield dropped two inches.

I drew the Voidtooth Dagger.

Phase Cut. The passive that bypassed physical armor on thrust attacks. I'd been saving it. Waiting for the moment when Dain's defense opened wide enough that a thrust would reach his body.

I drove the dagger through the center of his breastplate.

The blade went through enchanted steel the way it went through dungeon-boss armor: completely. Phase Cut activated and the physical barrier ceased to exist for the dagger's edge. The black blade sank into Dain's chest six inches to the right of center, missing his heart, piercing his lung.

He staggered. The tower shield listed to the side. The mace dropped from fingers that couldn't grip. Blood appeared at his mouth, bright red, the color of a punctured lung filling with fluid.

I pulled the dagger out. Stepped back. Watched.

Dain went to one knee. The tower shield hit the ground beside him, too heavy to hold. His hand went to the hole in his breastplate, fingers finding the wound, pressing against the blood. He looked up at me with an expression I'd never seen on his face: the raw, uncomprehending shock of a man who had never once imagined this ending.

"You—" Blood in his voice. Bubbling. "You can't—"

"I can." I stood over him. The Ashveil Blade in my left hand, the Voidtooth Dagger in my right, both red. "You held me down, Dain. Every time Callum hit me, you were the one holding my arms. Every time he took something from me, you were grinning. You thought it was funny. You called me junk boy and you laughed."

He swayed on his knee. The blood was coming faster. The lung wound was filling, drowning him from the inside.

"Do you want to yield?" I asked. "You can yield. The duel rules allow it. I'll let them take you to a healer and patch you up and you can go back to Callum and tell him what happened."

His mouth worked. Blood on his lips, on his chin, dripping onto the breastplate he'd polished for the visit.

"Fuck you," he said. "Fuck you, junk—"

He reached for the mace with his wounded arm. The fingers closed around the grip. He started to rise, the shield forgotten, the mace coming up in a swing driven by fury and the muscle memory of a career spent hitting things that couldn't hit back.

I let the swing come. Read it through the air displacement the way Sielle had taught me. Stepped inside the arc before the mace reached full speed, close enough to smell the blood on his breath, and drove the Ashveil Blade through the gap under his chin.

The blade entered at the throat and angled upward. Clean edge alignment. Full weight transfer. The technique of a Blade Saint student, precise and committed, no half-measures.

Dain Halver stopped.

His eyes went wide. The mace dropped from his hand and hit the grass with a dull thud. His mouth opened and closed. No sound came out. The grin was gone, the fury was gone, the casual cruelty that had defined him for as long as I'd known him was gone. What was left was a man dying on the end of a sword, and the expression on his face was the same blank incomprehension he'd worn when I first cut him.

He hadn't understood. Even at the end, he hadn't understood that the boy he'd pinned against walls had become something that could pin him.

I pulled the blade free. Dain fell forward, face-first, into the grass of the clearing where I'd trained for weeks. The grass that I'd bled on and sweated on and been beaten on by a woman who'd held a gate against three hundred. The grass where I'd learned to fight blindfolded, where I'd thrown knives until the tree was scarred, where I'd become the thing that Dain Halver didn't believe was possible.

He didn't move. He didn't breathe. The blood pooled around him, dark against the green, spreading slowly.

The clearing was silent. Thirty adventurers. Two guild officials. Commander Harren. The clerk with her ledger. Nobody spoke.

I cleaned the Ashveil Blade on the grass. Sheathed it. Cleaned the Voidtooth Dagger. Sheathed it.

Looked at the body.

I waited for guilt. For horror. For the sick, twisting feeling that I'd been told killing a person was supposed to produce. I'd killed dungeon monsters by the dozen and felt nothing more than the professional satisfaction of a job completed. This was a person. This was Dain, who I'd known for two years, who'd eaten beside me at campfires, who'd fought beside me in dungeons, who'd held my wrists while I was beaten.

The guilt didn't come. What came instead was a quietness. A settling. The anger that had been burning in the space where the locked room used to be didn't extinguish. But it banked. One flame went out. The others remained.

One down. Three to go.

Harren stepped forward. His face was carefully neutral. "The duel is concluded. Reed Altius is the victor. Dain Halver is deceased. The outcome is recorded under frontier charter, article fourteen. The right of grievance is satisfied."

The clerk wrote in her ledger. Her pen moved in steady strokes. She'd write the report tonight, and the report would travel through the same guild network that had carried Reed Altius's clear records, and it would arrive at desks where people made decisions, and the name on the report would be familiar.

I turned away from the body.

Sielle was at the treeline. She stood with her sword at her hip and her head tilted and the blindfold facing me. She'd watched the entire fight without moving, without intervening, without a word. Her mouth was set in a line that was neither smile nor frown. Assessment complete.

"Your edge alignment held under pressure," she said. "The reversal conditioning was effective. Your use of the Phase Cut dagger was correctly timed." She paused. "Your final strike was clean."

The highest praise she'd ever given me. Delivered over the body of a man I'd just killed.

Vessa was beside her. She wasn't assessing. She was looking at me with those blue eyes, the silver flecks bright in the morning light, and her expression was open and fierce and proud. She crossed the distance between us and put her arms around me and held me.

"You did it," she said. Against my neck. Her voice was thick. "You did it."

I held her. Over her shoulder, I could see the guild officials covering Dain's body with a cloth. The tower shield lay on its side in the grass. The mace was three feet from his hand, dropped where he'd tried to swing it one last time.

"One down," I said.

Sielle's almost-smile surfaced. Small, precise, carrying more warmth than any grin Dain had ever produced.

"Three to go," she said.

We walked out of the clearing. The adventurers parted for us. Garren nodded as I passed. Not grudging this time. Respectful. The kind of nod you give someone who just did something you're not sure you could have done.

The morning sun was clearing the treeline. The day was warming. The frontier stretched out ahead of us, full of dungeons and contracts and the specific, patient work of getting stronger.

Behind us, the clerk was finishing her report. The pen moved. The words traveled. Somewhere east, Callum Drayne was going to receive a message that said his enforcer was dead, killed in a sanctioned duel by the man he'd left buried under stone.

I wondered what his face would look like when he read it.

I hoped it looked like Dain's had, at the end. That blank, uncomprehending shock of a man who'd just discovered that consequences were real.




Chapter 21: Aftermath

The town was different when we walked back through it.

Not physically. The same buildings, the same streets, the same frontier architecture of rough timber and practical stone. But the people in those buildings and on those streets looked at me differently. The adventurers outside the tavern watched us pass and their conversations paused. The supply merchant at the corner stall nodded to me, a careful, weighted nod. A woman I didn't recognize pulled her child to the side of the road as we approached, not in fear exactly, but in deference to something she could feel in the air around us.

I'd killed a man an hour ago. The town knew. Greyholt was small enough that the duel's outcome had traveled from the clearing to the main road in the time it took us to walk back.

"They're afraid of you," Vessa said. She was on my left, her arm through mine, the stellarweave catching the morning sun. She said it without judgment. Observation.

"Some of them," Sielle corrected, from my right. "The ones who understand what just happened are recalculating. The ones who don't understand are afraid."

"What's the difference?"

"The difference is that fear is useless and recalculation is productive." Sielle's head turned toward a group of adventurers who were watching us from the tavern doorway. They looked away. "The productive ones are asking themselves what this means for the frontier's power structure. A Church-designated party member is dead. Killed in a legal duel by an unaffiliated Summoner. The Church will have to respond."

She was right. The duel wasn't just a fight. It was a political event, the same way Sielle's registration had been a political event, the same way Vessa's registration had been. Each one sent ripples through the guild network and the Church hierarchy and whatever other systems tracked the movements of powerful individuals on the frontier. Dain's death was the biggest ripple yet.

At the guild outpost, Commander Harren was waiting. He stood at the counter with the clerk beside him and the sealed duel document in his hands, and when I walked in he looked at me with an expression that was carefully, professionally blank.

"Mr. Altius. The duel outcome has been recorded and filed. The report will be transmitted to the regional office, the Church directorate, and the relevant parties including the Hero-designate Callum Drayne." He set the document on the counter. "You should be aware that the Church may initiate an inquiry into the circumstances of the duel. Right of grievance is established law, but a death involving a Church-party member invites scrutiny."

"Let them scrutinize. The duel was legal. The grievance was documented. The witnesses are on record."

"All true. I'm advising you as a courtesy." His jaw tightened. He wasn't happy about the situation, but he was a frontier commander and frontier commanders dealt with what was in front of them. "The body will be released to Callum Drayne's party for burial, if they claim it. If not, the guild handles disposition."

"Fine."

"One more thing." He lowered his voice. "Your provisional registration expires in six days. The thirty-day review period ends. If the Church doesn't file an objection, your full registration is restored automatically."

Six days. Full guild access. No more provisional limitations. No more Hero-tier access exceptions.

"Thank you, Commander."

He nodded. The clerk was already writing. The report would move through channels. Callum would read it within the week.



We spent the afternoon at camp. The clearing east of town, the same clearing where I'd killed Dain that morning. I didn't choose it deliberately. It was our training ground, our space, and the fact that a man had died there three hours earlier didn't change that.

Dain's blood was still on the grass. Nobody had cleaned it. The tower shield had been collected by the guild officials along with the body, but the mace was still there, lying where he'd dropped it during the final exchange. I picked it up. Heavy. Heavier than I expected. Fifteen pounds of forged iron, the grip worn smooth by years of use. Dain's weapon. The weapon he'd used to threaten me, to intimidate me, to stand over me while I was on the ground.

I set it against a tree and didn't look at it again.

Sielle trained. She ran solo forms in the blood-spotted grass, her blade moving through sequences that I recognized and sequences that I didn't, her body flowing between stances with the fluid precision that made watching her fight the closest thing to art I'd ever experienced. She didn't talk about the duel. She didn't mention Dain. She trained, and the training was its own statement: the work continues, the blade stays sharp, the discipline holds.

Vessa sat by the fire she'd built and watched Sielle train and watched me sit with Dain's mace against the tree and said nothing for a long time. She was reading the room. Both of us. The specific post-violence atmosphere that hung over the camp, the unprocessed energy of a killing that had been clean and legal and satisfying and still left something in the air that needed addressing.

"Reed," she said eventually. "How do you feel?"

"Fine."

"That's not an answer."

"I feel fine. He's dead. I killed him. The duel was fair and the guild recorded it and Callum will know by next week." I looked at my hands. They were clean. I'd washed them in the stream after we returned. But I could still feel the vibration of the Ashveil Blade passing through Dain's throat. The specific resistance of flesh and cartilage and bone, transmitted through steel and into my grip. "I don't feel guilty."

"I didn't ask if you felt guilty. I asked how you feel."

I thought about it. Really thought, the way Vessa deserved, because she asked real questions and she deserved real answers.

"I feel like something that was broken has been fixed. Not completely. One piece of it. Like setting a bone that's been out of alignment for two years." I paused. "I also feel like I want to do it again. To Callum. To Elara. To every person who was in that dungeon when the ceiling came down."

"That's honest."

"You said you liked honest."

"I do." She stood and came to sit beside me. Her body settled against mine, warm and present. "What about Lyssa?"

The name sat between us. I hadn't thought about Lyssa in weeks. She was the quietest of the four, the least threatening, the one whose complicity was built from inaction rather than malice. The healer who'd healed me after every beating and never once tried to stop the beatings.

"I don't know yet," I said.

Vessa rested her head on my shoulder. "Good answer."



The evening came slowly.

We returned to Greyholt, ate at the tavern, and went upstairs. The room was the same. The bed, the chair, the stained pine ceiling. The lamp that needed oil. The window looking out over a frontier town that had spent the day digesting the fact that the Junk Summoner had killed a man in their clearing.

Sielle came to me first.

She didn't announce it. She didn't speak. She closed the room's door behind us and crossed the space between us and put her mouth on mine.

The kiss was different from the first night by the fire. That had been precise. Controlled. A discipline wall coming down in measured stages. This was hunger. Raw, physical, immediate. She kissed me with her hands in my hair and her body pressed against mine and the sound she made against my mouth was a low, vibrating moan that came from somewhere deeper than discipline could reach.

She pulled back long enough to unfasten the collar clasps. The dress fell. She was naked in the lamplight, the lean body and the full breasts and the blindfold, and she pushed me toward the bed without a word.

I sat on the edge. She straddled me. Knees on either side of my hips, her thighs gripping, her hands on my shoulders. She reached between us, found me already hard, and sank down onto me with a sound that was half moan and half held breath.

She set the pace. For the first time, she set the pace. On the first night, I'd dominated. I'd turned her around and pressed her against the boulder and taken control. Tonight, she took it. She moved on me with the deliberate rhythm of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and was taking it, her hips rolling in long, grinding strokes that pressed me deep inside her with each motion.

Her hands gripped my shoulders. Her breasts were at my eye level, round and firm, swaying with her rhythm. I took one in my mouth and she gasped, her rhythm stuttering, her fingers digging into my shoulders hard enough to bruise. I sucked, used my teeth gently, and she moaned, the sound louder than anything she'd produced on the first night.

"You killed for me," she said. Her voice was rough, broken by the rhythm. Her hips didn't stop. "You trained for me. You bled for me. You threw your body between me and death." Each sentence punctuated by a roll of her hips, each roll grinding her down onto me. "This is what that earns. This is what I give the man who fights for me."

She was riding me like she fought: precise, relentless, every movement serving a purpose. Her moans came in the same controlled concessions as before, tight sounds wrung from the discipline, but more of them and louder, the walls thinner than they'd been. The boulder night had cracked the dam. Tonight, the cracks were wider.

I gripped her hips and changed the angle. Pulled her forward, tilting her pelvis, and drove up into her from beneath. She cried out. Loud. The loudest sound I'd ever heard from Sielle, a raw, breaking moan that she couldn't contain and didn't try to. Her head fell back, her blue hair loose and swaying, her throat bared, and her pussy clenched around me in hard, rhythmic pulses.

"Reed—" His name broken on a moan. "Don't stop. Don't — ah—"

I didn't stop. I held her hips and fucked her from beneath, driving up into her while she ground down onto me, and the sound of it filled the small room. Her moans came faster, louder, the discipline losing ground to the sensation, and her body started to shake. The muscles in her thighs trembled against my hips. Her grip on my shoulders turned to clawing.

She came with her forehead pressed against mine. Her body went rigid, every muscle engaged, her pussy clenching so tight around me that I couldn't move. The moan that came out of her was sustained and raw, vibrating through both of us, and her whole body shook with the force of it.

I came inside her while she was still shaking. My hands on her hips, buried deep, her body pulsing around me. She held me through it, her arms locked around my neck, her breath hot against my face.

She stayed on my lap afterward. Didn't dismount. Didn't create distance. She sat with me inside her and her arms around me and her forehead against mine and she breathed, slow and deep, the post-combat steadying that she did after every fight.

"The warrior who respects the kill," Vessa said from the doorway.

I looked up. Vessa was leaning against the doorframe, the stellarweave glowing soft gold in the hall light. She'd been watching. The blue eyes were bright with arousal and the silver flecks caught the lamplight. She wasn't embarrassed. She wasn't jealous. She was turned on.

"My turn," she said.

Sielle dismounted. Smoothly, the way she did everything. She kissed me once on the mouth, brief and fierce, and took the chair. Her body was flushed and her breathing was still elevated and she sat with her naked body in the chair and her sword across her knees and watched.

