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Chapter 1: Dead Man's Inheritance

The first thing I noticed was the taste. Copper and ozone, like licking a battery while standing in a thunderstorm. The second thing I noticed was that I was naked, lying on cold stone, and surrounded by people in robes who were chanting in a language that didn't exist on any continent I'd ever heard of.

So. Not a great start.

My name is Drew Hallas. I was twenty-six, employed, relatively healthy, and up until about thirty seconds ago, pretty sure I was asleep in my apartment after a twelve-hour shift. Now I was here, wherever here was, and the robed crowd didn't look like they'd brought me in for a job interview.

The stone beneath me was carved with grooves. Channels, really, spiraling out from where I lay in concentric rings that pulsed with a light somewhere between violet and ultraviolet. The color itself felt wrong, like my eyes weren't designed to process it. The light moved in rhythm with the chanting, and every pulse sent a vibration through my spine that made my teeth itch.

I tried to sit up. Couldn't. My limbs were pinned by nothing visible, locked flat against the stone like someone had stapled my shadow to it. I could turn my head, though, and I used that freedom to get a better look at the situation.

To my left, maybe four feet away, there was a second altar. This one held a body.

Old man. Dead. I was sure of it because nobody alive had that color, a grayish yellow, like a bruise on the underside of a pear. He was dressed in formal robes, dark fabric embroidered with silver thread, and his hands were folded over his chest in a way that looked arranged. Someone had closed his eyes. Someone had combed his thin white hair back from his face. He'd been laid out with care, with reverence, and the same carved channels that ran beneath me extended under his altar too. The violet light pulsed through both of us, linking the living sacrifice to the dead patriarch like two ends of a circuit.

Nine people surrounded us. Eight in the outer ring, chanting. The ninth stood between the two altars, a tall woman in robes darker than the others, her hands raised, conducting the ritual like an orchestra. She was the only one whose hood was down, and her face was sharp with concentration. Middle-aged, gaunt, eyes locked on the channels between me and the corpse.

She was pulling something out of the dead man. I could feel it, not see it, feel it, like a low hum in my chest that corresponded to the pulses of light. Something was being drawn from his body, threaded through the carved channels, and directed toward... not me. Past me. Through me. I was the wire. I was the conduit. Whatever she was extracting was supposed to pass through my soul and out the other side, refined by the burning of a foreign life into fuel.

I was supposed to die so that whatever was in the old man could go to someone else.

"Hey," I said. My voice came out rough, scraped. "I didn't agree to this."

The conductor's eyes snapped to mine. She said something rapid in the chanting language, an order, and the eight voices swelled louder. The channels blazed. And the hum in my chest became a roar.

It hit me like a wall of water. Through the channels, through my skin, through every part of me at once. The contents of a dead man's bloodline, everything he'd been and carried, forced through my body at a rate that should have burned me to cinders. I was the fuse. I was supposed to flash and be gone, leaving nothing but a clean transfer.

Instead, I held.

I don't know why. I don't know what was different about me versus whatever poor bastard they'd planned to use. But the bloodline hit me and I didn't burn. I absorbed. Like dry sand soaking up water, like a sponge that had been waiting its whole existence for this specific liquid. I took it in, and it stayed.

The scream that came out of me wasn't pain, exactly. Or it was pain, but pain as a side effect of something else. Every cell in my body rearranging itself to accommodate a thing that had never been meant for me. My vision went violet, then white, then fractured into geometry. Angles. Distances. Folds in the fabric of space itself, visible to me now the way color is visible, the way depth is visible. Fundamental. Obvious. A sense I'd never had kicking online all at once.

The conductor felt it go wrong. I could see her face through the light show. Her expression cracking from concentration to confusion to horror in the space of two seconds. She yanked her hands back like she'd touched a hot stove and shouted something that cut through the chanting like a knife. The eight voices died. The channels flickered.

The dead man's body collapsed. Not dramatically. It just sort of settled, like a sand castle losing its shape. The structure went out of it. The robes flattened against the altar as the form beneath them crumbled to powder, drained of the last thing that had been keeping it intact. A fine gray dust drifted off the edges of the stone and settled on the floor.

The restraints released. I sat up on the altar, gasping, shaking, my skin buzzing with a charge that made every hair on my body stand on end. The geometry was everywhere now. Behind my eyes, overlaid on the room like a blueprint. I could feel the dimensions of the space around me. The distances between walls, between people, between molecules of air. All of it mapped, all of it suddenly and impossibly mine to perceive.

The room had gone dead silent. Nine robed figures. Nine hoods turned toward me. Nobody moved.

Then a voice from behind the outer ring, not one of the chanters, someone who'd been watching from the back of the chamber, split the quiet.

"No."

She pushed through the line of robed figures and I got my first look at her. Young. My age, maybe a year or two less. White hair, the same shade the old man's had been, but on her it looked like frost rather than decay. Sharp features. High cheekbones, narrow jaw, a face built for aristocratic composure that was currently failing at its job. Her silver eyes, the same silver the dead man must have had in life, were wide and locked on me with an expression that went beyond anger into something more like vertigo. Like the floor had just opened under her and she was still falling.

She wasn't wearing robes. Dark clothing cut close to her body, boots, a belt with pouches and a short blade. She'd dressed for a ritual, not a ceremony. She'd been ready to receive something tonight.

"No," she said again, louder. "That's not... the bloodline was supposed to..." She spun on the conductor. "Illara. Illara, what happened?"

The conductor, Illara, was backing away from my altar with her hands up, palms out, like I was a fire she couldn't control. "The vessel didn't burn. I don't... my lady, I don't understand. The soul should have been consumed. The bloodline should have passed to you. Instead it..."

"It went into him." The white-haired woman turned back to me. Her voice had dropped low and she was shaking. Not with fear. With rage so compressed it was almost vibrating. "The Thessik bloodline. My family's bloodline. Four hundred years of spatial dominion, and it went into this... this..."

"Foreign soul," Illara supplied quietly. "A voidborn. Pulled from beyond the veil."

"I know what he is!"

The shout bounced off the black stone walls and came back sharp. A few of the robed figures flinched. I didn't, mostly because I was still processing the fact that I could feel the shape of the room the way you'd feel the inside of your own mouth with your tongue. Every corner. Every edge. Every body.

The woman, the heir, had to be, drew the blade from her belt. It was short, maybe a foot of steel, and she held it like she knew how. "Restrain him. Hollen, Crace, restrain him now. The bloodline can be extracted. Illara, you can extract it, yes? There are methods. Older rites. You pull it out of him and..."

"My lady..."

"Do it!"

Two of the larger robed figures moved. The first, Hollen or Crace, I had no idea which, came at me from the right, hands outstretched, fast for a big man. The second circled left to cut off the path to the door.

I don't remember deciding to move. The geometry behind my eyes flared, and my body did something my brain hadn't authorized. The space between me and the man on my right folded. That's the only word for it. Distance crumpled like a piece of paper being pinched, and suddenly the six feet between us was thirty. He lunged forward and grabbed nothing. I was behind him, three yards back, standing barefoot on cold stone with no memory of having taken a step.

Everyone froze.

The second man had stopped mid-stride. The heir was staring at me with her blade half-raised. Illara had her hand over her mouth. The remaining robed figures hadn't moved at all, and their body language said they weren't planning to start.

I looked down at my hands. Same calluses from warehouse work. Same scar on my left thumb from a box cutter slip. But the space around my fingers was humming, faintly warped, like heat shimmer off asphalt. I could feel folds in the air. Creases I could open or close, shortcuts between here and there that existed because I understood now, on a level deeper than thought, that distance was optional.

"He has it." Illara's voice was barely above a speaking tone. "Full integration. The bloodline accepted him."

"That's impossible." The heir's voice had gone flat. Controlled. Worse than the screaming, somehow. "He's a voidborn. A foreign soul. The bloodline doesn't accept outsiders."

"It just did."

The big man I'd accidentally teleported past turned to face me. He was breathing hard. His hood had fallen back, revealing a broad, weathered face with a scar that ran from his temple to his jaw. His hands came up again, fists this time.

"Hollen, don't," Illara said.

Hollen didn't listen. He threw a straight right at my head. A real punch, heavy and practiced, the kind that puts people down.

The fold happened without me thinking about it. His fist entered the crease in the air about two feet from my face and came out of another crease six feet to my left. He punched the wall. The crack of his knuckles against black stone was loud in the chamber, and his grunt of pain was louder.

I hadn't flinched. Not out of bravery. I just hadn't had time to. The power had done it for me, the way your hand pulls back from a hot burner before your brain registers heat. Reflex. Instinct. Four hundred years of Thessik bloodline saying: nothing touches me unless I let it.

Hollen cradled his hand against his chest, staring at me. Blood ran from his split knuckles and dripped onto the stone floor.

"Sorry," I said. And I meant it. "I don't know how I did that."

"Lady Maren." Illara's voice was careful now, the way you'd talk to someone standing near a cliff. "The bloodline is fully bound. Extraction would require the destruction of his soul, and even then, there's no guarantee it would transfer cleanly. If we lose the bloodline entirely..."

"Then House Thessik dies," Maren said. She said it like she was reading the words off a wall. Factual. Empty. "The bloodline is gone from our blood. Four centuries. Gone." She looked at the altar where her great-uncle's body had been. Nothing there now but dust and flattened robes. When she turned back to me, the rage was still in her eyes, but it was joined by something colder. Calculation.

"What's your name?" she asked.

"Drew Hallas."

"Drew Hallas." She tested it the way you'd test a floorboard you didn't trust. "You have my family's power. You have the seat of House Thessik, whether you know what that means or not. Without a bloodline holder, the house loses its charter. Its lands. Its standing. Every vassal, every alliance, every contract. All of it void within the season."

"Okay," I said, because I didn't have anything better.

"Okay." She slid the blade back into its sheath with a sharp click. "Here's what's going to happen. You are going to claim the seat. You are going to stand in front of the Convocation and declare yourself Lord of House Thessik. And I am going to be beside you making sure you don't say or do anything that gets us both killed."

"And if I don't want to?"

She looked at me. Really looked, with those silver eyes, and the calculation in them went somewhere I couldn't follow.

"Then every house on this continent finds out that the Thessik dominion is sitting in a voidborn with no allies, no army, and no idea where he is. They'll carve you apart to study you. Some of them will do it while you're still alive." She let that land. "I am the only person in this world who has a reason to keep you breathing. Don't make me regret it."

The room was quiet. Hollen was still bleeding. Illara was watching me like I was a rune that might go off. The other robed figures hadn't moved since my first fold.

I looked at my hands again. The shimmer was gone now, but the sense wasn't. The geometry, the folds, the absolute awareness of every inch of space around me. Whatever this power was, it was mine. It had chosen me, or I'd stolen it, or the universe had just rolled the dice and I'd come up with someone else's fortune. It didn't matter. I had it.

And the woman standing in front of me with fury in her eyes and a blade on her hip was telling me she'd help me keep it, as long as I played the part.

"Fine," I said. "But I'm going to need pants first."

Maren Thessik stared at me for a long beat. Then she turned to Illara without changing expression.

"Get him clothes. Something that fits. And something that covers that." She gestured at my sternum, where a thin line of blood had traced a path down to my navel. No wound, no mark, just blood that had come from nowhere.

"And Illara? No one who was in this room tonight speaks a word of what happened. Not to staff, not to vassals, not to anyone. If the other houses learn about this before we're ready, we're dead."

She didn't look at me again. She walked to the altar where Lord Gereth had lain, touched the dust there with two fingers, and stood very still for a moment. When she pulled her hand back, her fingers were trembling.

Then she straightened up, wiped the dust on her leg, and left the chamber without another word.

I watched her go. The geometry tracked her through the doorway, down the first few steps of whatever staircase lay beyond, until she passed out of range of this new sense and I was left with the robed figures and the quiet.

Illara approached me slowly, the way you'd approach something you weren't sure was tame.

"Lord Thessik," she said. Testing the title on me.

"Drew," I said.

"Lord Thessik," she repeated, like I hadn't spoken. "Come with me. We have a great deal of work to do, and very little time to do it."

I followed her toward the door. The stone was cold under my bare feet. The geometry hummed behind my eyes, mapping every step, every surface, every fold in the space between here and wherever I was going next.

Four hundred years of someone else's legacy, sitting in the bones of a guy who'd been stacking pallets twelve hours ago.

Hell of a promotion.


Chapter 2: What's Left

Illara led me through the Thessik estate like she was giving a tour of a patient she'd already declared terminal.

The underground chamber opened onto a staircase that climbed three flights before spitting us into a hallway wide enough to drive a truck through. Stone floors, high ceilings, iron sconces bolted to the walls at regular intervals. Half of them were lit. The other half held cold stubs of candle or nothing at all. The effect was a corridor that alternated between dim light and deep shadow, like walking through a mouth with missing teeth.

"The main hall is ahead," Illara said. She hadn't offered me a coat or a blanket or anything to cover the fact that I was still barefoot and shirtless, wearing a pair of trousers she'd pulled from a storage closet near the ritual chamber. They were too long in the leg and too tight in the waist. I'd cinched the drawstring until it bit into my hip bones and rolled the cuffs twice. "The east wing houses the Lord's quarters. The west wing is the barracks and servant halls. The north wing was the library and war room."

"Was?"

"It's been closed for four years. Roof damage. Lord Gereth didn't allocate the funds to repair it."

"Didn't, or couldn't?"

"Didn't." The word had an edge to it. "There was money. Lord Gereth chose to spend it elsewhere."

We passed a set of double doors, both shut, one of them visibly warped in its frame. The wood had swollen with damp and nobody had planed it back. Moisture stains crept up the stone around the doorframe in dark fingers.

"You're going to have to give me more than that," I said. "If I'm supposed to stand in front of a Convocation and play lord, I need to know what happened to this place."

Illara stopped walking. She turned to face me, and for the first time since the ritual chamber, I saw something other than professional caution in her expression. It was closer to exhaustion. The kind that goes deeper than tired.

"House Thessik was one of the seven founding bloodlines," she said. "For four centuries, this estate was the seat of the Eastern Reach. Lord Gereth's elder brother, Lord Adren, held it at its peak. Twelve vassal houses. A standing garrison of four hundred. Trade routes through the Ashenmere corridor that brought in more coin than most minor kingdoms see in a decade."

"And then Adren died."

"And then Lord Adren died. No heir of his own. The bloodline passed to Gereth." She started walking again, slower now, like the story was weighing her down. "Lord Gereth was not his brother. He was never meant to rule. But he was functional. Competent enough, if not inspired. The first year was difficult but stable. Then the church sent an advisor."

"An advisor."

"A priestess. Velanna. She arrived with credentials from the High Synod, ostensibly to provide spiritual counsel during the transition of power. She was... persuasive." Illara's tone had gone flat and clinical, the way people talk when they're describing something that still makes them angry. "Within six months, Lord Gereth had restructured the household budget. Grand feasts. Imported wines. Renovations to his personal chambers while the rest of the estate went unattended. He dismissed the steward who objected and replaced her with someone more agreeable. Within a year, the first vassal house withdrew its oath."

"And the priestess?"

"Stayed for two years. By the time she left, the garrison had been halved. Three vassal houses had broken ties. The trade agreements were in shambles because Lord Gereth had stopped attending the councils where they were renewed. He was spending his days in his chambers and his nights hosting gatherings that the staff were instructed not to discuss." She paused. "Velanna left one morning without announcement. Lord Gereth didn't seem to notice for three days."

"So the church deliberately tanked the house."

"That is Lady Maren's belief. I share it. But belief and proof are different things, and no one at the time connected the decline to Velanna's presence. She was one factor among many, and Lord Gereth's behavior could be attributed to grief, to weakness, to simple unsuitability for the role." Illara turned a corner. "By the time Lady Maren was old enough to take an active hand in the household, the damage was severe. She's Lord Gereth's grandniece, the only remaining blood relative in the Thessik line. She's been holding it together for six years. She's the reason we still have a garrison at all, even if it's twenty-eight soldiers instead of four hundred. She's the reason the remaining staff haven't left. She's the reason House Thessik still exists."

Twenty-eight guards. About fifty household staff, based on what I'd seen. For an estate built to hold ten times that, it was like watching someone try to run a hospital with a skeleton crew. The bones of the place were good. Solid stone, heavy timber, the kind of construction built to last centuries. But neglect has a way of compounding. A leaking roof becomes a rotted beam becomes a collapsed ceiling becomes a wing you close off and pretend doesn't exist.

"Why would the church want House Thessik destroyed?" I asked.

"We don't know. That's what makes it so difficult to counter. The Thessik bloodline and the church have no historical conflict. No territorial disputes, no theological disagreements, nothing that would explain a deliberate campaign of sabotage." She stopped at a door near the end of the hallway. "Lady Maren has theories. She doesn't share them with me. She doesn't share much with anyone."

The door was in better shape than most of the others, the wood oiled and the hinges free of rust. Illara opened it and stepped aside.

"The Lord's chamber," she said. "Yours now. Technically."

I walked in. The room was large by my standards, small by estate standards. A bed against the far wall, frame made of dark wood, mattress covered in linens that looked clean if not new. A desk. A wardrobe. A washbasin on a stand. One window, shuttered, with a sliver of moonlight leaking through the gap. The floor was stone with a rug that had been beaten recently enough to still smell faintly of dust.

"I'll bring food," Illara said from the doorway. "And proper clothing in the morning. Lady Maren will want to begin preparations for the Convocation as soon as possible."

"Where did she go?"

"I don't know. Lady Maren keeps her own hours." Illara's expression gave away nothing. "Rest, Lord Thessik. Tomorrow will be difficult."

She closed the door. I heard her footsteps retreat down the hallway, fading until the only sound was the faint creak of the building settling around me.

I stood in the middle of the room for a long time.

Then I walked to the window and pushed the shutter open.

The estate sat on a hill. From this window I could see the outer wall, a stone perimeter maybe ten feet high with a gatehouse at the front and guard posts at intervals along the top. I counted three visible sentries on the wall from this angle, which meant there were probably more on the sides I couldn't see. Beyond the wall, the land sloped down into what looked like a small town, clusters of buildings with thatched roofs huddled along a central road. Farther out, farmland, and beyond that, the dark mass of a forest that stretched to the horizon. No electric lights. No cars. No planes. Just moonlight, woodsmoke, and silence.

I was in another world. I had someone else's magic in my blood. A woman I'd met an hour ago had told me I was going to impersonate a nobleman in front of what sounded like a medieval parliament, and my only alternative was to let strangers vivisect me.

I closed the shutter. Sat on the bed. Looked at my hands.

Time to figure out what I could actually do.



I started small. Held my hand out, palm up, and reached for the geometry. It was still there, the spatial awareness humming in the back of my skull like a second heartbeat. I could feel the room. Every dimension of it. The fourteen feet between me and the door, the nine feet to the ceiling, the six inches of stone in the walls. All of it mapped and present and waiting.

I focused on the air above my palm and tried to fold it.

Nothing happened. I tried harder, pushing with something that wasn't a muscle but felt like one, and the air above my hand shivered. A crease appeared. Thin as a razor, maybe four inches long, hanging in the space above my palm like a crack in a pane of glass. Through it I could see the wall behind me, the angle wrong, like looking through a periscope. A window in space, connecting two points that shouldn't have been connected.

I pushed more and the crease widened. Six inches. A foot. I could fit my hand through it now. I didn't, because sticking body parts through holes in reality seemed like a bad idea on day one, but the option was there. I held the fold for about ten seconds before my focus slipped and it snapped shut like a rubber band.

Okay. That was something.

I stood up and tried what had happened in the ritual chamber. The teleport. I fixed my eyes on the far corner of the room, felt the distance between here and there, and compressed it. The room flickered. I was standing by the door, then I was standing in the corner, and the space between those two events was just gone. No sensation of movement. No transition. One location, then another, like someone had cut a frame out of a film reel.

I did it again. Corner to bed. Bed to desk. Desk to door. Each jump was instant and silent. No flash of light, no sound, no ripple in the air. I just stopped being in one place and started being in another. The range was limited to the room for now, and each jump left me slightly winded, like I'd been holding my breath without realizing it. But it was getting easier. The fourth jump felt smoother than the first. The fifth felt natural.

I sat on the bed again and tried something different. I focused on the space between my hands, about a foot apart, and folded it inward. The air between my palms compressed. The foot of distance became six inches, then three, then less than one, my hands nearly touching with a visible distortion between them where a foot of space had been crammed into a fraction of an inch. When I released it, the air popped, a small percussive snap like cracking your knuckles.

I spent the next hour pushing limits. I could fold space in a sphere around myself, radius of about twenty feet. Anything beyond that got blurry, hard to grip. Within that radius I could teleport freely, open windows between any two points, compress or expand distance. I could make a pocket, a fold that created a small enclosed space out of nothing, about the size of a shoebox. I couldn't figure out how to make it bigger yet, but the potential was obvious. I tried folding through the stone wall and hit resistance, like pushing against a current. Not impossible, but harder. Thick materials took more effort.

By the end of the hour I had a headache and my nose was bleeding. Limits. Good to know where they were.

I wiped the blood on the borrowed trousers, sat on the edge of the bed, and thought.

Here is what I knew. I was in a world I didn't understand, in a declining estate held together by a woman who'd wanted to sacrifice me, surrounded by people who either feared me or resented me or both. The bloodline I'd absorbed made me powerful, but I had no idea how powerful compared to whatever else existed here. I had no allies, no information, and no reason to trust anyone in this building.

Here is what Maren had offered me. A title I didn't earn, a seat I didn't want, and the privilege of standing in front of a political body and pretending to be something I wasn't, all so that her house could survive. In exchange, she'd keep me breathing. Generous.

Here is what I'd observed on the walk through the estate. Twenty-eight guards for a compound this size meant thin coverage. They'd be concentrated at the gate and the main approaches, with maybe rotating pairs on the walls. At night, with reduced visibility, the gaps in patrol routes would be measured in minutes. Long enough. I could fold twenty feet in any direction. I could teleport silently. I could open shortcuts between two points faster than anyone could react.

But twenty-eight was still twenty-eight. Not three. Not a skeleton you could just walk past. I'd need to time it, pick my route, and be ready to fold on reflex if someone spotted me. The wall was stone, and I'd already learned that stone took more effort to fold through. Better to go over it, or find a gap, or wait for the patrol to rotate past and fold through the gate itself.

They had tried to burn my soul to fuel a ritual. Maren had ordered guards to restrain me. Hollen had thrown a punch at my head. These were not people who had my best interests at heart. They had my interests in mind only as long as those interests aligned with theirs, and the moment that changed, I'd be back on a slab.

I didn't owe them anything.

I lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, running the route in my head. The geometry helped. I could still feel the layout of the building from the walk with Illara, the hallways and stairwells mapped like a blueprint. Room to hallway. Hallway to the main corridor. Main corridor to the courtyard. Courtyard to the wall.

The courtyard was the problem. Open ground, maybe sixty yards across, with sightlines from the wall and from the upper windows of the east wing. If anyone was watching, I'd be visible for the thirty seconds it took to cross. I could fold across it in chunks, twenty feet at a time, but three consecutive jumps would leave me winded. I'd need to catch my breath between the second and third, which meant standing exposed in the middle of the yard for a few seconds.

Or I could take the long way. Through the west wing, where the barracks were. Riskier in terms of running into people, but the buildings would block sightlines and give me walls to fold along. Short jumps, cover to cover, using the architecture instead of fighting across open ground.

West wing. That was the route.

I'd wait until the small hours. Two, maybe three in the morning, when the night watch was at its most tired and the estate was at its quietest. Fold through the west wing corridor, past the barracks where the off-duty guards would be sleeping, out through whatever door or window led to the outer wall. Find the gap in the patrol. Fold over or through. Disappear downhill toward the town and then into the trees before anyone knew I was gone.

Find the nearest settlement that wasn't under Thessik control. Figure out this world on my own terms. Not as a puppet lord for a dying house that had tried to use me as kindling.

That was the plan.

I closed my eyes and let myself rest. Not sleep. Just rest, conserving energy for what came later. The geometry kept watch for me, a constant low awareness of every living thing within its range. Illara, two floors down. Guards at intervals along the wall, their positions slowly shifting as they walked their routes. The faint signatures of staff scattered through the estate's habitable rooms.

No sign of Maren. Either she was out of range or she'd left the estate entirely.

It didn't matter. By the time she got back, I'd be gone.


Chapter 3: The Way Out

I opened my eyes at what I guessed was two in the morning.

No clock. No phone. No way to tell time except the angle of moonlight through the shutter slats and the feel of the estate around me. The geometry had been running all night, a passive sonar pinging off every living thing within range, and the pattern of movement had shifted over the hours. The daytime bustle of staff in the hallways had thinned to a handful of signatures. Most of the household was asleep. The guards on the wall had settled into the slow, predictable rhythm of a late watch, their positions drifting along the perimeter at intervals I'd been tracking since I lay down.

I sat up. The headache from the power testing was gone. My nose had stopped bleeding hours ago. I felt rested, alert, and ready in a way that had nothing to do with bravery and everything to do with the simple clarity of having made a decision.

I was leaving.

I pulled on the boots that Illara had left outside the door along with the food tray. The food I'd eaten. The boots were slightly too big, but they were better than bare feet on cold stone. I grabbed the thickest blanket off the bed and wrapped it around my shoulders like a cloak. It looked ridiculous. I didn't care. It was cold outside and I didn't own a shirt.

The door wasn't locked. That was either an oversight or a sign that they trusted the twenty-eight guards more than they feared my initiative. I eased it open and stepped into the hallway.

Dark. The sconces in this section had burned out or been left unlit. The geometry didn't need light. I could feel the corridor stretching ahead of me, the dimensions crisp and immediate. Fourteen feet wide, eight feet to the ceiling, stone walls on both sides. No one within range.

I moved.

The east wing corridor ran straight for about sixty yards before hitting a T-junction. Left went deeper into the estate, toward the main hall and the sealed north wing. Right connected to a covered walkway that bridged to the west wing. I went right.

The walkway was open on both sides, stone pillars holding up a tiled roof with gaps between them that let in the night air. Moonlight striped the floor. From here I could see the courtyard below, a wide expanse of packed dirt and flagstone with a dry fountain in the center. Two guards stood at the main gate on the far side, visible as dark shapes against the torchlight. A third was walking the wall to my left, moving away from me, his footsteps faint and regular.

I kept low and crossed the walkway in three quick folds. Twenty feet each. The first put me behind a pillar. The second behind the next. The third brought me to the door at the far end, where the walkway met the west wing. Each fold was silent. Each one cost me a small sip of energy, like holding your breath for a beat longer than comfortable.

The west wing was where things got tight.

The barracks were here. Illara had said as much during the tour, and the geometry confirmed it. I could feel bodies on the other side of the walls. Clusters of them, packed into rooms along the ground floor. Off-duty guards, sleeping. Maybe fifteen or twenty signatures, hard to count precisely when they were grouped that close together. The hallway that ran past them was the most direct route to the outer wall, but it also meant walking within arm's reach of people who'd been explicitly told to keep me contained.

I stood at the entrance to the west wing and mapped the route. The main corridor ran the length of the building, with doors on both sides. The barracks rooms were on the left. On the right, based on the emptier feel of those spaces, storage rooms or unused quarters. At the far end, the corridor opened into a mudroom or staging area that connected to a service door in the outer wall. That was my exit.

I started down the hallway. Slow steps. The boots were quiet on stone but not silent, and the geometry was tracking every signature around me. Sleeping guards behind the first door. More behind the second. The third room was empty. The fourth had two people in it, both still, both horizontal. Asleep.

I was halfway down the corridor when someone moved.

One of the signatures in the second barracks room shifted from horizontal to vertical. Getting up. I felt them move toward the door of their room, and my body reacted before my brain finished processing. I folded sideways, through the doorway of the empty third room, and pressed myself against the wall inside.

Footsteps in the corridor. Heavy, unhurried. The guard walked past the open doorway without looking in. I tracked his signature as he continued down the hall toward the far end, turned a corner, and disappeared into what I guessed was a latrine.

I counted to ten. His signature stayed put. I stepped back into the corridor and kept moving.

The mudroom at the end of the hall was exactly what I'd hoped for. A low-ceilinged space with hooks on the walls for cloaks and gear, a rack of boots by the door, and a heavy wooden door with an iron bar across it. The bar was meant to be lifted from the inside, and it was. I set it down as gently as I could manage, the iron barely clicking against the brackets, and eased the door open.

Night air hit me. Cold and clean and smelling of grass and woodsmoke. I was outside the main building, standing in a narrow alley between the west wing and the outer wall. The wall was right there, maybe fifteen feet away, ten feet high, rough stone with no handholds.

I could feel the patrol. One guard on this section of wall, moving from right to left at a steady pace. He was about forty feet to my right and heading away from me. I had maybe ninety seconds before he reached the corner, turned around, and started back.

I waited until he was sixty feet out, then folded.

Twenty feet up and forward. The geometry handled the vertical component the same way it handled the horizontal. One moment I was standing in the alley, the next I was crouching on top of the wall, the stone rough under my palms. My stomach lurched at the transition, a brief vertigo that came with the altitude change, and the jump cost me more than the horizontal folds had. I was breathing hard. My vision swam for a second before steadying.

The guard was a dark shape near the corner of the wall, still walking away. He hadn't heard a thing.

I looked over the edge. The other side of the wall was a ten-foot drop onto a grassy slope that angled down toward the town. I didn't need to drop. I folded again, twenty feet forward and down, and landed in the grass on the far side with a muffled thump that only I could hear.

I was out.

I knelt in the grass for a moment, catching my breath. My nose was dripping again, a thin thread of blood I wiped on my sleeve. Four folds in quick succession, including a vertical. That was close to my current limit for rapid work. I'd need a few minutes before I could do it again at full capacity.

But I was outside the wall, in the dark, with no one between me and the rest of this world.

I stood up and headed downhill.



The town was called Ashenmere. I knew that from chapter one of Illara's history lesson. Seat of the Eastern Reach, trade corridor, all the things it used to be. What it was now, at two in the morning under a half moon, was a collection of dark buildings huddled along a central road like people leaning into a wind.

I hadn't planned to go through the town. The smart move was to skirt it entirely, cut east through the fields, and hit the tree line. But the road was the path of least resistance going downhill, and I was tired, and the geometry told me there was nobody awake on the main street.

So I walked through.

I shouldn't have.

The buildings told a story that Illara's history lesson had laid out in facts and I was now seeing in wood and stone. A butcher's shop with half its front shutters missing, replaced with nailed boards. A grain store with a lock on the door but a visible sag in the roof. Houses patched with mismatched materials, thatch over tile over thatch, the layered evidence of repairs made with whatever was on hand. A stable with two thin horses in it, where there were stalls for eight. A market square with stone stalls that must have been busy once, now mostly empty, a few of them crumbling at the edges.

This wasn't a town in decline. This was a town that had already declined and was now just holding on. And the cause was sitting on the hill behind me, a noble estate with a dead lord and a twenty-five year old woman trying to hold together a four-hundred-year legacy with willpower and twenty-eight guards.

Not my problem. I kept walking.

I was almost to the far edge of town, where the road bent east toward the farmland, when I heard the voice.

Low, steady, coming from a narrow lane off the main road. I stopped. The geometry picked up signatures. One adult, several smaller ones. Kids. Clustered together in a building set back from the lane, something with a wide front and a low roof. A converted stable, maybe, or a storehouse.

I should have kept walking. I almost did. But the voice was familiar, and curiosity is a harder thing to kill than common sense.

I moved to the corner of the lane and looked.

Maren Thessik was kneeling on the floor of what had once been a tack room. The doors were open, spilling lamplight into the lane. Inside, on blankets and straw pallets, were children. I counted seven. The oldest might have been twelve. The youngest was curled against Maren's side, half asleep, thumb near her mouth.

Maren had changed out of the dark ritual clothing. She was wearing something simpler, rougher, a laborer's coat over a plain shirt. Her white hair was tied back. She had a pot in front of her, still steaming, and she was spooning something into a bowl for a boy who sat cross-legged across from her. Soup or stew, something thick. The boy took the bowl with both hands and didn't say thank you, just started eating with the urgency of someone who wasn't sure when the next meal was coming.

"Slow down," Maren said. "There's enough."

There wasn't. I could see the pot. It was maybe a third full, and she still had three kids who hadn't been served. She'd make it stretch, but there wouldn't be seconds.

I watched her ladle out the next bowl. Her hands were steady. Her face had none of the fury or calculation I'd seen in the ritual chamber. She looked tired, but it was a different kind of tired than Illara's. This was the tiredness of someone who'd been doing something hard for a long time and had stopped expecting it to get easier.

"Lady Maren?" The voice was small. One of the older kids, a girl with tangled brown hair and a front tooth missing. "Is it true Lord Gereth is dead?"

Maren didn't stop ladling. "Yes."

"What's going to happen to us?"

"Nothing bad. The house is going to take care of you. That hasn't changed."

"But if there's no lord..."

"There is a lord." Maren set the bowl down in front of the girl and looked at her directly. "House Thessik has a new lord. Things are going to be different now. Better." She reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind the girl's ear. "I know things have been hard. I know the last few years haven't been what they should have. But the house is going to be strong again. I'm going to make sure of it."

"How do you know?"

"Because I don't have the option of being wrong."

The girl seemed to accept that. She picked up the bowl and drank from the edge, and Maren turned back to the pot to serve the next child.

I stood in the shadows at the corner of the lane and watched her lie to seven children with absolute conviction. She didn't know things were going to get better. She had no reason to believe they would. Her bloodline had just been stolen by a stranger, her great-uncle's body was dust on an altar, and the house she'd spent six years holding together was one Convocation meeting away from dissolution. She had nothing.

And she was here, at two in the morning, feeding orphans from a pot that was almost empty and telling them it would be fine.

I thought about the escape route. The fields east of town, the tree line, the freedom on the other side. I thought about finding a settlement, figuring out this world on my own terms, being nobody's puppet lord.

Then I thought about what happens to seven kids in a converted stable when the last person who gives a damn about them loses everything.

I hadn't moved. I was still standing at the corner, still hidden, still technically free to walk away. The geometry hummed around me, mapping the lane, the building, the children inside. Maren. The dark fields beyond.

Then I heard something else.

It came from the far edge of town. A sound I didn't recognize at first because I had no frame of reference for it in this world. A low, rattling snarl, like metal scraping against bone. Then another. Then a third, overlapping, and under them the heavy thud of something large moving fast across packed earth.

Maren heard it too. She was on her feet before the second snarl, the ladle clattering against the pot. Her hand went to her belt, where the short blade sat in its sheath. The kids were awake now, the little ones clutching at blankets, the older ones scrambling upright with the practiced speed of children who'd learned to be afraid of noises in the dark.

"Inside," Maren said. Her voice had snapped back to the tone from the ritual chamber. Cold. Commanding. "All of you, behind me. Against the back wall. Now."

The children moved. Maren drew her blade and stepped into the doorway of the tack room, putting herself between whatever was coming and seven kids on straw pallets.

The snarling got louder. Closer. From the geometry, I could feel them. Three signatures, moving fast down the main road toward the lane. Big. Not human. The way they moved was wrong, too many contact points with the ground, too much mass distributed in the wrong places.

They turned the corner into the lane, and the lamplight caught them.

I'd never seen anything like them. I'd also never been in a fantasy world before today, so the bar for new experiences was low. But these things were built to kill. That much was obvious from the way they moved, from the way the lead one locked onto Maren in the doorway and dropped low, muscles bunching under dark, ridged skin.

Three of them. One of her. A foot of steel and a doorway.

And me, standing twenty feet away in the shadows with a stolen bloodline and a decision to make.


Chapter 4: Terms

Maren had known something was wrong before the snarling started.

The ward stones along the eastern boundary hadn't pulsed in over a year. They were old, set by Lord Adren's warders back when the house could afford to employ people whose sole job was keeping things out. Without maintenance, the stones had been failing one by one, their range shrinking, their sensitivity dulling. Maren had reported the problem to Lord Gereth four years ago. He'd told her he'd see to it. He hadn't.

Now the stones along the east road were dead entirely, and whatever was in the forest had figured that out.

She stood in the doorway of the tack room with her blade drawn and tried to remember the last time she'd fought something that wasn't a person. Training, maybe. Hollen had run drills with her years ago, back when Hollen still had the energy for drills and the garrison had enough bodies to spare one for a noble girl's education. She'd been fourteen. She was good with the short blade, technically. Quick. Precise. Hollen had said she had the instincts for it.

Hollen had never put her in front of three gorren in the dark with seven children behind her.

Gorren. She recognized them from the bestiary in the north wing library, back when the north wing still had a roof. Lowland predators, pack hunters, built like someone had crossbred a wolf with a bull and given it armor plating. Ridged skin, dark as iron, with jaws that could crack bone. They weren't magical. They weren't even rare. A functional garrison would have cleared a gorren den within a day of it being reported. The eastern patrols would have spotted the tracks. The ward stones would have screamed at the first approach.

None of those things had happened, because none of those systems worked anymore.

The lead gorren was the largest. It crouched at the mouth of the lane, maybe thirty feet away, its head low and its eyes catching the lamplight in flat amber discs. The other two flanked it, one on each side, spreading to fill the width of the lane. They moved in coordination. Pack behavior. The lead would charge, the flankers would cut off escape routes.

Maren adjusted her grip on the blade and put her back foot against the doorframe. The tack room was narrow. If she held the doorway, they could only come at her one at a time. That was her only advantage. One at a time, in a space too tight for them to use their mass.

Behind her, a child was crying. The little one, Pella. Maren wanted to turn around and tell her it would be fine. She didn't, because taking her eyes off the gorren would get them all killed.

"Stay quiet," she said. "Stay against the wall."

The lead gorren charged.

It was fast. Faster than something that size had any right to be, claws tearing into the packed dirt of the lane as it lunged forward. Maren braced, angled the blade, and met it in the doorway.

The impact nearly took her off her feet. She got the blade into the gap between its jaw and its neck, where the ridged plating was thinnest, and shoved. The steel bit. Blood, dark and hot, sprayed across her forearm. The gorren screamed, a high metallic shriek, and snapped at her face. She jerked back, felt the teeth clip the shoulder of her coat, and twisted the blade. More blood. The thing was hurt but not down, thrashing in the doorway, filling it with bulk and fury. She couldn't get the blade free. It was wedged between plates of cartilage, stuck, and the gorren's weight was dragging her forward.

She let go of the blade.

It was the right tactical call and it still felt like dying. She grabbed the doorframe with both hands, kicked the gorren hard in its wounded throat, and scrambled backward into the tack room. The gorren staggered, her blade still jutting from its neck, and for a second it blocked the doorway completely, a wall of bleeding muscle and rage.

Then the second one hit the doorway from behind, shoving past the injured lead, and Maren had nothing in her hands.

She grabbed the only thing within reach. The iron ladle from the soup pot. Heavy, blunt, ridiculous. She swung it at the second gorren's snout as it pushed into the room and connected with a clang that sent pain shooting up to her elbow. The gorren flinched. It didn't stop. Its jaws opened wide and it lunged for her, and Maren knew with perfect clarity that she was about to die in a converted stable holding a soup ladle while seven children watched.

Then the gorren was somewhere else.

One moment it was in front of her, close enough that she could smell the rot on its breath. The next moment it was gone. Not retreating. Not dodging. Just gone, replaced by empty air and a faint shimmer, like heat rising off stone in summer.

She heard the impact before she understood it. A wet, crunching slam from outside, from the wall of the building across the lane. She looked through the doorway and saw the second gorren embedded in the stonework three feet off the ground, its body folded at an angle that nothing alive should fold at. It twitched once and went still.

