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Chapter 1 — Northbound with a Demon

The road north smelled like pine resin and wet stone.

Twelve days out from the elven settlement, and I'd grown so accustomed to the sound of hooves on packed earth that silence now felt unnatural. We moved at a steady pace—my horse a compact grey animal the elves had called Ashfoot, quiet-tempered and tolerant of my middling horsemanship. Arsh rode beside me on a black-maned bay that suited her rather too well, its gait unhurried and imperious.

No one who saw us on the road would have found the pairing suspicious.

That was, of course, entirely deliberate.

From a distance, we looked like any minor landholder's son traveling north with a cloaked attendant. Arsh kept her hood up and her voice low when other travelers were within earshot. She hung back a half-length when we passed merchant trains or military outriders, letting them read her as subordinate. She even, on one memorable occasion crossing a tollgate outside a small river fort, dipped her head at a guard's inspection of our travel papers with an expression of such convincing servility that I'd nearly choked on my own spit.

The moment the gate was behind us and the road curved into forest, she'd turned to me with those luminous crimson eyes and said, quietly, "Tell anyone you witnessed that and I will rearrange your spine."

I had not told anyone. There was no one to tell. And also, I believed her.

The papers themselves were elven work, excellent forgeries folded into the form of a legitimate free-travel warrant common to the northern road corridor. My name appeared as Chris, freeman of the southern territories, occupation listed as itinerant scholar and surveyor. Arsh's entry was blank where a name should appear, replaced with a small inked sigil I didn't recognize, which the tollgate guard had looked at, blinked twice, and not questioned.

I hadn't asked what the sigil meant. Some things, I'd decided, were better appreciated as results.

---

The first week had been disorienting in a way I'd struggled to name.

After the Abyssal Labyrinth—after everything that had happened in that impossible vertical dark, all of it condensed into memories that still surfaced at odd moments with enough physical clarity to make my face warm—the open road should have felt like freedom. Sky overhead. Horizon ahead. The mundane, uncomplicated world of merchants and mud and roadside shrines.

Instead I felt exposed in a way I didn't have words for.

Inside the labyrinth, danger had been constant, and my body had adapted to constant danger through the mechanism I still sometimes struggled to think about directly: the thing the system screen labeled Super Recovery, which converted overwhelming stimulation and cumulative physical extremity into temporary surges of strength, speed, and endurance that had no business existing in someone with my base stats.

Out here, without that context, I was simply weak again.

Not dramatically. Not in a way any passing traveler would notice. But I noticed. I noticed it in the way my arms ached faintly after two hours of managing reins, which Arsh's arms never did. I noticed it in the way a steep embankment on the second morning had left me genuinely winded while she watched from above with an expression that could charitably be described as neutral. I noticed it in the way my status screen, which I'd stopped opening obsessively by the fourth day because the numbers hadn't changed, still showed the same tidy column of mediocrity every time I checked:

Name: Chris

Class: Hero (Unassigned)

Level: 1

Strength: 2

Agility: 3

Vitality: 4

Mana: 0

The numbers had not changed. Whatever power the Labyrinth had forced through me, none of it had become mine to keep.

Arsh had told me on the second day, in the same tone a craftsperson might use to explain a known material property, that the buffs Super Recovery generated were temporary and conditional. They didn't compound into permanent growth. They didn't leave residual improvements. When the conditions that triggered them ceased, the body returned to baseline.

"Your foundation," she'd said, adjusting her reins without looking at me, "remains precisely as inadequate as it was when I found you."

"I'm aware."

"I want to be certain you are aware. Men of your type have a tendency to conflate the experience of power with the possession of it."

"Men of my type," I'd repeated.

"Men who become briefly impressive under sufficiently extreme circumstances and then return to being disappointing the moment those circumstances end." She'd paused. "Though you are, I will admit, somewhat less tediously ordinary than most."

I'd understood that was probably the closest thing to a compliment she was going to produce for the next several hundred kilometers. I'd accepted it accordingly.

---

The rhythm of the road had taught me other things.

I'd learned that Arsh ate very little in a conventional sense—occasionally bread or dried fruit from the elven supplies, more for the pretense of normalcy than apparent need—but that she could consume a surprising quantity of strong wine without visible effect, and that she did so at camp each evening with an air of calm entitlement that suggested the wine existed primarily to give her hands something to do.

I'd learned that she slept rarely and lightly, if at all, and that when I woke before dawn on the fifth night and turned to look, her bedroll was empty, her cloak draped over a saddle, and she was sitting cross-legged on a boulder above the camp looking north with her eyes open and an expression I couldn't read.

I'd learned that she did not enjoy being watched while she did this, because I made the mistake of saying "Can't sleep?" and she turned that expression on me with such immediate, surgical precision that I had retreated into my bedroll and stayed there until daybreak without further comment.