Vessa crossed the room. She shed the stellarweave on the way, the fabric unwinding from her body and falling to the floor, and by the time she reached the bed she was naked. The golden glow of her skin filled the small space. She pushed me back onto the mattress and climbed on top of me and her mouth found mine.

She tasted different from Sielle. Warmer. Softer. Her kiss was open and generous where Sielle's had been hungry and demanding. Her body covered mine, the full weight of her, her breasts pressing soft and heavy against my chest.

"I know what you need," she said against my mouth. "Sielle gave you the warrior's response. Intensity. Claim. I'm going to give you something else."

She was gentle. Deliberately, consciously gentle, in contrast to everything that had happened today. She kissed me slowly. She ran her hands across my body with care, finding the spots where the morning's tension had knotted the muscle, working them loose with her fingers. She kissed my jaw, my throat, my chest. She took her time.

When she finally took me inside her, she sank down slowly. Inch by inch. Her eyes held mine the whole time, the blue irises wide and luminous, the silver flecks pulsing. She was wet and warm and the slow slide into her was a relief so complete it made my chest ache.

She rocked. Slow. Long strokes that drew nearly all the way off and then sank back, her body taking me completely each time. She moaned softly, continuously, a warm sound that matched the golden glow brightening across her skin. Her hands found mine. She interlaced our fingers and pinned my hands beside my head, leaning over me, her breasts swaying above my face, the luminescent skin casting warm shadows.

"You killed a man today," she said. Her voice was low, gentle. Her hips moved in that slow, deep rhythm. "You took a life. You did it cleanly and you did it because it needed doing and you don't regret it." She bent down and kissed my forehead. "I don't want you to regret it. I want you to feel this instead."

She made love to me. There was no other word for it. The sex against the boulder had been conquest. The sex in the tavern room had been honesty. Sielle's ride had been a warrior claiming her fighter. Vessa's was care. She moved with me, not on me. Her moans were soft and sustained, not sharp or desperate, and the glow in her skin built slowly, golden light filling the room by degrees until everything was warm and close and lit from within.

She came quietly. A soft cry, her eyes closing for the first time, her body tightening around me in gentle waves. The glow peaked and the room went bright gold for three heartbeats and then settled to a warm pulse that matched her breathing.

I came with her. Inside her. Holding her hands. Her eyes opened as I finished and the silver flecks were stars, bright and steady, and she smiled down at me with a tenderness that the day's violence hadn't touched.

She lay on me. Full weight, full warmth. Her heartbeat against my chest. Her breath on my neck. The glow dimming slowly to its ambient level.

"You're going to be okay," she whispered.

From the chair, Sielle's breathing was even and controlled. She was still naked. Still watching. Her mouth was soft, relaxed, the guard she kept over her expression lowered by a degree.

Three people in a small room. Two of them had just given me their bodies in two different languages, for two different reasons, and both of them were right. Sielle's intensity said: you are a warrior and I honor what you did. Vessa's gentleness said: you are a person and I care for what you carry.

I needed both.

Vessa rolled off me eventually. She didn't go far. She settled against my side, her body draped along mine, and pulled the blanket over us. Sielle stayed in the chair. The room went dark as the lamp burned out.

"Six days," I said to the ceiling.

"Hmm?" Vessa, drowsy.

"Six days until the provisional registration expires. Full guild access."

"And then?"

"And then we climb. Faster. Harder. Until Callum can feel me coming."

In the chair, Sielle's voice came through the dark. "He can already feel you coming. Dain was his test. The test failed." A pause. "His next move will be direct. He'll come himself, or he'll send the Church."

"Let him."

Silence. The frontier dark outside the window. The distant sound of Greyholt settling for the night.

I lay between Vessa's warmth and Sielle's presence and thought about Callum reading the report. Dain Halver, deceased. Sanctioned duel. Reed Altius, victor.

Three to go.




Chapter 22: The Hero

I saw Callum before he saw me.

He was at the guild outpost. Standing at the counter, talking to the clerk, his golden hair tied back and his armor polished and his posture carrying the easy authority of a Church-appointed Hero who expected the world to organize itself around him. [Holy Mandate] was idling at low power, the faint white glow visible around his hands and sword hilt. He kept it running in public. He'd always kept it running in public. The visible reminder that the system had chosen him, that the Church had blessed him, that he was more than the people around him.

He looked the same. That was the thing that hit me first. Two months since he'd left me to die under a pile of stone, and Callum Drayne looked exactly the same: tall, broad-shouldered, golden, the jawline sharp, the armor gleaming. He looked like what the Church wanted people to see when they heard the word "Hero." He looked like the painting I'd described to myself in the first chapter of my old life, when I was level 19 and bleeding from his open palm and telling myself that at least the man who hit me was impressive.

He wasn't impressive anymore. He was level 52 and I was level 40, and twelve levels was a gap I could see the other side of. The man who had towered over me in corridors and dungeons and camp clearings was the same height he'd always been, and he was no longer taller than my ambition.

My provisional registration had expired three days ago. The Church hadn't filed an objection in time. I was fully registered now, the "provisional" tag removed from my guild file, my status as a living, active adventurer confirmed by the system that had declared me dead two months earlier.

Elara stood behind him, slightly to his left. Dark-haired, precise, her mage robes tailored close. She was scanning the guild board with the quick, systematic attention she brought to everything. Cataloguing. Assessing. Her leather journal was in her hand and her pen was moving. Always moving. The pen that had written me out of every contribution, every competent moment, every act of skill that contradicted the narrative she'd built. She was thinner than I remembered. The two months since the Greymaw hadn't been kind to her either.

Lyssa stood apart from both of them. Small, brown-haired, her healing staff held loosely at her side. She was looking at the floor. She always looked at the floor when she didn't want to look at what was in front of her.

Three of them now. Where there had been four. Dain's absence was a hole in their formation, a missing piece that changed the shape of everything around it. Callum stood where he'd always stood, at the front, at the center. But without Dain beside him, the front felt thinner. The center felt exposed.

They hadn't seen me yet. I was in the doorway with Sielle on my left and Vessa on my right, and the morning sun was behind us, and for three seconds I stood in the entrance of the guild outpost and looked at the people who had tried to kill me.

Callum was thinner. Not dramatically, but visible to someone who'd spent two years memorizing the contours of his confidence. The jawline was the same, sharp and golden. The shoulders were still broad. But the ease was different. The casual assurance that had always been Callum's primary weapon was still there, still convincing, still polished to a shine that matched his armor. But it was being maintained rather than expressed. He was performing composure the way a good actor performs a role he's done a thousand times: flawlessly, automatically, and with a hairline crack running through the foundation that only someone who knew the role intimately would notice.

I noticed.

I walked in.

The clerk saw me first. Her eyes went from me to Callum and back, and the pen in her hand stopped moving. She didn't speak. She didn't need to. The silence she produced was louder than any announcement.

Callum turned.

His face went through a sequence that I tracked with the clarity of long practice. Recognition first: his eyes finding mine, the pupil dilation that said he'd identified me. Then assessment: his gaze dropping to the Ashveil Blade at my hip, the Voidtooth Dagger, the vambraces, the leather armor, the specific way I was standing. Then his eyes moved past me to Sielle, and the assessment sharpened. To Vessa, and it sharpened further.

His face didn't change. The composure held. But his hands did something I'd never seen Callum Drayne's hands do in two years: they stiffened at his sides. Not fists. Not reaching for a weapon. Just stiff. The involuntary muscle tension of a man whose body had registered a threat that his face hadn't acknowledged.

He could feel their levels. Any experienced fighter could feel the approximate level of another registered individual at close range, a pressure in the mana field that scaled with the power differential. Sielle was level 78. Vessa was level 72. Standing in the same room with both of them was standing at the base of a mountain and feeling the weight of the stone above you.

"Reed." His voice was steady. Perfect pitch, perfect tone, the voice of a Hero addressing a former subordinate. "You're looking well."

"Callum."

"I heard about Dain." He paused. The pause was rehearsed. The slight lowering of his gaze, the micro-adjustment of his jaw. Grief. He was performing grief. "A sanctioned duel. Under frontier rules."

"He accepted the challenge."

"He would. Dain never backed down from a fight." Callum's eyes came back to mine. Pale blue, clear. The same eyes that had been empty when he'd grabbed my hair and told me not to say no. "He was reckless. Always was. I warned him, but..." He trailed off. The grief performance completed itself. "I'm sorry it came to that."

"Are you."

The two words sat in the guild outpost. The clerk was motionless. The adventurers in the room, four of them at a side table, had stopped talking. Elara's pen had stopped moving. Lyssa was still looking at the floor.

"I am," Callum said. His voice didn't waver. "Dain was a friend. Whatever happened between you and the party, he didn't deserve—"

"He held me down while you hit me." I said it the same way I said everything now: level, clear, without heat. "He held my wrists against a dungeon wall while you took my sword. He laughed while you suppressed my experience weighting. He pinned me against stone while you beat me for saying no." I paused. "He deserved exactly what he got."

The guild outpost was very quiet.

Callum held my gaze. The composure was there, solid, maintained. But behind it, I could see the machinery working. The calculation. He was in a guild outpost, surrounded by witnesses, standing six feet from a man who had killed his tank in a sanctioned duel and who was flanked by two women whose combined levels exceeded anything on the frontier. The power differential was not in his favor and he knew it, and the knowledge was sitting behind his eyes with the discomfort of a man who had never been on the wrong side of a power gap before.

"We should talk," he said. "Privately."

"No."

"Reed—"

"Everything I have to say to you, I'll say in public. With witnesses. And guild records." I looked at Elara, who met my gaze with flat grey eyes and no expression. "With documentation."

Callum's jaw tightened. The first visible break in the composure. He looked at Sielle, who stood at my left with her hand on her sword and her blindfold aimed at him with the focused attention of a weapon being sighted on a target. He looked at Vessa, who stood at my right with starlight coiling at her fingertips, her blue eyes steady, the stellarweave shimmering.

"You've done well for yourself," he said. The words came out carefully, each one chosen and placed with the precision of a man walking through a field of traps. "Two legendary companions. Impressive dungeon clears. The frontier is impressed."

"The frontier is adjusting. There's a difference."

"And your level? The reports say you've been climbing fast."

"Level 40."

Emberthorn was at his hip. I saw it: the dark steel, the amber etchings, the crossguard I'd held for thirty seconds before Dain had pinned me against a wall and taken it. My sword. My two-percent miracle. Still in Callum's belt, the amber glow pulsing faintly, and the sight of it sent a pulse of cold clarity through the place where the anger lived.

Callum saw me looking. His hand moved to Emberthorn's grip. Not drawing. Touching. The unconscious gesture of a man checking that his weapon was still there.

"Twelve levels," he said. His voice was quieter. "That's still a gap, Reed."

"Shrinking."

Elara moved. Not physically. She shifted her weight, a subtle redistribution that changed the dynamic of the room. She stepped forward and spoke for the first time.

"Mr. Altius." Her voice was the same: mild, neutral, precise. "The Church directorate has taken an interest in the circumstances surrounding your Recalled companions. The sealed archive protocol is governed by Church law, and the recall of historically significant individuals raises questions of jurisdiction and authority."

She said it mildly. She always said things mildly. The same tone she'd used to write reports that erased my contributions, block my transfers, and document my beatings as "incidents resolved."

"Jurisdiction," I repeated.

"The Church governs sealed records. The recall of those records without Church authorization may constitute a breach. An investigation is being considered."

"An investigation into my skill."

"Into the circumstances of the recalls. The Church's position is that sealed individuals are under ecclesiastical protection. Their recall raises questions about consent, authority, and the integrity of the archive system." She paused, the same measured pause she used before delivering the critical line of a report. "If the investigation determines that the recalls were unauthorized, the Church retains the right to petition for the return of the recalled individuals to sealed status."

Return to sealed status. She was threatening to kill Sielle and Vessa. Not with a sword or a spell, but with a legal filing. Return them to the archives. Put them back in the ground. The institutional machinery that had tried to bury me under stone was now trying to bury the women I'd pulled out of death, and it was doing it with paperwork.

I looked at her. She looked back with those flat grey eyes, and behind the neutrality I could see exactly what she was building: a legal framework to separate me from Sielle and Vessa. Not through force. Through bureaucracy. Through Church law and jurisdictional claims and the same institutional machinery that had denied my transfer requests, dismissed my complaints, and filed my death report without investigation.

"Sielle," I said. "Vessa. Do either of you feel that your consent was violated by my skill?"

"No," Sielle said. One word. The same tone she used to end training exchanges. Final.

"No," Vessa said. "I was dead. I'm not dead now. My consent is to be alive, and I give it freely."

"There's your investigation," I said to Elara. "File your report."

Her pen moved. Of course it did. The pen always moved.

Callum was watching the exchange with the expression of a man watching a door close. He'd sent Dain and Dain was dead. He'd brought Elara and Elara's legal play had been dismissed in four sentences. He was standing in a guild outpost with a reduced party and a shrinking level gap and two legendary women who had just told a Church Mage that her investigation was irrelevant.

"We're done here," I said. "Unless you have something else."

Callum's mouth opened. Closed. He looked at me the way he'd looked at the Ashveil Blade in the Greymaw, after I'd pulled Emberthorn: hungry, calculating, recognizing something he wanted to control and couldn't.

"We'll be on the frontier for a while," he said. "Church business. I expect we'll see each other again."

"I expect we will."

I turned to leave. Sielle and Vessa turned with me, a synchronized motion that wasn't rehearsed but looked it, the three of us moving as a unit the way we moved in dungeons.

"Reed."

I stopped. Turned back.

Lyssa had spoken. The first word she'd said since we entered. She was still holding her staff. Still looking at the floor. But her mouth had moved and my name had come out of it, and the sound of Lyssa saying my name hit me in a place I'd thought was armored.

She looked up. Her eyes were wet. Her face was the same face it had always been: soft features, warm eyes, the concerned frown. The face of the woman who'd healed me after every beating and apologized on behalf of the man who'd delivered them and never once said stop.

"I'm glad you're alive," she said.

The guild outpost was quiet. Callum was watching. Elara was watching. Sielle's hand tightened on her sword. Vessa's starlight dimmed.

I looked at Lyssa. At the wet eyes and the soft face and the healing staff and the hands that had mended my broken ribs a hundred times without ever raising them against the man who'd broken them.

"I know you are," I said.

I walked out.

The morning sun hit my face. Greyholt's main road was ahead. Sielle fell into step on my left. Vessa on my right. The guild outpost door closed behind us and the specific atmosphere of that room — the contained hostility, the legal threats, the presence of the man who'd beaten me for two years — fell away.

I kept walking. My hands were steady. My heart rate was elevated but controlled. Seeing Callum's face for the first time since the Greymaw had produced less reaction than I'd expected. I'd imagined this meeting a hundred times during the training weeks. In most versions, the anger surged. In some versions, I drew a weapon. In the reality, I'd stood in front of the man who'd tried to kill me and I'd felt the anger burn at its usual steady temperature and I'd talked to him the way Sielle had trained me to fight: controlled, precise, every word placed where it would do the most damage.

The anger hadn't surged because it didn't need to. Dain was dead. Callum was diminished. Elara's legal play was a sign of weakness, not strength — you didn't resort to Church bureaucracy when you had the power to handle something directly. They were scrambling, and they were doing it in my territory, in front of my witnesses, with my clear records on the board behind them.