The third gorren had been circling toward the back of the tack room. It wasn't circling anymore. It was frozen in the lane, head low, eyes tracking something Maren couldn't see. Then it yelped, a sound she didn't know gorren could make, and its front half jerked sideways while its back half stayed planted. The thing stumbled, confused, snarling at the empty air around it.

A figure stepped out of the shadows at the corner of the lane.

Drew Hallas. Barefoot in too-large boots, wrapped in a blanket that had slipped off one shoulder, blood running from his nose. He looked ridiculous. He also looked like the most dangerous thing on the street, and the surviving gorren seemed to agree, because it turned away from the tack room and squared up to face him.

It charged. Drew raised one hand, almost lazily, and the air between them crumpled. The gorren's charge took it through a fold that compressed thirty feet of lane into three and redirected it straight into the ground. The thing hit the packed earth headfirst at a speed that cratered the surface and snapped something in its neck with a sound like a green branch breaking. It skidded to a stop at Drew's feet, twitching, and then it stopped moving entirely.

Drew lowered his hand. He swayed for a second, caught himself, and wiped his nose on the blanket. Then he looked at her.

The first gorren was still alive. It had dragged itself out of the doorway and was trying to crawl down the lane with Maren's blade in its neck. Drew glanced at it, made a small pinching motion with his fingers, and the space around the creature's head compressed. There was a sound like a walnut cracking, and then there wasn't a gorren anymore. Just a body that had stopped being a problem.

Three gorren. Maybe fifteen seconds. He wasn't even breathing hard.

No. That wasn't true. He was breathing hard. His nose was still bleeding and his face was pale and she could see the way his hands were shaking before he shoved them into the folds of the blanket. It had cost him something. But he'd done it.

Maren stood in the doorway of the tack room, covered in gorren blood, holding a soup ladle, and looked at the man who had stolen her birthright and just saved her life.



I'd just killed three things.

My hands wouldn't stop shaking. The nosebleed was worse this time, running down my upper lip and dripping off my chin, and the headache was back, a sharp pressure behind my eyes that pulsed with every heartbeat. Three folds in rapid succession, one of them a compression kill. I'd burned through most of what I'd recovered during the rest period.

But under the shaking and the pain, something else was running hot through my blood. Adrenaline, maybe, or whatever this world's version of it was. My heart was hammering and my vision was sharp and every nerve in my body was lit up and screaming. I'd just killed three monsters with my mind. Redirected one into a wall hard enough to crack stone. Slammed another headfirst into the earth at a speed that cratered the ground. Crushed the third one's skull with a gesture, like crumpling a piece of paper.

I'd never been in a fight that mattered. Bar scuffles. A shoving match at work once. Nothing where the stakes were someone's life. And I'd just walked through it like it was easy. It wasn't easy — my body was telling me that clearly enough — but the power had responded like it had been waiting for exactly this. Point it at a problem and the problem stopped existing.

That was terrifying. It was also, if I was being honest with myself, the most alive I'd ever felt.

Worth it.

The kids in the tack room were crying. All of them now, even the older ones, the kind of crying that comes after the fear has passed and the body realizes it's still alive. Maren turned back to them, still holding the ladle, and I watched her kneel down and pull the youngest one into her arms without a word. The little girl buried her face in Maren's coat and sobbed, and Maren held her with one arm and reached for the next child with the other.

I stood in the lane and waited. I wasn't going anywhere. We both knew that now.

It took her a few minutes. She got the kids calmed down, got them back against the wall, told the oldest girl to keep watch while she stepped outside. Then she came through the doorway and walked toward me, stopping about six feet away. The same distance Hollen had been when he'd tried to punch me in the ritual chamber. I noticed that. She probably did too.

"You were leaving," she said.

Not a question. She could see the route as clearly as I could. The estate on the hill behind us, the wall I'd folded over, the town I'd walked through. I was heading away from the estate, not toward it. There was no other reason for me to be here at two in the morning.

"Yeah," I said. "I was."

She looked at the dead gorren in the lane. At the one embedded in the wall across the street. At the crater in the dirt where the third had met the ground.

"I'm not going to stop you," she said.

That wasn't what I'd expected. I'd been ready for anger, for threats, for the cold pragmatic arguments she'd used in the ritual chamber. Not this.

"I tried to burn your soul to save my house," she said. "I summoned you from your world without your consent, tried to use you as fuel, and when that failed, I tried to force you into a role you didn't choose. When you resisted, I ordered my people to restrain you." She said it all flatly, the way Illara had recited the house's history. Facts. No hedging, no justification. "You owe me nothing. You owe this house nothing. If you want to leave, I won't send anyone after you."

"You can't afford to let me leave. Without a bloodline holder, the house is done."

"I know."

"The Convocation. The charter. Those kids in there."

"I know." Her voice cracked on the second word. She caught it, pressed her lips together, and kept going. "But I did this. I put us here. I was so focused on saving the house that I didn't think about what I was doing to save it. You're a person. You had a life. I took that from you and then I tried to take more." She looked at me. The silver eyes were red-rimmed and wet, but she wasn't crying. Holding it together through what looked like force of habit. "I understand if you want to go. I won't pretend it's fine. But I understand."

I stood there in the lane, blood drying on my face, the geometry humming quiet and steady behind my eyes. The dead gorren cooling around us. Lamplight from the tack room throwing long shadows across the dirt. Seven kids huddled against a back wall, waiting to find out if the world was going to keep hurting them.

I thought about the escape route. The fields east of town. The forest. The freedom I'd been forty minutes from having.

Then I thought about the pot of soup with three servings left in it and the way she'd told a little girl that things were going to get better.

"I'm staying," I said.

Maren blinked. The composure she'd been holding wavered. Not much, but enough.

"But here's how it works," I said. "I'm not your puppet. I'm not standing in front of a Convocation reciting lines you feed me. If I'm Lord Thessik, I'm Lord Thessik. I make the decisions. I run the house. You advise me, you teach me how this world works, you tell me when I'm about to do something stupid. But you don't give me orders and you don't make plans behind my back. We do this together, or I walk."

"You don't know anything about running a noble house."

"Then teach me. That's the deal. Full partnership. Full honesty. No more rituals, no more sacrifices, no more treating me like a tool. I'm a person. Start there."

She stared at me for a long time. The lane was quiet except for the muffled sounds of children settling and the distant bark of a dog somewhere in the town. The lamplight caught the dried gorren blood on her arms and the tremor in her jaw that she couldn't quite control.

"Full partnership," she repeated.

"Full partnership."

"And if I disagree with a decision?"

"Then you tell me and we argue about it like adults. And if I'm wrong, I'll admit it. But the call is mine."

Another long pause. I could see her turning it over, testing the edges of it, looking for the trap. There wasn't one. There was just me, standing in a lane full of dead monsters, offering to stay in a world I didn't choose and help a woman who'd tried to sacrifice me, because seven kids in a stable deserved better than what they were getting.

Maren reached down and pulled the short blade out of the dead gorren at her feet. She wiped it on her leg, the same gesture she'd used to wipe Lord Gereth's dust from her fingers. Then she flipped the blade in her hand and held it out to me, hilt first.

"Then you'll need this more than a blanket," she said.

I took it. The hilt was warm from the gorren's blood, and the weight of it felt right in my hand in a way I wasn't expecting. The geometry mapped it instantly, the dimensions, the balance, the edge.

"We should get the children back to the estate," Maren said. "If three gorren got through, there may be more. The eastern wards have been down for months."

"How long to fix them?"

"With money and warders we don't have? Weeks."

"What about with spatial magic?"

She looked at me. For the first time, the calculation in her silver eyes was joined by something else. Not warmth, not yet. But the faintest edge of curiosity. The beginning of a question she hadn't thought to ask.

"I don't know," she said. "No one's tried."

"Then let's find out. Tomorrow." I looked at the tack room, where a small face was peeking around the doorframe. "Tonight, we get them somewhere safe."

Maren nodded. She turned toward the tack room, and I fell into step beside her. Not behind her. Beside.

The geometry hummed, and for the first time since I'd woken up naked on a slab, the space around me felt like somewhere I might stay.


Chapter 5: The Faithful

Maren hadn't slept.

She'd gotten the children settled in the east wing servants' quarters, the rooms closest to the kitchens where the heat from the ovens kept the stone warm even at this hour. Pella had refused to let go of her hand until she'd physically pried the little girl's fingers loose and tucked them under the blanket. The older ones had gone quiet in the way that children go quiet when they're too exhausted to be afraid anymore, curling into the cots like animals denning down. She'd told the kitchen woman to have food ready when they woke. Then she'd left and stood in the hallway outside the door for a while, listening to them settle.

That was when it hit her. Not gradually, not in pieces, but all at once, the full weight of the night landing on her shoulders like a dropped stone. The ritual. The bloodline. Lord Gereth's body crumbling to dust. The voidborn on the altar who'd absorbed four centuries of her family's power. Her own voice, screaming at Illara. Hollen's knuckles cracking against the wall. Drew Hallas standing barefoot in the lane, bleeding from the nose, killing three gorren in the time it took her to draw a breath.

Drew Hallas, who had been leaving. Who'd gotten past twenty-eight guards and a ten-foot wall without anyone noticing. Who could have been in the forest by now, free, gone, taking the Thessik bloodline with him to wherever he wanted to go. And instead he'd stepped out of the shadows and put himself between her and three things that would have killed her.

She didn't understand it. She'd summoned him against his will, tried to burn his soul, ordered him restrained when the ritual failed. Every rational calculation said he should have kept walking. Let the gorren take her. Let the house fall. It wasn't his problem, and she'd given him every reason to make sure it stayed that way.

But he'd stayed. And the terms he'd set weren't cruel, weren't punitive. Full partnership. Full honesty. Teach me how this works.

She kept seeing the moment in the lane when the last gorren had died and he'd looked at her. Blood on his face, shaking hands, wrapped in a bedsheet like some kind of vagrant king. He should have looked pathetic. He hadn't. He'd looked like someone who'd just discovered what he was capable of and was still deciding how he felt about it. There'd been something in his expression she couldn't name, something that wasn't arrogance or anger or pity. Just presence. The sense that he was exactly where he was and not apologizing for any of it.

She pressed her back against the wall and closed her eyes, and for a moment she let herself feel something other than fear and calculation. Something warm and unsteady that sat in her chest like a coal she hadn't asked for.

Then she opened her eyes, straightened her coat, and went to brief the household.



She gathered them in the main hall at dawn. Not all of them. The night watch stayed on the walls, and she left the kitchen staff to their work. But the rest, guards and servants and Illara, standing in loose rows on the stone floor while gray light filtered through the high windows.

Hollen was there, his right hand wrapped in a linen bandage that was already spotting through with blood. He stood at the front of the guard contingent with his jaw set and his eyes on Maren, waiting.

"Lord Gereth is dead," Maren said. She didn't ease into it. These people had served the house for years. Some of them had served Lord Adren before that. They deserved the truth delivered straight. "The bloodline transfer ritual was performed last night. It did not go as planned. The Thessik bloodline has been absorbed by the vessel we summoned, a man named Drew Hallas. He is, as of this morning, the holder of the Thessik dominion and the rightful Lord of this house."

Silence. The kind that has texture, made up of held breaths and shared glances and the particular tension of people who are waiting to find out if their world is ending.

"I know this is not what any of you expected," Maren continued. "It's not what I expected. But Lord Hallas has agreed to claim the seat and present himself to the Convocation. He has my full support, and I expect him to have yours."

"He's a foreigner." Hollen's voice was flat. Not challenging, exactly. Testing. "A voidborn. He doesn't know our world, our laws, our enemies. How is he going to stand in front of the Convocation and claim a seat he can't even describe?"

"I'll be teaching him. Along with Illara and anyone else he asks for guidance. Lord Hallas is aware of his limitations and has asked for help. That's more self-awareness than Lord Gereth showed in his last six years." She let that land and watched a few faces shift. Agreement, carefully hidden. "He also killed three gorren in the town last night, barehanded, using the Thessik spatial dominion. The eastern wards have failed and we have creatures inside our perimeter. Lord Hallas's first order as lord is for a patrol to the eastern boundary to locate and clear any remaining dens. Hollen, assign a team."

Hollen looked at her for a long moment. Then he looked past her, toward the doorway at the back of the hall, where Drew was leaning against the frame with his arms crossed. He'd found better clothes since the night before, a dark shirt and trousers that fit, though the boots were still slightly too large. The short blade was tucked into his belt. He looked tired. He also looked like he belonged there more than he had any right to.

"You heard Lady Maren," Drew said. He didn't raise his voice. Didn't need to. "Eastern boundary. Take whoever you need. If you find a den, mark it and come back. Don't engage without me."

Hollen's eyes went to Maren one more time. She held his gaze and said nothing.

"Yes, Lord Thessik," Hollen said. He turned to the guards behind him and started issuing orders.

Maren watched him go and felt something loosen in her chest. Not relief. Not yet. But the first sign that this might actually work.



They were in the courtyard, Drew asking Illara about the ward stones and how they functioned, when the rider came through the gate.

Maren saw him before anyone else did. The horse was lathered, which meant distance at speed. The rider wore white, which meant the church. And the pendant at his throat, a silver circle bisected by a vertical line, marked him as a herald of the High Synod.

She stepped in front of Drew without thinking about it.

"Say nothing until I tell you to," she murmured.

"What is it?"

"The church. Official business. Let me handle the introduction."

The rider pulled up in the courtyard and dismounted with the practiced efficiency of someone who spent more time on horseback than off it. He was young, clean-shaven, with the kind of bland pleasant face that the church seemed to cultivate in its public-facing agents. He scanned the courtyard, registered Maren, registered Drew behind her, and produced a sealed letter from the pouch at his hip.

"Lady Maren Thessik?" he said.

"Yes."

"I carry a summons from the High Synod, Office of Sacred Compliance." He held out the letter. "The Synod has detected resonance consistent with a Class Three spiritual extraction within the boundaries of the Thessik estate. Such procedures require prior authorization from the Office of Sacred Compliance. Our records show no such authorization was granted."

Maren took the letter. Her hands were steady. Her heart was not.

"The Synod respectfully requests an explanation," the herald continued, his tone suggesting that respectfully was doing a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence. "And wishes to inform House Thessik that a delegation will arrive within the month to conduct a formal inquiry."

One month. That was still fast. The ritual had been performed less than twelve hours ago and the church already had a herald at her gate. Either their detection methods were better than she'd thought, or they'd been watching.

Given what she suspected about Velanna, watching seemed more likely.

"Thank you," Maren said. "House Thessik will receive the delegation. Please convey our full cooperation to the Office."

The herald nodded, glanced once more at Drew, and remounted. He was through the gate and gone within a minute.

Maren broke the seal on the letter and read it. Then she read it again. Then she folded it carefully, tucked it into her coat, and turned to Drew.

"We have a problem."

"I caught that. Class Three spiritual extraction?"

"The ritual. Extracting a bloodline from a dead holder and transferring it. It's not illegal in itself, but it requires church authorization. Which we didn't have, because asking the church for permission to perform a ritual that the church may have been trying to prevent would have been idiotic."

"So they know."

"They know something happened. They don't necessarily know the details. The resonance detection can identify the type of ritual but not the outcome." She looked at him. "They don't know the transfer failed. They don't know you're a voidborn. As far as the Synod is concerned, we performed an unauthorized extraction and the bloodline was successfully transferred to a Thessik heir."

"To you."

"That would be the assumption, yes." She paused, turning it over. "Which is a problem, because when the delegation arrives in a month, they're going to want to meet the new bloodline holder. And the new bloodline holder is a man no one in this world has ever seen before."

Drew was quiet for a moment. She could see him thinking, the same careful, practical assessment she'd watched him apply to the escape route last night. Mapping the problem the way he mapped physical space.

"What do they actually know about me?" he asked.

"Nothing. You didn't exist in this world until last night."

"So there's no record to contradict whatever story we tell them."

"Correct. But the story has to be airtight. The church has resources, informants, ways of verifying claims. If we say you're a distant relative who's been living abroad, they'll check. If we say you're from another region, they'll send inquiries."

"What about a ward of the house? Someone taken in young, raised privately. Not blood, but legally adopted into the line?"

Maren blinked. It was better than anything she'd been formulating. Adoption into a noble bloodline was rare but not unheard of, particularly for dying houses desperate to maintain their charter. The legal mechanisms existed. The precedent existed. And it would explain both Drew's unfamiliarity with noble customs and his lack of any prior public record.

"That could work," she said slowly. "Lord Gereth took you in as a child. You were raised on one of the outlying holdings, away from the main estate. Private education, limited contact with the broader nobility. When Lord Gereth's health failed, you were called home and the bloodline was transferred to you as the designated heir."

"Does that explain the unauthorized ritual?"

"Partially. We can argue that Lord Gereth's decline was rapid and there wasn't time to petition the Office. Emergency circumstances, dying lord, the house charter at stake. It's thin, but it's defensible." She frowned. "The bigger risk is the examination itself. The delegation will almost certainly include a reader. Someone who can sense bloodline integration. They'll be able to confirm that you carry the Thessik dominion, but the way it integrated... a reader might notice anomalies. A natural heir who received a planned transfer would present differently than a voidborn who accidentally absorbed it."

"How differently?"

"I don't know. No one's ever done what you did."

Drew looked at the gate where the herald had disappeared. She watched him process this the way he seemed to process everything, without panic, without bravado. Just calculation.

"Then we have a month to figure out what a reader might find and how to explain it," he said. "Who do we have that knows about bloodline integration?"

"Illara. She performed the ritual. She'd know the technical details better than anyone."

"Get her. And whatever books survived in that library before the roof caved in. I want to know everything about how bloodlines are supposed to look when a reader examines them."

Maren nodded and turned to find Illara. She was halfway across the courtyard when Drew called after her.

"Maren."

She stopped. It was the first time he'd used her name without the title.

"The church," he said. "The same church that sent a priestess to destroy your uncle. Now they're sending a delegation within a month of us performing the one ritual that could save the house. And they had a herald at our gate within twelve hours. That's not a coincidence."

"No," she said. "It's not."

"Then we're not just preparing for an inspection. We're preparing for an attack that looks like an inspection."

She held his gaze across the courtyard. The morning light caught the silver in her eyes and the gorren blood still crusted on her sleeve and the expression on her face that she couldn't quite control, the one that wasn't calculation or fury or exhaustion but something newer and less certain.

"Yes," she said. "We are."

She turned and went to find Illara. Behind her, she could feel Drew watching her go, and the coal in her chest burned a little brighter without her permission.


Chapter 6: Reach

The next three days were the hardest I'd worked in my life, and I'd spent two years hauling freight in a warehouse with no climate control.

It started the morning after the gorren attack. Maren found me in the Lord's chamber at dawn, already dressed, staring at a map of the Eastern Reach that someone had pinned to the wall at some point during Lord Gereth's tenure. It was outdated. Several of the vassal house markers had been crossed out in ink, and someone — Maren, I guessed — had annotated the margins with notes in tight, angular handwriting. Troop counts. Supply estimates. Names with question marks next to them.

"House Vestane," Maren said from the doorway.

I turned. She'd cleaned up since the night before. The gorren blood was gone, replaced by a dark coat with the Thessik crest on the shoulder, silver thread on black. Her white hair was pulled back tight. She looked like she'd slept about as much as I had, which was not at all, but she carried it better.

"What about them?"

She crossed the room and tapped a marker on the eastern edge of the map. "The church herald didn't just come to us. He would have passed through Vestane lands on the ride here. If the church is making inquiries about House Thessik, House Vestane will have heard about it within hours. They were the last vassal house to break ties, and they've been watching us ever since."

"Watching for what?"

"A reason to come back. Or a reason to stay away permanently." She pulled the map pin loose and held it between her fingers, turning it. "Lord Vestane is old. His daughter Lyra has been running the house in all but name for the past two years. She's pragmatic. If she thinks the Thessik seat has a viable lord again, she'll want to see for herself."

"And if she likes what she sees?"

"Then Vestane re-swears loyalty. Twenty soldiers, a fortified holding on the eastern road, and a signal to every other former vassal that House Thessik is worth following again." She set the pin back on the map. "If she doesn't like what she sees, word spreads that the new lord is a fraud, and we lose any chance of rebuilding the alliance network."

"So no pressure."

"None at all." The ghost of something that wasn't quite a smile crossed her face. It was there and gone so fast I might have imagined it. "We need to prepare you. Vestane is a military house. They value strength, directness, and competence. Lyra in particular has no patience for ceremony or flattery. If you try to impress her with titles and fine words, she'll see through it in a sentence."

"Good. I don't have fine words."

"You have worse than that. You have Earth idioms and a tendency to make jokes when you're uncomfortable." She sat on the edge of the desk and folded her arms. "We're going to fix that."



She drilled me for hours.

Not on etiquette, not exactly. Maren had figured out fast that trying to teach me the full breadth of noble customs before Vestane arrived was a losing proposition. Instead she focused on what she called the load-bearing walls: the handful of phrases, gestures, and protocols that would keep me from accidentally declaring war or insulting someone's ancestors.

How to accept a vassal oath. How to address the head of a lesser house versus a peer house. The difference between a formal greeting and a challenge greeting, which apparently differed by the angle of your hand. The correct response when someone offered you their blade versus their banner versus their name.

"The blade means personal service," Maren said. "The banner means their house serves yours. The name means marriage alliance. Don't confuse them."

"What happens if I confuse them?"

"Depends on the context. Best case, embarrassment. Worst case, you've accidentally proposed to a sixty-year-old lord with gout."

"That's the worst case?"

"For you? Probably not. For me? Absolutely."

We went back and forth like that, her correcting, me pushing back, finding the rhythm of it. She was a good teacher when she wasn't being a desperate politician. Patient with the things I genuinely didn't know, sharp with the things I should have picked up faster. There were moments where the dynamic clicked into something that felt less like a briefing and more like a conversation, where she'd forget to be guarded and I'd forget to be suspicious, and we'd just be two people figuring out a hard problem together.

One of those moments came in the afternoon, when she was explaining the Vestane military tradition and I asked why a house that valued strength would follow the Thessiks, whose power was spatial rather than martial. She stopped mid-sentence and looked at me with an expression I hadn't seen from her before. Genuine interest.

"That's a good question," she said. "Most people don't ask it."

"Most people grew up knowing the answer."

"Most people grew up assuming the answer, which isn't the same thing." She leaned forward. "The Thessik dominion isn't just folding space. It's control of territory itself. A lord who can fold distance can move troops instantly. Can create barriers that can't be breached. Can compress a supply line from weeks to minutes. Vestane doesn't follow Thessik because we're stronger in a fight. They follow us because with a Thessik lord, they never have to fight a battle they can't win."

That landed. Not just the information, but the way she said it. The us. The first time she'd included me in the house without qualfying it.

"Then we'd better make sure I can actually do those things," I said.



I started with the north wing.

The roof had collapsed four years ago, according to Illara, and the damage had been left to compound. Rotted beams, shattered tiles, a section of upper wall that had buckled inward under the weight of accumulated rain and neglect. The library beneath was a ruin. Shelves toppled, books swollen with water damage, the stone floor stained with four years of exposure.

I stood in the doorway and mapped it with the geometry.

The structural damage was extensive but not complicated. A collapsed roof was just matter in the wrong place. And matter in the wrong place was exactly what spatial folding was designed to fix.

I started with the debris. Focused on the largest section of collapsed timber and tile, about a twenty-foot spread of wreckage piled on the library floor. Felt the weight of it, the dimensions, the way each piece related to the space around it. Then I folded it out.

Not teleported. Folded. I opened a crease in the space above the debris pile and a corresponding crease in the courtyard outside, and then I compressed the distance between them to zero. The debris didn't move. The space moved. One moment the wreckage was on the library floor, the next it was in the courtyard, deposited in a heap on the flagstones with a rush of displaced air that scattered dust in a ten-foot radius.

The watching guards jumped back. Maren, standing at the edge of the courtyard, didn't flinch.

I did it again. Another section of debris. Then another. The headache started after the fourth fold, a dull pressure behind my eyes that I was learning to recognize as the early warning sign. I pushed through it. The fifth fold cleared the last of the major wreckage, and I stood in the library looking up at open sky where the roof used to be.

The beams were the harder part. The surviving roof structure was partially intact, heavy timber joists that had shifted but not broken. They needed to be moved back into position, which meant precision work rather than bulk clearing. I spent an hour on it, folding each beam a few inches at a time, feeling the wood grain through the geometry, adjusting until the structural lines matched what the building wanted to be. By the end my nose was bleeding freely and my hands were shaking, but the roof skeleton was back in place. Not perfect. Not finished. The tiles were gone and the gaps between beams still needed filling. But the bones were right, and a normal work crew could finish what I'd started.

Illara appeared behind me at some point during the process. I didn't notice her until she spoke.

"Lord Thessik. You should stop."

"One more beam."

"You're bleeding from both nostrils and your left eye is bloodshot. You should stop."

I stopped. She was right. The headache had graduated from pressure to pain, the kind that sits behind your eye socket and throbs in time with your pulse. I wiped my face on my sleeve and turned around.

There were people watching. Not just the guards. Staff. Kitchen workers. A few of the children from the converted quarters, peeking around a doorway with wide eyes. They were all staring at the north wing, at the cleared library, at the repositioned roof beams. At me.

"The north wing," one of the older servants said. She was standing near Maren, and she said it like a prayer. "He's fixing the north wing."

I hadn't fixed it. I'd cleared rubble and moved some beams. But to them, after four years of watching the estate fall apart, it might as well have been a miracle.

Maren caught my eye across the courtyard. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to. The look on her face said it for her — something between relief and the first fragile thread of belief that this might actually work.



I trained alone after that.

Maren tried to argue against it. Going outside the walls unaccompanied, with the eastern wards still unreliable and gorren potentially denning in the area, was reckless. I told her I needed to test my range without worrying about collateral damage, and that I was the most dangerous thing in the area by a comfortable margin. She didn't like it. She let me go anyway. The partnership was holding.

I found a clearing about half a mile east of the estate, where the farmland gave way to rougher ground before the tree line. Open space, no structures, no people within the geometry's range. Perfect.

I started by mapping my limits.

The twenty-foot radius I'd identified on the first night was a soft cap, not a hard one. With effort, with focus, I could push it further. Twenty-five feet. Thirty. At thirty-five the precision dropped and the folds got sloppy, but the reach was there. I spent an hour drilling at the edge of my range, opening and closing folds at maximum distance until the motion became smoother, until thirty feet felt the way twenty had felt two days ago.

Then I worked on speed. Multiple folds in sequence. Open, close, open, close. Fold to a new position, fold again before I'd finished arriving. The disorientation was intense at first, like stepping off a spinning ride, but it faded with repetition. By the end of the hour I could chain three folds in under two seconds. Four left me winded. Five made my nose bleed.

I pushed for five anyway. Then six. The sixth fold was ugly, imprecise, and I landed three feet from where I'd intended. But I landed.

The compression kills from the gorren fight had been instinctive. I wanted to understand the mechanics. I found a boulder at the edge of the clearing, about the size of a large dog, and focused on the space around it. Compressed. The air tightened. The boulder cracked, then shattered, fragments imploding inward into a space too small to contain them. The sound was like a gunshot, and the resulting dust cloud made me cough for a minute.

Okay. Noted. Don't do that to anything I want to keep intact.

I tried the opposite. Expanding space. I focused on a patch of ground about ten feet wide and stretched it. The grass seemed to spread apart, the distance between blades increasing, the patch expanding to twenty feet, thirty, before snapping back when I released it. An area denial tool. Anything crossing expanded ground would take three times as long to cover the distance and wouldn't understand why.

I sat in the grass and rested. The headache was manageable. My nose had stopped bleeding after the last round. I was getting stronger. Not dramatically, not in leaps. But the ceiling was rising. What had exhausted me two days ago was now merely tiring. The power was growing with use, like a muscle.

The sun was getting low. I should head back. Maren would start worrying, and I wasn't ready to test whether she'd send Hollen after me.

I stood up and stretched, rolling my shoulders, feeling the geometry settle into its resting state. The passive awareness expanded outward, mapping the terrain. The estate on the hill behind me. The town below it. The farmland spreading south. The forest to the east, dense and dark, full of signatures that could be animals or gorren or things I hadn't learned the names for yet.

And then, on the road to the south, something that didn't belong.

A caravan. Four wagons, maybe a dozen riders, moving north toward Ashenmere at a pace that was too fast for commerce and too slow for a retreat. The geometry picked them up at the edge of my range and I had to push to get detail. Horses. Armed riders. The wagons were heavy, loaded.

Then I felt the other signatures. Coming from the tree line east of the road. Moving fast, low to the ground. A lot of them. More than three. More than ten.

The caravan hadn't noticed yet. They were on the open road, exposed, and whatever was in the trees was closing the distance in a wide arc that would cut off the road ahead and behind at the same time. A pincer. Coordinated.

Not gorren. Gorren didn't coordinate at that scale. These were something else.

I was already running before I'd finished the thought. The clearing was maybe four hundred yards from the road. I could fold most of that, but not all. Not at the edge of my range, not over terrain I hadn't mapped. I'd have to close the distance the old-fashioned way first, then fold when I got close enough for precision.

The things in the trees were faster than me. They'd reach the caravan first.

I ran harder.


 Chapter 7: First Impression

Lyra Vestane had expected the new Lord Thessik to be a disappointment. Every lord in her lifetime had been.

Her father had been the exception, once. Lord Carek Vestane had held their house together through decades of shifting alliances and border skirmishes with the discipline of a man who believed that strength was the only currency that didn't devalue. He'd taught Lyra to ride before she could read, put a sword in her hand at eight, and told her that anyone who couldn't defend their own table didn't deserve to eat at it. She'd believed him. She still did. But Lord Carek was sixty-three now, and his knees had gone before his mind, and Lyra had been making the decisions for House Vestane for two years while pretending they were his.

She was twenty-four. Dark-haired, tall for a woman, built lean from years of drilling with Vestane's soldiers. She wore riding leathers and a longsword on her hip the way other noble daughters wore jewelry, not for show but because she'd seen what happened to people who weren't armed when they needed to be. She had her father's jaw, her dead mother's grey eyes, and the permanent expression of someone who'd been let down often enough to make skepticism a default setting.

The church herald had ridden through Vestane lands two days ago. He hadn't stopped, but he hadn't needed to. Her scouts had picked up the route and the destination, and by evening her informant in Ashenmere had confirmed the rest. Lord Gereth was dead. A new lord had claimed the Thessik seat. The church was sending a delegation.

Her father had called her to his study that night. He'd been sitting in the chair by the fire, the one with the extra cushions for his knees, and he'd looked at her with the sharp clarity that his age hadn't managed to dull.

"Go and see," he'd said.

"It's probably nothing. Another placeholder. Maren propping up a cousin."

"Maren Thessik doesn't prop up anyone. If she's put someone in that seat, she believes they can hold it. Go and see."

So here she was. Four wagons — gifts, supplies, the diplomatic necessities for a first contact with a new lord. Twelve riders, Vestane soldiers in grey and iron, the best she could spare without leaving the holding exposed. A day and a half on the southern road, skirting the forest edge, riding toward a house that had broken every promise it had ever made to her family.

Lord Adren had been worth following. Under him, the Thessik-Vestane alliance had been the backbone of the Eastern Reach. Vestane provided soldiers and steel. Thessik provided spatial control of the territory. Together they'd held the eastern border against raids, kept the trade routes open, and maintained a peace that let both houses prosper.

Then Adren died and Gereth inherited, and everything fell apart. Not immediately. Not all at once. Just a slow, steady erosion of every commitment, every obligation, every agreement. Gereth stopped attending the border councils. Stopped funding the shared patrols. Stopped responding to Vestane's ravens when the eastern settlements reported movement in the forest. By the time Lyra's father had formally withdrawn the oath of vassalage, it had been meaningless for over a year.

And now there was a new lord. Some man nobody had heard of, claiming a seat he hadn't earned, probably Maren's puppet, probably another disappointment in a line of disappointments.

Lyra adjusted her grip on the reins and watched the tree line.



She'd been watching the trees for the last hour. Not consciously, not with any specific concern. Just the habitual awareness of a woman who'd grown up on the edge of contested territory. The forest to the east was dense, old growth, the kind of woodland that swallowed light and sound. Under Lord Adren, the border patrols had kept the forest pushed back, cleared the approaches, maintained lines of sight. Under Gereth, the patrols had stopped and the forest had crept closer to the road, branches reaching over the verge like fingers testing a boundary.

"Captain Edric," Lyra said.

The rider to her left straightened. Edric was Vestane's senior officer, a weathered man in his forties who'd served her father for twenty years. He had the calm of someone who'd been in enough fights to stop being excited by them.

"My lady?"

"The tree line's closer than the last time we rode this road."

"Aye. Hundred yards closer in some places. No patrols to push it back."

"And no ward stones."

"Not that I can feel. We passed the last active one about two miles back. Everything ahead is dead ground."

Dead ground. Territory with no magical perimeter, no early warning, no defense except what you brought with you. Lord Adren would have been appalled. Lord Gereth probably hadn't noticed.

"Close formation," Lyra said. "Riders tight on the wagons. I don't like the sightlines."

Edric relayed the order. The twelve riders drew in, forming a tighter perimeter around the four wagons. Horses shifted, sensing the change in tension. The road ahead curved east, following the contour of a low hill, and for about a quarter mile the tree line would be within fifty yards on both sides. A bottleneck. The kind of terrain you avoided if you had a choice.

They didn't have a choice. The only other route to Ashenmere added two days.

Lyra drew her longsword and rested it across her thighs.

They were halfway through the bottleneck when the first one came out of the trees.



Not gorren. Lyra knew gorren. Every house on the eastern border knew gorren. These were ashclaws — bigger, smarter, worse. Grey-skinned, long-limbed, with claws that could punch through chain and a pack structure that made gorren look like stray dogs. Ashclaws didn't wander into settled territory by accident. They scouted, they planned, they hit supply lines and caravans with a coordination that bordered on tactical.

They came from both sides of the road at once.

"Formation!" Lyra shouted, already moving. She vaulted off her horse and hit the ground with her sword up, because mounted combat against things that could hamstring a horse in one swipe was suicide.

The riders responded fast. Vestane-trained, Vestane-disciplined. They dismounted in pairs, forming a defensive ring around the wagons, swords and shields out. Edric was barking commands, directing the line, putting the strongest fighters at the points of contact.

There were at least fifteen ashclaws. Maybe twenty. They poured out of the tree line in a grey wave, silent except for the clicking of their claws on the packed road. No snarling, no roaring. Just the efficient, focused movement of predators that had done this before.

The first one reached the perimeter and Lyra met it with a cut that opened its throat. Hot blood sprayed across the road and the thing dropped, twitching. The second came behind it and she pivoted, catching its lunge on the flat of her blade, redirecting it past her, and slamming the pommel into the base of its skull as it went by. It stumbled. Edric finished it with a thrust through the eye.

Two down. Eighteen to go. The math wasn't good.

They hit the line in force. Three at once on the eastern side, overwhelming the pair of soldiers stationed there. Lyra heard a scream, cut short, and saw one of her men go down with an ashclaw on top of him, claws buried in his chest. She was too far away. Edric was engaged with two of his own. The defensive ring was bending inward, the soldiers fighting hard but losing ground, because twelve against twenty wasn't a fight, it was a countdown.

Lyra killed another one. A clean cut, shoulder to hip, the kind of strike her father had drilled into her ten thousand times. The ashclaw split and fell in two directions and she was already turning for the next, but the next was three of them at once, coming from her left in a coordinated rush that would hit her from three angles simultaneously.

She raised her sword and set her feet and knew the math.

Then the three ashclaws disappeared.

Not killed. Not scattered. Disappeared. The space where they'd been standing was suddenly empty, and the air made a sound like a sail catching wind, a deep percussive thump that Lyra felt in her sternum. She spun, looking for the threat, and saw the three ashclaws thirty feet away, piled against a tree trunk at the side of the road. They'd been moved. Instantaneously. All three at once, flung sideways through space and deposited against solid oak with enough force to shatter bone.

They didn't get up.

Another thump. On the eastern side of the perimeter, where her soldiers were being overrun, four ashclaws were suddenly somewhere else. Two of them materialized in midair, ten feet up, and fell to the road with the heavy finality of things that had stopped being alive during transit. The other two slammed into each other with a wet crunch, their bodies compressed into the same three feet of space, tangled and broken.

The remaining ashclaws froze. The whole pack, all at once, like someone had flipped a switch. Their heads turned in unison, tracking something Lyra couldn't see.

A man walked out of the tree line.

He was young. Her age, maybe a year or two older. Dark-haired, dressed in clothes that didn't fit the road, a plain shirt and trousers better suited to a manor house. He had a short blade on his belt that he hadn't drawn. He was bleeding from the nose and there was a visible tremor in his hands and he didn't look like a soldier.

He looked like something worse.

The air around him was wrong. Distorted, shimmering, the way heat warps the view above a forge. Lyra could feel it from thirty feet away, a pressure in her ears, a wrongness in the space between her and him, as if the road itself had decided he was the center of it and everything else was negotiable.

The ashclaws felt it too. The pack leader, the largest, took a step back. Lyra had never seen an ashclaw retreat. She'd been told they didn't.

The man raised his hand. The space between him and the pack leader crumpled, and the ashclaw's body folded inward with a sound that Lyra would remember for the rest of her life. The rest of the pack broke. They scattered into the trees in a grey blur, claws tearing at the underbrush, and in three seconds the road was empty except for the dead, the dying, and the man standing in the middle of it with blood on his face and the air bending around him like a held breath.

Silence. The Vestane soldiers were frozen in their defensive ring, swords up, staring. Edric had his blade raised and his mouth open and nothing coming out of it.

The man wiped his nose on his sleeve. He looked at the dead ashclaws. He looked at the wounded soldiers. He looked at Lyra.

"You're from House Vestane?" he said.

Lyra realized she was still holding her sword up. She lowered it. Her hands were steady, which surprised her, because the rest of her felt like it had come untethered.

She'd seen the Thessik dominion described in books. Her father had told her stories of Lord Adren folding space on the battlefield, moving companies of soldiers across miles in seconds, creating barriers that arrows couldn't cross. She'd assumed the stories were exaggerated. Old men inflating the legends of their youth.

They weren't exaggerated. If anything, they'd undersold it.

"I'm Lyra Vestane," she said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "Daughter of Lord Carek Vestane. We're here to meet the new Lord Thessik."

The man smiled. It was a tired smile, strained, the smile of someone running on fumes and adrenaline. But behind it there was something solid. Confidence that wasn't performed.

"You found him," he said.

Lyra stared at him. The words didn't land right at first. She looked at the short blade on his hip, the plain shirt, the blood drying on his upper lip. She looked at the dead ashclaws on the road, the shattered bodies against the tree line, the crater where the pack leader had been folded out of existence. She looked at the shimmer in the air around him that still hadn't fully settled, the space itself seeming to bend toward him like gravity had a favorite.

This was the new Lord Thessik. This was the man she'd ridden a day and a half expecting to be a puppet. A placeholder. Another weak lord in a chair too big for him, propped up by Maren Thessik's stubbornness and destined to fail the same way Gereth had.

He'd just killed a score of ashclaws without drawing a weapon. He'd folded space the way her soldiers drew swords — instinctively, precisely, without hesitation. Her father's stories about Lord Adren, the ones she'd dismissed as an old man gilding the past, suddenly felt modest. Understated. Lord Adren had moved troops across battlefields. This man had walked out of a tree line alone and broken a coordinated ambush in seconds.

She'd been wrong. Completely, thoroughly wrong. And Lyra Vestane did not enjoy being wrong, but she respected the evidence when it hit her in the face.

"Drew Thessik," he said. "Let's get your people patched up and off this road. We can talk at the estate."