I'd also learned—this one less intellectual, more a body-knowledge I hadn't asked for—that twelve days of riding beside her, with the memory of what had happened in her labyrinth sitting in the spaces between my thoughts, was doing things to my composure that I preferred not to examine in daylight.

She knew. Of course she knew. She was a former labyrinth sovereign whose entire existence for god-knows-how-many centuries had been structured around reading and exploiting exactly this kind of response.

She didn't press it, during those first days of road. Not directly. But there were moments—a hand laid briefly on my forearm to redirect my attention to something in the treeline, a comment delivered at a volume that required her to lean close, the specific quality of her gaze when I caught her watching me while I was focused on something else and looked over—where I became very conscious of the gap between what my mind thought about the situation and what my body was quietly doing about it.

"You're doing that again," she said, on the ninth day, not looking up from the map she'd unfolded across her saddlebag.

"Doing what?"

"That particular variety of tense stillness that precedes an attempt to look completely normal." She traced a route line with one fingertip. "You are, as I have previously observed, not especially difficult to read."

"I'm thinking about the road," I said.

"You are thinking about the road and also about other things. The road is losing." She folded the map with crisp efficiency. "If it is any comfort, the response itself is not embarrassing. It is simply accurate. Your body has been calibrated."

"Calibrated," I said.

"By me, yes." She settled the map into her bag. "That is not a problem. It means that when you require the kind of assistance only I can provide, the process will be appropriately efficient."

I'd spent the rest of that afternoon very deliberately thinking about the road.

---

By the twelfth day, the character of the landscape had shifted.

The southern forests had given way to something more open and windswept, the treeline pulling back to reveal long views across pale grassland and stone-stubbled ridges. The road itself had widened and improved, showing signs of heavier traffic: ruts from wagon wheels, stone-laid sections near river crossings, regular waystones carved in an angular script that was neither elven nor anything I recognized from the southern territories.

Trade road infrastructure. Serious trade road infrastructure, the kind that existed because someone with resources and a long-term interest in the region had decided consistent movement of goods was worth investment.

"Iron Empire," Arsh said, when I asked about the angular script.

"We're in Imperial territory already?"

"Border influence. Not sovereignty, but proximity." She surveyed the road with calm assessment. "The Empire maintains roads it does not officially govern. It is how they make neighbors feel accommodated while ensuring those neighbors cannot function without Imperial infrastructure."

I looked at the carved stone markers with different eyes.

"Practical," I said.

"Effective," she corrected. "Rookhaven is perhaps a day and a half ahead at this pace. It sits at the junction of four of these roads, which is why it exists and why it prospers. The Empire does not technically own it. The city simply cannot afford to displease the Empire, which amounts to the same thing."

She'd mentioned Rookhaven the previous evening, when we'd compared her map against a brief conversation I'd had with a grain merchant traveling south. The merchant had been full of information, in the enthusiastic way of people who have been alone on the road for days and suddenly find someone patient enough to listen. He'd told me about road conditions ahead, a toll increase near the river ford, and—almost incidentally, the way important things are often mentioned—that Rookhaven was currently hosting an unusual volume of travelers because word had come down that an Imperial procession was moving through on its way back north.

"A delegation," he'd said, adjusting the lead rope of his pack animal, "with soldiers in proper black iron, not the cheap painted kind. And some foreign woman they've been showing at every major stop between here and the southern coast. Not a prisoner, apparently. Treated very well. People have been coming to see her. Very odd."

I'd kept my expression still by main force of will.

"Foreign woman," I'd repeated.

"Apparently she's not from anywhere anyone recognizes. Arrived in the Empire out of nowhere some weeks back, and they've been making a whole ceremony of it." He'd shrugged with the comfortable disinterest of someone for whom other people's mysteries are primarily entertaining rather than urgent. "Some say she's a blessed figure. Some say she's an Imperial weapon of some kind. You know how rumors go."

I knew exactly how rumors went. I also knew, with a certainty that sat in my chest like a cold stone, that the foreign woman of uncertain origin was in all probability Mila.

I'd been awake most of that night.

---

Arsh had not pretended not to notice, because pretending was beneath her operational style. She'd waited until we were back on the road the following morning before bringing it up, in the same measured, executive tone she used for information about road conditions.

"You believe it is her."

"I think it's extremely likely."

"On the basis of one merchant's secondhand account."

"On the basis of—" I stopped, sorted through how to say it, started again. "We were both summoned from the same place. The accident scattered us, but the same mechanism pulled us through. There's no realistic group of candidates for 'foreign woman who appeared in the Iron Empire out of nowhere several weeks ago.' I'm the other foreign person who appeared from nowhere. It's her."

Arsh was quiet for a moment. The road moved under us.

"Accepting that premise," she said eventually, "what is your intention?"

"To see her. To find out what's happened to her. To—" I didn't finish the sentence because the end of it, to bring her home, felt suddenly complex in ways it hadn't when it was still abstract.

"And if she does not wish to be seen?"