"Elara's play was premature," Sielle said. "She's testing the legal framework. Seeing how we respond. The real move will come later, when she's had time to build the case properly. But the threat of returning recalled individuals to sealed status requires a formal Church tribunal, and tribunals require evidence of unauthorized access. Your skill is Mythic rank. It accessed the archives through a legitimate system pathway. The evolution was system-granted, not exploited."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning her case is weak but not impossible. She'll need to argue that Mythic-rank access is itself unauthorized. That's a theological question, not a legal one, and theological questions go to the Church Council." Sielle paused. "The Church Council moves slowly. Months. Perhaps years. She's buying time for Callum, not building a winning case."

"I know."

"Callum is weaker without Dain. His party composition is compromised. He can't clear the same dungeons. His Church standing depends on clear records, and the records are going to thin without a frontline tank."

"I know."

"Lyssa." Vessa said the name carefully. "That hurt you."

I didn't answer immediately. We walked past the tavern. Past the supply merchant who nodded to me with the careful respect that had become standard since the duel. Past the adventurers who watched us pass and had their own calculations running behind their eyes.

"She said she was glad I'm alive," I said.

"She meant it," Vessa said.

"I know she meant it. Lyssa always means what she says. She meant every apology. She meant every time she said Callum didn't mean it. She meant the healing and the food and the small kindnesses. The problem was never that Lyssa didn't mean it." I paused. "The problem was that meaning it was all she ever did."

The anger in the place where the locked room had been was clean and steady, the same cold clarity it had been since the Greymaw. But underneath it, in a place I didn't examine often, something had shifted when Lyssa said my name. Not forgiveness. Not sympathy. Just the recognition that some of the people on the list were simpler to hate than others.

"Three to go," I said.

Vessa's hand found my arm. Sielle's presence tightened at my side.

We walked.




Chapter 23: Overflow

The alarm bells woke us before dawn.

I was in bed with Vessa pressed against my back, her arm around my waist, her breath warm on my neck. Her skin was glowing faintly, the ambient luminescence that meant she was sleeping deeply. Sielle was in the chair, but she was already moving when the first bell hit. I heard the scrape of her sword leaving the sheath before I was fully conscious.

The bells started distant, the watchtower at the north end of town, and within seconds the chapel bell was joining them and then the guild outpost bell, three different tones overlapping into a sustained metallic scream that said one thing: danger. Immediate. Town-wide.

Vessa was awake and rolling out of bed, the stellarweave reshaping against her skin as her mana surged. She didn't need to dress. The wrap adhered and sealed in response to her channeling.

I was dressed and armed in under a minute. The Ashveil Blade at my left hip, the Voidtooth Dagger at my right, vambraces strapped and humming. Boots laced. Armor buckled. The routine we'd built through weeks of dungeon work translated: combat readiness in sixty seconds or less, no wasted motion.

Sielle was at the door before either of us, her sword drawn, the white-gold glow already burning along the edge. She'd been sleeping in the chair in full gear. She was always sleeping in full gear. Two lifetimes of combat had made readiness her default state.

We hit the street at a run.

Greyholt was chaos. People were moving in every direction, some running toward the bells, most running away. The supply merchant was pulling a cart off the main road. A woman carried two children toward the south gate. Adventurers poured out of the taverns with weapons drawn and sleep still in their eyes.

The guild outpost door was open and Commander Harren was on the steps, shouting orders to a runner.

"Commander!" I called. "What is it?"

"Overflow." His face was tight. "The Ashenmere. It's been growing since your clear and it's hit critical mass. The overflow is coming south through the valley. Scouts report a major swarm — constructs, lurkers, and something large at the center. They'll hit the north perimeter in under an hour."

The Ashenmere. The dungeon we'd cleared three weeks ago. We'd killed the Guardian and stripped three floors of enemies, but dungeons regenerated. Without regular clearing, the mana density rebuilt, new enemies spawned, and the dungeon grew until it couldn't contain itself. An overflow was a dungeon vomiting its excess into the surrounding area. Monsters in the fields, in the roads, in the town.

Greyholt was a frontier settlement. Two thousand people. Most of them weren't fighters. The adventurers in town were a mix of mid-level parties, none of them equipped for a major overflow. The only high-level party on the frontier was Callum's.

"Where's Callum?" I asked.

Harren's jaw tightened. "Informed. His party is at the south gate."

The south gate. The opposite end of town from the incoming overflow. Callum's party was positioning at the exit, not the threat.

"He's leaving," Sielle said.

"His party is assessing the situation," Harren said. The words were careful. Official. But his eyes told a different story.

"His party is running," I said. "Without Dain, he doesn't have a frontline. His composition can't handle a major overflow without a tank, and he's choosing to preserve his party instead of defending the town."

Harren didn't confirm or deny. He didn't need to. The Church-appointed Hero, the man whose entire authority rested on the premise that he stood between civilians and danger, was heading for the exit while the danger came in through the front door.

"We'll handle it," I said.

Harren looked at me. At Sielle. At Vessa. The calculation was brief. He knew our clear records. He knew our levels. He knew what we'd done in the Ashenmere the first time.

"The north perimeter is an open field before the tree line. If you can hold them there, the overflow won't reach the town proper." He paused. "Mr. Altius. There are civilians in the northern farms. Some of them didn't evacuate."

"We'll get them out."

He nodded. We ran.



The north perimeter was a quarter mile of open ground between the last row of buildings and the tree line where the valley narrowed toward the Ashenmere's territory. Farmland. Pastures. Low stone walls that wouldn't stop a determined goat, let alone dungeon constructs.

The overflow was already visible through the trees. Movement in the shadow of the canopy, the grinding sound of stone constructs assembling, the wet scraping of lurkers dragging themselves over root and rock. The mana density in the air was climbing. I could feel it pressing against my sinuses the way it had at the Ashenmere's entrance.

"Vessa," I said. "The farms. How many structures?"

She raised her hand. Starlight pulsed outward in a diagnostic sweep that mapped the area in golden light. "Four farmsteads. Three are empty. The fourth has people. Northwest, near the treeline." She paused. "They're close to the swarm's path."

"Get them out. Barrier the farmstead if you need to, evacuate them south, then get back to me."

She didn't hesitate. Starlight blazed and she was moving, crossing the field in long strides with the stellarweave streaming behind her. The golden glow lit the pre-dawn dark like a signal fire.

Sielle stood beside me. Her sword was drawn. The white-gold light burned at full power, brighter than I'd seen it outside of a boss fight. She was looking at the tree line.

"How many?" I asked.

"More than the Ashenmere held when we cleared it. The dungeon has been regenerating aggressively." Her head tilted. "The large signature at the center is level 45 or above. A new Guardian, or something the dungeon evolved in response to our clear."

A level 45-plus boss in the middle of an overflow swarm. In a field. With civilians nearby. And the Hero-designated party was at the south gate, running.

"I'll take the swarm," I said. "You take the boss."

"Reed."

"The swarm is numbers. I can handle numbers with pulls and positioning. The boss needs you."

"The boss is above your level."

"Everything is above my level. That's never stopped us before."

Her mouth did the almost-smile. She drew her sword to full extension and the white-gold light blazed until the field around us was lit like noon.

"Edge alignment," she said.

"Weight transfer."

"Trust the training."

The tree line exploded.

They came through the trees in a wave. Ashenmere constructs, rebuilt from the dungeon's stone and mana, their bodies cruder than the originals but numerous. Lurkers crawled between them, scaled bodies low to the ground, mandibles spread. Behind them, larger shapes moved: assemblers, level 40-plus, pulling stone from the ground as they advanced to build themselves bigger.

I pushed mana into [Random Summon]. The circle blazed on the field.

A wall appeared. Not a weapon, not a potion. A physical barricade. Ten feet of enchanted stone, Rare tier, that materialized across the field between the swarm and the town. The skill had read the tactical situation and produced a fortification.

[Random Summon — Result: Wardwall Section] [Tier: Rare] [Type: Deployable Fortification] [Passive: Mana Reinforcement — absorbs ambient mana to strengthen over time]

The swarm hit the wall. The front rank of constructs slammed into the enchanted stone and the wall held, the mana reinforcement absorbing the impact and channeling it into structural integrity. The constructs piled against the barrier, climbing, clawing.

I pulled again. Another wardwall section. It appeared beside the first, extending the barrier. Again. A third section. The wall stretched across the field in a crude arc, channeling the swarm's advance into the gaps between the sections.

Kill corridors. The swarm was funneling itself through the gaps, and the gaps were where I was standing.

The first lurker came through at speed. I met it with the Ashveil Blade, the edge catching it under the jaw and splitting its skull. The second came over the wall. I ducked, let it sail past, and put the Voidtooth Dagger through its spine as it landed. Phase Cut bypassed the scales. The lurker dropped.

They kept coming. Through the gaps, over the walls, around the edges. I fought in the corridor between two wardwall sections and killed everything that came through. The Ashveil Blade for the heavy strikes, the Voidtooth Dagger for the fast ones, the vambraces' deflection field absorbing the hits I couldn't dodge. A rhythm developed: block, cut, step, cut, pull the dagger, thrust, recover, block again. The corridor was narrow enough that nothing flanked me. Every enemy came from the front.

A stone construct pushed through, level 38, fists swinging. I sidestepped the first punch, parried the second with the Ashveil Blade, and drove the Voidtooth Dagger through its chest. Phase Cut found the mana core. The construct crumbled.

I pulled again. The circle produced a combat drone. It settled at my shoulder and began firing compressed mana bolts into the swarm, each bolt targeting the enemies I wasn't engaging. The contextual awareness was running at full capacity, the drone reading the battlefield and supporting my positioning without instruction.

From across the field, white-gold light erupted. Sielle had found the boss. I couldn't see the fight through the swarm, but I could hear it: the crash of blade on stone, the metallic shriek of a construct taking damage, the sustained brilliance of [Dawnedge] at full output. The light was constant, which meant Sielle was fighting at maximum capacity, which meant the boss was every bit as dangerous as she'd estimated.

Vessa returned. Golden light streaked across the field from the northwest, and starfire hit the swarm's right flank in a wave that turned twenty constructs to rubble. She appeared beside me at the corridor gap, her skin blazing with stellar channeling.

"Farmers are clear," she said. "Family of five. Heading south."

"Take the left corridor. The assemblers are building bigger bodies from the debris. If they finish assembling, they'll break the walls."

She moved left. Starlight barriers appeared across the left corridor, channeling the assemblers into a compressed space. Then a focused beam, sustained, melting through stone bodies and the mana bindings that held them together. The assemblers collapsed mid-construction.

The fight settled into a grind. The first five minutes were manageable. Constructs funneling through my corridor, lurkers climbing the walls. Block, cut, step, cut. The rhythm held.

The sixth minute, things got harder. Three assemblers at the back of the swarm finished building. Level 42 each, eight feet tall, armored in compressed stone that my Ashveil Blade bounced off on the first strike. They came through the center corridor in a line, each one filling the gap wall to wall.

I pulled. The circle flared in the dirt at my feet. A javelin appeared: Rare tier, enchanted with armor penetration.

I threw it the way Sielle had taught me. Release timing, rotation count, follow-through. The javelin punched through the first assembler's chest and detonated in a mana blast. The assembler split in half. Fragments knocked the second one off-balance.

I was inside the second one's reach before it recovered. Voidtooth Dagger through the knee joint. Phase Cut severed the mana binding. It dropped. Ashveil Blade through the core. Dead.

The third caught me. Its fist connected with my left vambrace. The Deflection Field flared, absorbing most of the impact, but the force drove me sideways into the wardwall. My shoulder hit stone. Pain shot down my arm. The assembler pressed forward, its second fist coming down in an overhead strike aimed at my skull.

The combat drone fired three bolts into its eyes. It staggered. I rolled along the wall, came up on its flank, and drove both blades into the gap between hip and torso. The Ashveil Blade found the mana channel. The Voidtooth Dagger found the core. The assembler crumbled.

I leaned against the wardwall. My left arm was numb from the impact. Around me, the corridor was full of construct debris and the acrid smell of discharged mana.

The tenth minute brought a second wave of lurkers, faster than the first, adapted to the corridors. They came in pairs, staggered, covering each other. Smarter. The overflow was learning.

I learned faster. I adjusted my positioning, forcing the pairs into single file. The Ashveil Blade found the first lurker's throat while the second was still blocked behind its partner. By the time the second cleared the body, I'd already transitioned to the Voidtooth Dagger.

From the left corridor, Vessa's starfire was a sustained roar. The golden light pulsed in rhythmic waves, each one punctuated by the crack of stone bodies shattering.

I pulled again at the fifteenth minute. A second combat drone. Two drones now, both firing independently, the fire rate doubled. Constructs started dying before they reached me. The corridor became a killing ground.

By the twentieth minute, the swarm's pressure was breaking. The front wave was spent. The construct bodies were piling up in the corridors, creating their own barriers that the remaining enemies had to climb over to reach us.

When Sielle finished the boss, the swarm collapsed. Whatever coordination the overflow had possessed died with the Guardian, and the remaining constructs scattered toward the tree line in disorganized retreat. The field was littered with construct debris, lurker bodies, and the shattered remains of half-assembled stone giants. The wardwall sections were scarred and cracked but holding, the mana reinforcement drawing power from the ambient overflow energy to repair itself.

Sielle walked out of the tree line. Her dress was torn at the hip again. Her sword was dark, the white-gold light extinguished, and she was breathing hard. Blood on her arm from a cut she hadn't bothered to acknowledge. Behind her, in the trees, something massive was lying in pieces.

"New Guardian," she said. "Level 47. Similar to the first, but faster. The dungeon adapted its design based on our previous clear." She sheathed her sword. "It adapted poorly."

"The swarm?"

"Thinning. The remaining constructs are retreating toward the dungeon. The overflow is contained."

I looked at the field. At the wardwall sections, the kill corridors, the bodies. At the town behind us, untouched. Two thousand people, safe, because three fighters had stood in a field and held the line.

The townspeople were emerging from their buildings. They gathered at the edge of the field, behind the last row of houses, and they looked at the aftermath. The constructs. The debris. The three of us standing in the middle of it, bloodied and breathing hard and alive.

Garren was there. He looked at the field and then at me and shook his head slowly. Not disbelief. Something closer to awe.

Other adventurers were there. The mid-level parties who hadn't been equipped to handle this. They looked at the wardwall sections, at the kill corridors, at the tactical architecture that had turned an open field into a defensible position using a summoning skill.

Commander Harren arrived with the guild officials. He surveyed the field, noted the wardwall positions, examined the construct debris. His expression was the carefully blank mask of a man whose job required him to be neutral about things that were not neutral.

"The overflow is contained," he said. "The northern perimeter held. No civilian casualties." He looked at me. "Your party held the perimeter alone."

"Where's Callum?"

Harren's jaw worked. "Hero-designate Drayne withdrew his party to the south gate at the onset of the overflow. He did not engage."

He said it loudly enough for the surrounding crowd to hear. Harren was a frontier commander and frontier commanders understood that some facts needed to be spoken in public.

The crowd heard. The adventurers heard. The clerk, who had followed Harren with her ledger, was already writing.

A Church-appointed Hero had run from an overflow while a Summoner held the line. The contrast wrote itself. It would be in the guild reports by noon. In the frontier gossip by evening. In the regional dispatches by the end of the week.