He said it simply. No posturing, no demand for gratitude, no inflation of what he'd just done. He'd saved her life and the lives of her soldiers and he was already thinking about next steps. Her father would have liked that. Her father would have liked him.

"Lord Thessik." She sheathed her sword and inclined her head, the formal Vestane acknowledgment of a superior combatant. It was a gesture she'd given to exactly three people in her life, all of them twice her age. She gave it now to a man her own age who was bleeding from the nose in plain clothes. "Thank you."

He looked slightly surprised by the gesture, which meant he didn't know what it meant, which meant Maren hadn't gotten to that part of his education yet. Somehow that made it better. He hadn't earned her respect through protocol. He'd earned it by being undeniable.

He turned and started walking toward the estate, and Lyra fell into step behind him. Not beside him. Behind. The position a vassal takes when following a lord they've chosen to serve. She didn't think about it. Her body made the decision before her mind caught up, and by the time she noticed, it felt right enough that she didn't correct it.

Behind her, she heard Edric let out a long breath.

"My lady," Edric said quietly. "Your father is going to want to hear about this."

"Yes," Lyra said, watching the man ahead of her, the way the air shifted around him with every step, the casual certainty in his stride despite the blood on his face and the tremor he couldn't quite hide. "He is."


Chapter 8: Alliance

The gate guards saw us coming and nearly tripped over themselves.

I couldn't blame them. I'd left the estate alone two hours ago in training clothes with a short blade on my belt. I was coming back leading a column of armed Vestane riders, four loaded wagons, and three wounded soldiers draped over their saddles. I had blood drying on my face and the shimmer hadn't fully settled out of the air around me, which I was learning happened after heavy use of the folding. The geometry needed time to cool down, like an engine after a hard run.

"Open the gate," I said, and the guards opened the gate.

Maren was in the courtyard before the first wagon cleared the gatehouse. She'd been somewhere in the east wing — I'd felt her signature through the geometry as I approached — and she must have moved fast because she wasn't out of breath but her coat was unbuttoned and her hair had come loose from its tie on one side. She took in the scene in about three seconds. Vestane colors on the riders. Wounded. Wagons. Me at the front.

Her eyes found mine and I saw the question form and get answered before she asked it.

"Ashclaws on the southern road," I said. "About twenty. They hit Lady Vestane's caravan in the bottleneck where the forest closes in. It's handled."

"Handled," Maren repeated. She looked past me at the column, at the wounded, at Lyra dismounting from her horse near the second wagon with the efficiency of someone who'd been riding since childhood. Then she looked back at me and I watched her recalculate.

"Lady Vestane wasn't expected until tomorrow at the earliest," she said quietly.

"She's early. Lucky for her, I was training in the area." I wiped my nose on my sleeve again. The bleeding had stopped but the residue was still there. "We need Illara for the wounded. Three down, none critical, but one took claws through the chest and needs attention."

"I'll get her." Maren paused. "You're handling this."

It wasn't a question. It was an observation, and the way she said it carried something I hadn't heard from her before. Not surprise, exactly. Recognition. Like she was seeing a version of me she'd predicted but hadn't expected to arrive this soon.

"I'm handling this," I said. "Get Illara. And have someone clear rooms in the east wing for the Vestane delegation. They're staying."

She went. I turned back to the column.



The next hour was logistics, and I discovered that logistics came naturally when you could feel the dimensions of every room in the building.

I put the wounded in the rooms closest to Illara's workspace, because the geometry told me those had the widest doorways and the most space for her to move. I quartered the Vestane soldiers in the west wing, near but not adjacent to the Thessik barracks, because housing two armed groups on top of each other before a formal alliance was stupid. I had the wagons unloaded into the ground-floor storage rooms and assigned two of our staff to handle the horses.

I gave these orders to Hollen, who relayed them without hesitation. No look at Maren for confirmation. No pause. Just "Yes, Lord Thessik" and gone. The shift in the household had happened faster than I'd expected. Partly the gorren kills. Partly the north wing repairs. Mostly, I suspected, the fact that I kept making decisions that worked and people respond to competence the way plants respond to light.

Lyra watched all of this.

I was aware of her the entire time, the geometry tracking her signature as she moved through the courtyard. She helped her wounded soldiers first, then spoke briefly with Edric, then stood near the gatehouse and observed. She watched me direct the unloading. She watched Hollen follow my orders without resistance. She watched the Thessik staff move with a purpose that didn't match the decaying estate around them.

When I passed within ten feet of her while directing a wagon, she spoke.

"You've been lord for how long?"

"Four days."

She was quiet for a moment. "Four days."

"Give or take."

"This estate was a ruin a week ago. Your garrison was demoralized. Your wards were dead. Your territory was overrun with gorren and ashclaws." She said it like she was reading an inventory, tallying the figures. "In four days you've killed two packs of predators, begun repairing the physical structure, restored enough order that your people are functioning, and saved a foreign delegation on a road your patrols should have been covering."

"The patrols are next on the list."

"Lord Thessik." She stepped closer. Her grey eyes were direct, the way everything about her was direct. "My father sent me here expecting me to confirm that House Thessik was dead and to advise him to look elsewhere for alliances. I was going to spend one night, assess the situation, and ride home with a recommendation to formalize the break."

"And now?"

"Now I watched you fold twenty ashclaws into the ground without breaking stride, and I've been standing here for an hour watching your household respond to you like you've been leading them for years." She held my gaze. "I was wrong about what I expected to find here. I don't say that often."

"I appreciate the honesty."

"I'm not being honest for your benefit. I'm being honest because my house needs an alliance worth having, and I need to know if this is real." She gestured at the courtyard, the working staff, the estate slowly coming back to life. "Is this real? Or is this four good days before the collapse?"

"Come to dinner," I said. "I'll make the case."



Dinner was in the main hall, which was the first time I'd actually used it for its intended purpose. Maren had the staff set a table for three, the long one near the hearth, with candles and decent tableware that she'd apparently been saving for an occasion worth using them on. The food was simple but well-prepared. The kitchen woman, whose name I'd learned was Bessa, had risen to the occasion when told that a Vestane noble was dining with the lord.

Maren sat to my right. Lyra sat to my left. The geometry mapped the table, the distances, the angles. I could feel both of them, the way they held themselves, the subtle shifts in posture that told me more than their words would.

I made the case.

Not with speeches. Not with promises. I told Lyra what I'd done in four days and what I planned to do in the next thirty. Fix the wards. Rebuild the garrison. Reopen the trade routes through Ashenmere. Restore the north wing and use the library to rebuild the house's knowledge base. And I told her what I wanted from Vestane: soldiers, legitimacy, and a signal to the other houses that the alliance was alive.

"In exchange," I said, "Vestane gets what it lost when Gereth let the alliance rot. A spatial lord who controls the territory. Your soldiers never march into a fight they can't win because I can move them where they need to be before the enemy knows they've arrived. Your supply lines run through folded space. Your borders are held by wards that I maintain personally. That's not a promise. That's a capability I've already demonstrated."

Lyra had her wine glass in her hand but she hadn't drunk from it. She was listening with her full attention, that focused grey-eyed stare that didn't waver. When I finished, she was quiet for a moment.

"Lord Adren offered my father the same arrangement thirty years ago," she said. "My father accepted because he'd seen Lord Adren fold a river crossing for two hundred infantry in the time it took to draw breath." She set the glass down. "I watched you fold a score of ashclaws into the dirt this afternoon. You're not Lord Adren."

"No."

"You might be better."

The table was quiet. Maren's hand had tightened around her own glass, a small motion I caught through the geometry. Her heartbeat was slightly elevated. She said nothing.

"I can't re-swear my father's oath tonight," Lyra said. "That decision is his, formally. But I can tell you that my recommendation will be to accept. And my father trusts my judgment."

"That's enough for now," I said. "Stay a few days. See how the house runs. Watch me work. Then go home and tell your father what you saw."

"I intend to." She picked up her wine and drank. Her eyes stayed on me over the rim.



After dinner, Maren and I stood in the hallway outside the main hall while Lyra went to check on her wounded.

"That went well," I said.

"Better than well. She was ready to re-swear on the spot. The only thing holding her back is protocol." Maren was leaning against the wall, arms folded, her expression carefully neutral in a way that I was learning meant she was thinking hard about something she didn't want to discuss. "You impressed her."

"That was the idea."

"More than politically." She looked at me. The candlelight from the hall caught the silver in her eyes and the tension in her jaw. "She's attracted to you. I've known Lyra Vestane by reputation for years. She doesn't defer to anyone. She walked behind you through the gate. She held your gaze through the entire dinner. She told you that you might be better than Lord Adren, and Lord Adren is the standard her father built his entire career around."

"I noticed."

"Good." Maren pushed off the wall and straightened her coat. "Then you should go talk to her."

I looked at her. "You're telling me to go pursue Lyra Vestane."

"I'm telling you that an alliance sealed by politics can be broken by politics. An alliance sealed by something deeper holds." She said it with the same practical tone she used for everything, like this was another lesson in noble customs. "Lyra respects strength. She's drawn to you because of what she saw today. If you build on that, personally, the Vestane alliance becomes something that survives bad seasons and political shifts."

"Strategically sound."

"That's my job." Something crossed her expression, quick and faint, like a cloud passing over the moon. Then it was gone and she was Maren again, composed and forward-looking. "She's on the walls. She goes there out of habit. Watches the tree line."

She headed down the hallway toward her own quarters, and I watched her go for a moment before turning toward the stairs.



She was exactly where Maren had said she'd be. Standing on the eastern wall, leaning against the parapet, watching the dark mass of the forest with the practiced attention of someone who'd spent her whole life keeping an eye on what might come out of it.

I folded up to the wall rather than taking the stairs. The spatial compression made a soft pop as I arrived, and Lyra turned with her hand on her sword before she registered who it was.

"You could announce yourself," she said.

"I could take the stairs. But this is faster."

The corner of her mouth moved. Not quite a smile. "Is everything a demonstration with you?"

"Not everything." I leaned against the parapet next to her, close enough that our arms were almost touching. The night air was cool and the moon was up, casting silver light across the fields and the tree line beyond. "Some things are just convenience."

She turned back to the forest. In the moonlight, her profile was sharp and clean, the strong jaw, the grey eyes, the dark hair pulled back from her face. She was still in her riding leathers, sword on her hip. She hadn't changed for dinner and hadn't apologized for it, which I liked.

"How long have you been running your father's house?" I asked.

She glanced at me. "What makes you think I'm running it?"

"You gave every order on that road today. Edric deferred to you without hesitation. You came to assess a potential alliance personally instead of sending an envoy. And you said your father trusts your judgment, which is the polite version of saying your father's judgment is yours."

The not-quite-smile came back. "Two years. His knees failed before his mind did, which is its own kind of cruelty. He can see everything that needs to be done and can't do any of it himself."

"That sounds familiar."

"Does it?"

"Maren's been running this house for six years. The lord she served couldn't do his job and wouldn't let anyone else do it for him. She held everything together on willpower and reputation while the man with the title drank himself into the ground." I looked at Lyra. "You and she have more in common than you'd probably admit."

"Possibly." Lyra was quiet for a moment. "The difference is that Maren's lord was the problem. My father is the best man I know. He just can't walk anymore."

"And now you're here, deciding whether to tie your house to mine."

"I've already decided." She said it simply, without drama. "I decided on the road, when you walked out of the trees. Everything since then has been confirmation." She turned to face me, leaning her hip against the parapet. "I told you that you might be better than Lord Adren. I don't say things like that to be diplomatic."

"I know you don't."

"Then you know what it means when I say that what I saw today is the first thing in years that's made me think the Eastern Reach might actually survive."

We were close. Closer than the parapet required, closer than the conversation demanded. She hadn't moved away. Her grey eyes were steady on mine and her body was angled toward me, open, the sword on her hip the only barrier between us and she wasn't reaching for it.

"Stay the week," I said. "Not three days. The full week. I want you to see what this house looks like when it's actually functioning."

"Is that an order, Lord Thessik?"

"It's a request. From someone who'd like to get to know his most important ally better."

She held my gaze. The directness was still there, the assessment, the warrior's habit of measuring everything. But underneath it there was something warmer. Something that had been unlocked on the road when she'd watched me break an ambush and walk away from it like it was a chore.

"A week," she said. "I'll stay a week."

"Good."

I didn't move away. Neither did she. The moonlight caught the silver on the parapet and the dark of her hair and the grey of her eyes and we stood there, close and quiet, with the forest watching from the east and the estate waking up behind us.



Maren's door was closed when I passed it on the way back. Light still on inside, the scratch of a pen on paper. Working late, as usual. I thought about knocking, telling her how it went.

I kept walking. Tomorrow was going to be a long day.


Chapter 9: Yield

I took Lyra to the eastern boundary at midmorning.

Maren had suggested it over breakfast, practical as always. "Show her the wards. Show her what the dominion can do for territorial defense. That's what Vestane cares about — borders and security. If she sees it working, the alliance is sealed before she rides home."

So I brought Lyra east, just the two of us. She'd offered to bring Edric. I'd told her she wouldn't need him. She'd looked at me for a moment, then left Edric at the gate without argument.

We walked through the farmland in the morning light, the estate shrinking behind us. Lyra moved the way she did everything, efficiently, her stride matching mine without effort, the longsword on her hip shifting with each step. She'd changed out of the riding leathers into something lighter, a fitted dark shirt and trousers tucked into boots. Her hair was tied back but looser than yesterday, a few dark strands escaping around her jaw.

"The ward line starts here," I said, stopping at a row of stones half-buried in the grass. They were rough-cut, about knee height, spaced twenty feet apart, running north to south along the edge of the cultivated land. Dead. No hum, no resonance, nothing. Just rocks.

"These held a perimeter?" Lyra asked, crouching beside one and running her fingers over the surface. "Under Adren?"

"Under Adren's warders. The stones are focal points. They amplify and direct a detection field that covers the gaps between them. When they work, anything crossing the line triggers an alert. But they need maintenance — regular infusions of spatial energy to keep the field active. Without it, they go dormant."

"And you're going to wake them up."

"Already started." I walked to the nearest stone and put my hand on it. The geometry mapped its interior, the carved channels inside the rock, the dormant pathways that had once carried spatial energy. I pushed. Not a fold, not a compression. Something gentler, a steady feed of energy into the channels, filling them the way water fills a dry riverbed.

The stone hummed. Faintly at first, then stronger. A pulse of violet light ran through the carved lines on its surface, visible for a moment before settling into a steady glow that sank back beneath the stone's exterior. The detection field bloomed outward, a sphere of spatial awareness radiating from the stone, covering maybe forty feet in every direction.

I moved to the next stone. Same process. Then the next. By the fourth stone, the fields were overlapping, creating a continuous perimeter that I could feel through the geometry like a tripwire stretched across the landscape.

Lyra stood back and watched. She hadn't said anything since I'd started, and when I turned to look at her, her expression had gone still. Not blank. Focused. The same look she'd had on the road when I'd folded the ashclaws, but calmer now, less shock and more sustained attention.

"That would have taken a team of warders a full day per stone," she said.

"I did four in ten minutes."

"I can count." She walked along the line, trailing her hand through the air above the stones, feeling the field. "My father's eastern border has been unprotected for three years. We lost eleven people to forest incursions last winter. Eleven. Because we couldn't afford warders and Gereth wouldn't share his."

"How many ward stones on your border?"

"Forty-six."

"I could do them in an afternoon."

She stopped walking. Turned to face me. The morning light caught her grey eyes and the sharp line of her jaw and the way her body had shifted, angled toward me, open.

"You could come to Vestane and ward our entire border in an afternoon," she said. Not a question. A realization settling in.

"Part of the alliance. Your borders are my borders."

"Lord Adren never made that offer. He warded the Thessik perimeter and left the vassal houses to manage their own."

"I'm not Lord Adren."

"No," she said. "You're not."

She was looking at me the way she'd looked at me on the wall last night. Direct, assessing, but with something behind the assessment that wasn't tactical. Something that had been building since the road and was getting harder to file under professional interest.

I closed the distance between us. Two steps. Not a fold, not a demonstration. Just movement, deliberate and unhurried, until I was close enough to see the pulse in her throat.

"You keep looking at me like that," I said.

"Like what?"

"Like you're trying to decide if I'm real."

"I decided that on the road." Her voice was steady but her breathing had changed. Shorter. Shallower. "Now I'm trying to decide something else."

"Decide faster."

Her eyes widened slightly. Not with offense. With surprise, the kind that comes when someone does the thing you were hoping they'd do but didn't expect them to have the nerve for. Her lips parted and she drew a breath and didn't step back.

I kissed her.

Not gently. Not tentatively. I put my hand on the back of her neck and pulled her in and kissed her like I'd been thinking about it since the road, which I had. She made a sound against my mouth, a sharp intake of breath that turned into something lower, and then her hands were gripping the front of my shirt and she was kissing me back with the same intensity she'd brought to the fight on the road. No hesitation. No half-measures.

I pulled back just enough to look at her. Her grey eyes were dark, pupils blown wide, her lips parted and her breathing ragged. She was still gripping my shirt. Her knuckles were white.

"Not here," I said. "There's a groundskeeper's cottage past the tree line. Empty."

"How do you know it's empty?"

"I can feel every living thing within forty feet. There's nothing in that cottage but dust and a bed."

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. "You're very sure of yourself."

"Yes."

I took her hand and led her toward the tree line. She followed.



The cottage was small, stone walls, thatched roof, one room with a fireplace and a bed frame with a straw mattress that had seen better days but was intact. Dusty. Abandoned. Private. The geometry confirmed what I already knew — no one within range, no signatures, nothing but the two of us and the trees and the morning light filtering through a single window.

I closed the door behind us and turned to face her.

Lyra was standing in the center of the room, her hand resting on the pommel of her sword out of habit. She looked at me with those grey eyes and I could see the shift happening in real time. The commander, the house leader, the woman who gave orders and expected them followed — all of that was still there, but it was making room for something else. Something that wanted to stop being in charge for once.

"Take the sword off," I said.

She held my gaze for a beat. Then she unbuckled the belt and set the longsword against the wall, carefully, the way she handled everything she valued. When she straightened up, she was different. Not smaller. Not diminished. Just unburdened. The weapon was her armor and she'd set it aside because I'd told her to.

I crossed the room and kissed her again. Harder this time, deeper, my hand in her hair, pulling the tie loose so it fell dark and heavy around her shoulders. She made a sound into my mouth, low and urgent, and her hands went to my chest, my shoulders, pulling at my shirt.

I caught her wrists. Held them. She went still, her breath catching, and I felt the exact moment she stopped trying to lead. Her wrists relaxed in my grip and her body softened against mine, and the look in her eyes shifted from hunger to something closer to surrender.

"I set the pace," I said. "Understood?"

"Yes."

One word. No argument, no negotiation, no qualification. Just yes, from a woman who never said yes to anyone without a fight. The sound of it sent heat straight through me.



Lyra had not expected this.

She'd expected him to be confident. She'd seen that on the road, in the courtyard, at dinner. She'd expected him to be forward. He'd been forward on the wall last night, close and unhurried, the kind of proximity that was an invitation and a statement at the same time.

She had not expected him to take her wrists in one hand and pin them above her head against the cottage wall and kiss her throat until her knees buckled.

His mouth was on the side of her neck, hot and deliberate, and his free hand was pulling her shirt loose from her trousers, fingers finding bare skin at her waist. She gasped. The sound was involuntary and louder than she'd intended and she didn't care. His hand moved upward, rough and certain, cupping her breast through the thin fabric of her binding, his thumb dragging across her nipple, and her hips rolled forward against him without her permission.

"Drew." His name came out broken, half a word and half a plea.

"I know," he said against her skin. "I've got you."

She'd led men. She'd commanded soldiers, held a house together, made decisions that determined whether people lived or died. Control was the foundation of everything she was. And right now, with her wrists pinned above her head and his hand on her body and his voice in her ear, she wanted nothing more than to let every bit of it go.

He pulled her binding loose and cupped her bare breast and she arched into his hand with a moan she couldn't suppress. His mouth moved down from her neck to her collarbone, then lower, and when his lips closed around her nipple she made a sound that she would have been embarrassed by under any other circumstance. He sucked, gently at first and then harder, and the sensation ran through her like a current, pooling low in her belly, making her thighs clench around nothing.

"Please," she said.

She hadn't said please since she was a child. The word tasted foreign and desperate and exactly right.


Chapter 10: Surrender

I heard the word and it nearly undid me.

Lyra Vestane, who didn't defer to anyone, who'd killed ashclaws on a road with a longsword and a snarl, was pressed against a wall saying please with her eyes half-closed and her body arching into my hands. The contrast between what she was in the field and what she was right now — open, yielding, wanting — was the most intoxicating thing I'd ever experienced.

I released her wrists. She kept them there for a moment, above her head, before lowering them to my shoulders. Her fingers dug in as I pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it aside. I unwound her breast binding and let it fall and took a moment to look at her. Lean muscle under smooth skin, her waist curving inward before flaring at the hips. Her breasts were full and firm, bigger than the binding had suggested, tipped with dark nipples already hard in the cool air. A scar ran diagonally across her ribs, old and faded. A fighter's body that had earned every mark and looked better for it.

She watched me looking at her. Her chest rose and fell with quick breaths and a flush was spreading down her neck to her collarbone, but she didn't cover herself. She let me see her. Let me take my time.

I walked her backward to the bed. She went willingly, sitting on the edge when her legs hit the frame, looking up at me with dark eyes and parted lips. I pulled my own shirt off and watched her gaze travel over my chest, my arms, my stomach. I wasn't built like a warrior. I was built like a man who'd spent two years hauling freight, broad-shouldered and thick through the core, with the kind of dense, functional muscle that comes from lifting heavy things every day. Her lips parted and her eyes tracked downward and I saw her swallow.

I knelt in front of her. She watched me, breathless, as I pulled her boots off, then her trousers, peeling them down over her hips, her thighs, revealing her inch by inch. Her legs were long and toned, the muscles defined from years of riding and swordwork. Her hips flared from that narrow waist in a curve that made my hands ache to grip them. And between her thighs, she was already glistening, slick and swollen and wanting, her body betraying exactly how far gone she was before I'd even touched her there.

I stripped off the last of her smallclothes and took a moment to look at her, fully bare. She was stunning. The lean muscle. The full breasts rising and falling with her rapid breathing. The curve of her waist into those hips. The dark hair between her thighs. She was trembling, not from cold. Her thighs were tense, pressed together, and when I put my hands on her knees and spread them apart she let me with a stuttered exhale, her teeth catching her lower lip.

I kissed the inside of her thigh. She jerked, one hand flying to my hair, gripping hard. I kissed higher. Her breathing was coming fast now, shallow and ragged, and when I finally put my mouth on her she cried out and her back arched off the bed and her hand tightened in my hair hard enough to hurt.

I took my time. She tasted like salt and heat and she was wet, soaking, her body giving up every pretense of control she'd ever maintained. I worked her with my tongue, slow and deliberate, learning what made her gasp and what made her moan and what made her hips buck against my mouth. She came the first time with a choked cry, her thighs clamping around my head, her whole body shuddering.

I didn't stop. I worked her through it and kept going, pushing her past the aftershock into a second build that had her whimpering and pulling at my hair and saying my name like a prayer.

"Drew — I can't — "

"You can."

She came again, harder, louder, her back arching off the straw mattress and her body convulsing under my mouth. I held her hips down and let her ride it out, feeling the tremors move through her, the absolute surrender of a body that had stopped trying to manage anything.



Lyra was still shaking when he pulled back and stood up.

She watched him through half-lidded eyes as he unfastened his trousers and stripped them off, and her breath caught. He was big. Not just tall, not just broad. Big everywhere. His thighs were thick with muscle, his stomach ridged and hard, and his cock was — she stared, and she was not a woman who stared. He was thick and long and fully hard, and looking at him standing over her like that, naked and unhurried, his body built like something designed to pin her down, she felt a rush of wet heat between her legs that made her thighs press together involuntarily.

She'd been with men before. Soldiers, mostly. Quick, functional encounters where she'd maintained control and set the terms and left feeling satisfied in the way that scratching an itch was satisfying. None of them had looked like this. None of them had made her mouth go dry and her body clench with anticipation just by standing there.

He climbed over her on the bed and she opened for him instinctively, her legs wrapping around his waist, her hands finding his shoulders. The breadth of him between her thighs made her feel small in a way she'd never felt before, and the feeling sent a dark thrill through her belly instead of the resistance she would have expected. He was braced above her, close enough that she could feel his breath on her lips, and she could feel the head of him pressed against her entrance, hot and thick, and he held there, not entering her, just hovering, watching her face.

"Tell me what you want," he said.

The command in his voice sent a shudder through her. She was Lyra Vestane. She commanded soldiers. She ran a noble house. And right now the only thing she wanted in the world was for this man to stop making her wait.

"You," she said. "Please."

He pushed into her in one slow, steady thrust and she gasped, her nails digging into his shoulders, her back arching off the mattress. He was thick enough that the stretch burned, a delicious ache that radiated outward from her core as her body struggled to take him. She'd known he was big. She hadn't known what that would feel like inside her, the fullness so complete that she could feel him in her stomach, every inch of him spreading her open. By the time he bottomed out she was panting, her legs trembling around his waist, her fingers leaving marks in his shoulders.

"God," she breathed. "You're — "

He pulled back and thrust again, harder, deeper, and the words dissolved into a moan. He set a rhythm that drove the air out of her lungs, each stroke filling her completely, his hips snapping against hers with a force that rocked the bed frame against the wall. She could feel every inch of him on every thrust, the thickness dragging against her walls, hitting something deep inside her that sent sparks up her spine.

She clung to him. There was nothing else to do. He was relentless, his body covering hers completely, his weight pressing her into the mattress, and the sounds coming out of her mouth were completely beyond her control. Moans. Whimpers. His name, over and over, like it was the only word she knew.

He shifted his angle, hooking one of her legs higher, and the next thrust made her nearly scream. He did it again. Again. She could feel the third orgasm building, impossibly, too soon, too much, and she tried to tell him and all that came out was a broken sob of pleasure.

"That's it," he said, his voice rough and low in her ear. "Let go."

She let go. The orgasm crashed through her like a wave and she arched against him, crying out, her body clenching around him in pulses she couldn't control. He groaned, the first crack in his composure, and his rhythm stuttered before he drove into her hard, once, twice, and then he was coming too, buried deep, his forehead pressed against hers, a low sound torn from his chest.



I rolled off her and lay on my back on the straw mattress, staring at the cottage ceiling, breathing hard.

Lyra was beside me, one arm draped across my chest, her face pressed into my shoulder. Her breathing was still ragged. Her body was still trembling in small aftershocks, her thighs slick and her skin flushed pink from her cheeks to her breasts. Her hair was spread across the pillow in a dark tangle and her eyes were closed and she looked nothing like the armored warrior who'd killed ashclaws on a road yesterday.

She traced her fingers across my stomach, down to my hip, her touch lazy and possessive. "I'm going to be feeling you for days," she murmured against my shoulder.

"Good."

She made a low sound that might have been a laugh. "Arrogant."

"Confident. There's a difference."

She propped herself up on one elbow and looked down at me. Her grey eyes were soft in a way I hadn't seen from her before, the assessment gone, the guardedness gone, replaced by something open and warm and thoroughly satisfied. Her gaze drifted down my body and back up, slow and appreciative, like she was memorizing the view.

"Stay the week?" I said.

She laughed. A real laugh, quiet and warm, breathed against my shoulder. "I already said I would."

"Just confirming."

"My father is going to re-swear the oath," she said. "I don't need a week to know that. I knew it on the road." She traced a line down my chest with one finger. "But I'll stay the week anyway."

"For the alliance."

"For the alliance," she agreed. The corner of her mouth curved. "And other things."

I pulled her down and kissed her, slow this time, and she melted into it the way she'd melted into everything in the last hour — completely, without reservation, like she'd been waiting her whole life for someone worth surrendering to.

The geometry hummed around us, quiet and steady, mapping the cottage, the trees, the empty fields. No threats. No interruptions. Just the two of us and a morning we didn't have to share with anyone.

I could get used to this world.


Chapter 11: Foundation

Lyra left at first light.

Her soldiers were mounted and ready by the time I reached the courtyard, the wagons loaded with what remained of the diplomatic gifts and supplies. Edric was at the front of the column, his weathered face unreadable, his hand resting on his sword out of habit. The three wounded had recovered enough to ride, thanks to Illara's work, though one of them was sitting his horse with the careful posture of a man trying not to breathe too deeply.

Lyra was already mounted. She'd swapped back into her riding leathers, the longsword on her hip, her dark hair tied back tight. She looked like the woman who'd arrived — armored, professional, ready for the road. But the way she looked at me when I crossed the courtyard was different from how she'd looked at me two days ago.

"I'll be back within the fortnight," she said. "With my father's oath and twenty soldiers."

"I'll have somewhere to put them by then."

"You'd better. Vestane soldiers don't sleep in hallways." The corner of her mouth curved. "Lord Thessik."

"Lady Vestane."

She held my gaze for a moment longer than protocol required, then turned her horse and rode through the gate without looking back. The column followed. I watched them until they crested the first hill and disappeared over the far side, and then the courtyard was quiet and the estate felt larger than it had in days.

Maren was standing near the gatehouse, arms folded, watching the road.

"That went well," she said.

"Better than expected."

"Considerably better than expected." There was a note in her voice that I couldn't read, but she moved on before I could press it. "We have work to do. The church delegation is less than a month out now, and there's a difference between a functioning estate and an estate that looks like it deserves to keep its charter."

She was right. The north wing roof was stabilized but not finished. The wards were partially restored. The garrison was twenty-eight guards who were capable but stretched thin. If the church sent anyone with eyes, they'd see a house in recovery, not a house in control. And recovery invited questions. Control didn't.

"Walk me through it," I said. "Everything that needs to happen before they get here."



Maren's list was long.

We went through it in the Lord's chamber, her standing at the map, me sitting on the edge of the desk. She'd been compiling this in her head for years, I realized. Every repair she'd wanted to make, every system she'd wanted to restore, every problem she'd been forced to set aside because Lord Gereth wouldn't fund it or because there simply weren't enough hands. Now she had a lord who could fold space, and the list was finally meeting someone who could do something about it.

"The trade road first," she said, tapping the map. "The Ashenmere corridor runs south through the valley and connects to the wider merchant routes at Greymarch. Under Lord Adren, this was the primary revenue source. Tolls, tariffs, trade agreements with the merchant guilds. It's been effectively closed for three years because the road itself has deteriorated. Bridges out, sections washed away, and no patrols to keep it safe. Merchants rerouted to the western passes and they haven't come back."

"Because the road is broken, or because they don't trust us?"

"Both. Fix the road and they'll consider it. Demonstrate that the territory is secure and they'll commit. Merchants follow money, and money follows safety."

"I can fix a road."

"I know you can. But fixing it won't matter if the church arrives and sees a house that performed an unauthorized ritual, has no documented bloodline transfer, and is being run by a lord nobody's ever heard of. We need the estate to look established. Stable. Like the transfer was planned and orderly, not a catastrophe we're still recovering from."

"So we need the physical infrastructure and we need the cover story to hold."

"Yes. And we need the staff to be able to answer questions consistently. The church delegation will include at least one investigator whose job is to talk to servants and guards and find contradictions. Everyone in this household needs to know the story and tell it the same way."

That was the harder problem. I could fold stone and timber. I couldn't fold people's memories into alignment.

"Illara can handle the briefings," Maren said. "She's the most trusted voice in the household. If she tells the staff the story, they'll believe it because she believes it. The story is simple enough: Lord Gereth adopted you as a ward in childhood, raised you on an outlying holding, called you home when his health failed, and transferred the bloodline before he died. The ritual was emergency-authorized under the dying lord provision, which is a real statute, even though we didn't actually invoke it."

"And if the reader they bring senses something wrong with the integration?"

"That's your problem to solve. You have three weeks."



I started with the road.

The Ashenmere corridor ran south from the estate for about twelve miles before connecting to the Greymarch junction. I walked the first mile with Hollen and two guards, mapping the damage with the geometry. It was worse than I'd expected. Two bridges were out entirely, the stone spans collapsed into the streambeds below. A quarter-mile section near the midpoint had been washed out by flooding, leaving a muddy gully where the road should have been. Fallen trees blocked the path in three places. And the whole thing was overgrown, grass and scrub pushing through the gaps in the paving stones, reclaiming the road inch by inch.

Fixing all of it by hand would take a crew of fifty workers the better part of a season. I did the first bridge in twenty minutes.

The technique was the same one I'd used on the north wing, but scaled up. I mapped the collapsed stones in the streambed with the geometry, identified which pieces belonged where based on the fracture patterns and the remaining abutments, and folded them back into position. The stones didn't move. The space moved. One moment a block was sitting in the mud, the next it was flush with its neighbor in the span, and the distance between those two positions had been compressed to zero.

The first bridge took twenty minutes because I was being careful, fitting each stone precisely, making sure the structural lines held. The second bridge took twelve. I was learning the rhythm of it, the way large-scale folding differed from combat use. Less speed, more precision. Fewer discrete folds, more sustained spatial manipulation, holding the geometry in a continuous state while I worked.

Hollen watched from the roadside, saying nothing. The two guards had stopped pretending not to stare after the first bridge.

The washed-out section was different. There was no stone to reposition. The road was simply gone, replaced by mud and runoff. I stood at the edge of the gully and thought about it.

Then I folded the ground.

Not the surface. The substrate. I reached down through the geometry and felt the compacted earth and gravel beneath the mud, the original road bed still intact under the washout. I compressed the mud layer, flattening it, squeezing the water out laterally until it drained into the ditches on either side. Then I folded the gravel base upward, restoring the road surface to something close to its original grade. It wasn't paving stones. It was packed earth and gravel, serviceable but not elegant. Good enough for wagons.

The headache was building. I'd been working for over two hours and the sustained folding was more draining than I'd expected. Not the sharp spike of combat use, but a slow accumulation of pressure behind my eyes that was getting harder to ignore. I cleared the fallen trees by folding them to the roadside and called it for the day.

Four miles of road restored. Eight to go. I could finish it in two more sessions.

Hollen fell into step beside me on the walk back to the estate. He'd been quiet all day, watching, processing. When he finally spoke, his voice was neutral.

"Lord Adren couldn't do that."

"Do what?"

"Any of it. The bridges, the road. He could move people and objects. Fold distance for travel and combat. But he couldn't reshape terrain." Hollen flexed his bandaged hand, a habit I'd noticed he'd picked up since the ritual chamber. "You're doing things with the dominion that I've never seen."

"Maybe nobody tried before."

"Maybe." He didn't sound convinced. He sounded like a man revising an assessment he'd already revised three times this week.



Over the next two weeks, I fell into a rhythm.

Mornings were road work and ward maintenance. I finished the Ashenmere corridor in three sessions, then turned my attention to the secondary roads connecting the estate to the outlying farms and the eastern settlements. The wards I expanded methodically, recharging stones along the full perimeter, pushing the detection field out until it covered the approaches from every direction. By the end of the first week, nothing larger than a rabbit could cross the boundary without me knowing about it.

Afternoons were estate restoration. The north wing roof I finished with help from the household staff. I folded the structural elements into place and they handled the tile work and sealing, which was faster and better than trying to do precision carpentry with spatial magic. The war room beneath the library was cleared and refurnished. Maren turned it into an operations center, maps and documents and correspondence spread across a table that could seat twelve.

Evenings were preparation for the church. Illara briefed the household staff in small groups, walking them through the cover story, answering questions, rehearsing the key details until they could recite them naturally. Maren drilled me on church protocol, which was more complex than noble protocol and twice as tedious. The Office of Sacred Compliance had its own hierarchy, its own forms of address, its own expectations for how a bloodline holder should present during an examination.

"The reader will ask to see your dominion," Maren said one evening, the two of us alone in the war room after the staff had gone. "Not a full demonstration. A controlled display. You hold out your hands, manifest the spatial field, and let them observe the integration pattern. It takes about a minute."

"And the pattern will look wrong."

"Possibly. A clean transfer from a dying lord to a prepared heir produces a layered integration. Neat. Ordered. What you have is... not that. The bloodline was supposed to pass through you, not into you. The integration was violent and uncontrolled. A skilled reader might see the difference."

I'd been thinking about this since she'd first raised it. The geometry gave me fine control over spatial phenomena within my range. If the integration had a spatial signature, and everything about the bloodline was spatial, then theoretically I could manipulate how that signature presented.

"Show me what a clean transfer is supposed to look like," I said.

Maren went to the shelves where the salvaged library books had been organized and pulled down a volume with a cracked spine and water-stained pages. She opened it to a diagram that showed concentric rings radiating from a central point, each ring labeled with annotations in a script I couldn't read.

"Layered rings," she said. "Each generation of the bloodline adds a ring. A four-century lineage should show dozens of layers, each one distinct, building outward from the core. The outermost ring is the most recent transfer. In a clean transfer, that ring is smooth and continuous."

"And mine?"

"I don't know. Nobody's looked. But if the integration was as violent as it felt from the outside, the outermost layer is probably fractured. Jagged. Visibly different from what a reader would expect."

I held out my hand and manifested the spatial field. The shimmer bloomed around my fingers, faint violet, and I pushed the geometry inward, trying to see my own integration the way a reader might. It took a few minutes of concentration, but eventually I found it. Layers. Dozens of them, just like the diagram. Ancient and deep, the accumulated weight of four centuries of Thessik bloodline holders. And on the outside, the newest layer: mine. It was exactly what Maren had predicted. Rough. Fractured. Jagged edges where the integration had torn rather than settled.

I focused on those edges. Carefully, delicately, with the kind of precision I'd been developing on the road work and the ward stones, I folded them. Smoothed the fractures. Compressed the jagged edges into something that mimicked the clean curves of the layers beneath. Not a perfect match. But close. Close enough that a reader would have to look very carefully to notice, and even then, they might attribute the minor irregularities to the stress of an emergency transfer rather than a botched ritual on a voidborn.

Maren was watching my hand. Her eyes had gone wide.

"You're changing the pattern," she said.

"Smoothing it. The integration is spatial. The signature is spatial. I'm just folding the rough edges."

"That shouldn't be possible."

"Lots of things I do shouldn't be possible. That seems to be a theme."

She stared at me for a long moment, and then something shifted in her expression. Not the warmth from the lane, not the calculation from the ritual chamber. Something between the two, something that looked like the first real belief that they might actually survive this.

"Do it again," she said. "And hold it. If you can maintain that smoothing while a reader examines you, they won't find anything."

I did it again. Held it for a minute, then two, then five. The effort was there but manageable. Like holding a stretch instead of lifting a weight. I could maintain this during an examination.

"Good," Maren said quietly. "That's one problem solved."

"How many left?"

She looked at the list pinned to the wall behind the map table. The original had been two dozen items long. About half of them were crossed out.

"Twelve," she said. "But the important ones are handled. The estate looks functional. The road is open. The wards are active. The staff knows the story. And you can pass an examination." She pulled the list down and folded it. "We might actually pull this off."

"You sound surprised."

"I've spent six years watching this house fall apart. Forgive me if optimism doesn't come naturally." But there was the ghost of something in her voice that hadn't been there a week ago. Not warmth, not yet. But the absence of despair, which was its own kind of progress.

I leaned back in my chair and looked at the war room. Maps on the walls. Documents organized. Candles burning steadily. The north wing that had been a ruin two weeks ago was now the operational heart of the house, and it functioned because I'd folded it back together with my bare hands.

Twenty-eight guards, with twenty more coming from Vestane. The trade road open for the first time in three years. Wards covering the full perimeter. A cover story that could withstand scrutiny. And somewhere in the back of my skull, the geometry humming quietly, mapping the estate, the town, the borders of a territory that was starting to feel like mine.

Two weeks ago I'd been stacking pallets in a warehouse.

Not bad, all things considered.


Chapter 12: Sacred Compliance

I felt them before I saw them.

The geometry picked up the column at the edge of its range, a cluster of signatures moving north along the Ashenmere corridor at a measured pace. Horses. Maybe twenty riders. More than a simple delegation. They'd brought guards.

"They're here," I said.

Maren was beside me in the war room, reviewing the staff briefing notes one final time. She set the papers down and straightened her coat. She'd dressed for this — the formal Thessik black with silver threading, her white hair pulled back in a style that Illara had called the Lady's Knot, which apparently signified authority without aggression. She looked like exactly what she was: the power behind the seat, polished and ready.

"How many?"

"Twenty, give or take. Heavy escort for an inspection."

"They want to intimidate. It's standard practice for the Office." She checked her reflection in the window glass and adjusted her collar. "Remember: you are the Lord of House Thessik. You welcome them as a peer extending courtesy, not a subject being examined. Posture matters. They'll be reading you from the moment they enter the gate."

"I know. You've told me eleven times."

"And I'll tell you a twelfth if I think you need it."

We walked to the courtyard together. Hollen had the garrison in formation along the approach to the gatehouse, twenty-eight guards in clean armor, standing at attention. Not a show of force. A show of order. The message was simple: this is a house that functions.

The column came through the gate in precise formation. White-clad riders flanking a central group of four officials on horseback, with a rearguard of church soldiers in silver-trimmed armor. The lead rider carried a banner — the silver circle bisected by a vertical line, the mark of the High Synod.

The officials dismounted in the courtyard. Three men and a woman. The first man was the one I'd been briefed on: Inquisitor Colm Voss, Office of Sacred Compliance. Tall, thin, grey at the temples, with a face that looked like it had been designed for disapproval. He wore the white robes of the Office with a sash of deep blue that marked his rank, and he surveyed the courtyard with the slow, methodical attention of someone cataloguing every detail for later use.

The second was the reader. Shorter, heavier, with soft hands and sharp eyes. Maren had told me his name would be in the official letter but hadn't been able to get it in advance. He wore a pendant around his neck that pulsed faintly with a light I could see through the geometry — an attunement stone, designed to amplify bloodline perception. He'd be the one examining my integration.

The third was a scribe. Younger, nervous, carrying a leather case of documents and writing instruments. He wasn't important. He was there to record.

The fourth was the priestess.

She was the last to dismount, and she did it with the careful precision of someone who hadn't spent much time on horseback. Young. Younger than me, maybe twenty-one or twenty-two. Slight build, narrow shoulders, pale skin that said she'd spent most of her life indoors. Her hair was a light auburn, almost copper in the morning sun, pulled back under a white hood that framed a face that was striking in its severity. High forehead, sharp cheekbones, a mouth set in a thin line that looked practiced rather than natural. Her eyes were green, vivid, and they swept the courtyard with an intensity that didn't match the rest of her composure.

She wore the white robes of the Synod, unadorned, with no rank markings. A junior. Someone who'd been told to observe and obey. Her hands were clasped in front of her, fingers laced, the posture of someone who'd been taught to keep still and take up as little space as possible.

The geometry read her automatically, the way it read everyone who entered my range. Heart rate slightly elevated. Breathing controlled but shallow. Weight shifted forward on her toes, which meant tension, alertness, someone ready to react rather than relax. She was nervous. She was hiding it well, but not well enough for spatial awareness that could feel the pulse in her wrists from twenty feet away.

"Inquisitor Voss," I said, stepping forward. Right hand extended, palm up, the formal greeting of a bloodline holder to a church official. Maren had drilled this into me until I could do it in my sleep. "House Thessik welcomes the Office of Sacred Compliance. Your delegation is our honored guests."

Voss took my hand. His grip was dry and precise, held for exactly the duration protocol required, not a second longer. His eyes were pale blue and they studied me the way a jeweler studies a stone, looking for flaws.

"Lord Thessik," he said. His voice was flat, carrying no warmth and no hostility. Professional. "Thank you for receiving us. I trust you've been informed of the nature of our visit."

"I have. The Office's diligence in these matters is appreciated. House Thessik has nothing to hide and everything to share."

A flicker in Voss's expression. Not surprise, exactly. Recalibration. He'd expected something else. Nervousness, maybe. Defensiveness. Not a composed lord standing in a clean courtyard with a functioning garrison behind him and proper protocol on his tongue.

"This is Reader Torren," Voss said, indicating the heavier man. "He will conduct the bloodline examination at your convenience. And this is Priestess Celene, who has been assigned to observe the spiritual health of the household during our visit."

Celene inclined her head. The motion was small, precise, rehearsed. "Lord Thessik."

"Priestess." I met her green eyes and held them for a moment. She didn't look away, but I felt her heart rate spike through the geometry. A small jump, quickly controlled. She wasn't afraid of me. She was reacting to something else. The dominion, maybe. The spatial field that hung around me like a second skin. Or maybe just the fact that I was looking directly at her when her training said she was supposed to be invisible.

"Please," I said, turning back to Voss. "Let me show you to your quarters. You've had a long ride. We'll have food and wine sent up, and we can begin the formal process tomorrow morning, unless you'd prefer to start today."

"Tomorrow will be sufficient," Voss said. He was still studying me. Still looking for the flaw.

I led them across the courtyard toward the east wing, Maren falling into step beside me, and as we walked I tracked every member of the delegation through the geometry. Voss's stride was measured and confident. Torren was already studying the architecture, his attunement stone pulsing gently. The scribe was trying not to trip over his own feet.

And Celene was watching me.

Not the estate. Not the garrison. Not Maren. Me. Her green eyes were fixed on my back with an attention that was supposed to be professional surveillance but read through the geometry as something less composed. Her pulse was still elevated. Her breathing hadn't settled.

They'd sent her to watch me. That much was obvious. What was less obvious was whether they'd prepared her for what she was watching.

I didn't think they had.



The tour took two hours.

I gave it myself, which was a calculated choice. Maren had offered, and protocol would have allowed it — a lord delegating to his chief advisor was normal. But I wanted Voss to see me. To hear me talk about the estate with the familiarity of someone who'd built it, not inherited it. Every room, every restored corridor, every functioning system was a piece of evidence that contradicted whatever narrative the church had prepared.

The north wing drew the strongest reaction. Voss stood in the restored library and looked up at the repaired roof beams and his mask slipped for half a second. Surprise. Genuine surprise.

"This wing was reported as structurally condemned," he said.

"It was. I repaired it."

"You repaired it." The emphasis was light but deliberate. "Personally."

"The Thessik dominion is spatial in nature, Inquisitor. Structural repair is well within its applications." I gestured at the shelves, now organized and partially restocked with the salvaged volumes. "The library is functional again. We've recovered approximately sixty percent of the original collection. The rest was too water-damaged to save."

Voss said nothing. He ran his fingers along a shelf, checking for dust. There wasn't any. Maren had seen to that.

The war room got a longer inspection. Voss examined the maps, the correspondence, the organizational systems. He asked questions about the garrison strength, the ward coverage, the trade route status. I answered everything directly, with numbers and specifics, and I watched him file each answer away behind those pale blue eyes.

Celene stayed at the back of the group throughout the tour. She didn't speak. She didn't ask questions. She observed. But the geometry told me what her composure didn't — her heart rate climbed every time I demonstrated something. When I casually folded a door open from across the room instead of walking to it, her pulse jumped. When I described the ward restoration and the range of the detection field, her breathing changed. She was a woman trained to be still and silent, and her body was betraying her with every beat.

By the end of the tour, Voss had seen everything I wanted him to see. A functioning estate, a competent lord, a household that ran with purpose. Whatever he'd been told to expect, this wasn't it.

"The examination will begin tomorrow at ninth bell," Voss said as we returned to the courtyard. "Reader Torren will require a private room and approximately one hour of your time."

"The war room is available. I'll have it prepared."

"Acceptable." Voss paused, and for the first time, his professional mask thinned enough that I could see the person behind it. He was not a stupid man. He knew what he was seeing didn't match his briefing. "Lord Thessik. You've done remarkable work here in a very short time."

"House Thessik has waited long enough for someone to do it."

He held my gaze for a moment. Then he turned and walked toward the east wing with the scribe hurrying behind him.

Torren followed, his attunement stone still pulsing.

Celene lingered. She stood in the courtyard, her hands clasped in that trained posture, her green eyes on me. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it. Then she inclined her head again, the same precise motion from the introduction, and followed the others inside.

Through the geometry, I tracked her all the way to her room. She sat on the edge of the bed for ten minutes without moving.

Then she pulled out a writing kit and began composing a letter.


Chapter 13: The Reader

The examination room was the war room, cleared of maps and correspondence, with a single chair in the center and a table against the wall where Reader Torren laid out his instruments. Small metal tools I didn't recognize, a crystal vial filled with something that caught the light wrong, and the attunement stone from his pendant, now removed and set on a cloth like a surgeon preparing for a procedure.

I sat in the chair. Torren stood in front of me. Voss stood against the wall, watching. Celene stood in the corner, a writing board in her hands, ready to record. Maren was not present. Protocol barred non-holders from the examination room, which meant I was doing this alone.

"The examination is straightforward," Torren said. He had a surprisingly pleasant voice for a man whose job was detecting lies in people's blood. "I'll ask you to manifest your dominion. I'll observe the integration pattern through the attunement stone. The process takes approximately thirty minutes. You may experience a mild sensation of pressure. This is normal."

"Understood."

"Please extend your hands, palms up."

I did. The spatial field bloomed around my fingers, the faint violet shimmer that I'd learned to summon as easily as flexing a muscle. At the same time, underneath the visible display, I engaged the smoothing. Gently, steadily, folding the jagged outer layer of the integration into the clean curves I'd practiced with Maren. The effort was there, a low hum of sustained concentration, but I'd drilled this enough times that it felt natural.

Torren picked up the attunement stone and held it between us. The crystal pulsed, brightening as it interacted with my spatial field, and his eyes went slightly unfocused as he read whatever the stone was showing him.

Silence for a long time. A minute. Two. I kept the smoothing steady, kept my breathing even, kept my expression neutral. The geometry mapped the room — Voss's flat attention, Celene's elevated pulse, Torren's slow, methodical examination.

"The integration is deep," Torren said, half to himself. "Full-spectrum spatial dominion. Four centuries of lineage layering." He moved the stone closer, tilting it. "The transfer layer is... recent. Very recent."

"Lord Gereth's health declined rapidly in his final days," I said. The rehearsed line, delivered calmly. "The transfer was performed as soon as it became clear he wouldn't recover."

Torren didn't respond. He was focused on the stone, his brow furrowed. I felt a gentle probing sensation through the geometry — his perception pushing against my field, trying to see deeper. The attunement stone was amplifying his natural sensitivity, letting him look at the integration the way a magnifying glass lets you look at brushstrokes.

I held the smoothing. Steady. Clean. The jagged edges folded away, presenting the curved surface I'd practiced.

"The outermost layer shows some stress patterning," Torren said. "Consistent with an emergency transfer under duress."

"Lord Gereth was in significant pain at the end," I said. "The ritual conductor, Illara, can provide details on the conditions of the transfer if you require them."

"That won't be necessary." Torren lowered the stone. His expression was neutral, but I caught something underneath it through the geometry — a subtle relaxation in his shoulders, a slight decrease in the tension around his eyes. He wasn't fully satisfied, but he wasn't alarmed either. The pattern was unusual but explicable. Exactly what Maren and I had aimed for.

"The integration is complete and stable," Torren announced, turning to Voss. "The Thessik dominion is fully resident in Lord Thessik. The transfer layer shows stress consistent with an emergency procedure, but no indicators of forced extraction, external interference, or incomplete binding. The bloodline is his."

Voss received this with no visible reaction. "Your assessment of the holder's capacity?"

"Full capacity. Possibly above historical baseline, though I'd need comparative data to confirm." Torren paused. "The dominion is remarkably active. I've examined bloodline holders before, Inquisitor. Most present a resting field that requires deliberate activation. Lord Thessik's field is ambient. Constant. I've never seen that in a transferred bloodline."

"Is it a concern?"

"It's an anomaly. Not necessarily a concern."

Voss looked at me. The pale blue eyes were calculating, but the calculation had shifted. He'd come here expecting to find evidence of wrongdoing. What he'd found instead was a competent lord with a verified bloodline, a functioning estate, and an integration pattern that was unusual but not actionable.

"Thank you, Reader Torren," Voss said. "Lord Thessik, we'll proceed to the household interviews this afternoon."



The interviews took the rest of the day.

Voss conducted them personally, pulling staff members into a side room one at a time while the scribe recorded. Hollen went first, then Illara, then the kitchen woman Bessa, then a rotation of guards and servants. I wasn't present for any of them, but the geometry let me track the conversations through the walls. Not the words — I couldn't hear through stone. But the body language. Heart rates. Stress responses.

Hollen was steady throughout. Flat pulse, minimal movement, the body language of a soldier giving a report. Whatever he said, he said it with the conviction of a man who'd decided to back his lord and wasn't second-guessing it.

Illara was even better. Her pulse barely moved. She'd performed rituals, lied to church officials, and hidden the truth about a voidborn absorbing a noble bloodline, and she sat in that room and delivered the cover story with the calm of a woman discussing the weather. When she emerged, she caught my eye across the hallway and gave me the smallest nod.

Bessa was nervous. Her heart rate was elevated from the moment she walked in, and it stayed elevated throughout. But nervous didn't mean inconsistent. Maren had predicted this — Bessa was the kind of person who got flustered by authority but told the truth regardless. Since the truth she'd been given was the cover story, her nervousness actually helped. A household where everyone was perfectly calm under interrogation would raise more suspicion than one where the kitchen woman got flustered.

By evening, Voss had interviewed twelve members of the household. No contradictions. No breaks. The story held.

We hosted dinner for the delegation in the main hall. The same table where I'd pitched Lyra, but expanded to seat eight. The food was better — Bessa had outdone herself, and Maren had produced wine from a cellar reserve I hadn't known existed. The atmosphere was formally cordial, which meant everyone was polite and no one trusted anyone.

I sat at the head of the table. Maren to my right. Voss to my left. Torren and the scribe beside Voss. Celene across from Maren.

The conversation was careful, probing from Voss's side and deflecting from mine, with Maren providing the detailed knowledge when I needed to defer to expertise. It was a performance, and we performed well. Voss asked about the house's financial situation. Maren gave numbers that were honest but framed to suggest upward trajectory. Voss asked about the vassal situation. I told him Vestane was re-swearing, which was technically premature but strategically useful — the church would think twice about destabilizing a house that was actively rebuilding alliances.

Celene said almost nothing. She ate sparingly, drank water instead of wine, and watched the table with those green eyes. But twice during the dinner, I caught her looking at me when she thought my attention was elsewhere. The first time was when I was describing the ward restoration. The second was when I laughed at something Maren said.

Both times, her heart rate jumped.

After dinner, Voss requested a private meeting with me in the war room. I agreed. Maren started to follow and Voss stopped her with a raised hand.

"Just the lord, Lady Thessik."

Maren's expression didn't change. "Of course."

I followed Voss into the war room. He closed the door and stood by the map table, his hands behind his back.

"I'll be direct," he said. "The examination is clean. The household is consistent. Your estate is in better condition than any report suggested it would be. By every measurable standard, House Thessik appears to be in capable hands."

"I hear a qualifier coming."

"I've been doing this work for twenty-three years, Lord Thessik. I've examined dozens of bloodline transfers. Clean transfers in established houses with documented lineages and witnessed rituals. What I've seen here is technically compliant, but it is not typical." He paused. "You appeared from nowhere. There is no record of your existence prior to Lord Gereth's death. You possess a dominion that even Reader Torren describes as anomalous. And you've restored an estate that was in terminal decline in a matter of weeks."

"Is competence grounds for suspicion?"

"Unprecedented competence? Sometimes." His expression was unreadable. "The Office cannot take action based on instinct. We operate on evidence, and the evidence supports your claim. But I would be failing in my duty if I did not note the irregularities for continued observation."

"What does continued observation look like?"

"Priestess Celene will remain at the estate as a spiritual advisor to the household. This is standard practice for new bloodline holders during the first year of their tenure. She will observe, counsel, and report to the Office at regular intervals."

Standard practice. The words hung in the air with the weight of something that was anything but standard. Voss knew it. I knew it. We both knew the other knew.

"House Thessik is happy to host Priestess Celene," I said. "Spiritual guidance is always welcome."

"I'm glad to hear it." Voss picked up his gloves from the table. "We'll depart in the morning. Thank you for your cooperation, Lord Thessik. It has been noted."

He left. I stood in the war room and listened to his footsteps recede down the hallway. Then I tracked him through the geometry as he returned to his quarters, spoke briefly with the scribe, and closed his door.

Celene was in her room. She hadn't moved since dinner. The writing kit was out again, and her pulse was fast.

She'd been told she was staying.

I wondered when they'd told her. Before the trip? During? Had she volunteered, or had she been assigned? The geometry couldn't answer those questions. It could only tell me that a young priestess with a fast pulse and green eyes was sitting alone in a room in my estate, writing a letter to people who wanted to destroy everything I'd built.

Maren was waiting in the hallway when I came out.

"She's staying," I said.

"I know. Voss told me before the private meeting. Professional courtesy." Her voice was even, but her jaw was tight. "It's the same thing they did to Gereth. Advisor. Observer. Counselor. Velanna had the same title when she arrived."

"Celene isn't Velanna."

"How do you know that?"

"Because I've been reading her through the geometry all day. Velanna was a professional. She came here with a mission and executed it over two years. Celene is twenty-two years old and her heart rate spikes every time I look at her. She's not an operative. She's a junior priestess who's been told to watch and report, and she's terrified."

Maren considered this. The tightness in her jaw eased slightly, but didn't disappear.

"Terrified people can still be dangerous," she said.

"They can also be turned. The church sent her here to get close to me. Fine. That works both ways." I leaned against the wall and folded my arms. "She's seen the estate. She's seen the wards, the road, the garrison, the household running smoothly. None of that matches whatever briefing they gave her. She's already confused. Give it a few weeks and she'll be writing reports that say exactly what we want them to say, because what she's seeing with her own eyes will contradict what the Synod told her to find."

"And if she's smarter than you think?"

"Then I'll handle it. But I've watched her for a full day, Maren. Every heartbeat, every breath, every micro-reaction. They didn't send a Velanna. They sent someone who's never been outside the Synod walls and has no idea what to do with what she's feeling."

Maren studied me for a long moment. Then the tightness in her jaw finally released.

"Keep watching her," she said.

"I intend to."


Chapter 14: The Advisor

The delegation left at dawn.

Voss mounted his horse with the same precise efficiency he brought to everything, surveyed the courtyard one final time, and rode out without a backward glance. Torren followed, his attunement stone tucked away, his expression neutral. The scribe nearly dropped his document case climbing into the saddle. The church soldiers formed up around them in crisp formation, and the column moved south through the gatehouse and onto the Ashenmere corridor.

I watched them go from the wall. The road I'd rebuilt carried them smoothly, which was its own kind of irony.

Below me in the courtyard, standing alone near the gate with a single travel bag at her feet, was Celene.

She looked smaller without the delegation around her. The white robes that had seemed formal and purposeful in the context of Voss's entourage now looked oversized on her slight frame. She stood with her hands clasped in that trained posture, watching the column disappear, and through the geometry I felt her heart rate climb steadily as the distance between her and her people increased.

She was alone. Maybe for the first time in her life.

I came down from the wall and crossed the courtyard. She heard my footsteps and turned, composing her expression into something neutral before I reached her.

"Priestess Celene. Let me show you to your permanent quarters. The room you had last night is fine for guests, but if you're staying longer, we can do better."

"That's very kind, Lord Thessik. The guest room is perfectly adequate."

"You're not a guest anymore. You're a member of the household." I picked up her bag before she could reach for it. It was light. She hadn't packed much, which meant either she traveled lean or she hadn't known she'd be staying. "This way."

I led her to the east wing. The room I'd chosen was on the second floor, midway between the Lord's chamber and the quarters where Maren stayed. It was one of the rooms the staff had restored during the two-week push — clean stone floors, a proper bed with good linens, a desk by the window, a fireplace that worked. The window faced east, which gave her a view of the farmland and the forest beyond. I'd picked it for that reason. A room with a view was a kindness. A room with an east-facing view let me track her reactions to the forest, the wards, the territory — all the things she was supposed to be monitoring.

"This is too much," she said, standing in the doorway.

"It's a bedroom with a window. I promise we won't run out of stone."

The corner of her mouth twitched. Not a smile. The suppression of one. She caught it immediately, pressing her lips back into that thin line, but I'd seen it and the geometry had felt the corresponding shift in her posture. A micro-relaxation, there and gone.

"Thank you, Lord Thessik," she said.

"Drew."

"I should use your proper title."

"You should use what I tell you to use. Drew is fine."

She hesitated. The green eyes flickered with something that wasn't in her training manual. Then she inclined her head in that precise, practiced way.

"Drew," she said. Testing it the way Maren had tested "Lord Thessik" in the ritual chamber, weeks ago. Like a word in a foreign language she wasn't sure she was pronouncing correctly.

"Settle in. Breakfast is in the main hall at seventh bell. You're welcome anywhere in the estate except the ritual chamber beneath the east wing, which is sealed, and Maren's personal study, which is hers. Everything else is open to you."

"The Office requires that I be granted full access to — "

"Full access to the household and its operations. I read the terms. You can observe anything you want. I just told you where to find it." I set her bag on the desk. "If you need anything, ask Illara. She runs the household better than I do."

I left her there and walked down the hallway. The geometry tracked her as I went. She stood in the center of the room for a full minute, not moving. Then she walked to the window and looked out at the eastern view.

Her heart rate was still elevated. But it had shifted. The spike from earlier — the anxiety of being left behind — had settled into something steadier. Not calm. Not comfortable. But present. Attentive. The heartbeat of someone who was looking at something new and trying to decide what to make of it.



Over the next several days, I watched Celene the way she was supposed to be watching me.

She followed her training to the letter. She attended meals in the main hall, sitting at the far end of the table, eating sparingly, observing. She walked the estate grounds at regular intervals, always the same route, always with her hands clasped and her expression composed. She visited the ward stones on the perimeter, studying them with a focused attention that told me she had some training in spiritual energy, enough to sense the spatial field even if she couldn't manipulate it. She wrote letters every evening. The geometry couldn't read the words, but I could track the rhythm of her writing — the pauses, the hesitations, the moments where the pen stopped moving and she sat very still before continuing.

The hesitations were getting longer.

I didn't avoid her. That would have been suspicious and counterproductive. Instead, I made sure she saw everything. The morning meetings with Maren in the war room, where we planned the estate's operations. The training sessions where I pushed the limits of the dominion, folding at increasing range and precision. The interactions with the staff, who called me Lord Thessik with an ease that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the fact that their lives had gotten measurably better since I'd arrived.

She saw me fix a wall in the west wing that had been bowing outward for years. A ten-minute job that would have taken a mason a week. The staff cheered when the wall straightened, a small spontaneous sound that surprised them as much as it surprised me. Celene was standing at the end of the corridor when it happened, and the geometry caught her expression before she could compose it. Not the trained neutrality. Something softer. Something that looked like the beginning of a question.

She saw me with the orphans. I hadn't planned that. I'd been crossing the courtyard when Pella, the youngest, had run up and grabbed my leg with both arms, which was apparently how she greeted everyone she liked. I'd picked her up without thinking about it, set her on my shoulders, and kept walking while she giggled and grabbed fistfuls of my hair. Celene had been on her morning route. She'd stopped walking. Her heart rate had done something complicated — a spike, then a drop, then a slow climb — and she'd stood there watching me carry a laughing child across the courtyard like it was the most confusing thing she'd ever witnessed.

And she saw me in the evenings, in the war room, bent over maps and documents with Maren, the two of us arguing about supply lines and trade agreements and ward placement with the comfortable friction of people who'd learned to work together. I caught Celene watching from the doorway once. She hadn't announced herself. She'd just stood there, observing, and the look on her face was the same one she'd worn at the wall repair. The question. Something she'd been told didn't match something she was seeing.

On the fourth day, she approached me.

I was on the eastern wall, checking the ward stones from above, running the geometry through the detection field to look for weak points. She appeared at the top of the stairs and walked toward me with her hands clasped, her face composed, her heart rate elevated.

"Lord — Drew." She corrected herself. A small victory. "May I ask you something?"

"Go ahead."

"The ward stones. You restored them yourself?"

"Yes."

"Every one of them?"

"Every one on the Thessik perimeter. Sixty-three stones. Took about a week."

She looked out at the field of stones running along the eastern boundary, the faint pulse of their detection fields visible to anyone with sensitivity. "The reports said the Thessik wards had been dormant for over a year. That the estate had no functional perimeter defense. That predators were entering the territory unchecked."

"That was true when I arrived."

"And now the entire perimeter is active. The predators are gone. The roads are repaired. The trade corridor is open." She turned to face me. The composure was still there, but it was thinner than it had been on day one. I could see through it the way I could see through a fold — not clearly, but enough to know what was on the other side. "The briefing I received described a house in collapse. A fraudulent or incompetent lord. A bloodline transfer performed under suspicious circumstances to a holder who was unfit for the position."

"And what do you see?"

She was quiet for a long moment. The wind came off the eastern field and pushed a strand of auburn hair across her face. She didn't brush it away.

"I see a functioning estate," she said carefully. "I see a lord who restored in weeks what the previous lord destroyed in years. I see a household that respects its head. I see children who are fed and sheltered. I see ward stones that work." She paused. "None of this matches my briefing."

"Are you going to report that?"

"I'm going to report what I observe. That's my duty."

"Good. Then report what you see."

She looked at me. The green eyes were searching for something, some sign that I was performing, that the competent lord was a mask over something darker. She'd been trained to look for exactly that. The church had told her there was a lie here, and she was doing her job, trying to find it.

The problem was that there was a lie. Just not the one she was looking for. The truth she'd never find was that I was a voidborn from another world who'd accidentally absorbed a bloodline meant for someone else. Everything else — the restoration, the wards, the household, the trade road — was real. I was doing the job. I was doing it well. And nothing in Celene's training had prepared her for the possibility that the suspicious lord might actually be the best thing that had happened to this house in a decade.

"The briefing said you were dangerous," she said quietly.

"I am dangerous. That's not the same thing as being wrong."

She held my gaze for a beat longer than her training would have permitted. Then she inclined her head and walked back toward the stairs, her hands clasped, her posture perfect.

Her heart rate didn't settle for twenty minutes.



That evening, Maren found me in the war room.

"She asked you about the wards," Maren said. She'd been tracking Celene's movements with the same attention I had, minus the geometry. Old-fashioned surveillance — watching, listening, reading the household gossip.

"She asked me about everything. The wards, the road, the estate. Her briefing told her she'd find a disaster. She found the opposite and she doesn't know what to do with it."

"What did you tell her?"

"The truth. Minus the parts about being from another world." I leaned back in my chair. "She's going to write a report tonight. It's going to say that the estate is functional, the lord appears competent, and the household is stable. She might flag the ward restoration as unusual, but she can't call it suspicious because there's nothing suspicious about a lord maintaining his own perimeter."

"And the next report? And the one after that?"

"Same thing. Because what she's observing is real. We're not performing for her. The estate is actually running. The wards actually work. The people are actually better off. Every day she's here, the gap between her briefing and her experience gets wider, and eventually she has to decide which one she trusts."

Maren sat on the edge of the map table. She was quiet for a while, turning something over.

"Velanna was here for two years," she said. "At first, she seemed helpful. Supportive. She attended dinners, she advised on household matters, she made herself indispensable. By the time anyone realized what she was doing, the damage was irreversible."

"Celene isn't Velanna. I've told you that."

"I know. But the pattern is the same. The church sends a woman into the household. She stays. She watches. She gets close." Maren looked at me. "The pattern is the same, Drew."

"The pattern is the same. The variables are different. Gereth was weak. I'm not. Gereth didn't know what Velanna was. I know exactly what Celene is. And Gereth was alone." I held her gaze. "I'm not alone."

Something shifted in Maren's expression. A subtle relaxation, the same kind I'd seen in Celene when I'd insisted she use my first name. The guard coming down a fraction. The beginning of trust — not in the situation, but in me.

"Keep watching her," Maren said again.

"Every heartbeat," I said. "Every breath. She doesn't make a move in this estate that I don't feel. And the day her reports stop matching what she's actually seeing is the day we have a conversation. Until then, we let her watch and we let her learn."

Maren nodded. She gathered her papers and stood to leave. At the door, she paused.

"Drew."

"Yeah."

"The way you handled the delegation. Voss, the examination, the tour. All of it." She was facing the door, not looking at me. "You did well."

She left before I could respond. The geometry tracked her down the hallway, and for once her heart rate was steady. Calm. The heartbeat of someone who was starting to believe that the person next to her might actually be equal to the task.

I looked at the map on the wall. The Thessik territory, with its ward stones marked in violet and its trade routes marked in green and its vassal houses marked in silver. One vassal confirmed, eleven to go. A priestess in the east wing writing letters to the people who wanted to destroy us. A church that was suspicious but couldn't prove anything. And an estate that was running better than it had in a decade.

I traced the eastern border with my finger. Somewhere out there, beyond the ward line, whatever had driven the gorren and ashclaws toward settled land was still there. The church was still there. The other houses were still there, watching, waiting to see if the new Lord Thessik was worth following or worth dismantling.

Let them watch.

I was just getting started.


Chapter 15: The Deep East

I told Maren over breakfast.

"I'm going into the forest today. The gorren and ashclaws weren't random. Something's pushing them out and I want to know what."

Maren set her tea down. "You're going alone?"

"I was planning on it."

"I'll come."

The voice came from the end of the table. Celene had been eating her usual sparse meal in her usual quiet way, and I'd almost forgotten she was there. Almost. The geometry never forgot. She'd been listening with her heart rate steady at its new baseline — lower than her first day, higher than comfortable. The permanent state of a woman who was settling in but hadn't stopped being alert.

"The Office requires that I observe the lord's exercise of the dominion," she said. Her tone was formal, rehearsed. "An expedition into contested territory would fall under that mandate."

"It's not an expedition. I'm walking into a forest full of things that want to eat people."

"Then I'll observe that."

Maren looked at me. I could read the question without the geometry — are you sure about this? I gave her the smallest nod.

"Priestess Celene is welcome to accompany me," I said. "I'd recommend boots instead of sandals."

Celene looked down at her feet. She was wearing the thin-soled slippers that came with the Synod robes. "I'll change."

After she left, Maren leaned across the table.

"This is a good opportunity," I said before she could speak. "She sees the territory. She sees what's out there. She sees me handle it. And she does it without a delegation watching over her shoulder. Just her and me."

"And if something happens to her, the church has grounds to—"

"Nothing is going to happen to her. I can feel everything within forty feet and my range is still growing. She'll be safer with me than anywhere in this estate."

Maren studied me for a moment. "You're not Gereth," she said quietly.

"No. I'm not."

"Prove it."

"That's exactly what I'm doing."



We left through the eastern gate an hour later. I'd swapped the short blade for a heavier knife that Hollen had dug out of the armory — better for brush work — and wore a pack with water and dried meat. Celene had found boots somewhere, probably borrowed from one of the smaller kitchen girls, and she'd traded the white robes for a grey traveling cloak over her Synod clothing. She looked uncomfortable in the boots. She looked uncomfortable in general, but she was here and she was keeping pace.

The farmland gave way to rougher ground within half a mile. The ward stones pulsed as we passed them, the detection field registering us and dismissing us. Beyond the ward line, the terrain changed. Taller grass, scattered scrub, the first outlier trees of the eastern forest rising like sentinels. The geometry mapped it all — every tree trunk, every root system, every small animal signature skittering through the underbrush.

"How far does your awareness extend?" Celene asked.

I glanced at her. It was the first question she'd asked that sounded like genuine curiosity rather than professional observation. "Forty feet passively. More if I push it. The range has been growing."

"Growing?"

"Every day. Whatever the bloodline is, it's not static. It responds to use."

She was quiet for a moment, processing. "The church teaches that bloodline dominions are fixed at the time of transfer. A holder's capacity is determined by the lineage, not by the individual."

"The church is wrong about that."

The bluntness landed visibly. Her stride hitched for half a step before she recovered. "That's a significant claim."

"I've been lord for less than a month and I've already done things that Lord Adren never did. If the dominion was fixed, that wouldn't be possible." I held a branch aside so she could pass. She ducked under it, close enough that I caught the scent of whatever the Synod used in place of perfume. Something clean and faintly herbal. "Has anyone at the church actually studied a bloodline holder up close? Not a reader doing a ten-minute examination. Actual sustained observation."

"Not that I'm aware of."

"Then you're the first. Observe away."

We pushed deeper. The trees thickened, the canopy closing overhead, cutting the morning light to scattered shafts. The geometry's passive range covered a sphere around us that extended well past the nearest trees. I could feel the forest — the density of it, the layered signatures of plant and animal life, the way the terrain rose and fell under the leaf litter. It was alive in a way the farmland wasn't. Full, breathing, dense with things that moved.

I felt the gorren before we saw them.

Three of them, maybe sixty feet ahead, crouched in a dry streambed. The same ridged-skin predators from the night I'd saved Maren. Smaller than that pack — yearlings, probably, too young to have established their own territory. They'd sensed us too, or would soon. The wind was in our favor for now.

"Stop," I said.

Celene stopped. "What is it?"

"Gorren. Three of them, in a streambed ahead. Stay behind me."

Her heart rate jumped. Not panic — she controlled it — but sharp, genuine fear. She'd never been outside the Synod walls. She'd read about gorren in texts. She'd never smelled one.

I walked forward. Steady, unhurried, the geometry tracking the three signatures as they shifted in the streambed. One of them raised its head. The ridged skull turned toward us, amber eyes catching a shaft of light. It snarled, the metallic scraping sound I remembered from the lane in Ashenmere.

The other two rose. They fanned out in the streambed, the same flanking pattern their species always used. Predictable. I almost felt bad.

The first one charged. It came up the bank in a scramble of claws and muscle, mouth open, heading straight for me. I folded it sideways. Not violently — I didn't need violence for yearlings. Just a clean redirection, the gorren's charge carrying it through a fold that deposited it thirty feet to the left, slamming into a tree trunk with enough force to stun. It collapsed in a heap, twitching, alive but done.

The second one hesitated. Smart, for a gorren. I compressed the ground under its feet, the soil contracting, throwing its balance. It stumbled, claws scrabbling on suddenly uneven terrain, and before it could recover I folded the air above it into a hard plane and brought it down like a flyswatter. The gorren hit the dirt flat and stayed there, pinned by a spatial barrier it couldn't see or comprehend.

The third ran.

I let it go. It was a yearling. It would learn.

I turned back to Celene. She was standing exactly where I'd left her, both hands gripping the edges of her cloak, her face pale, her green eyes wide. Through the geometry her heart was hammering, her breathing fast and shallow. But she hadn't run. She hadn't screamed. She'd stood there and watched.

"That was three gorren," she said. Her voice was thin but steady.

"Yearlings. Small ones."

"You didn't even draw your knife."

"Didn't need to." I released the spatial barrier on the pinned gorren and it scrambled to its feet and bolted into the trees after its packmate. The stunned one was already limping away. "They're not the problem. They're a symptom. Something deeper in the forest is pushing them toward settled land. That's what we're looking for."

She stared at the empty streambed where three predators had been moments ago. Then she looked at me with an expression I was getting used to seeing on people — the recalibration. The moment when what they thought they knew about the world made room for what they were seeing.

"You could have killed them," she said.

"They're animals. They were scared, not malicious. I don't kill things that are just doing what their instincts tell them."

Something shifted in her face. Subtle, there and gone. The thin-line mouth softened by a fraction. "The briefing described you as volatile and potentially dangerous."

"Your briefing was written by people who've never met me."

"Yes," she said quietly. "It was."



We went deeper.

The forest changed as we moved east. Gradually at first, then faster. The canopy grew denser, blocking more light. The undergrowth thinned, which should have meant easier walking but felt wrong instead — the ground was bare not because the forest was healthy but because nothing was growing. The leaf litter was dark and wet and smelled of something acrid, like copper left in standing water.

The geometry started picking up anomalies. Gaps in the spatial awareness, spots where the mapping stuttered, like trying to focus on something through dirty glass. I'd never felt anything like it. The dominion processed space as clean, precise data — distances, dimensions, angles. These gaps were noise. Static. Something was interfering with the spatial field.

"Something's wrong here," I said.

"I feel it too." Celene had gone still beside me, her head tilted slightly, her expression focused in a way I hadn't seen before. "There's a dissonance. Like a note out of tune. Can you feel it?"

I looked at her. "You can sense that?"

"I have some training in spiritual resonance. It's basic — nothing like a reader's capability. But this..." She pressed her fingers to her temple. "This is not natural. The energy here has been disrupted. Deliberately."

She was right. The deeper we went, the worse it got. Trees with bark that had turned black and brittle, sap running dark instead of clear. A stream that should have been clean running with water that had a faint oily sheen. Animal signatures growing sparse, then disappearing entirely. Even the insects were gone. The forest was dying from the inside, and the dying was spreading outward toward the settled land, pushing everything living ahead of it like a slow wave.

"This is why the gorren and ashclaws are moving west," I said. "Their habitat is being destroyed. They're refugees."

Celene knelt beside the darkened stream and held her hand over the water without touching it. Her brow furrowed. "The corruption is spiritual, not physical. Something is poisoning the ambient energy of the land itself. Plants and animals can't survive in dead spiritual ground. They move or they die."

"Can you tell where it's coming from?"

She closed her eyes. Concentrated. The geometry caught the change in her — her breathing slowed, her heart rate dropped, and something I couldn't identify shifted in the air around her. A sensitivity I didn't have, a perception that wasn't spatial but worked alongside the geometry like a different instrument playing the same piece of music.

"East," she said. "Deeper. It's stronger that way." She opened her eyes and looked at me. The professional mask was gone. What was underneath was something rawer — concern. "Drew, this is serious. Whatever is causing this, it's been here for a long time. Months at least. Maybe longer."

Months. Since before I arrived. Since before Gereth died. This corruption had been spreading under the Thessik territory while the house fell apart, and nobody had noticed because nobody had been looking.

"Then we keep going," I said.

"It could be dangerous."

"It's already dangerous. The danger is just happening slowly enough that people don't see it."

Celene stood up. She looked at the dead stream, the blackened trees, the empty forest. Then she looked at me.

"Lead the way," she said.

I did.


Chapter 16: Corruption

The geometry got worse the deeper we went.

The gaps in my spatial awareness widened, multiplied, turned from occasional static into constant interference. Mapping the terrain ahead was like trying to read through a fog that kept thickening. I could still feel Celene beside me, still track the immediate space, but my range was shrinking. Forty feet became thirty. Thirty became twenty. The corruption in the land was eating at the dominion itself, dampening the spatial field like water on a fire.

"My range is dropping," I said. "Whatever this is, it interferes with the bloodline."

Celene looked alarmed. "That shouldn't be possible. Bloodline dominions are self-sustaining. External forces can't suppress them."

"Tell that to my geometry. I'm down to twenty feet and falling."

We'd been walking for over an hour since the dead stream. The forest around us was barely recognizable as a forest. The trees were skeletal, bark stripped or blackened, branches bare or hung with a pale fibrous growth that looked like cobwebs but smelled like rot. The ground was spongy and dark, the soil saturated with whatever corruption was leaching through it. No sound. No birds. No insects. No wind. Just the wet crunch of our footsteps and the rasp of Celene's breathing.

Then I felt them.