I looked toward the south gate. I couldn't see Callum from here. But I could feel the specific, satisfying weight of a reputation shifting in real time.

Vessa stepped up beside me. Her stellarweave was dimmed, her skin glow faded from expenditure. She was smiling.

"You know what the town is going to call you now?" she said.

"Junk Summoner."

"Yeah. But they're going to say it differently."

She was right. They were already saying it differently. I could hear it in the murmurs from the crowd, in the way the word "junk" was being spoken with a tone that had nothing to do with garbage and everything to do with the man who'd stood in a field with enchanted walls and two legendary women and held a line that the Hero wouldn't.

Sielle appeared at my other side. Her hand found my shoulder. Brief contact. The grip of a swordswoman, firm and warm.

"You held a line today," she said. Quiet. For me, not the crowd.

The words landed in a place I hadn't expected them to reach. Sielle, who had held the Pale Gate alone for six hours. Telling me I'd held a line.

"We held it," I said.

"We held it," she agreed. The almost-smile, carrying more warmth than the crowd around us would ever see.

We walked back to Greyholt through the crowd. People parted for us. Not in fear, the way they had after the duel. In something else. Something that looked, from where I was standing, a lot like trust.




Chapter 24: Night

The town bought us drinks.

Not figuratively. The barkeeper at our tavern refused payment for the evening's meal and the three tables nearest ours sent over bottles of frontier wine and a plate of cured meat that was better than anything we'd eaten in Greyholt. Garren, of all people, dropped a bottle of something dark and expensive on our table as he passed, said "Earned it," and walked away without waiting for thanks.

We ate. The tavern was louder than usual, the post-crisis energy running through the frontier crowd in waves of relief and alcohol and the specific giddiness of people who'd woken up expecting to die and hadn't. Several adventurers came to our table to shake my hand. A scout told me the northern farmstead family had asked him to pass along their gratitude. A mid-level tank whose party had sheltered behind my wardwall sections during the fight told me, with considerable emotion, that I'd saved his healer's life when a lurker breached the wall and the wardwall's mana reinforcement repelled it.

I accepted the thanks. It felt strange. Two months ago, the closest thing I'd received to acknowledgment was Lyssa's quiet apologies after a beating. Now a town was buying me drinks because I'd held a line.

Sielle sat on my left. She drank the wine but didn't get drunk. I wasn't sure Blade Saints could get drunk. She sat with her back straight and her sword propped beside her and she watched the tavern with the precise attention she gave everything, and when someone approached our table she inclined her head in acknowledgment without speaking. Her role in the evening was presence. The town needed to see her beside me, the legendary swordswoman who'd killed the Guardian, and she understood this the same way she understood battlefield positioning: as a tactical necessity that required no explanation.

Vessa sat on my right, and Vessa was having a wonderful time. She drank freely. She talked to anyone who approached. She told the scout that the farmstead family had been brave. She told the tank that the wardwall sections were Reed's idea and she'd only handled the left corridor. She told a young adventurer who'd been too intimidated to approach that her stellar channeling was beautiful up close and he should see it sometime, and the young man turned red and retreated to his table where his party spent the next ten minutes asking him what she'd said.

She was glowing. Not just the stellar luminescence, which was warm and bright in the lamplight, making the stellarweave shimmer against her body. She was glowing with the pleasure of being alive and being useful and being in a room full of people who appreciated what she'd done. For a woman who'd spent her previous life in council chambers and political negotiations, the directness of frontier gratitude was intoxicating.

"This is what it should feel like," she said to me, leaning close, her breast pressing against my arm through the stellarweave. Her breath was warm and wine-sweet. "Doing something real and having people say thank you. Not reports and committee votes. This."

"You like the frontier."

"I like the frontier." She kissed my jaw. In public. Several people noticed. She didn't care. "I like the frontier and I like the wine and I like the man who held the line."

By the time we went upstairs, the tavern was thinning. The post-crisis energy was settling into the quiet that followed adrenaline. People were finding their beds, their partners, their specific comforts.

Ours were waiting upstairs.



Sielle was the first through the door. She closed it behind the three of us and locked it and then turned and looked at me with the blindfold and the mouth that was doing something I hadn't seen before. Not the almost-smile. Something more open. The wine, maybe. Or the fight. Or the evening of watching Vessa touch me and kiss me and press against me in a room full of people while Sielle sat three feet away and maintained the discipline that was her armor.

The discipline was thinner tonight. I could see it in the set of her shoulders, the way her hands moved to the collar clasps of her dress without prompting.

"Sielle," I said.

She paused. Her fingers on the clasps.

"Leave it on. For now."

Vessa made a sound beside me. Low, appreciative. She was standing close, her body warm against my side, and she was watching Sielle with open interest.

"Both of us?" Vessa asked. Not surprised. She'd been waiting for this. The question was practical, not uncertain.

"Both of you."

Sielle's hands dropped from the clasps. She stood in front of me in the red dress, the fabric perfect against her body, the high collar framing her throat, the slits showing her legs. The blindfold caught the lamplight.

Vessa stepped forward. She reached up and unwound the stellarweave from her shoulders, letting it fall in a shimmering cascade. Naked underneath. The golden glow of her skin filled the small room, warm light reflecting off the pine walls and the low ceiling. Her breasts were full and heavy, the nipples already stiff. Her body was an invitation written in curves and luminescence.

She looked at Sielle. Sielle's head turned toward her. The blindfold faced the naked woman standing two feet away.

"I don't know how to do this," Sielle said. Her voice was quiet. The admission cost her something.

"Nobody knows how to do this," Vessa said. "We figure it out." She stepped closer to Sielle and put her hand on the side of Sielle's face, palm against the jaw, fingers curling behind her ear. The touch was gentle. The gesture was not something I'd seen between them before. "You can feel me."

"I can always feel you." Sielle's voice was rougher. "Your mana signature. Your body heat. The way you breathe."

"Then feel this." Vessa kissed her. Softly. A brief press of lips that was more question than statement. Sielle went still. Then her mouth opened slightly and the question was answered, and the kiss deepened by a degree.

I watched. Both of them. The lean warrior in the red dress and the luminous woman with the golden skin, their mouths meeting in the lamplight, and the sight of it hit me in a place that was not rational and did not care about being rational.

Vessa pulled back. Her crooked smile was in place, warm and pleased. "That was for me," she said. "The rest is for him."

They turned to me together. Two women, both mine, both choosing this.

Sielle crossed the space between us. She kissed me with the hunger from the aftermath night, the raw intensity that came out when the discipline wall thinned. Her mouth was hot on mine, her hands gripping my shirt, pulling me close. I could taste the wine on her.

Vessa pressed against my back. Her naked body warm through my shirt, her breasts against my shoulder blades, her hands sliding around my waist from behind. Her mouth found my neck, the space below my ear, and she kissed and bit and breathed against my skin while Sielle took my mouth.

They undressed me together. Sielle unfastened my belt. Vessa pulled my shirt over my head. Their hands moved across my body from opposite sides, Sielle's precise and Vessa's generous, and the contrast of their touches was a specific kind of overwhelming. Sielle's fingers traced the muscle of my chest with the assessment of a fighter. Vessa's palms spread across my back with the warmth of a woman who touched because she wanted to, not because she was evaluating.

I reached for Sielle's collar clasps. Unfastened them. The dress fell.

She was naked in the lamplight again. Lean, athletic, the full breasts sitting high and firm, the narrow waist, the long legs. The blindfold. Beside her, Vessa glowed gold, every curve generous, every surface luminous. Together they were a study in contrasts: blade and flame, discipline and warmth, lean muscle and soft abundance.

I put a hand on each of them. My left on Sielle's hip, my right on Vessa's waist. Pulled them both toward the bed.

Sielle sat on the edge. I guided Vessa to stand behind her. Vessa understood. Her hands came down to Sielle's shoulders, then slid forward, palms gliding over Sielle's collarbones, down to her breasts. She cupped them from behind, the golden glow of her hands against Sielle's pale skin, and Sielle's breath caught. Her head fell back against Vessa's stomach.

"Let him watch," Vessa murmured in Sielle's ear. The words carried across the small room. "He likes to watch."

Vessa's hands moved on Sielle's body. Across her breasts, down her ribs, over her stomach. Sielle's mouth opened. A sound escaped, low and tight, the same controlled moan I'd learned to draw from her by the fire and in the aftermath. Except this time it was Vessa's hands producing it, and Sielle was letting her, and I was standing two feet away watching my two women touch each other.

I knelt in front of Sielle. She was sitting on the bed's edge with Vessa behind her, Vessa's hands on her breasts, and I parted her knees and put my mouth on her.

She cried out. Louder than I expected. Vessa's hands tightened on her breasts and Sielle's thighs clenched around my head and the sound she made was raw and sustained, nothing like the tight concessions of the first night. The combination of my mouth and Vessa's hands was more than either alone, and Sielle's discipline was losing to it.

"There," Vessa said, guiding from behind. She could feel Sielle's responses through the contact, reading her body the way she read people: holistically, intuitively. "He's good at that, isn't he."

"Yes." Sielle's voice was barely recognizable. Broken, rough, the word forced out between moans. "Yes, he — ah—"

She came on my mouth with Vessa holding her. Her body arched hard, her legs tightening, a moan that started in her chest and climbed until it broke into a sound that was close to a cry. Vessa held her through it, hands on her breasts, mouth against her ear, murmuring words I couldn't hear.

I stood. Sielle was breathing hard, her body flushed, her hands gripping the mattress edge. Vessa caught my eye over Sielle's shoulder and smiled. Then she moved from behind Sielle and lay back on the bed herself, pulling Sielle with her.

They settled together on the narrow mattress. Vessa on her back, Sielle beside her, both of them looking at me. Waiting.

I climbed onto the bed. Positioned myself over Vessa. She reached for me, guided me in, and when I pushed inside her she sighed with that deep satisfaction I'd come to associate with the first stroke. Her legs wrapped around my waist. The golden glow in her skin brightened.

"Sielle," I said. "Come here."

She moved. Positioned herself beside us on the bed, her body pressed against my side. I turned my head and kissed her while I moved inside Vessa. Sielle's mouth was hungry on mine, her hand gripping my arm, and the sensation of fucking one woman while kissing another was a specific kind of excess that I could have spent a long time exploring.

Vessa was vocal. Each stroke drew a moan from her, open and warm, her hips rising to meet mine. "Oh — yes. Reed." Her hands found my hips, pulling me deeper. The glow in her skin was pulsing in time with us.

I broke the kiss with Sielle. "Touch her," I said.

Sielle's hand moved down my body, across Vessa's stomach, and found the place where our bodies were joined. Her fingers slid between us, and Vessa gasped, and the sound she made when Sielle touched her while I was inside her was something I intended to hear again for the rest of my life.

"God," Vessa breathed. "Both of you. That's — don't stop. Either of you, don't stop."

I didn't stop. Sielle didn't stop. I drove into Vessa while Sielle's fingers worked between us, and Vessa's moans climbed in pitch and volume until the room was full of golden light and the sound of her pleasure.

She came hard. Her body arching, her legs crushing my hips, the glow blazing to full brightness. She cried out my name and something else that wasn't words, and her body clenched around me in deep rhythmic pulses.

I pulled out. Turned to Sielle. She was on her knees beside us, her hand still wet, her mouth parted, her breathing hard. The blindfold hid her eyes but everything else was visible: the flush across her chest, the tension in her body, the desperation of a woman who had just felt another woman come apart under her hand and wanted her turn.

I pushed her onto her back. She went willingly, her arms above her head, her body open. I entered her and she moaned, immediate, the sound louder than anything she'd produced in our previous encounters. She was soaked. Aroused beyond what either of us could have achieved alone, the combination of touching Vessa and watching and waiting and wanting having wound her past the point where discipline could do anything useful.

I fucked her hard. She took it with her head turned to the side, her mouth open, moaning with each thrust. Vessa pressed against us, her body along Sielle's side, her mouth on Sielle's throat, her hand finding Sielle's breast and squeezing. The double sensation broke whatever Sielle had left. Her moans went from controlled to uncontrolled, each one louder than the last, and when I changed the angle and drove deep she cried out with a sound that was half scream and all surrender.

"Reed—" Broken. "I can't — I'm going to—"

"Let go."

She let go. Her body clenched around me, her back arching off the mattress, her mouth open in a silent cry that became a moan that became my name spoken in a voice I'd never heard from her: completely, totally unguarded. The Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach, the woman who held a gate against three hundred, came apart beneath me while another woman held her and I watched every wall she'd ever built crumble in real time.

I finished inside her. The combination of her clenching body and the sight of her face without a single defense left on it pushed me over the edge, and I buried myself in her and came while Vessa pressed against us both and the room was warm with golden light and the aftermath of something that had changed something fundamental between the three of us.



We lay together afterward.

The bed was too narrow for three. We made it work. Sielle on my left, her body pressed against my side, her leg hooked over mine, her head on my shoulder. Vessa on my right, draped across me, her head on my chest, her arm across my stomach. Their hands had found each other across my body, Sielle's fingers interlaced with Vessa's over my ribs.

The lamp was out. The room was dark except for Vessa's ambient glow, dimmed to a warm pulse that turned the space golden. Sielle's breathing was still steadying. Vessa's had already settled into the drowsy rhythm that preceded sleep.

Nobody spoke for a long time. The silence was different from the training silences or the dungeon silences or the silences that followed violence. This was the silence of three people who had found the configuration that worked and were lying in it and feeling the rightness of bodies that fit together.

"Reed," Vessa said eventually. Drowsy. Her breath warm on my chest.

"Yeah."

"The wardwall sections. You summoned fortifications. During a battle. I've been thinking about that since it happened and I'm still impressed."

"The skill adapts."

"The skill adapts because you adapt. The skill reads your tactical thinking and produces what you'd need if you could choose. You were thinking about defensible positions and the skill gave you walls." She paused. "That's not a random skill. That's a mirror."

"A mirror."

"It reflects you. What you need, what you think, how you fight. The junk was a mirror too. When you were level 19 with no support and no future, the skill gave you garbage because that's what the system thought you were worth." Her fingers tightened over Vessa's across my ribs. "Now it gives you legendary weapons and fortifications and combat drones and stellar-attuned equipment because that's what you're worth now."

I lay in the dark and thought about that. The skill as a mirror. The garbage as a reflection of what the system saw when it looked at a suppressed Summoner in a party that treated him like waste. The evolution as the system recognizing that the suppression was a lie, that the garbage tier was artificial, that what was underneath was worth more than anyone had measured.

"You're both worth more than the system measured too," I said.

Sielle's hand tightened on mine. She didn't speak. She didn't need to.

"Mmm," Vessa said. "Smooth." She kissed my chest. "Also true." A pause. "Also I'm about to fall asleep and I don't want to because this is the most comfortable I've been in a hundred and four years, but my body is not cooperating."

"Sleep."

"You'll be here when I wake up?"

"I'll be here."

"Good." Her breathing evened out. The golden glow dimmed to its lowest setting. Within a minute, she was asleep.

Sielle didn't sleep. She lay against my side with her eyes hidden behind the blindfold and her hand in Vessa's and her leg warm over mine, and she was present in the way she was always present: completely, attentively, with every sense focused on the person she'd chosen.

"The overflow," she said. Quiet. Not to wake Vessa. "The town's response. The way they looked at you."

"I noticed."

"They trust you. Not your skill. Not your companions. You." Her thumb traced a circle on my shoulder. "That's rare, Reed. That's more valuable than levels."

"It doesn't feel more valuable than levels when someone eight levels above me is trying to kill me."

"No. But it's what keeps the people behind you when you face that someone. Callum has a Church appointment. You have a town." The warmth of her mouth against my shoulder, a smile I felt rather than saw. "Towns last longer than appointments."

I held her. Vessa slept on my chest. The frontier dark pressed against the window.

Tomorrow, we'd take Callum's contract. Clear his dungeon. Top the rankings. Push the gap tighter, the pressure higher, the clock louder.

But tonight, the three of us lay in a narrow bed in a frontier tavern, and the town outside trusted us, and the women beside me were mine, and the skill in my chest was a mirror that had finally learned to reflect what I was actually worth.

Tonight was enough.




Chapter 25: Contracts

The guild board updated at dawn.

I was there when the clerk pinned the new sheet. She'd been writing since the overflow, compiling reports, transmitting dispatches, building the paper trail that would define what had happened on the northern perimeter. The new sheet was the public version: clear records, party rankings, contract status. The frontier's scoreboard.

I read it standing at the counter with a cup of bitter frontier coffee. Sielle was beside me, scanning the board through whatever her blindfold showed her. Vessa was still at the tavern, sleeping off the wine and the evening, and I'd left her there with a kiss on the forehead that she'd accepted without waking.

The rankings had changed.

The frontier guild system ranked active parties by a composite score: dungeons cleared, clear speed, dungeon difficulty, party size, and a modifier for special actions. Overflow defense carried a significant modifier. Sanctioned duels carried a smaller one. Consistent Hero-tier clears carried the most.

We were first.

[Frontier Rankings — Greyholt Territory] [1. Reed Altius Party (3) — Score: 4,872] [2. Callum Drayne Party (3) — Score: 3,241]

First. Above Callum. Above the Church-appointed Hero with the Legendary skill and the institutional backing and the golden hair and the stolen sword. The Junk Summoner's party was the top-ranked group on the frontier, and the margin wasn't close.

I stared at the numbers. Two months ago I'd been level 19, provisionally registered, sleeping on a tavern bed with fourteen copper to my name and a death report filed against me. Now I was ranked first on the frontier, above the man who'd filed that report. The distance between those two moments was measured in dungeons cleared and levels gained and a man killed in a clearing, and every inch of it was mine.

The clerk saw me reading. "Your overflow defense modifier was substantial," she said. "Combined with your clear record and the three-person party size bonus, the composite exceeded Hero-designate Drayne's score by a significant margin." She paused. "His party's score has also decreased. The lack of recent clears, combined with the overflow non-engagement penalty, reduced his standing."

Non-engagement penalty. The guild had a formal mechanism for Heroes who failed to respond to overflow events. Callum hadn't just run from the overflow. He'd been penalized for running. His score reflected not only what he'd failed to do but the system's judgment that he should have done it.

"What contracts does he hold?" I asked.

The clerk checked her ledger. "Hero-designate Drayne currently holds the priority contract for the Shardspine Depths. Level 48–55. The highest-rated dungeon on the frontier. The contract was assigned by the Church directorate three weeks ago." She looked at me. "Priority contracts can be challenged by the top-ranked party in the territory. Under frontier charter, article twenty-one."

I looked at the board. The Shardspine Depths. Level 48–55. The hardest dungeon on the frontier, assigned to Callum by the Church as a prestige clear that would justify his Hero stipend and his Church protection. He hadn't cleared it yet. Without Dain, without a tank, his party couldn't handle a dungeon at that level. The contract was sitting on the board, unclaimed, a paper promise from an institution that was running out of reasons to protect him.

"I'm challenging the contract," I said.

The clerk didn't blink. She pulled the form. "Priority contract challenge. Reed Altius Party, rank one, challenging the priority assignment of the Shardspine Depths currently held by Callum Drayne Party, rank two." She stamped it. "The challenge is registered. Under article twenty-one, the challenged party has seventy-two hours to clear the dungeon or forfeit the contract to the challenger."

Seventy-two hours. Three days. Callum couldn't clear the Shardspine Depths in three days. He couldn't clear it in three months, not without a frontline tank, not without the party composition that Dain's death had destroyed.

I took the coffee and the contract challenge receipt and walked out into the morning.



We cleared the Shardspine Depths on the second day.

Callum didn't attempt it. The seventy-two hours expired without his party entering the dungeon. The clerk recorded the forfeiture. The contract transferred to us automatically.

The Shardspine was the hardest thing we'd faced. Level 48–55 meant every enemy was at or above my level, and the dungeon's architecture was designed to punish the standard five-person Hero party composition. Narrow crystal corridors that fragmented sound and light. Enemies made of living crystal that reformed when shattered unless you destroyed the resonance node buried deep in their structure. A vertical descent through crystalline shafts where the walls themselves attacked, extruding sharp formations that could impale a careless fighter.

The first floor cost us three hours. The crystal constructs were unlike anything we'd fought: they shattered under Sielle's blade but reformed in seconds, the fragments flying back together, reassembling around the resonance node like iron filings around a magnet. I had to develop a new approach mid-floor: shatter the body with the Ashveil Blade, then drive the Voidtooth Dagger through the exposed node before the crystal reformed. Phase Cut was the key again. The resonance nodes were encased in crystal armor, and only the dagger's ability to bypass physical barriers could reach them.

Sielle adapted her fighting to the new targets. Instead of clean kills, she was now shattering constructs into maximum dispersal, creating the widest possible window for my dagger to reach the node. The first few attempts were clumsy. By the tenth construct, we had a system: Sielle's overhead strike shattered the crystal body, I stepped through the falling fragments and drove the Voidtooth Dagger into the node before the first piece hit the ground. Three seconds from shatter to kill. Clean.

Vessa's barriers were critical. The crystal corridors amplified sound and energy, and her starfire was reflected and scattered by the crystalline walls. She learned to use the reflections, positioning her beams to bounce off surfaces and hit constructs from angles they couldn't defend. The corridors became a hall of golden mirrors, starlight ricocheting between crystal walls, and Vessa stood at the center of it directing the reflected beams with her hands.

"I've never done this before," she said, grinning, golden light cascading from every surface. "The crystal amplifies the output. I'm hitting harder than I should be."

The second floor was the vertical descent. Crystal shafts, the walls bristling with formations that extended and retracted on mana triggers. Sielle's blindfold training paid dividends here: the crystal formations displaced air before they extended, and I could feel them coming through the compression signal. I called the timing for all three of us, and we descended through the shaft without a single hit.

[LEVEL UP: 40 → 41] [LEVEL UP: 41 → 42]

The third floor was the boss chamber. The Shardspine Sovereign. Level 53. A humanoid crystal construct that stood fifteen feet tall and controlled the dungeon's entire crystal network. When it moved, the walls moved with it. When it attacked, the floor erupted in crystal spikes. The chamber itself was the weapon.

We nearly died.

The Sovereign was faster than the Ashenmere Guardian. Faster than anything we'd fought. Its crystal body moved with a fluidity that stone shouldn't have possessed, each limb articulating independently, the entire structure operating as a single weapon system. Crystal blades formed from its arms, reformed when broken, adapted their shape mid-swing to counter Sielle's parries. The dungeon had studied our previous clears and built a boss designed to fight us specifically.

Sielle engaged directly and the Sovereign matched her speed. White-gold light clashing against refracted crystal in patterns that turned the chamber into a strobe. She was fighting at maximum output, [Dawnedge] blazing, and the Sovereign was keeping pace.

The walls were erupting around them. Crystal formations extended from every surface in response to the Sovereign's combat rhythm, spikes and blades and barriers that turned the chamber into a shifting maze of sharp edges. I watched the patterns. When the Sovereign swung right, the left wall extended. When it thrust forward, the floor behind it spiked. When it raised both arms, the ceiling dropped crystal stalactites toward whatever was standing beneath.

I called the floor. "Vessa, ceiling! Sielle, left, two seconds!"

Vessa's barrier caught the stalactites. Sielle rolled left before the floor spike erupted where she'd been standing. The coordination held, but the margin was razor-thin.

The Sovereign pressed its advantage. It drove Sielle back toward the chamber wall, where the formations were densest, and the crystal blades came faster, each one angled to push her into a spike she couldn't see. I read the trap and called it: "Back wall, four spikes, three o'clock in one second!"

Sielle adjusted. The spikes missed by inches. She counterattacked, her blade finding a seam in the Sovereign's arm joint, but the crystal reformed before the cut could deepen. The dungeon was healing its boss in real time.

Vessa took a hit. A formation caught her across the thigh, a crystal spike extruding from the floor beneath her barrier. She hadn't seen it because it came from inside her own defended zone, the dungeon growing the spike under the starlight dome. The cut opened her leg from knee to mid-thigh and she staggered, the stellarweave dimming.

"Vessa!"

"I'm fine." She wasn't fine. Blood ran down her leg, bright against the golden glow. But she gritted her teeth and poured more power into the barriers and her face was set in an expression I'd never seen on her: not warmth, not humor, but the cold determination of a Stellar Warden doing her job despite the cost. The council member. The woman who'd sat through eleven years of politics and never once flinched from a vote. That woman was on the field now, and she was not stopping for a leg wound.

I pulled. The circle produced an Epic-quality resonance disruptor: a small crystal that emitted a frequency designed to destabilize crystal-based mana structures. I hadn't known such a thing existed. The skill did. The mirror, reflecting what I needed before I could name it.

I threw the disruptor at the Sovereign's feet. It activated on impact. The frequency pulsed through the chamber and every crystal formation in range stuttered. The walls retracted. The floor smoothed. The Sovereign's crystal armor cracked along fault lines that hadn't existed a second ago.

"Now!" I shouted.

Sielle hit the cracks. Three strikes in under a second, each one driving into a fault line, each one widening the damage. The Sovereign's crystal armor splintered. The resonance node at its center was visible through the gaps: a sphere of compressed crystal that pulsed with deep blue light.

I closed the distance. The Voidtooth Dagger in my hand. The same approach I'd used on the Guardian in the Ashenmere: inside the reach, past the armor, straight to the core. Phase Cut activated. The blade sank through the cracked crystal and into the resonance node.

The Sovereign screamed. The sound was crystal shattering on a scale that made the walls ring. The resonance node detonated under the dagger's penetration and the Sovereign's body came apart in a cascade of crystal fragments that filled the chamber like a blizzard.

Vessa's barrier dome caught the fragments before they shredded us. The crystal storm raged against the starlight shell, each piece a potential blade, and the dome held. Barely. The stellarweave's glow dimmed to a flicker.

The storm settled. The fragments fell. The chamber was quiet.

[Shardspine Sovereign (Lv. 53) defeated] [Experience gained: 18,720]

[LEVEL UP: 42 → 43] [LEVEL UP: 43 → 44] [LEVEL UP: 44 → 45]

Level 45. Seven levels below Callum. The gap that had been twelve levels two weeks ago was now seven, and the rate of closure was accelerating.

I checked on Vessa first. The thigh wound was bleeding but not deep. I used a healing potion on it and watched the cut seal, the golden glow returning to the injured skin as the mana channels reconnected.

"Thank you," she said. She was sitting against the chamber wall with the remains of the Sovereign scattered around her and the healing warmth spreading through her leg. "That resonance disruptor. How did your skill know to produce that?"

"Mirror," I said.

She smiled. The crooked one that reached her eyes. "Mirror."



The guild logged the clear. The Shardspine Depths, level 48–55, cleared by a three-person party in under eighteen hours. The report included the contract challenge, the forfeiture, and the clear details. It was the single most impressive dungeon clear on the frontier's record, and it carried Reed Altius's name at the top.

The clerk transmitted the report. The guild network carried it. By morning, every frontier outpost within three territories would know that the Junk Summoner had cleared the dungeon that the Church-appointed Hero couldn't.

We returned to Greyholt with the Sovereign's loot. Epic-tier materials, significant gold, a weapon upgrade for Sielle: a crystal-forged whetstone that permanently enhanced blade sharpness, compatible with her Dawnedge enchantment. She accepted it with the small nod that meant she was pleased and the brief touch of her fingers against mine that meant she was grateful.

That evening, I was at the guild board when Harren approached me.

"Mr. Altius. A word."

We stepped aside. His expression was the carefully neutral mask he wore for political conversations.

"A dispatch arrived an hour ago from the Church directorate." He handed me a sealed document. "An official investigation has been opened into the circumstances of your Recalled companions. The investigation is led by Inquisitor Maeven of the Fourth Circle. You are requested to present yourself and your companions for assessment at the regional Church office within thirty days."

Elara's move. Not the premature legal play she'd tested in the guild outpost. The real one. A formal Church investigation, led by an Inquisitor, backed by the institutional authority that had protected Callum for years.

"Thirty days," I said.

"Thirty days." Harren's jaw was tight. "Mr. Altius. Inquisitor Maeven has the authority to petition for the suspension of your guild registration pending the investigation's outcome. If the petition is granted, you won't be able to take contracts, clear dungeons, or maintain your ranking."

Suspension. They couldn't beat me in the field, so they were going to remove me from it. The same institutional machinery that had suppressed my experience, filed my death, and protected the man who'd caused it was now trying to take away the registration that made me a person instead of a corpse.

I looked at the document. The Church seal. The formal language. The specific, bureaucratic threat wrapped in procedural courtesy.

"Thirty days is a long time," I said.

"It is."

"A lot can happen in thirty days."

"It can." Harren's expression didn't change, but something in his eyes shifted. "For the record, Mr. Altius, the frontier guild outpost has no authority over Church investigations. However, the outpost's endorsement of your registration carries weight with the regional office." He paused. "The outpost endorses your registration. Strongly."

I looked at him. The frontier commander, who'd watched me register as a dead man and climb to the top of his rankings in two months. Who'd watched me hold a line that his Hero wouldn't. Who was, in his careful, neutral, politically constrained way, telling me that he was on my side.

"Thank you, Commander."

He nodded. Walked away. Left me standing at the guild board with a Church summons in my hand and thirty days on the clock.

Back at the tavern, I showed the document to Sielle and Vessa. They read it in the room upstairs, Sielle with her fingers tracing the raised seal through whatever her blindfold showed her, Vessa reading over my shoulder with her chin on my arm. Her thigh was bandaged beneath the stellarweave. She'd refused to rest.

"Inquisitor Maeven," Sielle said. "I don't know the name. But the Fourth Circle handles doctrinal enforcement. This isn't a corruption investigation. It's a theological one. In my time, the Fourth Circle was the Church's instrument for regulating skill classifications, evolution pathways, and archive access." She set the document down. "They were thorough. They were slow. And they were political."

"Elara's positioning it as a matter of doctrine," Vessa said. Her voice was steady, analytical. The council member surfacing through the warmth. She'd dealt with institutional power plays for eleven years before one of them killed her. "Whether Mythic-rank archive access is sanctioned by Church law. She's not trying to prove you did something wrong. She's trying to establish that the Church has authority over your skill's output. If they get that precedent, they can regulate your pulls. Restrict your access to the archives. Control who you summon and when."

"Can they do that?"

"Not easily. Not quickly. Theological rulings take months or years. But the suspension petition could happen in days." Vessa's hand tightened on my arm. "Reed. If they suspend your registration, you can't level. You can't clear. You can't climb. They freeze you in place while Callum recovers. That's the play. Not the investigation itself. The suspension."