At the edge of my reduced range, signatures appeared. Moving fast. Coming from three directions at once. I couldn't get a clean read — the corruption was muddying the spatial data — but I could tell they were big and there were a lot of them.

"Behind me," I said. "Now."

Celene moved without hesitation. She pressed against my back, her hands gripping my coat, and I felt her heart rate spike into something close to panic. But she didn't make a sound. Whatever the Synod had taught her about composure, it was holding.

The first one came out of the dead trees ten feet to our left.

It had been a gorren once. Maybe. The basic shape was there — four legs, ridged skin, heavy skull — but the corruption had twisted it into something else. The ridges had grown into jagged spines that jutted from its back and shoulders at wrong angles. The skin had gone matte black, dull as charcoal, and where the eyes should have been there were sunken pits that glowed with a faint sickly light. Its mouth was too wide. The jaw had split at the hinge, giving it a gape that extended past its skull, lined with teeth that were longer and thinner than any gorren's.

It moved wrong. Jerky, stuttering, like a puppet being worked by someone who didn't quite understand how legs functioned. But it was fast. Faster than its broken gait suggested.

I folded it into the nearest tree. The effort was harder than it should have been — the spatial field resisted, the corruption creating drag, like trying to fold wet cloth instead of dry. The creature hit the trunk and shattered it, the dead wood exploding into fragments, and the thing tumbled through the debris and got back up.

It got back up.

Gorren didn't get back up after a hit like that. These things were tougher than they had any right to be, reinforced by whatever was corrupting them, the same energy that was dampening my range making their bodies harder to break.

Two more came from the right. A fourth from behind us. Celene gasped, and I felt her press harder against my back.

I folded the two on the right simultaneously. It cost me — a sharp spike of pain behind my eyes, my nose starting to bleed — but both creatures were flung sideways, tumbling through the dead undergrowth. One stayed down. The other dragged itself upright, one leg bent at an impossible angle, and started crawling toward us.

The one behind us lunged. I spun, putting myself between it and Celene, and caught its charge with a compression fold. The air between us crumpled and the creature slammed into a wall of compressed space, its face distorting against the invisible barrier. I pushed. The fold expanded outward, shoving the creature back, but it dug its claws into the spongy ground and fought it. The strain was immediate. In normal ground, at full range, I could have crushed it without thinking. Here, with the corruption sapping my power, holding a compression fold felt like pushing a boulder uphill.

"Drew." Celene's voice was tight. "Behind you. More."

I felt them through the fog. Three more signatures, closing from the northeast. The geometry stuttered, lost them, found them again. My range was down to fifteen feet. The headache was building fast, not the slow accumulation of sustained work but the sharp crescendo of combat under strain.

I released the compression fold and the creature stumbled forward. Before it could recover, I folded the ground beneath it — compressed the soil into a pit, the earth collapsing inward, and the thing dropped into a hole that hadn't existed a second ago. I closed the fold over it, sealing it in compressed earth. It thrashed below the surface for a few seconds and then stopped.

The first one I'd hit was circling. The crawling one was still coming. The three new signatures were twenty seconds out.

Six corrupted creatures, reduced range, fading power. This was the hardest fight I'd had since arriving in this world, and it was about to get worse.

I grabbed Celene's arm. "Hold onto me. Don't let go."

She gripped my forearm with both hands. Her fingers were shaking. Her face was chalk white and her green eyes were huge, but she was present, focused, looking at me instead of at the things in the trees.

I folded us.

Not a combat fold. A retreat. I compressed the distance between us and a cluster of standing stones I'd mapped at the edge of my range — the remnants of some ancient structure, three upright slabs forming a rough alcove. The fold was sloppy, imprecise, and we landed hard, stumbling on the uneven ground. My vision went white for a second and the headache hit like a hammer behind my eyes.

But we were in the alcove. Stone at our backs on three sides. Only one approach.

"Stay here," I said. "Don't move."

"Drew, you're bleeding—"

"I know. Stay here."

I stepped out of the alcove and faced the forest.

They came together this time. All of them — the circling one, the crawling one, and the three fresh ones from the northeast. Five corrupted bodies moving through the dead trees with that jerky, wrong gait, their split jaws gaping, the sickly light in their eye pits fixed on me. Behind them, deeper in the forest, the geometry caught a pulse of something else. Something large and stationary, radiating the same corruption that filled the air and soil. The source. Close. Maybe a hundred yards beyond the tree line.

Five creatures between me and it. Five creatures between me and Celene.

I stopped holding back.

The spatial field flared outward, pushing against the corruption, reclaiming range through sheer force. Twenty feet. Twenty-five. Thirty. It hurt. It felt like flexing a muscle against a weight that kept increasing. But the dominion responded, the bloodline surging in a way it hadn't before, like it recognized the corruption as an enemy and was fighting back on instinct.

I folded the first creature inside out. There was no other way to describe it. I took the space that its body occupied and inverted it, exterior becoming interior, the spatial coordinates reversing. The thing came apart in a wet, violent implosion that sprayed dark matter across the dead ground. The geometry registered it as gone. Not dead. Erased.

The second and third I compressed into each other. The same technique I'd used on the ashclaws, but harder, meaner, driven by adrenaline and the cold clarity of knowing that Celene was ten feet behind me in a stone alcove and these things would eat her alive if I let them past. The two bodies merged and collapsed, bone and corrupted flesh crumpling into a mass that was neither creature.

The fourth — the crawling one — I folded into the ground. Down. Deep. Ten feet of earth compressed over it like a coffin lid.

The fifth reached me. Close range, inside my guard, moving faster than the corruption should have allowed. Its split jaw opened wide enough to take my head off and I threw my arm up and folded the space between its teeth and my skin. The jaw snapped shut on nothing. The creature's momentum carried it past me and I spun and folded its spine in three places simultaneously. It dropped.

Silence.

I stood in the dead forest with blood streaming from both nostrils, my vision pulsing, my hands shaking so badly I couldn't have held a cup. Five corrupted creatures, dead or buried, and the corruption still pressing against my field like a living thing.

But I could feel the source now. The interference was clearing, the immediate threat removed, and the geometry was reaching further, mapping the terrain beyond the trees. A hundred yards east. Something buried in the ground, radiating the corruption outward in concentric waves. Something that pulsed with an energy I didn't recognize.

Something that felt deliberate.

"Drew."

Celene was at the edge of the alcove. She'd stayed where I told her. Her face was white, her hands were still shaking, and she was looking at the remains of the creatures with an expression that mixed horror with something I couldn't identify.

"I'm fine," I said. I wiped the blood on my sleeve. The headache was brutal but fading. "The source is close. A hundred yards. I can feel it."

"You're not fine. You're bleeding from your nose and your eyes are bloodshot and you just killed five—"

"Celene." I turned to face her. She stopped talking. "I'm not going to let anything happen to you. Do you understand that?"

She stared at me. The green eyes searched my face for something — deception, bravado, the performance of a lord being brave. She didn't find it. What she found was whatever was actually there, which was a man standing in a dead forest with blood on his face who meant exactly what he'd said.

"Yes," she said quietly. "I understand."

"Good. Stay close. We're almost there."



The source was in a clearing.

I use the word clearing loosely. It was a circle of dead ground about forty feet across where even the skeletal trees had given up. Nothing grew. The soil was black and crusted, cracked in patterns that radiated outward from the center like the spokes of a wheel. The air was thick, heavy, pressing against the skin with a physical weight that had nothing to do with humidity.

In the center, half-buried in the blackened earth, was a stone pillar about four feet tall. It was carved. Symbols ran down its surface in neat lines, glowing faintly with the same sickly light as the creatures' eyes. The corruption pulsed from it in waves I could feel through the geometry — each pulse pushing outward, poisoning the ground, killing the forest, driving the wildlife west toward settled land.

This wasn't natural. This was engineered. Someone had carved this pillar, placed it here, and activated it.

Celene walked to the edge of the clearing and stopped. She was staring at the pillar with an expression I hadn't seen from her before. Not fear. Not confusion. Recognition.

"You know what this is," I said.

"It's a purification anchor." Her voice was flat. Stripped of the trained composure, stripped of the professional distance. Just flat. "The Office of Spiritual Reclamation uses them. They're designed to cleanse corrupted land by drawing spiritual energy inward, concentrating it, and releasing it in purified waves."

"This isn't purifying anything."

"No. It's been inverted. The function is reversed. Instead of drawing corruption in and purifying it, it's generating corruption and pushing it out." She walked closer, her eyes fixed on the carved symbols. "The inversion is deliberate. These modifications..." She pointed at a line of symbols near the base that were carved in a different style than the rest, cruder, added after the original construction. "These were added. Someone took a standard church instrument and turned it into a weapon."

She reached the pillar and knelt beside it. Her hand hovered over the surface, not touching, and I watched through the geometry as her sensitivity engaged — that perception I'd noticed before, the non-spatial awareness that let her read spiritual energy.

"It's been active for at least a year," she said. "The corruption radius extends... I can't tell exactly. Miles, maybe. It would explain the predator displacement, the ecological collapse, the dead ward stones on the eastern boundary." She paused. "Drew, this is a church-made instrument. The base construction, the materials, the original carvings — this was built by the Office of Spiritual Reclamation. Only the inversion modifications are non-standard."

"So someone in the church built a corruption weapon and planted it on Thessik land."

"Yes."

"And it's been here for over six months Since before Gereth died. Since before the ritual."

Celene was still kneeling by the pillar. She hadn't looked at me. She was staring at the symbols with that flat expression, and through the geometry I could feel something happening inside her. Her heart rate wasn't spiking. It was dropping. Slowing. The calm of someone processing something too big for a normal reaction.

"The church sent Velanna to corrupt the lord," I said. "And they planted this to corrupt the land. Belt and suspenders. Even if Gereth had been competent, the territory would have died around him."

"I don't..." She stopped. Started again. "I don't understand why."

"Neither do we. That's what Maren and I have been trying to figure out."

Celene finally looked at me. The green eyes were wet. Not crying. Just wet, the way eyes get when the body is trying to process something the mind hasn't caught up to yet.

"This is a church instrument," she said again, as if saying it would change what it meant. "My church. The institution I've served my entire life."

I didn't say anything. I let the clearing speak for itself. The dead ground. The glowing pillar. The corrupted forest spreading outward for miles, killing everything it touched. All built and placed by the organization that had raised her, trained her, and sent her here to watch me.

"We need to destroy it," she said.

I hadn't expected that. I'd expected denial, or deflection, or a request to report this through proper channels. Not a statement that direct.

"Yeah," I said. "We do."


Chapter 17: Witness

Destroying the anchor was harder than killing the creatures.

The corruption fought back. When I reached for the pillar with the geometry, the spatial field met resistance — not the passive dampening from earlier but active pushback, the anchor's energy repelling my dominion like two magnets pressed wrong-side together. The symbols on the pillar flared brighter as I pushed, the sickly light intensifying until it cast sharp shadows across the dead clearing.

I tried compression first. Folding the stone inward, the way I'd crushed the gorren skull weeks ago. The pillar cracked. Hairline fractures spiderwebbed across the surface, and the glow stuttered. But it held. The corruption was reinforcing the structure, feeding energy into the stone faster than I could break it down.

"The modifications," Celene said. She was standing at the edge of the clearing, watching with that focused intensity I'd seen when she'd read the dead stream. "The inverted symbols at the base. They're the power source for the corruption. If you disrupt those first, the anchor loses its energy and becomes inert stone."

I looked at the base of the pillar. The crude symbols she'd identified, carved into the stone in a hand different from the original construction. I focused the geometry on them, mapping the grooves, the depth, the pattern. Then I folded them out. Not the stone. The carvings themselves. I compressed the carved channels until they were flat, the symbols erased, the modifications undone.

The effect was immediate. The glow died. The pulsing stopped. The corruption that had been pressing against my spatial field like a constant headwind went still, then began to dissipate, thinning like smoke in a breeze. The pillar sat in the clearing, cracked and dark, a dead thing.

My range snapped back. Twenty feet. Thirty. Forty. Fifty — further than before, the geometry expanding into the surrounding forest with a clarity that felt like stepping out of a fog. The corruption was still in the ground, still in the trees, but it was no longer being fed. It would take time to heal, but the poison had been cut off at the source.

I sat down in the dead soil because my legs weren't giving me a choice. The headache was savage, a pounding behind both eyes that pulsed with every heartbeat. My nose was bleeding again. My hands were trembling. I'd pushed the dominion harder than I ever had, fighting through active suppression, and the bill was coming due.

Celene crossed the clearing and knelt beside me. She pulled a cloth from somewhere inside her cloak and held it out. I took it and pressed it to my nose.

"Thank you," I said.

"You're welcome." She sat back on her heels and looked at the dead pillar. The flatness from before was still there, but it had layered over something more complex. She looked like a woman whose house had burned down and was still standing in the yard, trying to decide what to do next.

"I need to ask you something," I said.

"I know."

"Why would the church do this?"

She was quiet for a long time. The dead clearing was silent around us, the absence of the corruption's pulse leaving a stillness that felt fragile, temporary.

"I don't know," she said. "I need you to believe that. I was trained at the central seminary in Verath. I took my vows at eighteen. I've spent the last four years in service to the Office of Sacred Compliance — cataloguing, transcribing, assisting senior priestesses. I was told that House Thessik had performed an unauthorized ritual and that a new lord of questionable legitimacy had claimed the seat. I was told to observe and report. That's all I was told."

"But you recognized the anchor."

"I recognized the construction. Purification anchors are standard instruments. Every priestess learns about them in seminary. The inversion modifications are not standard. I've never seen anything like them in any text or lesson." She paused. "Whoever did this had access to church resources and church knowledge, but they were operating outside official channels. Or they had authorization that doesn't appear in any record I've been shown."

"Velanna. The priestess they sent to corrupt Gereth. What do you know about her?"

Celene shook her head slowly. "Nothing. The name isn't in any file I've seen. But I'm a junior priestess assigned to field observation. I wouldn't have access to records about covert operations, if such records even exist."

"Do you believe they exist?"

Another long silence. She was looking at the pillar, at the erased symbols, at the dead ground.

"A month ago I would have said no," she said. "The church is imperfect but its mission is sacred. Corruption exists in individuals, not in the institution. That's what I was taught. That's what I believed." She turned to look at me. Her green eyes were steady now, the wetness gone, replaced by something harder. "I'm looking at a church-built instrument that was deliberately inverted and planted on sovereign territory to destroy the land and drive the local population into crisis. That is not the act of a rogue individual. That anchor required materials, knowledge, transport, and placement. It required resources that only the institution can provide."

"So either someone high up authorized this, or someone high up looked the other way."

"Yes."

"And they sent you here to watch me. To look for evidence that I'm a fraud. While they were the ones poisoning my territory."

Celene held my gaze. She didn't flinch. "Yes."

I looked at her — this young woman in borrowed boots and a grey cloak, kneeling in dead soil next to a church weapon she'd helped me destroy. Twenty-two years old. Four years of faithful service. An entire belief system built on the assumption that the institution she served was, at its core, good. And she was watching that assumption die in a clearing in the eastern forest.

"What are you going to put in your report?" I asked.

"The truth."

"The truth about the anchor? The church won't like that."

"No. They won't." She looked at the cloth I was holding to my nose, dark with blood. "You fought through suppression that should have been impossible. You killed corrupted creatures that were enhanced by the anchor's energy. You destroyed a weapon that was killing your land. And you did it while keeping me safe." She paused. "That's what I observed today. That's what I'll report."

"Even knowing what it means?"

"Especially knowing what it means. If the church is doing this, then the church needs to answer for it. And if my report is the first piece of evidence, then that's what my report will be."

I studied her. Through the geometry, her vitals told a clear story — elevated heart rate, controlled breathing, tension in her shoulders. She was scared. She was also resolved. The two were sitting side by side in her body, and the resolution was winning.

"You understand that sending that report might put you in danger," I said.

"Yes."

"And you're going to send it anyway."

"I took vows, Drew. Not to the people who run the church. To the principles the church is supposed to serve. If those people have violated those principles, then my vow requires me to say so." She stood up and brushed the dead soil from her knees. "We should go back. You need rest, and Lady Maren needs to hear about this."

I got to my feet. The headache was fading from savage to merely terrible. The nosebleed had slowed. My legs were uncertain but functional.

"Celene."

She looked at me.

"Thank you for coming today."

Something shifted in her face. The severity softened, just for a moment, and underneath it I caught a glimpse of someone younger and less guarded than the woman the Synod had built. She looked away before it fully formed, but the geometry caught what her expression hid — a warmth in her chest, a change in her breathing, the physiological signature of someone feeling something they hadn't given themselves permission to feel.

"You're welcome," she said.



The walk back was quiet.

The forest looked different on the return. Not healthier — the corruption was still there, the dead trees, the blackened soil — but the active malice was gone. The pulsing had stopped. The suppression on my geometry had lifted entirely, and my range was back to full, maybe further than full. The fight had pushed something. Expanded something. I could feel the ward stones from here, over a mile away, their detection fields humming in the distance.

Celene walked beside me. Not behind, not ahead. Beside. She'd stopped clasping her hands at some point during the fight and hadn't started again.

We reached the ward line as the sun was getting low. The stones pulsed as we crossed, recognizing us, and the farmland opened up ahead with the estate on the hill in the distance. Home, or whatever this was becoming.



Maren was in the war room.

I told her everything. The corruption, the creatures, the anchor, the church markings. Celene stood beside me and filled in the technical details — the purification instrument, the inversion modifications, the estimated timeline. She spoke clearly, precisely, without hedging. She named her own institution as the source of the weapon that had been killing Thessik land for half a year.

Maren listened without interrupting. Her expression didn't change, but I could read her through the geometry — the elevated pulse, the controlled breathing, the careful stillness of a woman processing information that confirmed her worst suspicion.

When we finished, she was quiet for a long time.

"A year," she said finally. "It's been there for a year."

"At least. Celene thinks possibly longer."

"Before Gereth died. Before the ritual. Before any of this." Maren stood up and walked to the map on the wall. She traced the eastern boundary with her finger. "They didn't just send Velanna to corrupt the lord. They planted a weapon to corrupt the land. They've been destroying House Thessik from both directions."

"And when we performed the ritual to save the house, they sent an inspection team within twelve hours," I said. "They've been watching the whole time. Waiting for us to fail."

"We didn't fail." Maren turned from the map. Her silver eyes were bright and hard. "And now we have evidence."

"Physical evidence that Celene witnessed and is prepared to include in her report."

Maren looked at Celene. The two women regarded each other across the war room table — the noble who'd spent six years fighting for a dying house and the priestess who'd just discovered her church was the one killing it.

"Why?" Maren asked. Not accusatory. Genuinely asking. "Why are you willing to report this?"

Celene straightened. "Because it's the truth. And because the man your church tried to frame as dangerous just bled from both nostrils keeping me alive while he destroyed a weapon your church planted on his land. I don't know why the Synod is targeting House Thessik. But I know what I saw today, and I won't lie about it."

The war room was quiet. Candles flickered. The map on the wall showed the Thessik territory with its ward stones and trade routes and vassal markers, and somewhere to the east, a dying forest that was going to start healing.

Maren looked at me. I saw the question in her eyes — do you trust her?

"She could have denied it," I said. "She could have said the anchor wasn't church-made. She could have written a report that left out the markings. Instead, she identified the weapon, helped me destroy it, and is volunteering to name her own institution in an official document. That's not the behavior of someone who's here to undermine us."

Maren held my gaze for a moment. Then she turned back to Celene.

"Welcome to House Thessik, Priestess," she said. "For real this time."

Celene's composure held. But through the geometry, I felt her heart rate settle into something I hadn't recorded from her before. Not the elevated anxiety of her first days. Not the complicated spikes of the examination and the tour. Something lower. Steadier. The heartbeat of someone who'd found, for the first time in a long time, solid ground to stand on.

She inclined her head. "Thank you, Lady Thessik."

Maren gathered the papers on the table and began organizing them — the instinct of a woman who'd just received critical intelligence and was already planning how to use it.

"We need to discuss how to deploy this information," she said. "The Convocation meets in two months. If we can present physical evidence of church interference in a sovereign bloodline territory, along with testimony from one of their own priestesses..."

"We shift the entire dynamic," I said. "We go from a suspicious new lord defending himself to a legitimate house exposing an institutional conspiracy."

"Exactly." Maren looked up from her papers. The silver eyes had something in them I hadn't seen before. Not warmth, not yet, but its close neighbor. Trust.

"Get some rest, both of you," she said. "Tomorrow we start planning."

I left the war room. Celene fell into step beside me in the hallway, walking toward the east wing. We walked in silence for a while, the geometry mapping the quiet estate around us — guards on the walls, staff in their quarters, the night settling in.

At her door, she stopped.

"Drew."

"Yeah?"

She looked at me. The severity was back, but it was resting on a different foundation now. Not the rigid composure of a Synod priestess on assignment. Something more honest. More hers.

"In the clearing," she said. "When you told me you wouldn't let anything happen to me. Did you mean it?"

"Every word."

She nodded slowly. "Good night, Drew."

"Good night, Celene."

She went inside and closed the door. I stood in the hallway for a moment, the geometry tracking her heart rate through the wall. Steady. Calm. The calmest it had been since she'd arrived.

I walked to my own room and lay on the bed and let the headache throb itself out while the geometry hummed, mapping the estate, the walls, the wards, the territory.

Fifty feet of range. Maybe more. The fight had pushed the ceiling again. Every challenge, every strain, every time I hit the wall and pushed through it, the dominion grew.

I was getting stronger. The house was getting stronger. And somewhere in the east wing, a priestess who'd walked into a dead forest with me was writing a letter that might change everything.

Not bad for a warehouse guy.


Chapter 18: Evidence

The morning after the forest, I slept until noon.

Nobody woke me. Maren had apparently told the household that Lord Thessik was not to be disturbed, which was the closest thing to tenderness she'd shown me since I'd arrived. The headache was still there when I woke, but dulled to a background throb, manageable. The nosebleed had stopped sometime in the night. My range was holding at fifty feet, which confirmed what I'd suspected — the fight through the corruption had permanently expanded the dominion. Every time I pushed past the ceiling, the ceiling moved.

I found Maren and Celene in the war room.

They were sitting across from each other at the map table, papers spread between them, and the scene stopped me in the doorway because it was the last thing I'd expected. Maren was talking — not briefing, not commanding, but talking, her voice low and focused, her hands moving over a document. Celene was leaning forward, her green eyes intent, asking questions in that careful way of hers but without the trained stiffness. Her hands weren't clasped. They were flat on the table, relaxed, palms down. Open.

They looked like colleagues. They looked like people who'd found a shared purpose and were building something together, and the sight of it did something to my chest that I wasn't prepared for.

"You're alive," Maren said without looking up.

"Barely. What are you working on?"

"The case." Maren pushed a document toward me. "Celene has been helping me draft a formal deposition for the Convocation. Her testimony about the anchor, the church markings, the inversion modifications — all of it documented in a format the Convocation will accept as evidence."

I looked at Celene. "You're putting your name on this?"

"I already have." She turned a page and showed me her signature at the bottom of a dense paragraph of handwritten text. The writing was precise, meticulous, the penmanship of someone trained to transcribe sacred documents. "Sworn testimony of Priestess Celene of the Office of Sacred Compliance, witnessed by Lady Maren Thessik."

"This makes you a target."

"I've been a target since I told you I'd report the truth. The signature just makes it official." She said it matter-of-factly, but I caught the slight acceleration in her pulse. She was scared. She was doing it anyway.

Maren looked up at me. "She's been here since dawn. I came in to start working on the documentation and she was already at the table with her own notes." A pause. "Detailed notes. Better organized than mine."

"I was trained as a transcriber," Celene said. "Documentation is what I do."

"It's what you did. Now you're a witness." Maren's tone was warm in a way I'd never heard her use with Celene before. Not effusive — Maren didn't do effusive — but the edge was gone. The wariness that had been there since the delegation arrived had been replaced by something more like respect. "And a good one."

I sat down at the table and read through what they'd assembled. It was thorough. The timeline of the corruption. The technical specifications of the anchor. The church markings and their significance. Celene's credentials as a trained priestess capable of identifying Synod instruments. A detailed account of the expedition, the corrupted creatures, the anchor's destruction.

"This is strong," I said.

"It needs to be. The Convocation won't move against the church on a lord's word alone, especially a new lord with no political history. But a sworn deposition from one of their own priestesses, combined with physical evidence — the remnants of the anchor are still in the clearing — gives us something actionable." Maren leaned back in her chair. For the first time since I'd known her, she looked something other than exhausted. Not relaxed, exactly. But lighter. Like a weight she'd been carrying alone had been distributed across more shoulders.

"I was wrong about you," she said to Celene.

Celene looked up. "My lady?"

"When the delegation arrived. I assumed you were another Velanna. Another weapon the church was pointing at this house. I've been watching you for weeks, waiting for the mask to slip." Maren held her gaze. "There's no mask. I was wrong, and I should have seen it sooner."

Celene's composure held, but the geometry caught what her face didn't show. A warmth spreading through her chest. A slight sting behind her eyes. The physiological signature of someone hearing something they needed to hear.

"Thank you, Lady Thessik," she said.

"Maren. If Drew gets to insist on first names, so do I."

The corner of Celene's mouth moved. That almost-smile I'd seen a few times now, closer to the surface each time. "Maren."

I watched them across the table and felt something settle in my chest. For six years, Maren had been alone — holding the house, managing the decline, carrying every problem on her own shoulders. Now she had people. Celene with her documentation and her quiet courage. Hollen with his grudging loyalty. Illara with her competence. And me, whatever I was.

The house wasn't just rebuilding its walls. It was rebuilding its people.



I spent an hour before the work session testing my range.

The courtyard was empty in the early afternoon, the staff busy with their routines, and I stood near the dry fountain and pushed the geometry outward. Fifty feet was the new passive baseline. I could feel the guards on the walls, the staff in the kitchens, Hollen in the barracks giving orders. Without effort, without strain, all of it mapped and present.

I pushed further. Fifty-five. Sixty. The precision dropped at the edges — signatures got blurry, spatial data got soft — but the reach was there. Before the corruption fight, thirty-five had been my hard limit and forty had left me bleeding. Now sixty felt like stretching after a long sleep. Uncomfortable, not painful.

The dominion was changing. Not just expanding. The quality of the spatial data was richer, more detailed. I could feel the grain of the wood in the gatehouse doors from fifty feet away. I could track individual heartbeats through stone walls that used to muddy the signal. Whatever the corruption had done to suppress my power, fighting through it had forced the bloodline to adapt, to grow stronger in response to resistance.

Like a muscle. Like everything about this power.

I wondered what the next fight would do.



We worked through the afternoon. The three of us around the map table, the war room filling with documents and cross-references and the particular focused energy of people building something that mattered.

Maren organized the evidence into a presentable dossier, her handwriting tight and angular, every section labeled and indexed. She'd been preparing legal arguments in her head for years, I realized — building the case against the church without the evidence to support it, and now that the evidence had arrived, the framework was ready. She worked with the efficiency of someone who'd been waiting for this moment.

Celene cross-referenced her testimony with church records she'd brought from the Synod — procedure manuals, instrument catalogues, authorization protocols that proved the anchor couldn't have been built without institutional knowledge. She'd carried these documents from the seminary as reference materials for her assignment, never imagining she'd use them to indict her own institution. Her hands were steady as she worked, but every so often she'd pause over a passage and I'd catch the micro-expression — recognition, then pain, then resolve — of a woman reading her own faith's betrayal in its own handwriting.

I contributed what the geometry had recorded — the corruption pattern, the suppression effect on the dominion, the range and intensity of the anchor's output. Maren translated my descriptions into the formal language the Convocation would expect, turning "the air felt wrong and my range dropped" into "the spatial dominion experienced measurable suppression consistent with active interference from an inverted purification instrument."

The work had a rhythm to it. Maren would draft a section, Celene would verify the technical details, I'd confirm the spatial observations. We passed pages back and forth, annotated margins, argued over phrasing. At one point, Celene corrected Maren's description of the anchor's construction and Maren accepted the correction without a flicker of ego, which was when I knew something fundamental had shifted between them.

By evening, we had a document that could change the political landscape of the Eastern Reach. Not just a defense of House Thessik's legitimacy — an offense. Evidence that the church had been actively sabotaging a sovereign bloodline territory. If the Convocation accepted it, the church would be on the defensive for the first time in living memory.

We were cleaning up the papers when Hollen appeared in the doorway.

"Lord Thessik. Rider at the gate. Vestane colors."

The three of us exchanged looks. I reached out with the geometry — fifty feet, clear as glass — and felt the rider at the gatehouse. Single horse, lathered. A messenger, not a delegation.

"Bring them in," I said.

The rider was a young woman in Vestane grey, dusty from the road, with a sealed letter bearing Lord Carek Vestane's personal mark. I broke the seal and read it while the rider drank water and caught her breath.

"Lyra's a day out," I said. "Twenty soldiers, supply wagons, and her father's formal oath of vassalage. She'll be here by tomorrow evening."

Maren straightened. "Then we need to prepare the ceremony. The oath-swearing has specific protocols — the courtyard needs to be arranged, the household assembled, the formal words prepared." She was already moving toward the door, her mind shifting from evidence to logistics without missing a beat. "Drew, you'll need to memorize the acceptance language. It's in the protocol book, third shelf in the library. Celene, you're welcome to observe the ceremony if you'd like."

"I'd like that," Celene said.

Maren left. Celene began gathering her notes. I stood at the window and looked south, toward the Ashenmere corridor, where somewhere on the road a column of soldiers was marching toward us under the Vestane banner.

Twenty soldiers. A formal oath. The first vassal house returning to the fold.

The house was growing. And tomorrow it was going to get a lot louder.


Chapter 19: The Oath

Lyra rode through the gate at sunset, and the estate felt different the moment she did.

Twenty Vestane soldiers in grey and iron, mounted, in formation. Supply wagons behind them loaded with provisions, weapons, and the practical necessities of a military house committing its resources to an alliance. Lyra at the front, her longsword on her hip, her dark hair pulled back, sitting her horse with the easy authority of a woman who'd been born to command.

She dismounted in the courtyard and her grey eyes found mine immediately. The look she gave me was brief, direct, and held a heat that had nothing to do with politics. Then she was all business, directing her soldiers to dismount, issuing orders to Edric about quartering and supply placement, scanning the estate with the tactical assessment of someone cataloguing defensive positions out of habit.

The soldiers filed through the gate in disciplined pairs, their armor polished, their bearing straight. These weren't garrison guards pulling wall duty. These were field soldiers, drilled and conditioned, the kind of men who'd fought border skirmishes and lived to train for the next one. Hollen watched them from the gatehouse with an expression I hadn't seen on him before — professional respect. He'd been running a skeleton crew for years. Now he was watching real soldiers march into his compound, and the soldier in him was waking up.

Maren was beside me. She'd spent the day transforming the courtyard into a ceremonial space — Thessik banners hung from the gatehouse, the household assembled in formal positions, torches set for the evening ceremony. She'd even found a proper lord's coat for me, black with silver threading that matched her own, cut to fit. Illara had altered it that afternoon, taking in the shoulders and letting out the chest. It fit better than anything I'd worn in this world.

"She brought more than twenty," Maren murmured, counting the column.

"Twenty-four. Plus Edric and two officers."

"Her father sent extra. That's a statement." Maren's eyes were tracking the soldiers with the same tactical assessment Lyra had applied to the estate. "Good equipment. Well-maintained weapons. He sent his best, not his expendable."

It was a signal to every house watching: Vestane wasn't hedging. They were all in.

Lyra approached us when the column was settled. She gave Maren a formal nod — respect between equals — and then turned to me.

"Lord Thessik. House Vestane presents itself for the renewal of the oath of vassalage, as sworn by Lord Carek Vestane and carried by his daughter and heir, Lyra Vestane." She produced a sealed scroll from her coat. "My father's words and his seal."

I took the scroll. The wax was stamped with the Vestane crest — a sword over a shield. "We'll hold the ceremony at ninth bell. Your soldiers are welcome to the west wing barracks. There's food and drink waiting."

"My soldiers have been on the road for two days. They'll appreciate that." She paused. Her grey eyes flicked past me to someone standing near the east wing entrance. "New addition to the household?"

Celene was watching from the doorway. White Synod robes, auburn hair under the hood, hands at her sides for once instead of clasped. She'd been watching the column arrive with that focused attention she brought to everything.

"Priestess Celene," I said. "She's been assigned to the household by the Office of Sacred Compliance."

"A church priestess living in the estate." Lyra's expression didn't change, but her tone carried a sharpness that said she'd already formed three opinions about this and none of them were casual. "Interesting."

"It's a long story. I'll fill you in after the ceremony."

"I look forward to it." She held my gaze for one more beat — the private one, the one that had nothing to do with oaths or politics — and then turned to direct her officers.



The ceremony was held by torchlight.

The courtyard had been arranged in a formal square, the Thessik household on three sides, the Vestane soldiers on the fourth. Torches burned at the corners, casting shifting light across the flagstones. Maren had choreographed every detail — where I stood, where Lyra knelt, where the witnesses were positioned. She'd drilled me on the words three times that afternoon, and by the third repetition I could recite them without thinking, which was the point. The ceremony needed to look natural, effortless, like a lord who'd done this before.

Lyra walked to the center of the square and knelt.

She did it the way she did everything — without hesitation, without ceremony beyond what was required. One knee on the stone, her head bowed, the Vestane sword held across her palms, flat, offered up. Behind her, Edric and the twenty-four soldiers stood at attention, silent.

"I, Lyra Vestane, daughter of Lord Carek Vestane, present the oath of House Vestane to the Lord of House Thessik." Her voice was clear and carried across the courtyard without effort. "We pledge our swords, our strength, and our loyalty to the Thessik seat. In war, we march at your command. In peace, we hold your borders. In all things, we stand beside you, as our house has stood beside yours since the founding of the Eastern Reach."

She raised the sword higher. The torchlight caught the steel.

I stepped forward. The acceptance words were in my head, memorized, ready. But in the moment, standing over a woman who'd watched me kill a score of ashclaws and had decided then and there that I was worth following, the formal words felt small.

I said them anyway. They mattered. Protocol mattered.

"House Thessik accepts the oath of House Vestane. Your swords are our swords. Your borders are our borders. Your enemies are our enemies, and your honor is our honor. Rise, Lady Vestane, and take your place beside us."

Lyra stood. She sheathed the sword. Our eyes met, and in the torchlight I could see the satisfaction there — not the satisfaction of a political maneuver completed, but the deeper satisfaction of a decision vindicated. She'd bet on me on a bloody road two weeks ago. The bet was paying off.

Behind me, the Thessik household erupted. Not formal applause — a genuine sound, guards and servants and staff cheering, the noise of people who'd watched their house die for six years and were watching it come back to life. Hollen was the loudest, which surprised me. The man who'd thrown a punch at my head in the ritual chamber was cheering the first vassal oath I'd ever accepted. Beside him, Edric raised his fist, and the Vestane soldiers followed, a sharp unified bark of acknowledgment that echoed off the courtyard walls.

The formal part was over. What followed was messier and more real. Lyra and I clasped forearms — the warrior's seal, she called it, the physical confirmation of the oath — and her grip was iron. Edric stepped forward and offered me the Vestane standard, a grey banner with the sword-and-shield crest, which I accepted and passed to Hollen to hang beside the Thessik colors on the gatehouse. Two banners now. There would be more.

Maren stood at the edge of the square, her silver eyes bright in the torchlight. She wasn't cheering. She was watching me with an expression that I'd seen pieces of before but never assembled — pride, relief, and something underneath both that she tucked away before I could name it.

The Vestane soldiers broke formation and mingled with the Thessik garrison. Someone produced ale. Bessa had laid out a spread in the main hall — nothing lavish, but generous, the kind of food that said welcome rather than impress. The courtyard shifted from ceremony to celebration with the natural momentum of people who'd been given a reason to hope. I caught Hollen and Edric shaking hands near the gatehouse, two career soldiers finding common ground without words, and felt the compound becoming something it hadn't been in years — a military household, not just a crumbling estate with a few guards.

I stood in the middle of it and let the geometry map the courtyard. Fifty-two soldiers. Plus staff, plus Illara, plus Maren, plus Celene watching from the doorway with her green eyes and her careful composure.

A house. A real house. Built from nothing in a month.

Maren appeared at my elbow. "The formal reception is in the main hall. Food, wine, the traditional exchange of gifts. Lyra will present Vestane's contribution to the household stores. You'll present the spatial defense commitment — the ward extension to Vestane lands."

"I know. You told me four times."

"And I'll tell you a fifth if—"

"If you think I need it. I know that too."

She looked at me. The torchlight caught the white of her hair and the silver of her eyes, and for a moment the composed politician fell away and she was just Maren — tired, proud, standing in a courtyard that was alive for the first time in years because she'd refused to let it die.

"You should go to Lyra tonight," she said. "After the reception."

"Maren—"

"The alliance needs it. She needs it. You've been apart for two weeks and she rode here with twenty-four soldiers instead of twenty because her father saw what she saw in you." Maren's voice was steady. Practical. The strategist doing her job. "Go to her."

She held my gaze for a second. Then she turned and walked toward the main hall, her stride even, her posture straight. But the geometry caught what it always caught — the faintest hitch in her breathing. There and gone, so quick that anyone without spatial awareness would have missed it entirely.

I watched her go. Then I went to find Lyra.


Chapter 20: Return

The reception wound down past midnight. By the end, the Vestane soldiers and the Thessik garrison were sharing ale and stories like they'd known each other for years instead of hours. Hollen and Edric had found common ground somewhere around the third drink and were deep in a conversation about border patrol tactics that I could have listened to all night if I hadn't had somewhere better to be.

Lyra caught my eye across the hall and tilted her head toward the door. Subtle. Nobody noticed except me and the geometry.

I excused myself. She followed two minutes later.

She was waiting in the hallway outside the main hall, leaning against the wall with her arms folded, the longsword still on her hip. She'd changed for the ceremony — a fitted dark coat over a shirt that was cut lower than her riding gear — but she still looked more soldier than noble. Her dark hair had come loose from its tie and fell around her jaw in strands she hadn't bothered to fix.

"Two weeks," she said.

"Miss me?"

"I've been thinking about that cottage every night for fourteen days." She pushed off the wall and closed the distance between us. "So yes."

She kissed me first this time. Hard, direct, her hands fisting in the front of my coat, pulling me against her. I kissed her back with two weeks of built-up want behind it and she made a sound against my mouth that went straight through me.

"Your room," she said between kisses. "Now."



We barely made it through the door.

She had my coat off before I'd finished closing it, her hands pulling at my shirt, yanking it over my head. I caught her wrists the way I had in the cottage and her breath stuttered, her grey eyes going dark.

"You remember," she said.

"Every detail."

I pinned her wrists above her head against the bedroom door and kissed her neck. She arched into me, her hips grinding forward against mine, and the moan that came out of her was the same desperate sound from the cottage — the sound of a woman who spent every day in control finally getting to stop.

I took my time undressing her. The fitted coat, unbuttoned slowly while she squirmed. The shirt underneath, pulled over her head, her dark hair spilling across her bare shoulders. The breast binding unwound while I kissed the skin it revealed, her full breasts spilling free, her nipples hardening under my mouth as I took one between my lips and sucked.

"Drew — God, I missed this—"

She was louder than last time. More urgent. Two weeks of anticipation had stripped away whatever restraint she'd had in the cottage, and the woman in front of me was raw need wrapped in lean muscle and warm skin. I ran my hands down her body — the narrow waist, the curve of her hips, the toned thighs that clenched when my fingers slid between them. She was already soaked, her body ready before I'd finished undressing her.