"Elara always plays the long game," I said. "She'll use the investigation as cover for the suspension. The suspension buys Callum time to rebuild his party. New tank, new composition, new clears. By the time the investigation resolves, he's back on top and I've been sitting still for months."

"Yes," Sielle said. "That's the strategy."

"Then we make the thirty days count."

I looked at my status.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 45] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic]

Seven levels below Callum. Thirty days to close the gap further, to build enough momentum that the Church's machinery couldn't stop what was coming. Thirty days to make the Junk Summoner's name so heavy that even an Inquisitor would think twice before trying to lift it off the frontier's rankings.

"We climb," I said. "Every day. Every dungeon. Every level we can squeeze out of the next thirty days."

Sielle's hand found mine. Vessa's arm tightened around my waist.

"We climb," Sielle said.




Chapter 26: Summit

We didn't stop.

The Church summons gave us thirty days. We used every one of them. Mornings, afternoons, evenings. Dungeon after dungeon, each one harder than the last, pushing deeper into the frontier's unexplored territory where the mana density was highest and the enemies were strongest and the experience gains were worth the risk.

The Glassfire Chasm. Level 48–52. Volcanic, the corridors lined with obsidian that reflected Vessa's starfire in cascading beams that turned every room into a weapon. The heat was the first problem. The ambient temperature at the entrance was high enough to make breathing uncomfortable, and it climbed with every floor. Vessa's cooling barriers kept us alive but drained her reserves faster than any dungeon we'd cleared.

The boss was a magma construct that bled liquid fire when Sielle cut it. Each wound sprayed molten rock across the chamber. I called the engagement from behind Vessa's barriers while Sielle fought on the open floor, dodging the sprays with footwork that would have been impossible three months ago. I pulled a heat-resistant shield mid-fight that let me join the melee, and together we stripped the construct's limbs while Vessa contained the fire. Eleven hours, start to finish. Hard but manageable.

[LEVEL UP: 45 → 46]

The Thornheart Labyrinth. Level 50–54. A living maze that rearranged itself every hour, corridors shifting and reconnecting in patterns that would have trapped any party without a way to sense through walls. The thorn guardians were relentless: plant-based constructs that grew from the walls and floor, regenerating faster than we could cut them. Sielle's [Dawnedge] mapped the maze's mana structure in real time, and I called navigation while fighting through corridors that were trying to crush us between closing walls.

The boss was a distributed intelligence: no single body, no core, just a network of thorns that attacked from every surface simultaneously. Standard combat didn't apply. You couldn't kill what didn't have a center. Vessa found the answer: her starfire could follow mana channels the way water follows roots. She poured sustained channeling into the floor and the fire spread through the network, burning each node from the inside. The labyrinth screamed as it died, a sound that was more felt than heard, a vibration in the stone that made my teeth ache.

[LEVEL UP: 46 → 47]

The Voidwell. Level 52–56. The deepest dungeon on the frontier. Underground, lightless, the most dangerous environment we'd entered.

The Voidwell almost broke us.

The first two floors were dark and oppressive, the mana density thick enough that my vambraces sputtered and the combat drone I pulled failed after ten minutes. Only Sielle's [Dawnedge] and Vessa's stellar channeling functioned reliably. The shadow constructs on those floors were difficult to track but had enough mass to engage with standard technique. We cleared them through caution and coordination.

The third floor was different.

We descended into a chamber that had no boundaries. No visible walls. No ceiling. No floor edges. Just darkness in every direction, absolute and consuming, and enemies that materialized from nothing. The shadow constructs here didn't just absorb light. They absorbed everything. Sielle's mana-sense pulses went out and didn't come back. Vessa's starfire lit the space for fractions of a second before the shadows ate the light, leaving afterimages that confused rather than illuminated.

"I can't sense them," Sielle said. The words were flat, controlled, but I heard what was underneath: a Blade Saint who had fought without eyes for over a century was effectively blind. Her primary sense, the [Dawnedge] mana-resonance that had replaced her sight, was being neutralized by the darkness. She could feel me and Vessa because we were close, but the enemies were invisible to her until they were already striking.

We took hits in the first minute. A shadow construct caught Sielle across the forearm, opening a cut she didn't see coming. Another struck at Vessa's barrier from a direction the barrier wasn't covering. A third grazed my shoulder, and I only knew it was there because the air compressed a heartbeat before impact.

The air compressed.

I stopped moving. Stood in the absolute dark and closed my eyes, which was meaningless because the dark was already absolute, but the gesture anchored something in my body. A shift. A return to a state I'd occupied in a clearing east of Greyholt with a blindfold over my eyes and Sielle's blade tapping my ribs.

The shadow constructs displaced air when they moved. They had mass. They had presence. And I could feel them the way I'd learned to feel Sielle's blade in the dark: not through sight, not through mana-sense, but through the subtle architecture of the space they occupied. The compression before a strike. The vibration through stone when something heavy shifted its weight. The quality of silence changing when a body moved through it.

"I can feel them," I said. "Sielle, follow my calls. Vessa, sustained area pulse. Low intensity. Not to kill. To illuminate. When I call a position, you light it. Sielle finishes."

Vessa pulsed. Low, warm, golden light that lasted half a second before the shadows consumed it. But half a second was enough. The shadow constructs flinched in the light, their absorption stuttering, their forms visible as dark shapes against the brief golden flash.

I called positions. "Left, fifteen feet. Right, eight feet. Above, closing." The air told me where they were. The compression told me when they were about to strike. I called and Vessa pulsed and Sielle cut, and the three of us fought through the lightless chamber in a rhythm built entirely on trust. My senses. Vessa's light. Sielle's blade.

The first five minutes were chaos. My calls were imprecise, the distances rough estimates, the directions approximate. Sielle missed two targets because I'd misjudged the angle. Vessa's pulses lit empty space because I'd read a compression signal that turned out to be the chamber's ambient mana shifting.

By the tenth minute, the calibration improved. I was reading the constructs' approach patterns, predicting their strike positions, calling the kills before the targets were in range. Sielle stopped missing. Her blade found every target I called, the white-gold light flaring in the half-second window that Vessa's pulse provided, each kill a single stroke.

"Left, twelve feet, low. Coming fast."

Pulse. Flash. The shadow construct was there, lunging toward Vessa's legs. Sielle's blade intercepted it mid-lunge, the white-gold light shearing through its body. The construct dissolved into dark particles that the chamber reabsorbed.

"Above. Directly above. Three seconds."

Vessa's barrier snapped into existence overhead. The construct hit it and the barrier cracked but held, and Sielle's blade came up through the barrier's surface and split the construct from below.

"Behind me. Two of them. Staggered. One high, one low."

I ducked. The high construct passed over me. Sielle took it. The low construct hit my vambrace and the Deflection Field flared. I drove the Voidtooth Dagger into its mass and Phase Cut found whatever passed for a core in the shadow.

The boss was on the fourth floor. The Voidwell Maw: level 55, a shadow construct that wasn't a creature at all but a region of compressed darkness. It had no body. No core. It was the darkness itself, given will, and it attacked by collapsing space. The air pressure in the chamber would spike without warning, crushing inward from a random direction, and the only signal was a compression pattern I had to read through the soles of my boots.

The Maw couldn't be cut. Sielle's blade passed through it. It couldn't be burned. Vessa's starfire was absorbed before it crossed three feet. It could only be disrupted by destabilizing the mana saturation that gave it form, and the only tool I had that could do that was [Random Summon].

I pulled. Three times. The first pull produced nothing usable — a torch that the darkness snuffed in seconds. The second produced a mana destabilizer, Uncommon tier, too weak for a level 55 boss. The third pull hit. The drain went deep, the skill reaching past the surface, and what materialized was an Epic-tier void anchor: a spike of compressed light-mana that, when driven into a surface, created a zone of stability that the darkness couldn't enter.

I drove the anchor into the floor. Light erupted in a ten-foot radius. The Maw recoiled. For the first time in the fight, we had ground. Solid, visible, defensible ground.

"Inside the zone!" I called. "Vessa, amplify the anchor. Feed it."

Vessa poured stellar channeling into the void anchor and the zone expanded. Twenty feet. Thirty. The golden light pushed the darkness back and the Maw screamed — not a sound, a vibration, a pressure wave that made my sinuses bleed. The darkness compressed at the zone's edges, thickening, trying to crush the light.

Sielle went to the edge. She couldn't cut the Maw, but she could cut where the darkness was thickest, where the compressed shadow had enough density to register as matter. Her blade found the compression points and the white-gold light detonated inside each one, blowing holes in the Maw's structure. Each hole weakened the pressure. Each detonation let the void anchor's light push further.

The Maw broke. Not all at once. It unraveled from the edges inward, the compressed darkness dispersing, the chamber's natural dimensions reasserting themselves. Stone walls emerged from the dark. A ceiling appeared. A floor. The Voidwell's fourth floor materialized around us as the boss that had been the darkness itself ceased to exist.

We cleared the Voidwell in twenty-two hours. The longest clear we'd done. We emerged into daylight on shaking legs, covered in the residue of shadow constructs that evaporated in the sun, and I sat on the ground outside the dungeon entrance and stared at the sky and breathed light and air and openness until my hands stopped trembling.

Sielle sat beside me. Close. Her hand found mine and held it, and the grip was not the grip of a teacher evaluating a student. It was the grip of a woman who had fought through absolute darkness beside a man she trusted to be her eyes, and who needed to feel the warmth of his hand to confirm that the light was real.

Vessa sat on my other side. Her glow was dim, her reserves gutted, but she leaned against my shoulder and her breathing was steady. "Never again," she said. Then: "Until next time."

[LEVEL UP: 47 → 48]

Level 48. Callum's old level. The level Dain had been when I killed him. The number that had meant "professional peak" to me three months ago now meant "current." I was still climbing. The gap was four levels. Four levels between me and the man who'd suppressed me for two years. Four levels that I intended to erase.



The days between dungeons were shorter now. We needed them for recovery. The Voidwell had pushed all three of us to physical limits that healing potions couldn't fully address. Sielle's swordwork was a fraction slower in the mornings, her muscles rebuilding from the sustained output. Vessa's mana reserves took longer to refill, the deep channeling in the Voidwell having drawn from reserves she hadn't known she was using. My body ached in ways that levels didn't fix: the joints, the tendons, the accumulated strain of fighting above my weight class for weeks.

We rested. But we didn't stop.

On rest days, Sielle trained me. Not the basic drills from the clearing anymore. Advanced technique. The combinations she'd used in her prime, the patterns she'd developed during the Pale Gate, the footwork sequences that let a single fighter control a corridor against superior numbers. She was teaching me her style, not a simplified version of it but the real thing, and the complexity of it stretched my technique to its limits.

The advanced combinations were five strikes, not three. Each one flowed into the next through transitions that required my body to change direction mid-stroke, my feet to adjust between stances that were separated by fractions of inches, my blade to maintain edge alignment through curves and angles that my wrists protested. After the first session, I could barely close my hands.

After the third session, I could execute the five-strike combination at speed.

"Your body can handle this now," she said, after a session that left me on my hands and knees in the clearing, sweat pooling on the grass beneath my face. She crouched beside me. Her hand found the back of my neck, a touch that was part correction and part tenderness. "At level 48, your physical baseline supports Blade Saint technique at the intermediate level. You won't match me. But you'll match anyone at your level, and you'll challenge fighters ten levels above."

"Ten levels above is Callum."

"Yes." The almost-smile. "It is."

On the rest evenings, the three of us existed in the domestic rhythm that had become as familiar as the combat rhythm. Vessa cooked when supplies allowed, producing meals that were better than they had any right to be from frontier ingredients. She hummed while she cooked. Old melodies from the Aurelian Compact, songs that nobody alive remembered, and the sound of her voice in the camp was warm and steady and grounding.

Sielle cleaned weapons and maintained gear with the meticulous attention she gave everything. She'd taken over equipment maintenance for the entire party, her fingers reading enchantment integrity and edge quality through touch. When she found a problem, she fixed it. When she didn't, she sat in the firelight and cleaned the blade anyway, because the ritual was its own form of meditation.

The intimate rhythm continued, woven through the days without ceremony. Vessa's warmth at night, pressing against me, her hand guiding mine to her breast, sometimes pulling me inside her from behind without a word, her soft moans muffled against the pillow. Sielle's mornings, her mouth on me before dawn, the discipline and the devotion expressed through the same precise attention she brought to swordwork.

On the eighteenth day, Sielle came to me at evening instead of morning.

Vessa was bathing in the stream. The camp was quiet. Sielle crossed the clearing and sat beside me at the fire and her body language was different: the discipline present but softened, the way it got when she was approaching something personal.

"Twenty days left," she said.

"I know."

"The Church investigation. The Inquisitor. The suspension threat." She paused. The firelight caught the line of her jaw below the blindfold. "If they take your registration, we lose everything we've built."

"They won't take it."

"They might. Elara is competent. Maeven will have authority we can't challenge on the frontier." Her hand found my knee. The touch was firm. "Reed. If it comes to the worst. If they suspend you and try to return us to the archives." Her voice was steady but the steadiness was costing her. "I will not go back to the sealed records. I will not be erased again. Whatever it takes."

"It won't come to that."

"Promise me."

I looked at her. The blindfold. The jaw that tightened when she was holding something back. The hand on my knee, the fingers gripping hard enough that I could feel the strength of a Blade Saint in the pressure.

"I promise. Nobody takes you from me. Not the Church. Not Elara. Not Callum. Not a hundred Inquisitors." I put my hand over hers. "You're mine. You said it by the fire and I accepted it and I don't give back what's mine."

Her mouth trembled. Barely. Half a breath, the discipline catching and holding. Then she leaned into me, her head against my shoulder, her hand still on my knee, and for a moment the Sword Maiden of the Dawn Reach was just a woman who was afraid of being sent back to the dark.

I held her. The fire crackled. The stream ran in the distance where Vessa was bathing.

"When the summons comes," Sielle said, her voice muffled against my shoulder, "we go together. All three. We walk into that Church office as a party. We stand before the Inquisitor as a party. And we walk out as a party. Whatever they throw at us."

"Agreed."

She pulled back. Looked at me through the blindfold. Her hand came up and touched my face, her fingers tracing my jaw the way she'd once traced the Ashveil Blade's edge, testing the angle, measuring the sharpness.

"You've changed," she said. "Since the dungeon. Since I found you bleeding on the floor of that chamber. You were angry then. You're still angry. But the anger has structure now. It has direction. It has technique." Her fingers paused on my chin. "I gave you the technique. The direction was always yours."

"You gave me more than technique."

"I gave you what I had. It was the right thing to give." Her hand dropped. The discipline reassembled itself, the vulnerability tucked away, the warrior returning to the surface. But her hand found my knee again and the pressure didn't ease, and I understood that for Sielle, this was as close to staying open as she could manage. The hand on my knee, the weight of her body against my side, the trust of a woman who'd let her walls down and was holding them down by choice.

Vessa returned from the stream, the stellarweave wet and clinging to every curve, water running down her luminous skin. She saw the two of us at the fire, Sielle's hand on my knee, the post-intimate atmosphere, and she read the room the way she always read rooms: completely and without judgment.

"Heavy conversation?" she asked.

"The Church."

"Ah." She sat on my other side. Her wet body was cool against my arm. "I had a thought about that while I was in the stream. About the investigation. About Maeven."

"Tell me."