I dropped to my knees. She gasped, her hands going to my hair, and when I put my mouth on her she cried out loud enough that anyone in the hallway would have heard. I didn't care. Neither did she. Her hips bucked against my face and I gripped them hard enough to bruise, holding her still while I worked her with my tongue, and she came in under a minute, her legs shaking, her fingers pulling my hair hard enough to hurt.

I stood up and kissed her while she was still trembling, lifting her off the ground. Her legs wrapped around my waist and she moaned into my mouth as she felt me hard against her, the thin barrier of my trousers the only thing between us.

"Bed," she breathed. "Please."

I carried her to the bed and dropped her on the mattress. She landed on her back, flushed and panting, her dark hair spread across the pillows, her body bare and wanting. I stripped off my trousers and watched her eyes drop.



Lyra watched him undress and felt the same rush she'd felt in the cottage — the punch of raw want that hit her every time she saw him naked. He was thick with muscle, built for labor, his shoulders and arms the kind of solid that came from years of physical work. And between his legs, the size of him that she'd been thinking about for two weeks, that she could still feel the echo of when she shifted her hips certain ways during the ride.

He climbed onto the bed and she opened for him, pulling him down, wrapping her legs around his waist. The feel of his weight on her, the breadth of his chest against her breasts, the thick heat of him pressing against her entrance — she was already so close to the edge that just the pressure made her whimper.

"Drew. I need you."

He pushed into her in one long thrust and she cried out, her nails scoring lines down his back. The stretch was exactly what she remembered — the fullness that bordered on too much, the ache that felt like being claimed, every inch of him spreading her open until she couldn't think about anything else. He bottomed out and held there, letting her feel it, letting her body adjust, and she panted beneath him with her legs trembling around his hips.

"More," she said. "Don't hold back. I don't want gentle."

He didn't give her gentle. He pulled back and slammed into her hard enough to rock the bed frame against the wall, and she nearly screamed. He set a pace that was fast and deep and merciless, every thrust filling her completely, the impact of his hips against hers sending shockwaves through her core. She clung to him, nails in his back, face buried in his neck, making sounds she had no control over.

He was stronger than last time. She could feel it. The way he moved, the effortless power behind each thrust, the hand that gripped her hip hard enough to leave marks. Whatever he'd been doing in the weeks since she'd left, it had changed him. Made him more.

He flipped her over. She went willingly, eagerly, landing on her hands and knees, and when he gripped her hips and thrust into her from behind she buried her face in the pillow and moaned loud and long. The angle was deeper, impossibly deep, and she could feel every ridge of him dragging against her walls with each stroke. He leaned over her back and his hand slid around to grip her breast, squeezing, his mouth hot against her ear.

"Come for me."

She didn't need to be told twice. The orgasm hit her like a wave, crashing through her body, her arms giving out as she collapsed forward, her hips pushing back against him involuntarily, her body clenching around him in pulses that tore a groan from his chest.



She came twice more before I finished.

The second one hit when I pulled her up against my chest, her back pressed to my front, her head tipped back on my shoulder while I thrust up into her and worked her with my fingers at the same time. The third was quieter, slower, a rolling tremor that built as I laid her on her back and pushed in deep and held there, grinding, letting the pressure build until she came with a gasping shudder that dragged me over the edge with her.

I came hard, buried deep, my forehead pressed against her collarbone, the sound I made lost against her skin.

Afterward, she lay on her side with her leg thrown over mine, tracing the scratches she'd left on my back.

"I drew blood," she said, sounding more satisfied than sorry.

"I noticed."

"Good. Consider it Vestane's first contribution to the alliance."

I laughed. She grinned against my chest — a real grin, unguarded, the kind she probably didn't let anyone else see. The woman who commanded soldiers and ran a house, lying in my bed with her hair wrecked and her body boneless and her defenses scattered somewhere on the floor with her clothes.

"I'm staying a few days," she said. "The soldiers need time to integrate with your garrison. Edric will handle the training schedule, but I want to oversee the first rotation."

"You don't need an excuse to stay."

"I'm not making an excuse. I'm giving you a reason that looks professional." She propped herself up on her elbow and looked down at me. The grey eyes were warm, satisfied, possessive in a way that made my chest tighten. "The excuse is that I want more of this. The reason is soldiers. Both are true."

"Fair enough."

She settled back down against my chest. Within minutes, her breathing evened out and she was asleep, her body heavy and warm against mine, her hand resting over my heart.

I lay in the dark and let the geometry map the estate. Guards on the walls — fifty-two of them now. Staff in their quarters. Maren in her room, still awake, the scratch of her pen audible through the geometry.

And Celene, in her east wing room, sitting at her desk. Not writing. Just sitting. The way she sat sometimes when her mind was working through something too big for words.

Her heart rate was elevated. Not the trained composure, not the anxiety of her first days. Something restless. Something new.

I filed it away and closed my eyes. Tomorrow was going to be complicated.


Chapter 21: Cracks

Celene knew before breakfast.

She'd heard them through the wall. Not clearly — the stone was thick enough to muffle words — but clearly enough. The rhythmic creak of a bed frame. Sounds that were unmistakable even to someone who'd spent her life in a seminary. A woman's voice, urgent and low, and then louder, and then a cry that Celene had no framework for interpreting but that her body understood on a level her mind couldn't reach.

She'd lain in her own bed, staring at the ceiling, her face hot and her chest tight with something she couldn't name, and she'd listened until the sounds stopped and the silence that followed was worse. In the silence, her body had betrayed her. Heat pooled low in her stomach and her skin felt too tight and she'd pressed her thighs together under the blanket and felt a pulse there that the Synod had never, in twenty-two years, taught her how to address.

She'd prayed. The familiar words felt hollow. She'd tried to sleep. Sleep wouldn't come. She'd lain awake in the dark and listened to the silence through the wall and felt something inside her shift, like a foundation settling after a tremor.

At breakfast, Lyra confirmed it without trying. She sat beside Drew at the table, her shoulder touching his, and ate with the relaxed ease of a woman who'd slept well and wasn't hiding why. She didn't announce anything. She didn't need to. The way she leaned into him when she reached for bread. The way her hand rested on his forearm when she spoke. The way she looked at him with grey eyes that held a warmth Celene had only ever seen directed at weapons Lyra particularly liked.

Drew was himself. Steady, present, talking to Hollen about the soldier integration, asking Maren about the ceremony follow-up, eating his food. If the night had affected him, it didn't show. He was the same man who'd walked into a dead forest with her and bled from both nostrils keeping her alive. The same man who'd told her he wouldn't let anything happen to her.

The same man who'd spent the night with another woman ten feet from Celene's room.

That was the problem. Not that he'd done it. Not that Lyra was beautiful and confident and everything Celene wasn't. The problem was that Celene cared. She cared with an intensity that frightened her, that felt like something growing in her chest, uninvited and uncontrolled, pushing against walls that had held for her entire life.

Celene ate her porridge and said nothing and excused herself as soon as politeness allowed.

She walked the hallways of the east wing without direction, passing servants who nodded respectfully, passing the door to Drew's room without looking at it, passing her own door without going in. Her feet carried her through the estate like a body searching for something the mind hadn't identified yet. She ended up standing outside the war room before she understood why.



She hadn't planned to come here. She'd been heading for the library, for the quiet and the books and the solitude she'd been trained to seek when the world became too complicated. But her feet had carried her to the war room door instead.

Maren was inside, sitting alone at the map table with a cup of tea and a stack of correspondence. The morning light came through the window and caught the silver threading on her coat and the white of her hair, and she looked, in that moment, like someone who had been sitting alone in rooms for a very long time.

Celene stopped in the doorway.

Maren looked up. Her silver eyes moved over Celene's face with the quick assessment of a woman who'd spent years reading people, and whatever she found there made her set the correspondence down without a word.

"Close the door," Maren said.

Celene closed the door. She stood near the wall, her hands clasped — the old habit, back again, her fingers lacing together the way they always did when the world pressed too close — and tried to formulate the question she needed to ask without knowing what the question was.

"Sit down," Maren said. Her voice was different. Softer. The commanding edge filed down to something that sounded almost like concern.

Celene sat. Across the table from Maren, in the same chair she'd used while drafting the deposition. The table that had felt like shared purpose yesterday felt like a barrier today.

"You heard them," Maren said.

Celene flinched. She hadn't expected directness, not about this. "I... the walls are—"

"Thin enough, yes. I know." Maren picked up her tea and drank. Her expression was neutral, composed, the same expression she wore for everything. But her silver eyes were watching Celene with an attention that felt less like assessment and more like recognition. "What's the question, Celene?"

The question sat in Celene's chest like a stone. She turned it over, feeling the edges, trying to find the right words. The Synod had not prepared her for this. The Synod had prepared her for documentation, for observation, for the suppression of personal desire in service of institutional purpose. It had not prepared her for the specific agony of hearing the man who'd told her I won't let anything happen to you making another woman cry out in pleasure through a stone wall.

"How do you do it?" Celene asked.

"Do what?"

"Watch him with her. You..." Celene stopped. Started again. "You care about him. I've seen it. The way you look at him when he's not watching. The way you talk about him when he's not in the room. You told him to go to her. Both times. How do you do that?"

Maren was quiet for a long time. She set the tea down and folded her hands on the table, and Celene saw something shift behind the silver eyes. The composure didn't crack. It never cracked. But it thinned, just enough.

"I focus on the house," Maren said. "Drew and Lyra — that alliance is real. It's strategically vital. The bond between them strengthens the oath in ways that a formal ceremony can't. I encourage it because it's the right thing for House Thessik."

"That's not what I asked."

Maren looked at her. The thinning went further.

"No," she said quietly. "It's not."

She was silent again. The war room was still, the maps and documents waiting patiently on the table, the candles burning low.

"I've been running this house for six years," Maren said. "Since I was nineteen. Lord Gereth was incapable and someone had to do it. So I did. I managed the finances, the staff, the vassals, the correspondence, the repairs that we couldn't afford, the alliances that were falling apart. I held it all together through willpower because that was all I had." She paused. "You don't do that for six years and come out of it knowing how to want things for yourself. You learn to want things for the house. For the territory. For the people who depend on you. Your own wants become irrelevant because there isn't time for them and there isn't anyone to meet them."

"And then Drew arrived."

"And then Drew arrived." Maren's voice was steady, but her jaw was tight. "A man who fixed the roof I'd been staring at for four years. Who restored the wards. Who rebuilt the road. Who walked into a forest full of corrupted creatures because the territory needed protecting and he didn't think twice about it. A man who is everything this house needed and everything I—" She stopped. Drew a breath. Continued in a different register, harder, more controlled. "I focus on the house. That's how I do it."

Celene sat with that. The words settled around her like dust after a collapse, covering everything, changing the shape of the room.

"I was raised in the Synod," Celene said. "From age six. My parents gave me to the church because they couldn't feed me, and the church raised me to serve. I was trained to suppress personal desire. Wanting things — for yourself, for your body, for your heart — was treated as spiritual weakness. Something to be identified and eliminated."

"And now?"

"Now I'm sitting in a room with a woman who told a man she cares about to sleep with someone else because the house needed it. And I'm sitting here because I heard them through the wall and I felt..." She stopped. Her cheeks were flushed and her hands were tight in her lap. "I felt things I was trained not to feel. And I don't know what to do with them."

Maren studied her. The silver eyes were soft in a way Celene had never seen, the politician gone, replaced by something more human, more worn, more honest.

"The Synod taught you that wanting is weakness," Maren said. "I taught myself the same thing, for different reasons. We're both wrong."

"Then what's right?"

"I don't know. I'm not the person to ask about this. I've spent six years making the right decisions for the house and ignoring what those decisions cost me." She picked up her tea, looked at it, set it down again. "But I'll tell you this: Drew is not Gereth. He won't be corrupted by attention or weakened by affection. He's the first person I've met who gets stronger the more you give him."

"That doesn't answer my question."

"Your question doesn't have an answer I can give you. What you feel is yours. What you do with it is yours." Maren met her eyes. "But if you're asking whether it's wrong to want him — no. It's not wrong. Wanting someone who is brave and competent and kind is the most natural thing in the world. What would be wrong is pretending you don't."

Celene sat in the war room chair and felt the weight of twenty-two years of training press against something new and warm and terrifying. The Synod had built walls inside her. Walls around desire, around attachment, around the simple human need to be touched and wanted and seen. Those walls had held for her entire life.

They were cracking now. And the thing on the other side of them was Drew Hallas, standing in a dead forest with blood on his face, telling her he wouldn't let anything happen to her and meaning it with every cell in his body.

"Thank you, Maren," she said.

"Don't thank me. I've told you more about myself in the last five minutes than I've told anyone in six years." Maren picked up her correspondence and the composure slid back into place, smooth and practiced. But the thinness was still there, visible to someone who knew to look. "Go. Figure out what you want. And when you figure it out, do something about it."

Celene stood. She walked to the door. Her hands weren't clasped. Her heart was beating fast and her face was warm and the walls inside her were shaking.

She went to the library.


 Chapter 22: The Library

I found her in the library at dusk.

The north wing was quiet at this hour. The staff had finished their work and gone to supper, and the restored shelves stood in ordered rows, the salvaged books arranged by subject, the gaps where water-damaged volumes had been removed filled with nothing yet. The evening light came through the repaired roof in long amber shafts, catching dust motes that drifted through the still air.

Celene was sitting on the floor between two shelves, her legs drawn up, her arms wrapped around her knees. She'd taken the Synod robes off. Underneath she wore a simple shift and the borrowed boots, and without the white vestments she looked younger, smaller, less like a priestess and more like a woman who'd had a very long day.

She looked up when she heard my footsteps. The green eyes were red-rimmed.

"I'm not crying," she said.

"I didn't say you were."

"I'm not. I just..." She pressed her lips together. "I've been sitting here for three hours trying to reconcile twenty-two years of training with one conversation and I'm not making progress."

I sat down on the floor across from her, my back against the opposite shelf. The aisle between us was maybe four feet wide. Close enough to talk without raising our voices. Far enough to give her space.

"What conversation?"

"Maren." She rested her chin on her knees. "I asked her how she handles watching you with Lyra. She told me more than I think she meant to."

"What did she tell you?"

"That wanting things for yourself isn't weakness. That pretending you don't want something is worse than wanting it." A pause. "That you get stronger the more people give you."

I sat with that. Maren had said that about me. Maren, who parceled out personal admissions the way a miser parceled out coins, had told Celene something she'd never told me.

"She's right," I said. "About the first part, at least. I don't know about the rest."

Celene was quiet. The library settled around us, the wood and stone and paper breathing in the evening air. Through the geometry, I could feel her heart rate — elevated, uneven, the rhythm of someone fighting an internal battle.

"Can I ask you something?" she said.

"Always."

"Your world. The one you came from. What was it like?"

The question surprised me. Nobody had asked me about Earth since I'd arrived. Maren didn't care — she was focused on the world we were in. Lyra hadn't thought to ask. Illara saw me as a vessel, not a person with a history.

"Different," I said. "No magic. No bloodlines. No churches with spiritual authority. Just people, trying to get by. I worked in a warehouse. Twelve-hour shifts, stacking heavy things on shelves and loading trucks."

"Did you have family?"

"Parents. Divorced. A sister in another state — another region. We talked sometimes. Not enough." I shrugged. "I wasn't anyone. I had a job, an apartment, a routine. No one was going to write a book about my life."

"Do you miss it?"

I thought about it. Really thought, not the reflexive answer. "I miss knowing the rules. There was no magic, no politics, no bloodline holders or vassal houses. If you worked hard, you got paid. If you didn't, you got fired. Simple. Boring. Safe." I looked at her. "But I don't miss the person I was there. He was surviving. He wasn't living."

"And here?"

"Here I matter. Here I can fix things. Build things. Protect people." I held her gaze. "Here I can fold space and fight monsters and put a roof back on a library that's been open to the sky for four years. I'll take that over stacking pallets."

The corner of her mouth moved. The almost-smile. "The Synod would call that vanity."

"The Synod would call a lot of things by the wrong name."

She flinched. Not from the words — from the truth of them landing in a place that was already raw.

"I was happy there," she said quietly. "That's the hardest part. I was happy because I didn't know what I was missing. I had purpose. I had structure. I had a place in a system that made sense. And now I'm sitting on the floor of a library in a house I was sent to spy on, and the system I devoted my life to planted a weapon in the ground that would have killed everyone here, and the only person in this world who's been honest with me is a man from another world who bleeds from the nose when he uses too much magic."

"That's a lot to process."

"It's everything to process. It's my entire life being wrong." She pressed her face into her knees for a moment. When she looked up, her eyes were bright but dry. "Maren told me to figure out what I want. I've never been asked that question. Not once in twenty-two years. What I wanted was irrelevant. What the church wanted was all that mattered."

"So what do you want?"

The question sat between us in the amber light. Four feet of library aisle and twenty-two years of suppression.

"I want to stop being afraid," she said. "Of wanting things. Of feeling things. Of the fact that when you told me you wouldn't let anything happen to me, I believed you, and believing you felt more real than anything the Synod ever taught me."

"What else?"

She looked at me. The green eyes were open in a way I'd never seen — no composure, no training, no mask. Just her. The woman underneath the priestess, young and scared and burning with something she'd been told her entire life was a sin.

"I want to know what it's like," she said. "To be wanted. Not as a tool. Not as an instrument. Wanted. As a person."

I stood up. Crossed the four feet of aisle. Sat down beside her, my shoulder against hers, close enough that I could feel the heat of her body and the tremor running through it.

"You are wanted," I said. "As a person. Not because of what you can do for the house or what information you have or what reports you write. You. Celene. The woman who walked into a dead forest with me because she believed in the truth more than she believed in the institution that raised her."

Her breath caught. A small sound, barely audible, but the geometry felt the corresponding spike in her heart rate and the way her body turned toward mine, instinctive, involuntary.

"I heard you last night," she whispered. "You and Lyra."

"I know."

"You knew?"

"I can feel everyone in the estate. I felt you wake up. I felt your heart rate change." I looked at her. She was inches away, her green eyes wide, her lips parted. "I felt everything you felt."

Her cheeks flushed. A deep rose that spread from her face down her neck, disappearing beneath the collar of her shift. "That's not fair."

"No. It's not." I raised my hand and touched her jaw. Gently. Her skin was warm and impossibly soft and she shivered at the contact, her eyes falling half-closed. "I won't do anything you don't want me to do. Tell me to stop and I'll stop."

"I don't want you to stop."

I kissed her.

Not like I'd kissed Lyra. Not hard, not hungry, not the collision of two people who'd already decided. This was slow. Careful. My lips against hers, soft, testing, giving her time to pull away. She didn't pull away. She pressed closer, her hand finding my chest, her fingers curling in the fabric of my shirt. She kissed me back with a hesitance that broke my heart and a hunger that stunned me — the tentative press of her mouth giving way to something deeper, needier, a sound rising in her throat that she swallowed before it could escape.

I pulled back. Her eyes were closed, her lips wet, her breathing ragged.

"That was my first," she said.

"First kiss?"

"First everything. First time someone touched my face. First time someone kissed me. First time anyone—" Her voice cracked. She opened her eyes and they were bright and wet and burning. "The Synod doesn't allow physical contact. Not ever. Not for any reason."

Twenty-two years. No one had ever touched this woman with kindness. No one had held her hand, brushed her hair from her face, put their lips to hers. She'd been raised in an institution that had trained the need for human contact out of her body, and her body had kept wanting it anyway, quietly, desperately, behind the walls she'd been taught to build.

"I want more," she said. The words came out in a rush, like she was afraid she'd lose her nerve. "I don't know what I'm doing. I don't know what any of this is supposed to feel like. But I know I want more and I know I want it with you and if I go back to my room right now I'm going to spend all night wishing I hadn't."

I stood and offered her my hand.

She took it.

I led her out of the library, down the hallway, toward the Lord's chamber. Her hand was shaking in mine. Her heart was hammering so hard I could feel it through her palm.

"Drew."

"Yeah."

"I'm terrified."

"I know. That's okay."

"It's not okay. It's just true."

I squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, and we walked together through the quiet estate toward whatever came next.


Chapter 23: First

She stood in the center of my room the way she'd stood in the center of hers on her first day — still, uncertain, taking in the space. But everything else was different. Her hands weren't clasped. They were at her sides, fingers opening and closing. Her breathing was shallow and fast. And she was looking at me with those green eyes like I was the edge of a cliff she'd decided to jump off.

I closed the door. The lock clicked and she flinched, just slightly.

"We can stop," I said. "Any time. You say the word and we stop."

"I know." She swallowed. "I don't want to stop. I'm just... I've never..."

"I know."

I crossed the room to her. Slowly. No folding, no spatial tricks. Just steps, closing the distance the way any man would. She watched me come with her lips parted and her chest rising and falling in quick breaths, and when I reached her I didn't kiss her. I put my hands on her shoulders and held them there, warm, steady, letting her feel the weight.

"Look at me," I said.

She looked at me. The green eyes were wide, luminous in the candlelight. Scared. Wanting. The two things tangled together so tightly that pulling them apart would have been impossible.

"I'm going to take care of you," I said. "You don't have to do anything. You don't have to know anything. Just feel."

She nodded. A small motion, barely a dip of her chin.

I kissed her. Soft at first, the way I had in the library, giving her time to settle into it. Her mouth was warm and uncertain, her lips moving against mine in tentative motions that gradually found their rhythm. Her hands came up to my chest, flat-palmed, not gripping, just resting there. Feeling my heartbeat.

I deepened the kiss. Her breath stuttered and her fingers curled in my shirt and the sound she made — a small, muffled whimper — sent heat pooling in my stomach. I slid one hand from her shoulder to the back of her neck, threading my fingers into her auburn hair, tilting her head back to kiss her harder. She yielded. Her body softened against mine, her weight shifting forward, her mouth opening under mine.

I pulled back and looked at her. Flushed. Trembling. Her green eyes were dark, the pupils blown wide.

"I'm going to undress you," I said. "Tell me if you want me to stop."

"Don't stop."



Celene felt his hands find the hem of her shift and her heart nearly stopped.

This was wrong. Every lesson, every teaching, every voice from twenty-two years of training screamed it. Physical intimacy was spiritual corruption. Desire was weakness. The body was a vessel for purpose, not pleasure.

His fingers brushed the bare skin of her waist as he lifted the shift and the scream of those voices dissolved into a sound she couldn't describe — a rush of heat that started where his hands touched and spread outward through her body like fire through dry grass. She raised her arms and he pulled the shift over her head and she was standing in front of him in nothing but her smallclothes and the borrowed boots and the shame hit her like a wave.

She was exposed. Pale skin, slight build, small breasts, the body of a woman who'd spent her life indoors bent over manuscripts. Not Lyra's body. Not the lean muscle and full curves of a warrior. She wanted to cover herself, to fold her arms across her chest, to hide.

He looked at her. Not past her. Not through her. At her. His eyes moved over her body with a deliberateness that made her skin burn, and the expression on his face wasn't hunger — it was appreciation. Like he was seeing something beautiful and taking his time with it.

"You're shaking," he said.

"I know."

"Are you cold?"

"No. I'm..." She couldn't finish the sentence. She was terrified and aroused and ashamed and the shame was making the arousal worse, feeding it, the wrongness of what she was doing layering on top of the pleasure until the two were inseparable. Every voice telling her this was a sin made her body burn hotter. Every tremor of fear sent a corresponding pulse of want between her legs.

She was wet. She'd been wet since the library. Since before the library, since the wall last night, since the first time he'd looked at her with those dark eyes and she'd felt her entire spiritual framework shudder.

He knelt and pulled off her boots. Then his hands slid up her calves, her thighs, his fingers hooking into the waistband of her smallclothes. He paused. Looked up at her.

"Yes," she said, before he could ask.

He pulled them down and she stepped out of them and she was naked. Completely naked. In front of a man. For the first time in her life.

The shame crashed over her again — vivid, intense, hot. The Synod had taught her that the naked body was a private vessel, never to be displayed, never to be offered. And here she was, offering. Displaying. Standing bare in candlelight while a man knelt in front of her and looked at her like she was something he wanted to worship.

The shame made her clench. The clench made her wetter. The cycle fed itself, desire and guilt spiraling together, each one intensifying the other until she was trembling so hard her knees nearly buckled.

He stood up. His hands cupped her face, tilting it up to his.

"You're beautiful," he said.

"I'm not—"

"You are. And I'm going to show you."



I picked her up and carried her to the bed.

She weighed nothing. Slight, slender, her body warm against my chest, her arms around my neck. I laid her down on the mattress and she looked up at me with those green eyes and the vulnerability in them hit me harder than any fight I'd been in since arriving in this world.

I took my time.

I kissed her mouth until the trembling eased. Kissed her jaw, her neck, the hollow of her throat where her pulse beat fast and hard against my lips. She gasped when I kissed her collarbone, her fingers going to my hair, gripping lightly. She gasped again, louder, when my mouth found her breast.

Her breasts were small, pale, the nipples a delicate pink that hardened under my tongue. I took one in my mouth and sucked gently, and the sound she made — a broken, startled moan — told me no one had ever touched her there. No one had ever touched her anywhere. Every sensation was a first, every touch landing on skin that had never been explored, and the intensity of her reaction was staggering.

I kissed down her stomach. She tensed, her hands going to my shoulders.

"Drew, I don't— I've never—"

"I know. Trust me."

I kissed the inside of her thigh and she whimpered, her legs pressing together instinctively. I put my hands on her knees and spread them gently, and she let me, her body yielding even as her breath came in short panicked bursts.

When I put my mouth on her, she cried out.

Her hips bucked off the mattress. Her hand flew to my hair and gripped hard, and I could feel through the geometry every response her body was having — the spike in heart rate, the rush of blood, the involuntary contractions. She was overwhelmed. The sensation was too much, too new, too intense, and she was fighting it and surrendering to it at the same time, her body arching and twisting while desperate sounds poured out of her mouth.

I held her hips and worked her slowly. Gently. Learning her the way I'd learned Lyra, but with more patience, more care. Celene was a different instrument, tuned differently, and she needed to be played softly before she could handle the crescendo. I found the rhythm that made her gasp instead of cry out, the pressure that made her hips roll instead of buck, and I held it, steady, consistent, while she climbed.

She came with a sob. Not a moan, not a scream. A sob, wrenched from somewhere deep in her chest, her body convulsing, her thighs clamping around my head, her hand pulling my hair hard enough to sting. The orgasm ripped through her like it was tearing down walls, which, in a way, it was.

I held her through it. Kept my mouth on her, gentle now, riding the aftershocks, letting her come down at her own pace. She was crying. Not from pain. From the release of something she'd been holding for twenty-two years.



Celene couldn't think.

Her body was still shaking. The orgasm had been unlike anything she could have imagined — a complete dissolution of self, every thought and fear and inhibition burned away in a wave of pleasure so intense it had felt like dying and being remade. She was crying and she couldn't stop and she didn't want to stop because the tears felt like freedom.

He rose over her. He'd taken off his shirt at some point, and the sight of his bare chest — broad, muscled, the body that had carried her through a dead forest — made her breath catch all over again. He braced himself above her, his dark eyes looking down into hers, and she could feel him against her thigh, hard and thick and hot.

She should be afraid. Part of her was afraid. The Synod part, the trained part, the walls that were crumbling but hadn't fully fallen. That part whispered that this was the point of no return, that once she did this she could never go back to what she was.

The rest of her — the part that had walked into a forest with him, that had watched him bleed to protect her, that had signed a document naming her own church as the enemy — the rest of her wanted this so badly it was a physical ache.

"Please," she whispered.

He positioned himself and pushed in slowly.

The stretch was immediate and intense. She gasped, her hands flying to his shoulders, her nails pressing into his skin. He was big — she'd known that from the sounds through the wall, had imagined it in the dark of her room with her face burning — but the reality of being filled, being opened, being taken, was beyond anything her imagination had produced. There was pain, sharp and bright, but underneath it a fullness that made her feel complete in a way she'd never experienced.

He stopped. Halfway. Holding still, his jaw tight with the effort of restraint, his arms trembling on either side of her.

"Tell me when," he said. His voice was rough, strained.

She breathed. The pain was fading, replaced by pressure, by warmth, by the strange and overwhelming sensation of having another person inside her body. She shifted her hips experimentally and the movement sent a spark up her spine that made her gasp.

"More," she said.

He pushed deeper. Slow, incremental, letting her body adjust around him. The fullness increased, the stretch burned, and she was making sounds she didn't recognize — small, breathless noises that seemed to come from a different person, someone who wasn't a Synod priestess, someone who was allowed to feel this.

When he bottomed out she felt him everywhere. In her core, in her chest, in the back of her throat. She was full of him, completely, utterly, and the knowledge that this was sin, that every inch of him inside her was a violation of everything she'd been taught — that knowledge didn't extinguish the desire. It ignited it. The wrongness was gasoline and the pleasure was fire and together they burned through the last of her resistance.

"Move," she breathed. "Please."

He moved. Slow at first, careful, pulling back and pushing in with a gentleness that made her chest ache. She could feel every inch, every ridge, the drag of him against her walls sending signals to her brain that her brain had no framework to process. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deeper and the gentleness shifted.

He moved faster. Harder. His hands gripped her hips and she arched beneath him and the sounds she was making had gone beyond words into pure sensation. The bed creaked. His breathing was rough against her ear. She could feel the power in his body, the restrained force, and some new reckless part of her wanted him to stop restraining it.

"Don't hold back," she whispered, echoing words she didn't know Lyra had said in this same bed the night before. "Please."

He let go.

The next thrust drove the air from her lungs. She cried out — loud, unreserved, a sound the Synod would have classified as spiritual degradation and that she classified as the best thing she'd ever felt. He set a pace that was deep and relentless and she clung to him, her nails in his back, her face pressed against his neck, her body accepting every thrust with a desperation that frightened and exhilarated her.

The second orgasm built fast. Faster than the first, fed by the fullness, the friction, the weight of him on top of her, the knowledge that she was being claimed by a man she'd been sent to spy on and she never wanted it to stop. It crested like a wave and she broke against it, her body clenching around him, her cry muffled against his shoulder, the pleasure so intense that her vision went white at the edges.

He groaned. His rhythm faltered and he buried himself deep and she felt him pulse inside her, the warmth of him filling her, and the intimacy of that — of being so completely joined to another person — broke something open in her chest that she would never be able to close again.



She was curled against my side, her head on my chest, her auburn hair fanned across my skin. Her breathing had finally slowed. Her heart rate was the steadiest I'd ever recorded from her. Not calm in the way of suppression, but calm in the way of release. A body that had been clenched for twenty-two years finally letting go.

Her fingers traced patterns on my stomach. Absent, gentle.

"I can't go back," she said quietly. "To the Synod. To what I was. I can't."

"You don't have to."

"I know. That's what makes it terrifying." She lifted her head and looked at me. The green eyes were raw, red-rimmed, and absolutely clear. "Thank you. For being patient. For being careful."

"Always."

She laid her head back down and was asleep within minutes, her body heavy and warm against mine, her breathing even and deep. I lay in the dark and let her rest.



She left for her own room an hour later, quietly, pressing a kiss to my jaw that was soft and shy and nothing like the desperate sounds she'd been making thirty minutes before. I watched her go through the geometry — her heart rate steady, her steps light, her posture different. Open. Unclasped.

I pulled on trousers and a shirt and stepped into the hallway. Maren's door was twenty feet away. Light under the door. Pen scratching paper.

I knocked.

The scratching stopped. Footsteps. The door opened.

Maren stood in the doorway in a loose shirt and trousers, her white hair down around her shoulders for the first time I'd ever seen. Without the formal coats and the tight knots and the armor of composure, she looked younger. More like the twenty-five year old she actually was instead of the ageless politician she performed.

"It's late," she said.

"I know. Can I come in?"

She stepped aside. Her room was smaller than mine, neater, the desk covered in organized stacks of correspondence and planning documents. A half-finished cup of tea. A candle burning low.

"Celene," she said. Not a question.

"Yeah."

Maren sat on the edge of her desk. Arms folded. Expression neutral. But the geometry read the truth underneath — her heart rate was elevated, her breathing controlled, the physiological signature of a woman holding herself very still around something she didn't want to move.

"She came to me this morning," Maren said. "After she heard you and Lyra. She asked me how I handle it. I told her things I haven't told anyone." She paused. "I told her wanting isn't weakness."

"Was that for her benefit or yours?"

The question landed in the quiet room. Maren's jaw tightened. Her heart rate climbed.

"Both," she said.

I let the silence hold. The candle flickered. Somewhere in the estate, a guard was walking the wall, his footsteps regular and faint through the geometry.

"Maren, I need to say something."

"Then say it."

"You've spent six years putting the house first. Everything personal gets filed away, deferred, sacrificed. You pushed me toward Lyra because the alliance needed it. You told Celene that wanting isn't weakness while you were sitting on your own wants like they were a grenade." I looked at her. "At some point, you have to stop running the house long enough to be a person."

"The house needs—"

"The house is fine. The house has soldiers and wards and trade routes and a lord who can fold space. The house will survive a night where you're not at your desk." I held her gaze. "What do you need?"

Her composure held. It held the way a dam holds — visibly, stubbornly, with the full weight of something enormous pressing against the other side. Her silver eyes were bright. Her jaw was tight. Her hands gripped the edge of the desk.

"I need time," she said. "Not much. But some. This — you and me — it's not the same as you and Lyra or you and Celene. They chose quickly because they could. I can't. I've been tangled up in this house for too long. I need to untangle before I can—" She stopped. Drew a breath. "Before I can give you something that isn't just strategy."

"Take whatever time you need."

"You mean that?"

"I mean everything I say. You should know that by now."

She looked at me for a long moment. The dam held. But behind it, something shifted. The geometry caught it — a change in her heart rate, a deepening of her breathing, the physiological signature of a decision being made, not yet, but soon.

"Good night, Drew," she said.

"Good night, Maren."

I left. The door closed behind me. I walked down the hallway toward my room, the geometry tracking every heartbeat in the estate. Lyra in the west wing guest quarters, sleeping deeply. Celene in the east wing, sleeping for the first time without anxiety. Maren at her desk, not writing, not reading. Just sitting. But her heart rate was different than before. Not the static calm of suppression. Something warmer. Something that was learning to move.

I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

Three women. Three entirely different people, drawn to me for entirely different reasons. A warrior who respected strength. A priestess who needed truth. And a woman who'd been carrying a dying house on her shoulders for six years and was slowly, carefully, painfully learning to set it down.

I closed my eyes. The geometry hummed. The estate breathed around me, alive, growing, full of people who mattered.

And to think I was just a warehouse guy not too long ago…


Chapter 24: The Summons

The letter arrived on a morning that had started well.

Hollen's combined garrison was running its first joint drills in the courtyard — Thessik guards and Vestane soldiers training side by side, Edric barking commands while Hollen watched from the wall with the quiet satisfaction of a man seeing something he'd thought was dead come back to life. The soldiers were finding their rhythm. The Vestane men were better trained, sharper, more disciplined. The Thessik guards were learning fast, pulled upward by the standard the newcomers set. Within a week, they'd stop being two groups and start being one.

I was watching from the east wing balcony, running the geometry through the courtyard below, tracking the soldiers' movements, mapping the gaps in their formation out of habit. My range was holding steady at fifty-five feet passive, sixty with effort. The expansion from the corruption fight had settled into a new baseline, and I was finding new applications every day. That morning I'd been experimenting with using the geometry to track movement patterns over time — not just where people were, but how they moved, the rhythms and habits of patrol routes, the predictable gaps that an enemy could exploit. I'd found three in Hollen's wall rotation and sent a guard to tell him. He'd fixed them within the hour without asking how I knew.

Maren appeared beside me with the letter.

"This came from our informant in Greymarch," she said. She handed me the paper — thin, travel-worn, the ink slightly smudged from being folded while wet. "Read it."

I read it. Then I read it again.

"House Rendt," I said.

"House Rendt." Maren leaned against the balcony railing and folded her arms. "Lord Kavan Rendt has formally absorbed House Drevic into his holdings. That's the fourth former Thessik vassal he's taken in three years. Drevic was the last one on our eastern border. He now controls a continuous strip of territory from the Greymarch junction to the Ashenmere headwaters."

I looked at the map in my head. The geometry didn't work at that scale, but weeks of staring at the war room maps had burned the geography into my memory. Rendt's territory wrapped around the eastern and southern edges of Thessik land like a hand closing around a throat. With Drevic absorbed, he had a direct border with us for the first time.

"He's boxing us in," I said.

"He's been boxing us in since Gereth lost the first vassal. Every house that breaks from Thessik either goes independent or gets absorbed by Rendt. He's been patient. Strategic. He never pushes hard enough to provoke a response because there's been no one capable of responding." Maren's voice was flat, analytical, the strategist at work. "Until now."

"What do we know about him?"

"Kavan Rendt. Thirty-one. Inherited the seat from his father five years ago. One of the seven founding bloodlines — the Rendt dominion is physical. Strength, speed, endurance, all enhanced by the bloodline. Where Thessik controls space, Rendt controls the body." She paused. "He's ambitious, charismatic, and by all accounts genuinely competent. He's not Gereth. He's not a puppet or a fool. He saw the vacuum and he filled it, methodically, one vassal at a time."

"And now we're filling it from the other direction."

"Exactly. Vestane re-swearing was the first real challenge to his expansion. He'll have heard about it within days. The question is how he responds."

"What are the options?"

"He ignores us and keeps expanding, hoping we can't build fast enough to stop him. He negotiates, tries to formalize the current boundaries, locks in his gains. Or he confronts us directly — challenges your legitimacy, disputes the Thessik claim, maybe provokes a conflict that gives him justification to absorb what's left." Maren looked at me. "I think he'll choose the third option. He's too smart to ignore us and too ambitious to settle for what he has."

"Then we go to him first."

Maren's expression shifted. Not surprise — she'd been expecting this. But something else. Apprehension, maybe. The caution of a woman who'd spent six years in a defensive crouch and wasn't used to someone on her side who punched first.

"That's aggressive," she said.

"That's initiative. If he's going to challenge us, I'd rather it happen on my terms, on his ground, where I can control the narrative. I show up at House Rendt, I demonstrate the dominion, I negotiate from strength. He doesn't get to define the terms of engagement."

"You've never met another bloodline holder. You don't know what the Rendt dominion looks like in practice."

"Then it's time I found out."

Maren studied me for a long moment. The wind came off the eastern fields and pushed a strand of white hair across her face. She tucked it back behind her ear, a small gesture that was more human than anything else she did.

"You'll need an escort. Lyra's soldiers. Not all of them — enough to look serious without looking threatening. Eight riders, Edric at the head. And you'll need me."

"I was counting on it."

"I know. That's what worries me." But the corner of her mouth moved, and the thing that wasn't quite a smile was closer to the surface than usual.



We spent the rest of the day preparing. Maren drafted a formal letter to House Rendt announcing our intent to visit — the diplomatic equivalent of knocking on someone's door rather than kicking it in. The language was precise, polite, and carried just enough steel underneath to signal that this wasn't a courtesy call.

I told Lyra over dinner. She took it the way she took everything — directly, with immediate tactical assessment.

"Eight riders is thin," she said. "Rendt has a garrison of two hundred. If this goes wrong—"

"It won't go wrong. And if it does, I can fold us out faster than two hundred soldiers can react."

"You're very confident for a man who's been a lord for six weeks."

"Six weeks ago I was stacking pallets. Now I'm fixing roads with my mind and killing monsters in corrupted forests. Confidence seems reasonable."

She looked at me for a beat, then grinned. The rare, real grin. "Fair point. I'll pick eight. My best."

Celene found me in the hallway afterward. She'd been quiet at dinner, listening, processing. The green eyes had that focused intensity she got when something was bothering her.

"House Rendt," she said. "The church has connections with the Rendt family. Historically they've been aligned — Rendt provides military support for church operations in the eastern territories, and the church provides spiritual legitimacy for Rendt's expansion. If the church is actively working against House Thessik, Rendt may already know."

"You think Rendt and the church are coordinating?"

"I think it's possible. The church destabilizes Thessik, Rendt absorbs the pieces. Both benefit. It would explain why the corruption anchor was placed deep in the eastern forest — Rendt's side."

That was a connection I hadn't made. The anchor had been planted on the boundary between Thessik and what was now Rendt territory. If the corruption drove predators west into Thessik land, it also cleared the eastern forest for Rendt's use.

"Can you confirm that? Anything in the church records?"

"Not directly. But I can look for patterns — authorization documents, communications between the Office and Rendt's holdings. It will take time." She paused. "I've already started pulling what I brought from the Synod. The records I have are limited — field manuals, procedure documents, some internal communications from the Office of Sacred Compliance. But there are references to what the church calls 'partnership operations' — joint initiatives with bloodline houses that involve shared resources and coordinated objectives. If Rendt was involved in the Thessik sabotage, there will be traces in those documents. Transfer orders, material requisitions, authorization codes. The church documents everything."

"That's what makes it vulnerable."

"That's what makes it accountable. If I can find evidence of coordination between the Office and House Rendt, it strengthens the Convocation case enormously. It's not just the church acting alone — it's a peer house complicit in the destruction of a founding bloodline."

"Can you do this while I'm gone?"

"It's the most useful thing I can do while you're gone. Hollen and Illara can handle the estate. I'll handle the paper trail." She paused. "Be careful, Drew. If Rendt knows what the church has been doing, he knows more about you than you know about him."

"I'll be careful."

"Promise me."

The earnestness in her voice stopped me. She wasn't performing. She wasn't observing. She was standing in a hallway asking a man to come home safe, and the simplicity of it hit me harder than I expected.

"I promise," I said.

She nodded. Held my gaze for a moment longer than necessary. Then she reached up and touched my face — her fingers light on my jaw, brief, the first time she'd initiated physical contact outside the bedroom. The gesture was small and enormous at the same time, and when she pulled her hand back there was a flush on her cheeks but no regret in her green eyes.

"Come home," she said.

Then she turned and walked toward the east wing, her steps light, her posture open, the woman who'd arrived in rigid white robes and a trained mask now walking through the estate like she belonged there. Because she did.



We left at dawn.

Eight Vestane riders in grey and iron, Edric at the head, Lyra beside me on a horse she'd brought from Vestane — a tall grey gelding that moved with the same efficient confidence she did. Maren rode on my other side, her Thessik coat buttoned against the morning chill, her white hair tied back in the formal knot she wore for political occasions. She had a satchel of documents and maps strapped to her saddle and the look of a woman going to war with paperwork instead of swords.

The estate shrank behind us as we rode south. I looked back once and saw Celene on the eastern wall, watching. The geometry caught her signature at the edge of my range — steady heart rate, straight posture, the calm of someone who'd found a place to stand and was holding it.

I turned back to the road. Maren was already talking — briefing me on Rendt's household, the political dynamics, the key figures I'd need to know. Her voice was low and precise, carrying under the rhythm of the horses, and I listened while the geometry mapped the road ahead, the terrain, the distance.

Somewhere to the south, a man with a bloodline that made his body a weapon was about to find out what happened when space itself decided to push back.

I was looking forward to it.


Chapter 25: Open Ground

The ride to House Rendt was three days.

Three days on the road with Lyra's soldiers ahead and behind, the Ashenmere corridor giving way to wider trade roads that cut through rolling farmland and scattered woodland. Three days of sleeping in roadside inns and travelers' shelters. Three days of Maren beside me, and for the first time since I'd arrived in this world, the two of us without the estate between us.

It changed things. Not dramatically, not in a way I could point to and name. But the estate was Maren's domain — every room, every corridor, every conversation was filtered through the lens of House Thessik and its needs. On the road, there was no war room. No map table. No stack of correspondence demanding attention. There was just the horse under her and the horizon ahead and the hours that needed filling.

Lyra rode with Edric most of the time, discussing troop movements and border logistics, the natural conversation of two military minds with shared concerns. She gave me and Maren space without being asked, which told me she was more perceptive than she let on.

On the first day, Maren stuck to business. Rendt's alliances, his military strength, the political protocols for visiting a peer house. She was good at this and she knew it, and the information was genuinely useful. I listened, asked questions, let her be the strategist.

On the second day, the business ran out.

We'd covered the tactical landscape from every angle. The documents were reviewed. The protocols were memorized. We were riding through a stretch of open countryside, green and rolling, nothing but grass and sky for miles, and the silence between us had shifted from comfortable to expectant.

But before the silence could settle, the landscape gave us something to talk about. We passed through a stretch of territory that had once been part of House Thessik's domain — a farming community called Dren's Hollow, according to Maren's map. It was technically independent now, one of the settlements that had drifted into limbo when the vassals withdrew and the central authority collapsed.

The place was barely surviving. Houses with sagging roofs. Fields that were planted but poorly maintained, the rows uneven, the irrigation channels silted up. A market square with empty stalls. People who watched us ride through with expressions that mixed hope and suspicion in equal measure — hope because soldiers on the road meant someone was paying attention, suspicion because the last time someone paid attention to Dren's Hollow, it had ended with increased tithes and nothing in return.

"This is what happens," Maren said quietly, watching a woman pull two children inside a doorway as we passed. "When a house fails its obligations. The territory doesn't just lose political structure. It loses everything. Trade routes close. Patrols stop. Predators move in. The strong take what they want and the weak get ground down." Her jaw was tight. "I've been watching this happen for six years. Community by community. Family by family."

"We'll fix it."

"You keep saying that."

"And I keep being right."

She looked at me, and something in her expression softened. Not the composure cracking — the opposite. The composure relaxing, settling into something more natural, less held. Like armor being worn so long that it had become a second skin, and now the skin underneath was starting to remember what air felt like.

"Tell me something that isn't about the house," I said.

Maren glanced at me. "Everything is about the house."

"Not right now. Right now we're on a road in the middle of nowhere and the house is fifty miles behind us and I'm asking you a personal question. What did you want to be? Before the house ate your life."

She was quiet for a long time. The horses walked. The grass whispered. Behind us, the soldiers talked in low voices.

"I wanted to study," she said finally. "The north wing library, before the roof collapsed. Lord Adren had one of the finest collections in the Eastern Reach. Histories, philosophies, treatises on bloodline theory. I used to sneak in when I was young and read for hours. The librarian, old Mathen, he let me. He said I was the only Thessik in three generations who cared about the books."

"What happened to him?"

"Gereth dismissed him. Two years after Velanna arrived. Mathen had been critical of the spending, had written a letter to Gereth outlining the financial damage. Gereth fired him the same day." She paused. "He went to Greymarch. I heard he died there a few years ago. He was old."

"So you wanted to be a scholar."

"I wanted to be a lot of things. I wanted to travel. I wanted to see the other bloodline seats, the western coast, the places that existed in the books I was reading. I wanted—" She stopped. Adjusted her grip on the reins. "It doesn't matter what I wanted. Adren died. Gereth inherited. The house started falling apart and somebody had to hold it together. I was nineteen and I was the only one who could see what was happening and was willing to do something about it."

"So you stopped being Maren and started being the house."

"Yes." The word was simple and heavy. "I stopped reading. I stopped wanting. I learned to run a household, manage finances, negotiate with vassal lords, maintain a garrison. I learned to think in terms of what the house needed, because what I needed was irrelevant." She looked at me. The silver eyes were steady but there was something behind them, something deep and tired that she usually kept locked away. "You asked what I wanted to be. The honest answer is that I stopped asking myself that question six years ago, and I haven't started again."

"Maybe you should."

"Maybe. But the house—"

"The house is fine. I've told you that. It has soldiers and wards and trade routes and a lord who can reshape the landscape with his mind. You don't have to be the house anymore, Maren. You're allowed to be a person."

She turned away, looking at the road ahead. The wind caught her white hair and pulled loose strands across her face and she didn't fix them. We rode in silence for a while, and I let the silence hold because some things need space to breathe.

When she spoke again, her voice was different. Quieter. Less controlled.

"The night you escaped the estate," she said. "The night you found me feeding the orphans. Do you know what I was thinking, before the gorren attacked?"

"Tell me."

"I was thinking about what I would do when the house finally fell. Not if — when. I'd spent six years fighting, and I'd lost. The bloodline was gone. The ritual had failed. You had the power and you were leaving, and I couldn't blame you because I'd tried to burn your soul." She drew a breath. "I was feeding those children because I knew it was one of the last times I'd be able to. When the house fell, the charter would dissolve, and the orphanage fund would disappear with it. Those kids would be back on the street within a month."

"And then I killed three gorren and told you I was staying."

"And then you killed three gorren and told me you were staying." She looked at me. "On your terms. Full partnership. Full honesty. Do you know how long it had been since anyone offered me a partnership instead of a problem?"

"Six years?"

"Longer. Adren treated me like a child. Gereth didn't treat me like anything. The vassal lords saw me as the woman behind the man, which meant they saw through me. You were the first person who looked at me and said teach me — not because you were weak, but because you were strong enough to admit what you didn't know."

We were close, riding side by side, our horses nearly touching. The open countryside stretched around us in every direction, green and empty and honest. No walls. No estate. No war room table between us.

"I'm glad I stayed," I said.

"I'm glad you stayed too." She paused. Then, quieter: "More than glad. More than I know how to say."

The moment hung between us. I could feel her through the geometry — elevated heart rate, shallow breathing, the tension in her hands on the reins. The physiological signature of a woman standing at the edge of something and deciding whether to step forward.

She didn't. Not yet. But the edge was closer than it had ever been, and she wasn't stepping back.



That night, we stopped at a trading post on the Greymarch road. The soldiers bedded down in the common room. Lyra took a private room and gave me a look that said I'm here if you want me but didn't push. She read situations well.

I sat on the porch of the trading post in the dark and watched the stars. Different constellations. Different sky. A world that wasn't mine, that I'd been in for less than two months, that somehow felt more like home than Earth ever had.

Maren came out and sat beside me. She had two cups of something warm that smelled like spiced wine. She handed me one without a word.

We drank in silence. The stars turned overhead. The geometry mapped the sleeping trading post, the horses in the stable, the guards Edric had posted at the perimeter.

"Tomorrow we enter Rendt territory," Maren said.

"I know."

"Kavan Rendt is not like anyone you've dealt with. He's a bloodline holder. A peer. He won't be impressed by demonstrations that would cow a vassal lord, because he can match them with his own dominion."

"Then I'll have to be impressive in other ways."

"You will. And you are." She sipped her wine. "Just don't underestimate him. He's been doing this longer than you."

"Everyone's been doing everything longer than me. I've been a lord for six weeks and a person in this world for slightly longer than that. But I keep winning anyway."

She made a sound that was almost a laugh. "Yes. You do."

We sat together on the porch until the wine was gone and the stars had shifted and the night had gotten cold enough that our breath misted in the air. Then Maren stood, collected the cups, and looked down at me.

"Good night, Drew."

"Good night, Maren."

She went inside. I sat on the porch for a while longer, the geometry tracking her through the walls of the trading post as she settled into her room. Her heart rate was different tonight. Not the controlled rhythm of the strategist. Something slower. Warmer. The heartbeat of a woman who'd spent an entire day being a person instead of a house, and was remembering what that felt like.

I went to bed with the stars still turning and the road ahead still waiting and the quiet certainty that something between us had shifted in a direction that couldn't be unshifted.

Three days ago, Maren had asked for time. She was still taking it. But the time was running out, and both of us knew it.


Chapter 26: Peer

House Rendt announced itself long before we reached the gates.

The territory changed as we crossed the border. Gradually at first — the road widened, the farmland became more organized, the scattered woodlands gave way to managed forestry with clean sight lines between the trees. Then less gradually. Patrol towers every mile, manned, with flags that tracked our approach. Farming communities that were larger, busier, better maintained than anything in Thessik territory. And soldiers. Everywhere soldiers, in red and black, riding in formation, drilling in fields beside the road, posted at every junction and bridge.

"Two hundred garrison," Lyra said quietly beside me. "That's what the intelligence said. Looking at this, I'd revise upward."

Maren was tracking the same things I was, her silver eyes moving over the landscape with the careful assessment of a woman who'd spent years managing resources she didn't have and was now looking at someone who had all of them.

"The Rendt holdings generate three times our revenue," she said. "Trade, agriculture, and military contracts with the church. They can afford this."

"Military contracts with the church," I repeated.

"Standard practice for peer houses. The church outsources enforcement operations to bloodline families in exchange for tithes and political support. Rendt has been the church's primary military partner in the Eastern Reach for two decades." She looked at me. "Which is another reason to be careful. If Rendt and the church are coordinating against us, we're walking into a house that has every reason to want us gone."

"And every reason to be polite about it."

"Exactly."

The Rendt estate sat on a broad hill overlooking a river valley. Where the Thessik estate was a single compound surrounded by a wall, Rendt was a complex — a central keep flanked by barracks, training grounds, stables, and administrative buildings, all enclosed by a stone perimeter that made our wall look like a garden fence. Banners hung from every tower, red and black with the Rendt crest — a clenched fist inside a circle. Subtle.

We rode through the main gate and into a courtyard that could have held our entire estate inside it. Soldiers lined the approach in formal ranks, a hundred of them, polished armor and straight spines. A reception committee stood at the base of the keep's steps — officials, advisors, servants — arranged with the kind of precision that said this wasn't a welcome, it was a display.

The geometry mapped it all. Every soldier, every official, every servant. The spatial awareness pushed against the edges of the courtyard, reading the dimensions of the keep, the thickness of the walls, the density of bodies inside the buildings flanking us. Two hundred soldiers, Lyra had estimated. Looking at the signatures the geometry was picking up inside the barracks and training halls, I'd put it closer to two-fifty. Maybe more.

At the top of the steps, waiting, was Lord Kavan Rendt.

He was not what I'd expected. The name and the crest and the military estate had built a picture in my mind of something heavy, brutal, all mass and aggression. Kavan Rendt was lean. Tall, narrow-shouldered, with the build of a distance runner rather than a brawler. Dark skin, close-cropped black hair, a jawline that could have been carved with a straight edge. He wore the red and black of his house in a fitted coat that showed every line of his body, and he stood with the loose, balanced posture of someone whose muscles were perpetually ready to move.

His eyes were dark brown, almost black, and they locked onto me the moment I dismounted with an attention that the geometry registered as a physical force. Not hostile. Assessing. The way a predator looks at another predator that's entered its territory — measuring, calculating, deciding.

I felt his dominion before he moved.

The geometry picked it up as a distortion, a field of enhanced physicality that radiated from his body like heat. Within his range — and I couldn't tell how far that range extended — everything about him was amplified. Faster reflexes, denser muscles, sharper senses. The Rendt dominion didn't reshape the world the way mine did. It reshaped the holder. Made them more.

He descended the steps with a fluid grace that confirmed what the dominion suggested. Every movement was efficient, precise, the kind of physical control that came from a lifetime of training a body that was already superhuman.

"Lord Thessik." His voice was smooth, carrying easily across the courtyard without being raised. "House Rendt welcomes you. It's been a long time since a Thessik lord visited these halls."

"Lord Rendt." I extended my hand in the peer greeting Maren had taught me — palm sideways, not up, the gesture between equals. "The honor is mine. Your reputation precedes you."

He took my hand. His grip was controlled, deliberately moderated, and I could feel through the geometry the coiled strength he was keeping in check. He could have crushed my hand. He wanted me to know he could have crushed my hand. And he wanted me to know he'd chosen not to.

I held his grip and met his dark eyes and didn't flinch. The geometry hummed around me, the spatial field responding to his proximity, mapping his body, his dominion, the enhanced physiology that made him what he was. Two bloodline holders, two founding families, standing in a courtyard shaking hands while a hundred soldiers watched.

The dominion read him in detail I hadn't expected. His bone density was wrong — too high, the skeleton reinforced by the bloodline into something closer to metal than calcium. His muscle fibers were packed tighter than any human's should be, layered in configurations that prioritized explosive force and sustained output simultaneously. His heart rate was low, his breathing minimal, his body running at an efficiency that normal biology couldn't achieve. He was, from a purely physical standpoint, the most dangerous thing I'd ever stood next to.

And he was smiling.

"I've heard interesting things about the new Lord Thessik," Kavan said. "Restored your estate in weeks. Rebuilt the trade corridor. Re-sworn your first vassal." He released my hand. "Impressive, for a man nobody had heard of two months ago."

"I prefer to let results speak for themselves."

"As do I." He smiled. It was a good smile, warm and practiced, the kind of smile that put people at ease while telling you nothing about what was behind it. "Please, come inside. We have much to discuss. Your escort is welcome to the barracks — my quartermaster will see to their needs."

He turned and led us up the steps. Maren fell into step beside me. Lyra stayed with the soldiers, which was the right call — a military commander in a peer lord's keep was a statement, and we weren't ready to make that statement yet.

Inside, the keep was everything the exterior promised. High ceilings, polished stone, tapestries and weapons mounted on the walls with the organized precision of a military museum. Staff moved through the corridors in coordinated efficiency, the household running like a machine. No empty rooms, no closed wings, no signs of neglect or decline. This was what a noble house looked like when it was functioning at full capacity, and the contrast with what Thessik had been when I'd arrived was stark.

The hallways were wider than ours, the stone better maintained, the sconces all lit and burning cleanly. Portraits of Rendt lords lined one corridor, going back generations — dark-skinned men and women with the same sharp bone structure, the same balanced posture, the physical bloodline visible in every face. The weight of history here wasn't a burden. It was a weapon. Kavan walked through his ancestors' hallway with the easy confidence of a man standing on a foundation that had never cracked.

Maren walked beside me and said nothing, but I could feel the tension in her stride. She was seeing what I was seeing — the gap between what we had and what we were up against. She was also, I suspected, seeing what Thessik could have been if Gereth hadn't destroyed it. If Velanna hadn't been sent. If the church hadn't planted a corruption anchor on the eastern border. The Thessik estate had the same bones as this place — the same ancient construction, the same scale, the same architectural ambition. It had been robbed of its potential, deliberately, systematically, and standing in the hallway of a house that still had its potential was a reminder of everything that had been taken.

Her jaw was set and her shoulders were straight and she was processing, calculating, doing what she always did when the odds were bad. But there was something else in her expression too. Not intimidation. Resolve. The look of a woman who'd seen the standard she was aiming for and had decided to exceed it.

I wanted to tell her it would be fine. I didn't, because she'd know I was guessing, and Maren didn't need comfort. She needed a lord who could back up his confidence with results.

Kavan led us to a reception room with tall windows overlooking the river valley. Wine was already set out, along with a spread of food that made Bessa's best effort look like a snack. He gestured us to seats with the casual grace of a man who was completely comfortable in his own domain.

"So," he said, settling into a chair across from us with a glass of wine in his hand. "Lord Thessik. Tell me why you're really here."

I looked at him. His dark eyes were sharp behind the pleasant exterior, the predator behind the smile, patient and interested.

"You've been absorbing my former vassals for three years," I said. "Drevic was the most recent. You now control a strip of territory that borders mine directly. I'm here to discuss what happens next."

"Direct. I appreciate that." He sipped his wine. "What happens next depends entirely on what you have to offer, Lord Thessik. House Rendt has been filling a vacuum. If the vacuum no longer exists, we can talk. If it does..." He spread his hands. "Nature abhors a vacuum."

"The vacuum no longer exists."

"So I've heard. One vassal re-sworn, a partially restored estate, and a lord with a dominion that reportedly does things no Thessik lord has done before." He leaned forward. "But reports are just words. And words, Lord Thessik, are cheap."

"Then let me show you something expensive."

Kavan's smile widened. The first genuine expression I'd seen from him — the delight of a competitor who'd just been offered a game worth playing.

"I was hoping you'd say that," he said.


Chapter 27: The Table

The feast was a battlefield.

Kavan Rendt had arranged the hall with the same precision he applied to everything — long tables, candlelight, wine that flowed freely but never quite fast enough to excuse a loose tongue. His household filled the room: military officers, advisors, administrators, and at the high table, the inner circle. People who mattered.

I sat at Kavan's right, the position of an honored guest. Maren sat beside me, and across from her sat a woman I hadn't been briefed on — tall, dark-skinned like Kavan, with the same sharp bone structure and the same assessing eyes. She wore a fitted dress in Rendt red that was cut for a woman who wanted to be looked at.

"My sister, Sera Rendt," Kavan said by way of introduction. "She manages the household's diplomatic affairs."

"Lord Thessik." Sera's voice was warm, measured, with an undertone of amusement. Her eyes moved over me with an interest that wasn't subtle. "My brother has told me a great deal about you."

"I hope some of it was accurate."

"Very little, I suspect. He tends to underestimate people he hasn't met. It's a family trait." She smiled at Kavan, who returned it without heat.

The food came. Course after course, each one better than the last, served by staff who moved with silent efficiency. Kavan ate sparingly and watched me the way he'd watched me in the courtyard — measuring, calculating, probing for information without asking direct questions.

The indirect questions came through conversation. He asked about the trade road restoration, and I described it, and his follow-up questions were designed to determine exactly how much spatial manipulation it had required. He asked about the ward stones, and his questions mapped the perimeter coverage, looking for gaps. He asked about Vestane, and his interest wasn't in the political alliance but in the military capability — how many soldiers, how well trained, what equipment.

He was building a tactical picture. Not hostile, not yet. But thorough.

"The Ashenmere corridor was closed for three years," he said, turning his wine glass by the stem. "Merchants rerouted to the western passes. Some of them rerouted through Rendt territory. We've benefited from that trade. You're proposing to redirect it back."

"I'm proposing to reopen the most direct route between the eastern settlements and Greymarch. Merchants will choose the fastest road. If yours is still competitive, you'll keep the traffic. If it's not, that's a market problem, not a political one."

"A market problem that affects my revenue."

"Your revenue from diverted Thessik trade. Revenue you wouldn't have had if Thessik hadn't collapsed." I held his gaze. "I'm not taking something from you. I'm restoring something that was mine."

Kavan's dark eyes flickered. The first sign that a point had landed. He inclined his head — a fraction, barely visible, but the geometry caught the motion. Acknowledgment.

Maren matched him beat for beat on every front.

When he probed the trade road, she redirected to the revenue projections — numbers that made the restoration sound like an investment, not a desperation measure. When he asked about the wards, she framed the coverage as territorial sovereignty, invoking bloodline law that established a holder's right to defend their perimeter without consultation. When he pushed on Vestane's military capability, she pivoted to the alliance's broader implications — the signal it sent to other houses, the momentum it created, the precedent of a Thessik vassal returning voluntarily rather than being absorbed.

She was brilliant. I'd known she was smart. I'd seen her manage the estate, run the household, prepare the church evidence. But watching her operate in a hostile political environment, matching wits with a peer lord who was openly trying to undermine us, was something else entirely. She didn't just parry his probes — she turned each one into an opportunity, making the case for Thessik's restoration through the answers she gave to questions designed to expose our weaknesses.

At one point, Kavan raised the question of the unauthorized ritual — the official reason for the church's investigation. Maren didn't flinch. She laid out the legal framework for emergency bloodline transfers under the dying lord provision, citing statutes and precedents by name and date, and by the time she finished, Kavan's senior advisor was taking notes.

Kavan noticed. His attention shifted to her partway through the third course, and I saw the recalculation happen in real time. He'd expected me to be the whole package — the power and the politics. Finding that the politics came from the woman beside me didn't diminish us. It doubled us.

"Lady Thessik," he said, and the title carried weight. "You've managed the house through remarkable adversity. Lord Gereth's decline would have destroyed lesser administrators."

"Lord Gereth's decline nearly destroyed the house," Maren said. "It would have, without Drew."

"And yet here you are, at my table, with a lord who apparently reshapes reality and a strategy that accounts for contingencies I haven't raised yet." He leaned back. "You're a formidable pair."

The word pair sat in the air between us. Kavan had chosen it deliberately. Not lord and advisor. Not house and strategist. Pair. He'd seen how we operated and he'd named it accurately.

Sera was watching me through all of this. Not the conversation — me. The way I deferred to Maren on political questions. The way I supported her statements without overriding them. The way we operated as a unit, not a lord and his subordinate but two people running the same play. Her dark eyes tracked the dynamic with an interest that was more analytical than personal, though the personal was there too — I caught her gaze lingering on my hands, my shoulders, the way I held myself in the chair.

"Lord Thessik," Sera said during a lull. "My brother mentioned that you've done things with the Thessik dominion that Lord Adren never accomplished. Terrain manipulation, structural repair, ward restoration without external warders. Is this accurate?"

"It is."

"How?"

"I don't know. The bloodline responds to use. The more I push it, the more it gives me. Nobody's studied it at this level because nobody's tried the things I'm trying."

"Fascinating." The word held genuine interest, not flattery. "The Rendt dominion is the same — it deepens with use, expands with demand. Our records suggest that the founding bloodlines were designed to grow, not to plateau." She glanced at her brother. "Kavan has pushed ours further than our father ever did."

Kavan's expression didn't change, but I felt the dominion pulse through the geometry. A flex. Subtle, controlled, but unmistakable — the physical enhancement field intensifying for a fraction of a second before settling back. He was showing me what he had. A casual display, the peer-house equivalent of a dog raising its hackles.

I let the geometry respond in kind. The spatial field shimmered around me, visible to anyone with sensitivity, the air distorting slightly before settling. Kavan's dark eyes tracked the shimmer and the predator behind the smile sharpened.

"I'm curious," Kavan said, his voice light and pleasant in a way that fooled nobody at the table. "We haven't had a cross-dominion demonstration in the Eastern Reach since my father's time. Two founding bloodlines, meeting on neutral ground — well, my ground, but the principle holds. It would be a shame to waste the opportunity."

"What are you proposing?"

"A friendly challenge. Tomorrow. Your dominion against mine. No stakes, no politics. Just two bloodline holders seeing what the other can do." He smiled. "Unless you'd rather keep your capabilities private."

Maren's hand found my knee under the table. A warning. Don't accept rashly. Think about this.

I didn't need to think about it. Kavan Rendt was never going to take me seriously based on words and wine. He needed to see it. He needed to feel it. And frankly, so did I. I'd been fighting corrupted creatures and rebuilding infrastructure. I'd never tested the dominion against something that could push back on an equal level.

"Tomorrow," I said. "Name the terms."

"Open ground. No weapons. Dominion only. First to yield." His dark eyes were bright. "Friendly."

"Friendly," I agreed.

The table reacted. A ripple of shifted postures, exchanged glances, the contained excitement of people who understood what they were about to witness. Kavan's senior officers leaned forward. Sera's eyes went to her brother with an expression that mixed concern with something sharper — anticipation. Even the servants paused in their work, the weight of the moment registering across the hall.

Under the table, Maren's grip on my knee tightened. She didn't speak. She didn't need to. The pressure said everything: you'd better know what you're doing.

I covered her hand with mine, briefly, out of sight. I felt her pulse spike at the contact, a sharp jump that she controlled instantly. The touch said what I couldn't say at a crowded table: trust me. Then I pulled my hand away and turned back to Kavan.

"I look forward to it," I said.

"As do I, Lord Thessik. As do I."

The dinner continued for another hour after that, but the energy in the room had changed. The political maneuvering was over. What remained was the charged anticipation of something physical and real. Kavan was looser, warmer, the predator replaced by the competitor. Sera asked me more questions about the dominion, her interest genuinely academic, probing the differences between spatial and physical bloodlines with the focus of a scholar who'd spent years studying the theory and was now sitting across from the practice.

When we finally left the hall, Maren walked beside me in silence until we reached the guest corridor. Then she stopped.

"You know what you're doing?" she asked.

"I know what I need to do."

"That's not the same thing."

"No. But it's close enough." I looked at her. The torchlight caught the silver in her eyes and the tightness in her jaw, and she looked like a woman who was about to watch someone she cared about walk into danger and couldn't do a thing to stop it.

"Get some sleep, Maren. Tomorrow's going to be a long day."

"For you, maybe. I'll be sitting in the stands trying not to have a heart attack."

"You'll manage. You always do."

She held my gaze for a beat longer than necessary. Then she turned and walked to her room, her stride even, her back straight. But the geometry caught what it always caught — the heartbeat underneath. Fast. Worried. Caring.

I went to my room and lay in the dark and thought about tomorrow. About Kavan Rendt and his enhanced body and his dark eyes and his predator's smile. About what the Thessik dominion could do when it was pushed to its absolute limit.

I was about to find out.


Chapter 28: Dominion

The training ground behind the Rendt keep was a flat expanse of packed earth, a hundred yards across, ringed by stone walls and tiered seating. A fighting pit for a military house. The stands were full. Kavan had opened the demonstration to his household, and every officer, soldier, and advisor with rank enough to claim a seat had come.

I stood at the southern end. Kavan stood at the northern end. Sixty yards of open ground between us.

Maren was in the front row of the stands, her silver eyes fixed on me. Lyra was beside her, leaning forward, her hand resting on her knee in the way it rested on her sword pommel — ready for action even when there was nothing to do. Sera Rendt sat on the opposite side, her dark eyes moving between me and her brother with the focus of someone who was watching an experiment she'd designed.

"The rules are simple," Kavan called across the distance. His voice carried without effort — the Rendt dominion enhanced everything, including his lungs. "Dominion only. No weapons. The match continues until one of us yields or can no longer continue. Agreed?"

"Agreed."

He moved.

I'd watched fast people before. Hollen was fast. Lyra was fast. Even the ashclaws had been fast in their coordinated, predatory way. Kavan Rendt made all of them look like they were moving through water.

He crossed the sixty yards in under two seconds. Not running — exploding forward, his enhanced body covering ground at a speed that shouldn't have been possible for something with two legs. The packed earth cracked under his feet from the force of his push-offs. The air displaced around him in a visible wake. By the time my brain processed that he'd moved, he was already inside thirty feet, inside my effective range, and his fist was coming for my chest.

I folded.

Not away. Sideways. A lateral fold that displaced me ten feet to his right while his fist passed through the space I'd occupied and the momentum carried him past. The air cracked where his punch landed on nothing — the sheer force of the Rendt dominion turning a missed strike into a shockwave that I felt against my skin from ten feet away.

He stopped. Turned. No wasted motion. His dark eyes found me and the predator smile was gone, replaced by something more honest. Calculation.

"You're fast," he said.

"I don't have to be fast. I just have to not be where you are."

He came again. Faster this time, adjusting for the fold, his trajectory wider, cutting off the lateral escape route. I folded backward instead — twenty feet, the maximum comfortable combat distance — and he adjusted midstride, changing direction with a fluidity that his enhanced body made look effortless.

He was learning. Every fold I made, he tracked the destination, adjusted his approach, narrowed the options. The Rendt dominion gave him the physical capability to exploit any gap in my response time, and his mind was sharp enough to find those gaps. Within three exchanges, he'd mapped my folding pattern — the slight delay between decision and execution, the split-second vulnerability during transit.

On the fourth charge, he caught me.

Not fully. His hand closed on my forearm as I folded, and for a horrible instant I was caught between two positions, his grip anchoring me to the space I was leaving while the fold pulled me toward the space I was entering. The strain was immense. I felt it in my bones, in my blood, in the geometry itself, a spatial paradox that shouldn't have been possible and hurt in ways I didn't have words for.

I resolved it by compressing the space between his hand and my arm. The air crumpled. His grip broke as the distance expanded, his fingers suddenly six inches from skin that had been in his palm, and the disorientation of feeling space change under his hand made him stumble for the first time.

I didn't waste the opening. I folded the ground under his feet, the same terrain manipulation I'd developed on the trade road. The packed earth rippled, the surface shifting, and Kavan's balance broke. He went to one knee, recovered instantly because his body was a weapon and weapons don't stay down, but the instant was enough.

I compressed the air around him.

Not a killing compression. Not the way I'd crushed the gorren or the corrupted creatures. A cage. A sphere of compressed space that tightened around his body like a fist, applying even pressure from every direction. His enhanced muscles strained against it — I could feel the force through the geometry, his dominion pushing outward, fighting the compression with sheer physical power.

He was strong. Unbelievably strong. The compression that would have immobilized a normal person barely slowed him. His arms pushed outward, the muscles in his shoulders and chest visibly swelling as the Rendt dominion surged, and the cage began to crack. Hairline fractures in the spatial compression, widening under pressure that no physical body should have been able to generate.

I pushed harder. The headache hit instantly — a spike of white-hot pain behind my eyes that made my vision blur. My nose started bleeding, the familiar warm trickle down my upper lip. The geometry screamed with the effort of maintaining a compression cage against a force that was actively dismantling it.

Kavan's arms spread wider. The cage fractured. Another second and he'd break free.

I changed tactics.

Instead of compressing inward, I expanded outward. The cage dissolved and in its place I stretched the space around Kavan, expanding every distance, turning ten feet into thirty, making the ground beneath him a treadmill of expanding terrain. He lunged toward me and covered three feet instead of ten. He lunged again and gained nothing. The Rendt dominion made him faster and stronger, but it couldn't change the distance between two points when I was the one defining what distance meant.

He stopped. Stood in the expanded space, his enhanced body burning energy to go nowhere, and for the first time I saw something other than calculation in his dark eyes. Respect.

"Clever," he said. He wasn't breathing hard. The Rendt dominion handled that too. "You changed the rules."

"I changed the space. The rules are the same."

He tested the expanded zone, probing the edges with short bursts of enhanced speed, looking for weak points in the spatial distortion. He found one — the boundary where expanded space met normal space — and he hit it with a focused strike that made the geometry shudder. The expansion buckled, contracted, and for a moment the terrain snapped back to normal. He covered ten feet in that moment before I reasserted the distortion, but the gap had shown him something. The expansion wasn't invulnerable. It could be broken with enough concentrated force.

He smiled. The real smile, the one I'd seen when he proposed the challenge. The competitor's delight.

Then he did something I didn't expect. He gathered himself and jumped. Straight up, with a force that cracked the expanded ground beneath him and launched him thirty feet into the air, clearing the expanded zone entirely. At the apex of the jump he twisted, oriented on my position, and came down like a meteor.

I had maybe a second. I used it.

I folded the air above me into a ramp — a curved surface of compressed space angled at forty-five degrees. Kavan hit it at full force and the impact was tremendous, the spatial construct shuddering under the blow, hairline fractures running through the compressed air like cracks in glass. But it held. His momentum redirected, sliding him sideways instead of down, and he hit the ground thirty feet to my left at a speed that carved a trench in the packed earth.

He rolled. Came up. His coat was torn and his lip was bleeding where he'd bitten it on impact. The Rendt dominion was already healing the cut, the blood stopping as I watched. The enhanced regeneration was yet another advantage — even if I hurt him, the damage wouldn't stick.

We stood thirty feet apart. Both breathing hard now — even Kavan, for the first time, his enhanced lungs working visibly. My nose was streaming blood. My vision was pulsing with the headache. The geometry was straining at the limits of what sustained combat demanded, and every fold and compression was costing more than the last.

But I was still standing. And he knew it.

Kavan looked at me across the training ground. The stands were dead silent. Two hundred people watching two bloodline holders test each other, and nobody was breathing.

He could keep going. His dominion gave him the stamina to fight for hours. But the fight wasn't about endurance. It was about capability. He'd seen what my dominion could do — redirect his charges, break his grip, cage him, expand terrain, construct barriers in midair. And he'd seen that I could do it while bleeding and in pain and under pressure from the strongest physical bloodline in the Eastern Reach.

"I think," he said slowly, "that we've both made our point."

"Agreed."

He walked toward me. No enhancement, no speed. A normal stride, crossing the thirty feet between us with the unhurried pace of a man who'd come to a decision. He stopped in front of me and extended his hand.

Not the peer greeting. The warrior's clasp — forearm to forearm. The same gesture Lyra had given me after the oath ceremony.

I took it. His grip was firm, warm, the enhanced strength modulated to something human.

"You're not what I expected," he said.

"I get that a lot."

"I expected a fraud. A puppet lord with a stolen bloodline and a clever advisor propping him up." He glanced at Maren in the stands. "The advisor is clever. But you're no puppet."

The crowd erupted. Not the polite applause of a diplomatic event — the raw, visceral sound of people who'd just watched something they'd never seen before. Two founding bloodlines, tested against each other for the first time in a generation, and neither had broken.

Kavan released my arm and turned to the stands, raising his hand to acknowledge his household. Then he turned back to me, and the predator behind the smile had been replaced by something I hadn't seen from him before.

A peer.

"Let's talk terms," he said. "Over something stronger than wine."


Chapter 29: The Cost

The headache hit properly about ten minutes after the fight.

I made it through the handshake, the walk off the training ground, and the first corridor of the keep before my vision doubled and my legs decided they were done cooperating. Maren caught my arm before I went into the wall.

"Easy," she said. "I've got you."

"I'm fine."

"You're bleeding from both nostrils and you just went grey. You're not fine." She steered me down a side hallway, away from the crowd of Rendt soldiers and officials still pouring out of the stands. Lyra appeared on my other side, her hand under my elbow, the two of them supporting my weight without making it look like they were carrying me. In a keep full of people who'd just watched me fight a peer lord to a standstill, collapsing in a hallway would undo everything I'd gained.

They got me to the guest quarters. The room was larger than anything at the Thessik estate, well-furnished, with a bed that looked like it could swallow me whole. I sat on the edge of it and the room tilted sideways and Maren pushed me down with a hand on my chest.

"Lie down. Don't argue."

I didn't argue. The ceiling was spinning and the headache was a sustained, throbbing agony that pulsed in time with my heartbeat, and every fold and compression I'd used in the fight was billing me simultaneously. The geometry was still active — I could feel the room, the corridor outside, Maren and Lyra's signatures — but it was fuzzy, degraded, like trying to see through frosted glass.

"I'll check on the soldiers," Lyra said from the doorway. She looked at Maren, then at me, then back at Maren. Something passed between them that I was too wrecked to decode. "Take care of him."

"I intend to."

Lyra left. The door closed. Maren pulled a chair to the bedside and sat down.

"That was the stupidest, most reckless, most impressive thing I've ever seen," she said.

"Pick one."

"All three. They're not mutually exclusive." She found a washcloth in the basin on the side table, dampened it, and pressed it gently against my face, cleaning the dried blood from my nose and upper lip. Her touch was careful, precise, the same attention to detail she brought to everything. But there was a tenderness in it that had nothing to do with efficiency. "You fought a Rendt bloodline holder to a draw. An enhanced physical dominion — the most combat-oriented bloodline in the Eastern Reach — and you matched it with spatial manipulation. Nobody has done that."

"Technically it wasn't a draw. Neither of us yielded."

"Technically you're lying on a bed bleeding while he's probably walking around his keep looking mildly inconvenienced. The Rendt dominion handles recovery. Yours doesn't."

"Not yet."

She shook her head. But the exasperation was surface level. Underneath it, in the way she cleaned the blood from my face and the way her other hand rested on my forearm, there was something else. Something careful and close and shaking.

She set the washcloth aside and sat back. In the lamplight, her face was drawn, her silver eyes bright with something she was working hard to contain. I'd seen Maren manage crises. I'd seen her navigate hostile politics. I'd seen her hold a dying house together through willpower alone. I'd never seen her look like this — raw, exposed, the composure not cracked but deliberately set aside, like armor taken off at the end of a battle that had gone too long.

"Maren."

"What."

"Your hand is trembling."

She looked down. Her hand on my forearm was, in fact, trembling. A fine vibration running through her fingers that she either hadn't noticed or had been pretending not to notice. She pulled back, clenched her fist, opened it. Clenched it again.