"The Fourth Circle investigates doctrinal breaches. They're thorough and they're slow and they're political. But they're also bound by Church law to consider testimony from the individuals under investigation." She looked at me. The blue eyes bright in the firelight. "Your skill pulled us. But the Church's doctrinal framework includes a concept called sovereign consent. If a recalled individual provides testimony that they consented to the recall and choose to remain in the living world, the Church's authority to return them to sealed status is diminished. Not eliminated. But diminished."

"You've been researching."

"I spent eleven years on a council. I know how to read institutional law." Her crooked smile. "Sielle and I are the strongest argument you have. Not as fighters. As witnesses. Two women who were dead and chose to be alive. The Church can argue jurisdiction. They can argue doctrine. But they can't argue against sovereign consent from legendary-class individuals who are standing in front of an Inquisitor and saying, clearly: we chose this."

"You've been preparing testimony."

"I've been preparing a case." The smile widened. "Aldren taught me one thing that was actually useful: if you can't win the politics, win the procedure. And the procedure is on our side."

I looked between them. Sielle on my left, her hand on my knee, the warrior who'd made me promise not to let them take her. Vessa on my right, wet and luminous, the politician who'd been building a legal defense in her head while bathing in a stream. Two women. Two languages. Both working the problem from opposite angles, the sword and the statute, converging on the same point: we stay.

"The summons is in twelve days," I said.

"Then we have twelve days to prepare," Vessa said.

"And twelve days to keep climbing," Sielle added.

Both. Always both. The climb and the defense. The sword and the law. The anger and the care.

I looked at my status.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 48] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic]

Four levels below Callum. Twelve days to the summons. Three people and a skill that mirrored what they were worth.

The fire burned. The stream ran. The frontier dark pressed close, full of dungeons we hadn't cleared and enemies we hadn't killed and a future that we were building one day at a time.

I held both of them and watched the fire and didn't sleep for a long time.




Chapter 27: The Third Pull

The deep pull came on the twenty-second day.

I hadn't been trying for it. The surface pulls had been running steady, producing gear and supplies and the occasional Epic item that kept our equipment current with the dungeon tier we were clearing. The skill was reliable now, consistent in a way it had never been at lower levels. Surface pulls were practically guaranteed useful. The mana cost was manageable. The output quality scaled with my level.

But the deep pull wasn't about mana cost or surface consistency. The deep pull was the skill reaching into the sealed archives, into the place where the dead waited, and pulling something that shouldn't be possible. It had done it twice before: once for Sielle, once for Vessa. Both times, the pull had been involuntary. Both times, the skill had decided to go deep without my conscious direction.

On the twenty-second day, I felt it decide again.

We were at camp. Evening. The fire was low and the frontier dark was settling in. Vessa was sitting beside me, her head on my shoulder, half asleep. Sielle was in her rest posture in the chair she'd somehow transported from the tavern room to every campsite we'd used. The Ashveil Blade was across my knees. I'd been running a surface pull, thinking about supplies, thinking about the remaining dungeon contracts, thinking about the Church summons in eight days.

The mana left my body.

Not the surface-level drain of a normal pull. The deep drain. The one that reached into the structural core of my being and pulled from a reservoir that existed below mana, below stamina, below anything the system had a name for. The same drain that had nearly killed me in the Greymaw, that had dropped me to my knees in the dead-end chamber when Sielle came through.

My vision greyed. My hands shook. The Ashveil Blade slid off my knees and hit the ground.

"Reed!" Vessa was upright instantly, her hand on my arm, the stellar glow surging bright. "Reed, what's happening?"

"Deep pull." The words came through gritted teeth. The drain was savage. Deeper than Sielle's pull. Deeper than Vessa's. Whatever was on the other side of this summon was farther in the archives than either of them had been, and the distance was being paid for in whatever constituted the fuel beneath mana. "It's pulling. I can't stop it."

Sielle was on her feet, sword drawn, not because there was an enemy but because readiness was her default state when anything went wrong. She moved to my side. Her hand found my shoulder and gripped.

"Breathe," she said. "Your body is stronger now. Level 48. The reservoir is deeper. Let the skill pull. Don't fight it."

I breathed. The drain continued. The circle blazed on the ground in front of me, brighter than any pull I'd done, the light shifting from the standard white through amber to a deep, pulsing violet that I'd never seen. The air around the circle compressed, the mana density spiking until the pressure was physical, a weight on my chest and behind my eyes.

The circle expanded. The violet light intensified. Something was forming at the center. Not an object. A person. The silhouette of a body, compact, curled, the way Sielle had been curled on the chamber floor when she arrived.

The light peaked. The drain stopped. The reservoir went empty and my body registered the absence with a full-system shudder that dropped me sideways. Vessa caught me. Sielle's hand kept my shoulder upright.

In the circle, a woman materialized.

She was small. That was the first thing I noticed. Smaller than Sielle, smaller than Vessa, smaller than me. Compact, built low to the ground, with a dense musculature visible even through the dark clothing that covered her from neck to ankle. She was curled on her side, fetal position, the same arrival posture as the others. Wounded. They always arrived wounded.

The wounds were different from Sielle's slash or Vessa's poison. This woman had been burned. The left side of her body, from her hip to her shoulder, was a landscape of charred skin and blistered tissue. The burns were deep, eating through dermal layers and into muscle, and the smell hit me immediately: cooked flesh and chemical accelerant. Someone had set her on fire.

Her hair was short. Dark, nearly black, cropped close to her skull on the burned side and falling to jaw length on the other. The asymmetry was striking against a face that was sharp-featured and angular: high cheekbones, a pointed chin, a nose that had been broken at least once and set imperfectly. She was not beautiful in the way Sielle was beautiful or in the way Vessa was beautiful. She was arresting. The face of a woman who had been through things that left marks, and whose marks were part of her the way a blade's scars are part of its edge.

Her eyes were closed. Her breathing was shallow, rapid, the hitching rhythm of a body in shock from severe burns.

I was already moving. Healing potion in my hand. The routine was familiar: pour, bandage, stabilize. I'd done this twice before. The specific ritual of saving a woman the skill had pulled from the edge of death.

"Vessa, light. Sielle, perimeter."

Vessa's starlight flooded the camp with golden illumination. Sielle moved to the clearing's edge, sword ready, scanning for threats that the deep pull's mana spike might have attracted. The protocol was smooth, practiced. We'd done this before. We knew how this went.

I knelt beside the woman. The burns were worse up close. The chemical component had eaten into the tissue with a precision that suggested intention. Someone hadn't just burned her. Someone had used a specific compound to ensure the burns were as painful and as damaging as possible. The blistering was layered, the outer skin charred black, the tissue beneath it weeping clear fluid that smelled of something acrid and metallic.

I'd treated Sielle's slash and Vessa's poison. Burns were different. The healing potion would work, the system boosting it the way it had for the others, but the surface area was larger and the damage went deeper. I poured carefully, tracing the potion along the worst sections first: the shoulder, where the burns had reached muscle, then the ribs, then the hip. The amber liquid contacted the damaged tissue and the reaction was immediate: the blistering receded, the charred skin flushed as blood flow restored, the deeper tissue damage knitting with a speed that said the potion was working against wounds that should have been beyond its capability.

The new skin emerged pink and raw, tender, but whole. Where the compound had eaten deepest, faint scarring remained. The scars were pale lines against her skin, thin and precise, a map of what had been done to her and what the healing had managed to fix. They'd fade with time and more potions. Or they wouldn't, and she'd carry them. Either way, she was alive.

She gasped. Her eyes opened.

They were grey. Not the flat grey of Elara's eyes. A pale, luminous grey, the color of morning fog, with a ring of silver at the edges that caught Vessa's starlight and reflected it back in sharp points. The eyes of a predator. Alert, aware, and immediately dangerous.

She moved before I could react. One second she was lying on her side, burned and gasping. The next she was on her feet, crouched, a blade in her hand that I hadn't seen her draw, and the blade was at my throat.

Fast. Faster than Sielle's initial response when she'd arrived. The woman had gone from near-death to kill position in under a second, and the knife at my throat was held with a grip that said she'd done this many, many times.

"Who," she said. Her voice was hoarse. Rough from the burns, from the smoke, from whatever had happened in the final seconds before the skill pulled her. "Who are you. Where is this. Why am I alive."

"Reed Altius. Summoner. My skill pulled you from the sealed archives. You're on the frontier, in a camp, and you're alive because I poured a healing potion on your burns ten seconds ago." I didn't move. The blade was sharp. The woman's hand was steady despite the fact that half her body had been charred meat a minute ago. "The knife at my throat is unnecessary."

Her grey eyes read me. Fast, thorough, the assessment of someone who evaluated threats for a living and made split-second decisions about who to kill and who to trust. Whatever she found in my face was enough. The knife withdrew. She straightened from the crouch.

She was even smaller standing. Five foot three, maybe five four. The dark clothing was a fitted bodysuit of some material I didn't recognize, matte black, covering everything from her ankles to her wrists to her throat. The burns had eaten through the left side of the suit, exposing the healing skin beneath. The healing potion was still working, the tissue rebuilding in real time, pink new skin spreading across the damaged area.

Her body, what I could see of it, was built for speed. Not Sielle's lean athleticism or Vessa's generous curves. This was a compact, dense physique: small-framed, tightly muscled, every line built for explosive movement. Her breasts were small, firm, pressed flat by the bodysuit's compression. Her waist was narrow. Her hips were slim. She was built like a weapon that was designed to fit through gaps that other weapons couldn't reach.

[Soul Recall — Archive Pull: Sorrel] [Class: Phantom — Lv. 81] [Era: 89 years deceased] [Status: Critical burns (healing). Chemical toxin exposure (neutralized). Blade trauma, left hip (minor).] [Archive Designation: The Quiet Hand of the Mirethane Court]

Level 81. The highest level the skill had ever pulled. Higher than Sielle. Higher than Vessa. A Phantom class, which I'd read about but never seen: stealth, infiltration, assassination. The shadow-side of the combat spectrum. Where Sielle fought from the front and Vessa fought from range, a Phantom fought from the place you didn't know she was standing until the knife was already in.

"Sorrel," I said. Her name from the system notification. "Phantom class. The Quiet Hand of the Mirethane Court."

Her grey eyes narrowed. "You know my title."

"The system told me."

"The system." She looked at the healing potion residue on her burns. At the camp. At Sielle, standing at the perimeter with her sword drawn. At Vessa, glowing gold, standing ten feet away with starlight coiled at her fingertips. "You pulled me from the archives. Like them."

"Like them."

"I was dead."

"For eighty-nine years."

She processed this. The grey eyes flickered. Her mouth thinned. She was running the same calculations Sielle and Vessa had run: the years gone, the world changed, the life she'd known dissolved into history. But where Sielle had processed through discipline and Vessa through directness, Sorrel processed through stillness. She went completely immobile, every muscle locked, and her eyes went distant for a span of three seconds that felt much longer.

Then she came back. The eyes refocused. The knife disappeared into her bodysuit with a movement I couldn't track.

"The burns," she said. "They were Ash Compound. Applied by the Mirethane Court's executioner. I was being burned alive when your skill pulled me." She touched the healing skin on her left side, the new tissue still pink and tender. "This potion. It's healing chemical burns that an Ash Compound was designed to make unhealable. How?"

"The skill's pull amplifies healing on recalled individuals. The system boosts the connection."

"Convenient." Her grey eyes settled on me. The predator assessment again, but this time with less threat and more curiosity. "You're level 48. The Blade Saint is level 78. The Stellar Warden is level 72. You're the weakest person in this camp by a considerable margin and both of them are standing at your direction." She paused. "Explain that."

"They're mine. I pulled them. I healed them. I built a party with them and we've been clearing dungeons and climbing levels for three months."

"Yours." She tasted the word. "You own them?"

"They chose me. The skill doesn't create a binding. They stay because they want to stay."

Sielle stepped closer. She sheathed her sword and stood beside me, her hand finding my arm, the casual possessiveness that had become her baseline. "He saved my life. He trained with me. He threw himself in front of a killing blow for me." Her voice was level. Facts delivered as facts. "I chose him."

Vessa moved to my other side. The golden glow warm and steady. "He held my hand while poison was pulled from my blood. He gave me a blanket and clothes that didn't fit and a bed he shared without being asked." She looked at Sorrel. "He's worth choosing."

Sorrel looked at the three of us. The Summoner in the center, the Blade Saint on his left, the Stellar Warden on his right. Her grey eyes moved between us, reading the positions, the contact, the dynamic of two legendary women standing beside a man twenty-plus levels below them and treating him as the center.

"The Quiet Hand of the Mirethane Court," she said, slowly, "was an intelligence operative. I infiltrated, gathered information, and eliminated threats that the Court couldn't address through conventional means. I was burned alive because the Court decided I knew too much and couldn't be trusted to forget." She paused. "I don't trust easily. The Court taught me that. But I trust evidence, and the evidence in front of me is that you pull dead women from the grave, heal them, and build something worth standing in." Her knife appeared in her hand again. She flipped it once, a casual gesture that covered the blade's rotation and return to her grip in a single smooth motion. "I'm not a fighter. Not the way they are. I'm a shadow. I go where others can't, see what others miss, and remove problems that swords and starfire can't reach."

She looked at me. The grey eyes were clear and cold and precise.

"You have a Church investigation coming," she said. "I can hear it in the way the Stellar Warden talks. Institutional threat. Political machinery. The kind of problem that a blade can't solve and a barrier can't block." She flipped the knife again. "But a Phantom can. A Phantom can walk into a Church office and read every document. A Phantom can stand in the shadow of an Inquisitor and count the lies. A Phantom can find the strings Elara is pulling and cut them at the source."

She knew Elara's name. She'd been conscious for less than five minutes and she'd already extracted the tactical situation from the conversation around her. The Quiet Hand. Intelligence operative. The woman who heard everything and forgot nothing.

"You're offering your services," I said.

"I'm offering a trade. You pulled me from the fire. You healed me. You gave me back a life that someone burned away." The knife vanished. "I pay my debts. That's the one thing the Court couldn't burn out of me."

I looked at Sielle. She inclined her head. The small, precise nod of approval.

I looked at Vessa. She was smiling. The crooked smile that said she'd already worked out the implications.

I looked at Sorrel. Small, sharp, dangerous, standing in our camp in a burned bodysuit with grey eyes that missed nothing. A Phantom at level 81, the highest-level fighter we had, offering her skills to a Summoner she'd known for five minutes because he'd poured a potion on her burns.

"Welcome to the party," I said.

Sorrel didn't smile. But her mouth twitched at one corner, a micro-expression that on anyone else would have been invisible and on a Phantom was practically a standing ovation.

"The Quiet Hand," she said. "At your service."

She swayed. The burns were healed but the trauma lingered, the body remembering what had been done to it even as the tissue repaired. I caught her arm. Her muscle was hard beneath my grip, dense and compact, the build of someone who trained for quick-twitch movement rather than sustained force.

"Sit down," I said. "You've been dead for eighty-nine years and on fire for however long before that. The heroic offers can wait until you've eaten and rested."

"I don't rest."

"You do now. That's an order."

Her grey eyes measured me. The predator assessment again. Then something shifted in her expression, a fractional relaxation that a less observant person would have missed entirely.

"An order," she repeated. "From a level 48 Summoner. To a level 81 Phantom."

"From the man who pulled you out of a fire. To the woman who's going to sit down and eat something before she falls over."