"When he caught your arm," she said. Her voice was controlled but thin. "During the fight. When you were caught between positions and the fold was—"

"I remember."

"I thought he was going to tear you apart." She said it flatly. Facts. The way she reported household logistics or vassal negotiations. But the flatness was a dam, and behind it I could hear the water. "I was sitting in the stands next to Lyra and Lyra's hand was on her sword and there was nothing either of us could do. I thought you were going to die in a fighting pit in a house that isn't ours, and I would have to ride home and tell Celene and Hollen and Illara and those children that I'd brought their lord to Rendt and let him get killed."

"Maren—"

"I'm not finished." She drew a breath. Held it. Released it slowly. The exhale was uneven, trembling at the edges. "I've been running House Thessik for six years. I've watched it die. I've watched people leave. I've watched everything I cared about crumble and I held on because someone had to. And then you arrived and you started putting it back together and I told myself that what I felt was relief. Gratitude. The natural response of a woman whose burden was finally being shared."

She was looking at her hands in her lap. Not at me. Her white hair had come loose from the formal knot and fell around her face, and in the lamplight of the guest room she looked exhausted and young and honest in a way I'd never seen.

"It's not relief," she said. "It's not gratitude. I watched you walk onto that field today and I was terrified. Not for the house. Not for the alliance. For you. Because if something happened to you, the house would survive somehow — it always does, it's a house, it's stone and paper and obligations — but I wouldn't. Not the way I am now. Not the person I've started becoming since you arrived."

The room was quiet. The sounds of the Rendt keep filtered through the stone walls — distant footsteps, muffled conversation, the ordinary noises of a household going about its evening. In this room, there was only Maren's voice and the sound of my own heartbeat in my ears.

My headache was still there but it had receded to background noise, overwhelmed by the sound of Maren Thessik dismantling six years of self-imposed walls one sentence at a time.

"You told me to take whatever time I needed," she said. "You said you meant it."

"I did."

"I know. And I've been taking it. Hiding behind it. Using it as one more strategy to avoid dealing with something I can't control." She looked up. The silver eyes were bright, wet, and absolutely unguarded. "I'm done taking time, Drew."

I reached out and took her hand. She let me. Her fingers were still trembling but they closed around mine and held.

"Not tonight," she said. "You can barely sit up. And I'm not— this isn't—" She pressed her lips together. Tried again. "I want it to be right. Not a reaction. Not a crisis. Not because you just fought for your life and I'm scared. I want to come to you when I'm sure, and I want to be sure because I chose it, not because I'm afraid of losing it."

"Then come to me when you're sure."

"I will." She squeezed my hand. "Soon."

She sat with me while the headache faded. She didn't let go of my hand. At some point she moved from the chair to the edge of the bed, sitting beside me, her hip against mine, the warmth of her body a constant presence. I drifted in and out of a half-sleep, the geometry fuzzy but present, and every time I surfaced she was there — watching me with an expression that wasn't calculation, wasn't strategy, wasn't the house. Just Maren. Finally, just Maren.

Once, I surfaced and found her reading. She'd pulled a book from somewhere — one of the volumes on the guest room shelf — and was turning pages with one hand while the other rested in mine. The domesticity of it hit me with unexpected force. A woman reading by lamplight while a man rested beside her. Simple. Human. The kind of scene that had nothing to do with bloodlines or politics or the fate of a noble house, and everything to do with two people who'd found each other in a world that had tried to keep them apart.

She noticed me watching and looked down. "You should be sleeping."

"I was. You're pretty when you read."

The flush that crossed her face was immediate and vivid and she looked away, but not before I caught the smile she tried to suppress. A real smile. The kind I was seeing more and more often, each one closer to the surface, each one lasting a little longer before she tucked it away.

"Go back to sleep," she said. "That's an order."

"You don't give me orders. Full partnership, remember?"

"Full partnership includes the right to tell you when you're being an idiot. Sleep."

I slept.



She left when the headache had faded to a dull ache and I could sit up without the room spinning. She squeezed my hand one more time, stood, straightened her coat with the habitual gesture that meant she was putting the armor back on, and paused at the door.

"The negotiations with Rendt need to happen tomorrow," she said. "He's impressed, but impression fades if you don't convert it to agreement."

"I know."

"You'll need to be sharp. Can you recover by morning?"

"I've recovered from worse."

"You haven't, actually. This is the worst you've been." She held my gaze. "But I believe you."

She left. The door closed. I lay in the bed and stared at the ceiling and felt my geometry slowly come back into focus, the range expanding, the clarity sharpening, the spatial awareness rebuilding itself the way it always did after overuse.

Fifty feet. Fifty-five. Sixty. Sixty-five.

I blinked. Sixty-five feet. Passive range, without effort, lying in a bed recovering from the hardest fight of my life. Before the challenge, sixty had been my active maximum. Now sixty-five was my resting state.

Every fight. Every strain. Every time I hit the wall and pushed through it. The dominion didn't just recover — it came back stronger, like a bone healing thicker at the break. The corruption fight had pushed me from forty to fifty. The Rendt challenge had pushed me from sixty to sixty-five. And somewhere in the back of my mind, a thought was forming: what would the next fight do? And the one after that?

The dominion was growing again. And tomorrow, I was going to use it.


Chapter 30: Terms

I woke before dawn, clear-headed and sharp.

The headache was gone. The nosebleed was gone. The geometry was humming at sixty-five feet, crisp and detailed, and I lay in the dark for a moment just feeling it — the keep around me, the sleeping household, the guards on the walls, the horses in the stables. Every surface, every angle, every dimension mapped and present. The fight had pushed me past a threshold, and the power that came back after recovery was more than the power I'd spent.

I washed, dressed, and found Kavan in his study before the sun was fully up. He was already at his desk, a cup of something bitter-smelling steaming beside a stack of documents. He looked up when I entered and the dark eyes tracked me with that assessing attention I was learning to expect.

"You look better than you have any right to," he said.

"Fast healer."

"Mmm. Sit."

I sat across from him. The study was small by Rendt standards, functional, lined with shelves of documents and military maps rather than books. A lord's working room, not a showpiece. I liked it better than the reception hall.

"I'll be direct," Kavan said. "What you showed me yesterday changes my calculation. I came into this expecting to absorb the remnants of House Thessik within the year. You've made that impractical."

"Generous way to put it."

"I'm being precise, not generous. Impractical isn't impossible. I have the military capacity to take your territory by force. What I don't have is a way to do it without losing more than I gain. A spatial dominion at the level you demonstrated turns every engagement into a logistics nightmare for the aggressor. You can reposition troops. You can deny terrain. You can fold supply lines. The cost of overcoming those advantages exceeds the value of the territory."

"So we negotiate."

"So we negotiate." He opened a document and turned it toward me. A map — the Eastern Reach, with Thessik and Rendt territories marked in different colors. The border between them ran along the eastern edge of Thessik land, following the forest line. "Here's what I want. Formal recognition of Rendt's absorption of Houses Drevic, Pallan, and Torek. They're mine. I've invested resources in their territories and I'm not giving them back."

"I wasn't going to ask for them back. I don't have the capacity to administer territories I can't reach." I leaned forward and traced the border on the map. "What I want is a halt. The expansion stops here. No more absorption of Thessik vassals. The remaining houses in my sphere stay in my sphere."

"Which houses specifically?"

"Vestane is re-sworn. Beyond that — Harthen, Morric, and Belk. They haven't committed either way yet. I want Rendt to step back and let them choose without pressure."

"Without pressure from me. You'll be applying your own pressure, naturally."

"Naturally. But I'll be doing it by offering them something worth having, not by surrounding them."

Kavan leaned back. His fingers tapped the desk, a rhythmic motion that I suspected was his version of thinking out loud. "Three houses. Not unreasonable. I have no designs on Harthen — they're too far north. Morric is borderline. Belk..." He paused. "Belk is strategically positioned on the Ashenmere headwaters. Whoever holds Belk controls the upper trade route."

"Which is why I want them."

"Which is why I want them." He smiled. The competitor's smile. "Let's discuss terms for Belk specifically."

We went back and forth for two hours.

The negotiation was not a fight. It was a conversation between two intelligent men who both understood what they wanted and were willing to work to find the overlap. Kavan was precise, fair, and relentless in his own way — he conceded nothing without receiving something in return, and every point he gave up was calculated against a larger strategic picture that I was only beginning to understand. The man thought in decades, not months. He was building something, and the shape of it extended far beyond the Eastern Reach.

Maren arrived after the first hour, slipping into the room quietly and taking a seat against the wall. She had her document satchel and a pen and she opened her mouth to interject and I held up a hand — gently, not dismissively — and continued the point I was making about trade access and shared tariff structures.

She closed her mouth. Sat back. And watched.

I could feel her through the geometry. Her heart rate was steady, her posture alert, her attention focused. But the nature of her attention shifted as the negotiation continued. In the first few minutes, she was tracking the conversation the way she always did — analyzing, anticipating, preparing interventions. By the thirty-minute mark, the interventions had stopped forming. She was just watching. Seeing me do the thing she'd been doing for six years, on my own, in real time.

I argued for shared access to the Ashenmere headwaters with Belk under Thessik protection. He countered with joint administration. I proposed Thessik sovereignty with guaranteed Rendt trade passage. He proposed a ten-year renewable agreement with arbitration clauses. We went through six versions of the Belk arrangement before settling on a framework that gave me political sovereignty and him economic access, with both sides maintaining the right to renegotiate after five years.

The Belk resolution unlocked the rest. Once we'd solved the hardest problem, the remaining points fell into place with an efficiency that surprised both of us. Border markers. Patrol jurisdiction. Shared intelligence on the forest corruption. A mechanism for resolving disputes without escalation. Each point negotiated, agreed, documented.

Maren didn't speak.

She sat against the wall with her pen and her documents and she watched me negotiate a territorial agreement with a peer lord, handling objections, proposing alternatives, finding the compromise points, and she didn't intervene once. Not because she wasn't needed — there were moments when her expertise would have helped, when a historical precedent or a legal nuance would have strengthened my position. But I found my own path through those moments. Not as cleanly as she would have, not with the same depth of knowledge, but effectively. Practically. In the way of a man who'd learned to think on his feet because the alternative was losing.

When we finished, Kavan and I had a document. Not an oath of vassalage — a treaty between peers. Formal recognition of current borders. A halt to expansion into Thessik's sphere of influence. Trade agreements for the Ashenmere corridor. A non-aggression clause with a mutual defense provision against external threats, which meant the church. And a personal commitment from both lords to attend the Convocation and present a united front.

Kavan signed it. I signed it. Maren witnessed it, her signature steady and precise beneath ours.

"Lord Thessik," Kavan said, extending his hand. The peer grip this time. "I came into this expecting a short conversation and a formality. You've given me something considerably more interesting."

"Likewise, Lord Rendt."

"Kavan. If we're going to be neighbors with a non-aggression pact, we should use first names."

"Drew."

"Drew." He tested it the way everyone did, like a new word in a language they were learning. "Travel safely. And fix those remaining vassals before someone else does."



We left Kavan's study and walked through the keep toward the guest wing. Maren was beside me, the document satchel under her arm, her stride steady and measured.

She didn't speak until we were alone in the corridor.

"You didn't need me in there," she said.

"I always need you."

"That's kind. It's also not true. You negotiated a peer treaty with one of the most capable lords in the Eastern Reach. You handled trade law, territorial sovereignty, arbitration frameworks, and mutual defense clauses. Six weeks ago you didn't know what a vassal oath was." She stopped walking. "Drew. You didn't need me."

I turned to face her. The corridor was empty, lit by morning light from tall windows, the stone walls quiet around us.

"Maybe I didn't need you at that table," I said. "But I need you. There's a difference."

"What difference?"

"The table is a task. You're not a task. You're the reason I have a table to sit at. You're the reason the house exists, the reason Vestane came back, the reason Celene switched sides, the reason I know what a peer greeting looks like and which hand to extend and when to push and when to compromise." I stepped closer. "You built the foundation I'm standing on. If I can negotiate with Kavan Rendt, it's because you taught me how."

She looked at me. The silver eyes were bright in the morning light, and the thing behind them — the thing she'd been building toward since the road, since the porch of the trading post, since the bedside confession after the fight — was right there, visible, unguarded, close enough to touch.

"I spent six years being necessary," she said. "Being essential. The house needed me and that was enough. That was my purpose, my identity, my reason for getting up in the morning." Her voice was quiet, steady, deliberate. "And now you're telling me that the house doesn't need me the way it used to. That you can do this yourself. And instead of being terrified, which is what I expected, I'm..." She paused. Searching for the word. "Relieved. I'm relieved, Drew. Because if the house doesn't need me to be its backbone every minute of every day, then maybe I can be something else."

"What do you want to be?"

She looked at me in the corridor with the morning light on her face and her white hair falling loose and her silver eyes holding mine with an intensity that six years of duty and sacrifice and loneliness had been building toward.

"Yours," she said. "Not the house's. Not the strategist's. Yours."

The word hung in the corridor between us, simple and enormous.

"Tonight," I said.

"Tonight," she agreed.

She picked up her satchel, straightened her coat, and walked toward the guest wing with the steady stride of a woman who had made a decision and wasn't looking back. I watched her go, the geometry tracking every step, every heartbeat, every breath.

Her pulse was fast. But it wasn't anxiety. It wasn't fear.

It was anticipation.


Chapter 31: Release

The knock came after midnight.

I was awake. I'd been awake since dinner, which had been a cordial affair with Kavan and Sera that had felt like an epilogue rather than a performance. The tension of the challenge was gone, replaced by the easier dynamics of two houses that had tested each other and found mutual respect. Kavan had been warmer. Sera had been less calculating. Lyra had joined us and she and Kavan had spent half the meal comparing combat philosophies with the enthusiasm of two fighters who spoke the same language.

Through all of it, Maren had been present, engaged, and vibrating with something only I could feel. The geometry tracked her vitals through the entire dinner — elevated heart rate, controlled breathing, a low-grade tension in her body that she hid perfectly from everyone who couldn't read her at the molecular level. She'd excused herself early, citing fatigue from the day's negotiations. She'd gone to her room. She'd paced for an hour.

Then she'd come to my door.

I opened it.

She stood in the hallway in a simple shirt and trousers, her feet bare on the stone floor. Her white hair was down, loose around her shoulders, the way I'd only seen it once before — that night in the estate when I'd knocked on her door after Celene. Without the coats, the formal knots, the armor of office, she looked like what she was: a young woman standing at a door she'd been afraid to open for months.

"I'm sure," she said.

I stepped back. She walked in. I closed the door.

The room was dark except for a single candle on the desk and the moonlight through the window. Maren stood in the center of the room and looked at me and I could see the effort it was costing her to be here. Not because she didn't want to be. Because she'd spent six years teaching herself that wanting was irrelevant, and unlearning that lesson in a single night took more courage than anything she'd done for the house.

"You're shaking," I said.

"I'm aware." She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. "I've managed a dying estate, negotiated with hostile vassal lords, and held a household together through six years of decline. I've never been this nervous."

"Come here."

She crossed the room to me. Two steps. Close enough that I could feel the heat of her body and smell the faint scent of whatever she used in her hair — something clean, like cold water and winter air. She looked up at me with those silver eyes and the vulnerability in them was staggering. Maren Thessik, who never showed weakness, who never let her composure crack, who had been the foundation of a noble house since she was nineteen years old, was standing in front of me with every wall down and every defense lowered and trusting me not to break what she was offering.

I kissed her.

Soft. Slow. My hand on her jaw, tilting her face up, my lips finding hers with a gentleness that I hadn't used with Lyra or Celene because neither of them had needed it the way Maren did. This wasn't submission or surrender. This was permission. A woman who'd carried the world giving herself permission to set it down.

She kissed me back. Hesitant at first, her lips uncertain, her hands resting on my chest without gripping. Then something broke open — I felt it through the geometry, a release in her body like a held breath finally exhaled — and her hands fisted in my shirt and she kissed me with six years of suppressed want pouring through her like a flood through a broken dam.

The sound she made against my mouth was the most honest thing I'd ever heard from her. A moan that started low in her chest and climbed, muffled against my lips, carrying the weight of every night she'd spent alone in her room at the estate, every time she'd watched me and looked away, every time she'd told herself the house was enough.

I pulled her shirt over her head.

This was the first time I'd seen Maren's body, and I took a moment to look. She was different from Lyra and Celene. Shorter, softer curves, fuller in the hips and chest than her formal coats had suggested. Her breasts were round and heavy, pale as the rest of her, the nipples a light pink that darkened as I watched. Her waist was narrow, her skin smooth, marked here and there with small scars from years of physical work she'd never talked about — managing an estate meant hauling and lifting and doing the things the skeleton staff couldn't handle. She had a body that had been used for labor and duty and had never once been used for pleasure.

She watched me look at her. The flush spread down her neck, across her collarbone, to the tops of her breasts. Her arms twitched at her sides — the instinct to cover herself — and she overrode it. She let me see her. The bravest thing she'd done in a day that had included watching me fight a peer lord.

"You're beautiful," I said.

"You don't have to—"

"I'm not being kind. I'm being accurate."

I pulled my own shirt off and she looked at me with an expression that was entirely new — hunger, raw and unfiltered, the kind she'd been burying for so long that feeling it now made her breath catch and her body sway toward mine.

I caught her. Pulled her against me, skin to skin, her breasts pressed against my chest, her arms wrapping around my neck. She gasped at the contact. Full-body contact, bare skin against bare skin, and I could feel through the geometry every response her body was having — her heart hammering, her temperature rising, her breath quickening, the arousal building in her like a wave still far from shore but coming.

I walked her backward to the bed. She went willingly, sitting on the edge, looking up at me, and the silver eyes were dark and wet and burning with everything she'd been holding back.

I knelt in front of her. My hands found the waistband of her trousers and she lifted her hips and I pulled them down, and she was bare, and she was trembling, and she was ready. I could see it. I could feel it through the geometry.

"Drew." My name in her mouth was different than it had been in any conversation, any briefing, any moment we'd shared in the war room or the courtyard or the road. It was stripped of everything except need. "Please don't make me wait anymore."

I didn't.



Maren had imagined this.

She would never have admitted it, not to Drew, not to Celene, not to anyone. But in the dark of her room at the estate, on the nights when the silence pressed too close and the loneliness was a physical weight on her chest, she had imagined this. His hands on her body. His mouth on her skin. The weight of him above her, around her, inside her.

The reality was nothing like the imagination.

The imagination had been controlled, managed, a fantasy that she directed and contained and filed away when it was done. The reality was a wildfire. His mouth between her legs made her lose the ability to form words. The first touch of his tongue drew a sound from her that she would have been mortified by in any other context — a raw, keening moan that came from somewhere below her ribs and carried every lonely night she'd spent in that room at the estate.

He was patient. Devastatingly patient. He explored her with a thoroughness that left no part of her untouched, unkissed, unworshipped. His hands on her thighs, spreading her open. His mouth on her center, hot and wet and impossibly precise, finding the exact rhythm that made her hips buck and her hands tear at the sheets. She came with a cry that she buried in her forearm, her body arching off the bed, and he held her down and kept going and the second orgasm hit before the first had finished, a rolling wave that crashed through her and left her gasping, boneless, her vision blurred with tears she hadn't given permission to fall.

Then he was above her and she could feel him, hard and thick against her thigh, and the anticipation was so intense it bordered on agony. She reached for him. Her hand wrapped around his length and her breath stuttered at the size of him, the heat, the reality of what was about to happen.

"Look at me," he said.

She looked at him. He was braced above her, his dark eyes looking down into hers, and his expression was something she'd seen from him before — the same focused, steady presence he brought to everything. But underneath it was want. Real, raw, undisguised want, for her, and seeing it on his face broke something that she'd been holding together for a very long time.

"I see you," he said. "Not the house. Not the strategist. You."

She pulled him down and kissed him and guided him to her entrance and he pushed inside and Maren Thessik made a sound that wasn't a moan or a cry but something closer to a sob of relief, the sound of six years of loneliness ending in a single moment of being filled and held and wanted.



She was tight around me and the sound she made when I entered her was the sound of something giving way. Not breaking — releasing. Pressure that had been building for years finding an outlet, a direction, a purpose that wasn't the house or the duty or the endless, grinding work of holding something together alone.

I moved slowly at first. She was gripping my shoulders, her nails in my skin, her silver eyes open and locked on mine. Tears ran from the corners of her eyes into her white hair and she didn't wipe them and she didn't look away. She watched me while I moved inside her and every thrust drew another sound from her throat, a rising symphony of moans and whispered words and my name, over and over, like she was learning what it meant to say it without the title attached.

I built the pace gradually. Her body responded with an intensity that told me how long she'd been starving. Every touch was amplified. Every sensation was magnified by years of deprivation. When I bent to take her nipple in my mouth, she arched against me and the moan that tore from her was loud enough to carry through the stone walls and she didn't care.

She wrapped her legs around me and pulled me deeper and I gave her everything I had. Deep, steady thrusts that rocked the bed frame, my hand in her white hair, my mouth on her neck. She came again — the third time — with her legs locked around my waist and her body clenching around me in waves that tested every ounce of my control.

"Don't stop," she gasped. "Don't you dare stop."

I didn't stop. I rolled her on top of me, her hair falling around us like a curtain, her hands on my chest, her hips finding their own rhythm. She rode me with a desperation that was almost frantic, chasing something she'd been denying herself for six years, and watching her — Maren Thessik, composed, controlled, unbreakable Maren Thessik — lose herself completely on top of me was the single most erotic thing I had ever experienced.

She came one final time with a sound that was close to a scream, her body arching back, her hands clawing at my chest, and I followed her over the edge, my hands gripping her hips, pulling her down hard, burying myself deep as I finished inside her with a groan that I felt in my bones.

She collapsed onto my chest. Her body was shaking. Her breathing was ragged. Her tears were wet against my skin. But she was smiling. I could feel it — her lips curved against my collarbone, the first smile I'd ever felt from her, because Maren's smiles had always been ghosts, half-seen and quickly hidden.

This one stayed.



We lay tangled together in the candlelight. Her head on my chest, my arm around her shoulders, her white hair spread across my skin. She'd stopped shaking. Her breathing had evened out. Her heart rate was slow, steady, deeply calm.

"I should have done this weeks ago," she said.

"You weren't ready weeks ago."

"No. I wasn't." She traced a line down my sternum with her finger. "I was afraid that if I let myself have this, I'd lose the thing that kept me going. The duty. The purpose. The house." She paused. "But the house is still there. The duty is still there. And I feel more capable of handling them than I have in years, because for the first time I'm not carrying them alone."

"You were never carrying them alone. Not since I arrived."

"I know that now." She propped herself up on her elbow and looked down at me. The silver eyes were soft, clear, stripped of every defense she'd ever built. "I know a lot of things now that I didn't know this morning."

I pulled her down and kissed her, slow and deep, and she melted into it with the ease of a woman who'd finally found the place she was supposed to be.

"We should sleep," she said against my mouth.

"Probably."

"Long ride tomorrow."

"Mm."

She settled against my chest and was asleep within minutes, her body heavy and warm, her breathing deep and even. The first truly restful sleep she'd had in six years, I suspected. The first night she'd spent not alone, not planning, not worrying about a house that was crumbling around her.

I lay awake for a while, the geometry humming at sixty-five feet, mapping the Rendt keep, the sleeping household, the stars outside the window. Lyra in her room, asleep. Kavan in his study, still working. Sera in her quarters.

And Maren on my chest, her heart beating slow and steady and trusting against my ribs.

Twenty-three chapters of a story she'd been telling herself about duty and sacrifice and the irrelevance of personal desire, and the ending was this: a woman asleep on a man's chest in a room far from home, smiling in her sleep for the first time in years.

I closed my eyes and let the geometry keep watch and slept better than I had since arriving in this world.


Chapter 32: Return

The ride home was different.

Not because anything dramatic had changed — the road was the same, the soldiers were the same, the landscape rolled past in the same green and brown it had on the way out. The difference was in the space between people. The invisible geometries of who rode next to whom and how close and what they said without saying it.

Maren rode beside me. Not behind, not a horse-length back in the advisor's position. Beside me, her knee occasionally brushing mine when the horses drifted together. She was still Maren — composed, observant, her mind visibly working through the implications of the Rendt treaty and what it meant for the Convocation. But there was a looseness in her posture that hadn't been there on the way down. Her shoulders sat lower. Her jaw was softer. She laughed at something Edric said, a real laugh, and two of the soldiers exchanged glances because apparently Lady Thessik laughing was a rare enough event to warrant notice.

Lyra rode ahead with the escort, giving us space again. At one point she dropped back to ride beside me and looked at Maren and then at me and the corner of her mouth curved.

"About time," she said, and rode ahead again before either of us could respond.

Maren's cheeks went pink, which was itself a revelation. I hadn't known she could blush. The silver eyes narrowed at Lyra's retreating back and then she shook her head with an expression that was caught between exasperation and amusement and something warmer than either.

"She's not subtle," Maren said.

"She's Lyra. Subtlety isn't in the Vestane vocabulary."

"Clearly." A pause. "She's not wrong, though."

"No. She's not."

We rode in comfortable silence after that, the kind of silence that doesn't need filling because the people sharing it have already said the important things.



The estate appeared on the hill in the late afternoon of the third day, and the sight of it hit me differently than it had before.

I'd been away for a week. In that time, the place had continued to function without me, which was both reassuring and slightly humbling. The banners were still flying — Thessik black and Vestane grey. The gate was manned. The courtyard was clean. The north wing's repaired roof caught the afternoon light, and from the road I could see smoke rising from the kitchen chimneys and movement on the walls.

Celene was at the gate when we rode through.

She'd changed since I'd left. Not physically — she was still slight, auburn-haired, green-eyed, wearing the simplified version of her Synod robes that she'd adopted since abandoning the formal vestments. The change was in how she held herself. She stood at the gate without clasping her hands, without the rigid posture, without the practiced neutrality. She stood like someone who lived here. Like someone who'd spent a week running a household's intelligence operation and had found herself capable and needed and real.

"Welcome home," she said. And meant it, with a warmth that the woman who'd arrived with Voss's delegation would never have been capable of.

"Miss me?" I dismounted and handed the reins to a stable hand.

"The estate ran perfectly in your absence. Hollen is efficient, Illara is competent, and the staff know their routines." She paused. The ghost of a smile. "Yes. I missed you. The records from the Synod turned up some interesting patterns. I'll brief you when you're settled."

"Looking forward to it."

Maren dismounted beside me and Celene's green eyes moved to her, reading the change the way she read everything — carefully, thoroughly, with the attention of someone trained to observe. Whatever she found in Maren's posture, Maren's expression, the way Maren stood beside me rather than behind me, she processed it without visible reaction. Through the geometry, I caught a small spike in her heart rate — recognition, not distress. She'd expected this. Maybe she'd even hoped for it.

"Lady Thessik," Celene said. "You look well."

"Maren," Maren corrected, gently. "And thank you. The trip was productive."

The two women looked at each other across the courtyard. Not as rivals. Not as strangers. As two people who had both chosen the same man for different reasons and were navigating the geometry of that choice with more grace than I probably deserved. The tension I might have expected — the jealousy, the competition — wasn't there. What was there was something quieter and more complicated: a shared understanding between two women who'd both spent their lives being used as instruments and had found, in this house, a place where they were valued as people.

"Report?" I asked, breaking the moment before it could become awkward.

"Several things. The ward perimeter held without issues. Hollen's patrols found and cleared a small gorren den near the southern boundary — yearlings, no corrupted ones. Bessa has been feeding the orphans from the expanded kitchen budget and Pella has learned to say Lord Thessik, although it comes out more like Lord Theffik." She pulled a folded letter from her coat. "And this arrived two days ago. From House Morric."

I took the letter. Broke the seal. Read it.

Maren was already at my shoulder, reading over it. I heard her breath catch.

"House Morric requests a formal meeting with Lord Thessik to discuss the renewal of historical ties," I read aloud. "At your earliest convenience. Signed, Lord Brenn Morric."

"That's the second vassal," Maren said. "Morric was one of the three we targeted during the Rendt negotiations. They're reaching out on their own."

"Because word travels," Lyra said, dismounting behind us. "You went to Rendt and came back with a treaty. Every house in the Eastern Reach will have heard about the challenge within a week. By the time the full story spreads — a new Thessik lord who fought Kavan Rendt to a standstill — you'll have more letters than you can answer."

I looked at the letter. Then at the estate. Then at the three women standing around me in the courtyard — Lyra, confident and proprietary; Celene, warm and present; Maren, quietly radiant in a way she'd never been before.

"Let's go inside," I said. "We have work to do."



The war room filled up that evening.

It was the first time the full inner circle had gathered: me, Maren, Lyra, Celene, Hollen, Illara, Edric. Seven people around the map table, which was now covered in documents, letters, the Rendt treaty, and the Morric inquiry. Candles burned in the sconces. The north wing library was visible through the open doorway, its shelves orderly, its roof intact.

Maren ran the briefing. She outlined the Rendt treaty, the border agreements, the trade provisions, the mutual defense clause. She described the political implications with the precision I'd come to expect and the energy I'd only recently started seeing. The woman at the head of the table was the same strategist who'd held the house together for six years, but she was doing it differently now. Less grimly. Less alone.

"The Morric inquiry changes the timeline," she said. "We'd planned to approach the remaining vassals after the Convocation. With Morric coming to us, the process accelerates. If we secure Morric before the Convocation, we go in with two vassals and a peer treaty. That's a position of strength that nobody expected."

"And the church evidence?" I asked.

Celene spoke up. "The dossier is complete. My testimony, the anchor documentation, the cross-referenced church records. It's ready for presentation whenever you need it."

"Then we present it at the Convocation," I said. "The treaty with Rendt, the vassal oaths, and the evidence of church sabotage. All at once. We don't defend our legitimacy. We attack the people who tried to destroy it."

The room was quiet for a moment. Then Hollen spoke. The first time he'd contributed to a strategy meeting since I'd arrived.

"I've served this house for eighteen years," he said. His voice was rough, his face set in its permanent expression of weathered skepticism. "I served Lord Adren. I served Lord Gereth. I watched this house die by inches." He looked at me. The scar from his temple to his jaw caught the candlelight. "I threw a punch at you the night you arrived. If you'd like to revisit that, I understand."

"I redirected it into a wall. I think we're even."

The corner of Hollen's mouth twitched. "I've been a soldier my whole life. I know what leadership looks like. What you've done in two months is more than Gereth did in eight years and more than Adren did in thirty." He straightened in his chair. "Whatever you need for the Convocation. Whatever you need for the vassals. I'm yours."

"Thank you, Hollen."

"Don't thank me. Just keep doing what you're doing."

The meeting continued. Plans for the Morric visit. Preparations for the Convocation. Garrison training, supply logistics, ward maintenance schedules. The mundane business of a house that was functioning, growing, becoming something that demanded administration rather than crisis management.

I sat at the head of the table and felt the geometry map the room. Seven people. Seven heartbeats. Seven lives that had been changed by a warehouse guy from another world who'd woken up naked on an altar two months ago.

After the meeting, the room emptied slowly. Hollen and Edric left together, discussing patrol rotations. Illara collected the documents with her usual quiet efficiency. Lyra caught my eye and tilted her head — later — with a warmth that needed no elaboration.

Celene paused at the door. "Drew?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad you're home."

"Me too."

She smiled. The full smile, the one that had started as a ghost and was now real and present and hers. Then she left.

Maren was the last one in the room. She stood at the map table, looking down at the territory marked in ink and pin, the borders and trade routes and vassal houses that made up the world she'd been fighting for since she was nineteen.

"It's working," she said quietly. "It's actually working."

"Did you doubt it?"

"Every day. Every single day since you arrived." She looked up at me. The silver eyes were soft, warm, unguarded in a way that I was still getting used to. "I'm not doubting anymore."

I held out my hand. She took it. We stood there in the war room with the candles burning low and the maps spread out and the house alive around us, and it was enough. More than enough. It was everything.


Chapter 33: Sovereign

I stood on the eastern wall at dawn and watched the sun come up over my territory.

The light came slowly. Grey first, washing the farmland and the forest edge in flat monochrome. Then amber, catching the tops of the trees, turning the Ashenmere road into a ribbon of gold that wound south toward the Greymarch junction. Then full morning, warm and clean, pouring over the rolling countryside like something being given rather than earned.

The geometry mapped it all. Sixty-five feet of passive awareness, humming in the background like a second heartbeat. The guards on the wall, four of them on this section alone, their footsteps steady and regular. The staff in the kitchens, Bessa already working, the smell of bread reaching me from across the courtyard. The soldiers in the barracks — fifty-two of them now, with more coming when Morric formalized — turning over in their bunks, the early risers pulling on boots.

The wards pulsed along the perimeter. Every stone active, every detection field overlapping, a continuous ring of spatial awareness that extended my senses beyond the geometry's natural range. Nothing larger than a fox could cross that boundary without me knowing. The corruption in the eastern forest was still there, but fading. The land was healing, slowly, the way land does when the thing poisoning it has been removed. In a year, maybe two, the forest would grow back. The streams would clear. The wildlife would return from the west, following the recovery the way they'd followed the decay.

I let my awareness push outward, past the wards, past the farmland, into the distance where the geometry got soft and blurry. Somewhere to the south, a column of Morric riders was preparing to make the journey north, carrying a letter and an oath and the hope of a house that wanted to believe in something again. To the east, past the healing forest, Kavan Rendt was in his study, running a house that was no longer expanding into mine. To the west, Lyra's riders patrolled the borders they'd committed to defending. And somewhere far to the south, in a Synod office that I'd never seen, someone was reading Celene's reports and deciding what to do about a lord who refused to be the fraud they needed him to be.

Let them decide. Let them send another delegation, another priestess, another corrupted anchor. I'd broken the last one with my bare hands and the priestess they'd sent to spy on me was now helping me build the case that would expose them. Every weapon they'd pointed at House Thessik had ended up in my arsenal. At some point, even the church would have to acknowledge that the pattern wasn't coincidence — it was the wrong target.

The Convocation was two months away. Two months to secure Morric, to continue rebuilding, to prepare the evidence against the church, to train, to grow, to push the dominion past every ceiling it set for me. Two months to turn a recovered estate into a restored house, to turn a restored house into a political force, to walk into the Convocation not as a new lord begging for legitimacy but as a founding bloodline holder with vassals, a peer treaty, and evidence that the most powerful institution on the continent had been trying to destroy him.

Two months. I'd rebuilt a ruined estate in less.

Behind me, the courtyard was waking up. Hollen's voice cut through the morning air, calling the first drill rotation. The rhythmic sound of soldiers forming up — boots on flagstone, the clink of gear, the murmur of men who were becoming a unit. Edric's voice joined Hollen's, the two of them running the combined garrison with the easy coordination of experienced soldiers who'd found a rhythm. The sound of a house that worked.

I heard footsteps on the wall behind me. Not soldiers' boots. Lighter.

Maren appeared at my side. She'd dressed for the day — the Thessik coat, the silver threading, her white hair in the formal knot. The armor was back on. But underneath it, in the way she stood close enough for her arm to brush mine, in the way she looked at the sunrise instead of the documents in her hand, something had permanently changed. The woman who'd carried the house alone for six years had set it down, and picking it back up didn't feel the same as it had before. It felt lighter. Shared.

"You're up early," she said.

"Couldn't sleep."

"Liar. You slept like a dead man. I heard you snoring through the wall."

"The walls are thin."

"So I've been told." A pause. The ghost of a smile — real now, not a ghost at all, just a smile that she wore more quietly than most people. "Celene has breakfast ready. She's been organizing the Morric preparation materials since before dawn. I think she's trying to prove she can run the diplomatic side of the household."

"She probably can."

"She probably can." Maren looked at the map in her hand, then folded it and tucked it into her coat. "The Morric delegation arrives in four days. Hollen wants to run the garrison through a formal display. Illara is preparing guest quarters. And Lyra sent word from the western patrol — the border is quiet, no incursions."

"Sounds like the house is running itself."

"It is. That's the point. You built something that works, Drew. Not just the walls and the wards and the trade routes. The people. They know what they're doing and they believe in what they're doing it for." She leaned against the parapet beside me and looked out at the territory. "Lord Adren built this house with authority. Gereth destroyed it with neglect. You rebuilt it with something neither of them had."

"What's that?"

"Trust. You trusted Hollen when he'd punched you. You trusted Celene when she was sent to spy on you. You trusted Lyra when she rode in from a house that had abandoned its oath. You trusted me when I'd tried to burn your soul." She looked at me. The silver eyes held the morning light and the weight of everything we'd been through and the clarity of someone who'd finally stopped fighting herself. "People follow strength. But they stay for trust. And they'll fight for it."

I looked out at the territory. My territory. The fields and forests and roads and towns and people who depended on a house they'd stopped believing in and were learning to believe in again. Two months ago, I'd been stacking pallets in a warehouse. Twelve-hour shifts. Bad coffee. A routine that was safe and small and going nowhere.

Now I stood on a wall and watched the sun rise over a world that had tried to kill me and had gotten something considerably different instead. A lord who folded space with his mind. A house with soldiers and allies and purpose. A priestess who'd burned her faith to tell the truth. A warrior who'd knelt and offered her sword. A woman who'd carried the world on her shoulders and finally let someone carry her.

And underneath all of it, the geometry. The bloodline. Four centuries of Thessik spatial dominion, humming in my bones, growing with every challenge, expanding with every fight, pushing past every limit I set for it and asking for more.

The Convocation was coming. The church would be there. The other houses would be there. The entire political structure of this world was going to look at Drew Thessik and decide whether he was legitimate or a threat, and the answer to that question would determine the future of everyone who depended on this house.

I was ready.

I pushed the geometry outward. Sixty-five feet. Seventy. Seventy-five. The range kept going, further than I'd ever pushed it, the spatial awareness expanding across the estate, across the town, reaching toward the wards and beyond. I could feel everything. The guards on every section of wall. Bessa pulling bread from the oven. Illara in her workroom, already preparing something for the day. Celene at a desk in the east wing, her pen moving steadily. Pella and the other children asleep in the warm rooms near the kitchen. And somewhere in the barracks, fifty-two soldiers who would march where I told them to march and fight what I told them to fight, not because they feared me but because they'd seen what I built and believed it was worth defending.

Seventy-five feet. A new record. The dominion was still growing.

Good. I was going to need it.

I held the expanded range for a moment, letting the geometry paint a picture of everything I'd built. The estate, solid and functioning, its walls repaired, its roof intact, its corridors clean and lit. The town below the hill, its market stalls beginning to fill again, its people beginning to believe that the lord on the hill was worth believing in. The farmland stretching south toward the Ashenmere corridor, the road I'd rebuilt carrying merchants and travelers who brought revenue and news and the slow, steady pulse of a territory coming back to life.

And beyond it all, the ward stones. Sixty-three of them, humming in a continuous perimeter, the detection field overlapping in a seamless web that I maintained and they amplified. My territory, defined not by maps and treaties but by the spatial field itself, a boundary that existed because I willed it to exist and would hold because I had the power to hold it.

I released the extended range and let the geometry settle back to sixty-five feet. The stretch had been effort but not strain. Another month of pushing and seventy-five would be the new baseline. Another fight, another breakthrough, and who knew where the ceiling would end up. The bloodline had been growing since the moment I'd absorbed it, and nothing I'd encountered suggested it was going to stop.

I turned from the wall and walked toward the stairs. Maren fell into step beside me. In the courtyard below, Hollen was running drills. Celene was crossing from the east wing with an armful of documents. Lyra's riders were coming through the gate, back from the morning patrol. The house was moving, breathing, living.

Somewhere in the back of my skull, the geometry hummed, and the space around me bent in welcome.

Home.
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