Sorrel sat. On the ground, cross-legged, the burned bodysuit stretched across her compact frame. The healing skin on her left side was still pink and tender in Vessa's golden light. She accepted the food I handed her and ate with the precise, efficient motions of someone who'd been trained to consume nutrition in minimum time with minimum attention diverted from her surroundings.

Vessa sat beside her. Not touching, not crowding. Just present, the warmth of her stellar glow extending to cover the newcomer the way she covered everything: generously, without being asked.

"Eighty-nine years," Vessa said. "The Mirethane Court. I've read about it. Or I did, before I died. The Court was dissolved forty years after your death. The intelligence network you built was absorbed into the Merchants' Guild." She paused. "They named a technique after you. The Quiet Approach. It's standard curriculum for guild infiltrators now."

Sorrel stopped chewing. Her grey eyes fixed on Vessa with an intensity that had nothing to do with threat assessment. Something else. The look of a woman hearing that the work she'd done, the work she'd been burned alive for doing, had survived.

"They named it after me," she said.

"They did."

Sorrel resumed eating. She didn't comment further. But the tightness around her mouth eased by a degree, and when Sielle brought her a blanket without speaking, Sorrel accepted it with a nod that carried more weight than the gesture seemed to deserve.

Four of us now. Blade, flame, shadow, and the Summoner who'd pulled them all from death.

The frontier dark pressed close around the camp, and somewhere in that dark, Callum Drayne was losing sleep, and Elara Vinten was sharpening her legal instruments, and an Inquisitor was preparing to judge whether a Mythic-rank Summoner had the right to pull legendary women from the grave.

They were going to find out.




Chapter 28: Horizon

Eight days before the Church summons, we cleared our last dungeon.

The Ashenmere again. The dungeon that had given us our first Hero-tier clear, the place where Reed Altius had shielded Sielle with his body and everything between them had changed. The dungeon had regenerated fully since our first clear and the overflow. A new Guardian, new enemies, new floor configurations. The mana density was higher than before. The system was learning from us the way we learned from it.

We brought Sorrel.

She'd recovered in two days. The burns were healed, the pink new skin hardening, the bodysuit repaired by an enchantment I didn't understand and Sorrel didn't explain. She'd spent the recovery period doing three things: eating everything we put in front of her with the focused efficiency of a woman making up for eighty-nine years of not eating, listening to every conversation within earshot with an attention that made Sielle's focus look casual, and disappearing.

The disappearing was the Phantom class. Sorrel could vanish. Not invisibility, not stealth, not the mana-suppression that my cloak used. True absence. She stepped sideways and ceased to exist on every spectrum I could perceive: visual, mana, sound, air displacement. The first time she did it, standing in the camp three feet from me, I felt the air close around the space she'd occupied and my blindfold instincts screamed that something fundamental had changed about the clearing's spatial architecture.

"Where did you go?" I'd asked, when she reappeared behind me without a sound.

"Nowhere. I'm still here. You just can't perceive me." She'd said it the way Sielle said "dead" after a training exchange. Flat, factual, and carrying the weight of a lifetime of practice.

In the Ashenmere, she was a revelation.

The lurkers on the first floor didn't see her. They couldn't see her. She moved through the flooded tunnels without displacing water, past enemies without triggering proximity sensors, into rooms we hadn't scouted and back out with a complete tactical map before we'd taken our first step.

"Four lurkers in the next chamber. Two dormant, two active. The active pair are patrolling a figure-eight pattern with a twelve-second window at the crossover point. The dormant pair are against the east wall, near a root node that feeds the second-floor access." She delivered the report from beside me, having appeared without sound, and her grey eyes were calm and precise. "The root node is unguarded during the patrol crossover. I can reach it in four seconds."

"Do it."

She vanished. Four seconds later, the root node detonated. The lurkers collapsed. The chamber was clear before we entered it.

On the second floor, the assemblers were building in a fortified chamber that our first clear had fought through at significant cost. Sorrel mapped the chamber's mana network in under a minute, identified the three load-bearing nodes that powered the assemblers' construction, and proposed a simultaneous strike that would collapse all three at once.

"Sielle takes the left node, Vessa hits the right with a focused beam, and I take the center," she said. "Reed calls the timing. The nodes need to go within two seconds of each other or the network redistributes power and the remaining nodes compensate."

I called it. "Three. Two. One. Now."

Three flashes. White-gold on the left. Golden starfire on the right. And in the center, nothing visible, just the sudden absence of a node that had been there and wasn't, Sorrel's knife finding the critical junction with a precision that produced no light, no sound, and no warning.

The assemblers collapsed mid-construction. Every construct in the chamber fell apart simultaneously, stone bodies crumbling into inert rubble. The floor was clear in under five seconds.

"That was efficient," Vessa said, her starlight dimming.

"That was intelligence," Sorrel corrected. "Efficiency is doing things quickly. Intelligence is knowing which things to do." She was already moving to the next corridor, her grey eyes scanning the walls. "There's a shortcut to the third floor. A structural weakness in the wall thirty feet ahead. The dungeon patched it after your first clear, but the patch is weaker than the original stone. One focused strike breaks through."

Sielle tested the wall with a single tap of her blade. The stone rang differently at the point Sorrel had indicated. She adjusted her grip, concentrated the white-gold light into the blade's edge, and drove a single precision cut into the weak point. The wall fractured. Behind it, a shaft descended directly to the boss chamber.

The dungeon that had taken us four hours the first time took us ninety minutes with Sorrel. She scouted every room, mapped every patrol, identified every node and core and structural weakness. I called the engagements based on her intelligence. Sielle cut. Vessa burned. Sorrel removed the things we couldn't see and shouldn't have been able to reach.

The new Guardian was level 49. Tougher than the first, faster than the overflow replacement. It went down in under two minutes. Sorrel found the vulnerability before the fight started — a resonance crack in its left knee joint that our first engagement had never identified — and Sielle exploited it on the third strike.

[LEVEL UP: 48 → 49]

Level 49. Three below Callum.

We emerged from the Ashenmere into late afternoon sunlight, and I stood at the dungeon entrance with my three companions and looked at the frontier stretching out below us.

Sielle on my left. The Blade Saint, the Sword Maiden, the woman who'd held a gate alone and never been held in return until I held her. Her sword was sheathed. Her hand was on my arm. The red dress caught the afternoon light, immaculate, the enchantment keeping it perfect through combat and time and the daily business of belonging to someone. Her hair was pinned in the twin buns, the golden focuses bright, the pale blue strands precise. The blindfold sat against her face, dark silk above a mouth that was holding the almost-smile.

Vessa on my right. The Stellar Warden, the council member, the woman who gave everything honestly and held nothing back. The stellarweave shimmered against her body, the golden glow warm in the sunlight, the curves and planes of her figure traced in light. Her blonde hair moved in the breeze. Her blue eyes were bright, the silver flecks catching the sun, and she was looking at me with the expression she always wore when she was happy: open, warm, unguarded.

Sorrel slightly behind us. The Phantom, the Quiet Hand, the newest addition. Standing in the shadow of the dungeon entrance even though there was plenty of sun, because shadow was where she was comfortable. Her dark clothing absorbed the light. Her grey eyes scanned the frontier with the systematic attention of an intelligence operative mapping terrain. She was different from the other two: quieter, sharper, less warm. She hadn't touched me. She hadn't leaned against me or kissed me or arranged my hands on her body. She stood at a professional distance and observed, and the observation was her form of engagement. She was learning us. Reading us. Deciding, in her Phantom way, what we were and where she fit.

She'd fit. I could feel it the way I felt enemy positions in the dark: not through evidence, not through logic, through the intuition that my skill and my training had developed. The party had a gap. It had always had a gap. Sielle was the blade. Vessa was the flame. I was the mirror. But we had no shadow. No intelligence. No ability to see around corners and through walls and into the spaces where threats assembled before they became visible.

Sorrel was the shadow. And the Church investigation that was coming in eight days was a threat that assembled in exactly those invisible spaces.

We returned to Greyholt for the last time before the summons. The tavern. The corner table. The room upstairs that had been ours for three months.

The evening was quiet. Not tense. The four of us at the table, eating frontier stew and drinking frontier wine, the same meal I'd eaten a hundred times in this building. But the geometry was different. A fourth chair. A fourth presence. Sorrel sat across from me, eating with the same focused efficiency she brought to everything, her grey eyes tracking the room even while her hands moved between bowl and mouth.

Vessa sat on my right, her shoulder against my arm, her body warm through the stellarweave. She was watching Sorrel with open curiosity and the specific calculation of a woman who'd been sharing a man with one other woman and was evaluating a third.

Sielle sat on my left, her knee against mine, her hand occasionally finding my thigh under the table. She wasn't watching Sorrel. She was watching me watch Sorrel, and whatever she saw in my expression was making her mouth do something warm and unguarded.

"She's not going to bite," Vessa murmured in my ear, low enough that only I could hear. Or so she thought.

"I might," Sorrel said from across the table, without looking up from her food. "Under the right circumstances."

Vessa laughed. Sielle's mouth curved into something real. Something in the room relaxed, a tension I hadn't named until it eased, and the four of us settled into the comfort of people who were figuring each other out and finding that the process was not unpleasant.

Sorrel finished eating before the rest of us. She set her bowl down, wiped her hands on a cloth she produced from somewhere in the bodysuit, and sat back in her chair with the specific stillness of a woman who was never not working.

"The guild clerk," she said. "The one who processes your contracts."

"What about her?"

"She's been copying your clear reports before transmitting them. The originals go to the regional office. The copies go to a separate address. I read the routing labels on the dispatches while you were at the counter this morning." She paused. "The separate address is a Church directorate office in the capital. Not the regional Church office. The central directorate."

The table went quiet. Vessa's hand tightened on my arm.

"She's feeding information to the Church," Vessa said.

"She's been feeding information to the Church since your first registration," Sorrel said. "The routing labels are dated. The earliest copy predates the Inquisitor's involvement by weeks. Someone in the central directorate has been tracking you since you walked into this outpost."

Sielle's hand found my thigh under the table. The grip was firm. "Elara," she said. "Elara has contacts in the central directorate. She built the connection during her time in Callum's party. The Church reports that justified his Hero status went through the same office."

"The clerk isn't an enemy," Sorrel said. "She's a functionary following institutional protocol. But the protocol was established by someone who wanted eyes on you before you became a problem." She looked at me. "You were never invisible, Reed. The system has been watching you since the day you came back from the dead."

I sat with that. The clerk who'd stamped my registration. Who'd processed every contract. Who'd written reports that I'd assumed were going to the regional office and nowhere else. She'd been helpful. Professional. She'd stamped the duel challenge, logged the overflow defense, built the paper trail that supported my ranking. And the whole time, a copy of everything had been going to the people who wanted to shut me down.

"Can you trace the directorate contact?" I asked.

"I already have a name. I'll have a full network map within a week." The grey eyes held mine. "This is what I do, Reed. Let me do it."

The evening continued. More wine. More frontier warmth. Garren stopped by again and asked if we were taking contracts tomorrow, and when I said no, he nodded and said "Rest up. You've earned it" with a sincerity that would have been unthinkable from him two months ago.

Later. The room. Vessa in bed, naked as always, the golden glow dimmed to her sleep setting. Sielle in the chair, resting. Sorrel on the floor in the corner, cross-legged, her back against the wall, her eyes closed but her breathing too even for sleep. Phantoms, apparently, rested the way cats rested: with one sense always open.

I lay in bed with Vessa's warmth against me and looked at the ceiling and thought about the road ahead.

The Church summons in eight days. Inquisitor Maeven. Elara's legal framework. The suspension threat. The sovereign consent argument that Vessa had prepared. The intelligence that Sorrel would gather. The testimony that three legendary women would deliver. The case that had started as a threat and was becoming, through the alchemy of having the right people in the right positions, an opportunity.

Callum was out there. Level 52. Three levels above me, with a Legendary skill and a stolen sword and the Church behind him. He'd sent an enforcer and the enforcer was dead. He'd brought a legal threat and the legal threat was being countered. He'd run from an overflow and the overflow had become the moment that broke his reputation.

He was running out of moves. The golden boy with the golden hair and the golden backing was discovering that gold doesn't hold an edge.

"The view's nice," Vessa said suddenly. She was awake. Or she'd been awake the whole time. She was leaning against me, her body warm through the stellarweave — no, she'd shed the stellarweave at some point, her bare skin against mine, her breast warm against my arm. "The frontier. From up here, it looks like it goes on forever."

"We're in a tavern room."

"I was thinking about earlier. On the hill. The four of us, looking out." She pressed closer. "It does go on forever, Reed. The frontier. The climb. The thing we're building." Her hand found mine in the dark. "I don't want it to stop."

"It won't."

"Promise?"

"I promise."

From the chair, Sielle's voice came through the dark, quiet and sure: "He keeps his promises."

From the corner, Sorrel said nothing. But I heard the slight shift of her breathing that said she was listening, and cataloguing, and filing this away in whatever internal archive a Phantom used to store the things that mattered.

I closed my eyes. The frontier dark pressed against the window. The town was quiet around us.

I thought about the Greymaw. The ceiling coming down. The dust and the dark and the specific, animal certainty that I was going to die alone in a hole because the man I served had decided I wasn't worth keeping alive. I thought about the chamber where I'd pulled Sielle from the archives, the blood on her dress, the potion I'd poured down her throat without knowing if it would matter. I thought about Vessa in the clearing, naked and poisoned, blue eyes wide, asking a stranger for help. I thought about Sorrel on the camp floor, burned and gasping, a knife at my throat before I could finish healing her.

Three women. Three deaths. Three moments where my skill had reached into the sealed dark and found someone worth bringing back. And each time, I'd been the one on the other side, bleeding and broke and running on fumes, with nothing to offer except a healing potion and the stubborn refusal to let someone die in front of me.

That was the thing, wasn't it. The thing the system measured. Not combat power. Not class rank. Not the level number that Callum had suppressed for two years. The skill was a mirror, and what it reflected wasn't strength. It was the willingness to spend your last potion on a stranger. To shield someone with your body when your body wasn't strong enough. To hold a line that nobody asked you to hold, because the people behind you mattered more than the odds against you.

The junk was never the skill. The junk was what the system saw when it looked at someone who'd been told he was worthless and believed it. The Mythic was what the system saw when he stopped believing.

Somewhere east, Callum Drayne was losing sleep. Somewhere west, an Inquisitor was preparing a summons. Somewhere in the sealed archives, other women waited in the dark, legendary and dead, and my skill knew they were there, and the mirror was always watching, and the next pull was always coming.

My status sat in the back of my mind, steady and real.

[Reed Altius — Summoner] [Level: 49] [Skill: Random Summon — Mythic] [Party: Sielle (Blade Saint, Lv. 78), Vessa (Stellar Warden, Lv. 72), Sorrel (Phantom, Lv. 81)]

Three levels below Callum. Eight days to the summons. A party of four, all legendary, all mine.

The climb was not over. The list was not finished. The story was not done.

But tonight, in the dark, with three women who had chosen me and a frontier that was learning to say my name with respect instead of mockery, I was closer to the top than anyone who'd tried to bury me had ever imagined possible.

I held Vessa. I listened to Sielle breathe. I felt Sorrel's silent presence in the corner, the shadow that watched over us while we rested.

Tomorrow, we'd start again.




Afterword

Thanks for reading!
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