"She doesn't know I'm here."

"And if she does not wish to be found?"

I looked at her. "You don't know that."

"I know that a woman being escorted with honors by an Iron Empire delegation is not, on the surface, a woman in obvious distress." Her voice was neutral in the way that meant she was sharing information rather than rendering judgment, which I'd learned to distinguish from the neutral voice that meant she was quietly amused at my expense. "I am not suggesting she is content or unaffected. I am suggesting that the situation may be more complicated than a simple extraction."

"I know that."

"Do you."

"Yes." I met her gaze. "I'm not planning to storm an Imperial procession on a main road outside a fortified trade city. I just want to see her."

Arsh studied me for a moment longer, then returned her attention to the road ahead.

"Very well," she said.

---

The afternoon light had turned gold and long by the time Rookhaven appeared on the horizon.

It was bigger than I'd expected—bigger than anything I'd seen since the southern port I'd passed through briefly in the early days after the summoning, when I'd been too disoriented to register much beyond the basic reality of where I'd landed. Rookhaven's walls were stone, pale grey and thick, built in an older style with square towers at each corner and a main gate wide enough to pass four wagons abreast. Banners flew from the towers: the city's own device and, alongside it, flags I didn't recognize but which Arsh identified with a brief glance as Iron Empire signal colors.

"The procession is still there," she said. "Or has very recently been."

The road approaching the gate had become congested. Travelers backed up behind a checkpoint where guards were moving slowly and deliberately, checking papers, inspecting carts, occasionally waving people aside for further questions. Around the city walls, the fields that would normally be open had become a scatter of improvised camps—merchants and pilgrims and minor officials who hadn't yet made it inside or couldn't afford the inn rates the arrival of Imperial delegation had apparently caused to triple.

We joined the queue.

While we waited, I could feel the shape of the city ahead, its density, the sound of it—many voices layered across each other, the particular acoustic quality of a crowd in an enclosed space. The cold smell of the northern road had given way to charcoal smoke and animal dung and baked grain, the universal smell of a city that had been receiving more people than it was designed for.

Somewhere inside those walls, if the merchant's account held and my reasoning held and I was right about everything I'd been turning over in my head for the past eighteen hours, Mila was alive.

I kept my hands easy on the reins.

I watched the banners on the gate towers move in the evening wind.

Arsh said nothing beside me, which was, I was learning, her version of patience.

The queue moved forward. The gate guards checked our papers, glanced at Arsh's sigil with the same baffled-but-not-questioning expression the tollgate guard had used, and waved us through.

The noise of Rookhaven closed around us like a hand.

Above the central square, visible even from the gate road, the Iron Empire's banners hung heavy in the cooling air, dark and angular against the last of the day's light.

I kept my breathing measured.

Whatever I found in that square—whatever state she was in, whatever had happened to her in the weeks since the accident had scattered us—I was going to see her. I was going to know she was real and present and alive.

After that, I would figure out the rest.

The horses moved forward into the city, and the gate closed behind us with a sound like a held breath finally released.


Chapter 2 — The Girl Behind Imperial Steel

We found a stable near the eastern inn district willing to take the horses for a reasonable rate, and I paid without haggling because the stableman had the look of someone who'd been dealing with entitled visitors for three days straight and I didn't want to add to his catalogue of grievances. Arsh waited near the gate post with her hood drawn and her arms folded, performing subservience for the benefit of no one in particular with the effortless ease of someone who found the exercise mildly entertaining.

The inn itself was full. So was the next one. The third had a single room available at a price that made me wince, but the landlady had the Imperial banners visible through her front window and I understood that she was charging what the market allowed, and the market currently allowed extortion.

We took the room.

I dropped my pack on the floor and moved immediately to the window.

The room faced a narrow side street rather than the main square, which meant I could hear the crowd without seeing it—a sustained, directional murmur that had the quality of people waiting rather than celebrating. Anticipatory. Like an audience before a performance begins.

"They haven't passed through yet," I said.

"No." Arsh settled into the room's single chair with the natural authority of someone who has never in her existence sat in second place. "The procession is staging in the north quarter. They will move through the central square before nightfall. Formal entries are always timed to the last light."

"How do you know that?"

"Because I have watched human ceremonies of state for longer than this city has had a name, and they are consistent in their vanity." She removed her outer cloak and draped it across the chair back. Beneath it she wore traveling clothes that managed to look elegant despite twelve days on the road, which I suspected was less about the fabric and more about the person wearing it. "If you intend to observe, we should move to the square within the hour."

"I intend to observe," I said.

"Yes. I inferred that from the fact that you have not looked away from that window since we entered the room." She regarded me with that particular quality of attention she had—the kind that felt like assessment rather than concern, calculating rather than cold. "Chris."

I turned.

"What you see in that square," she said, "may not resolve what you are hoping it resolves. Prepare yourself for ambiguity."

"I know."

"You believe you know. That is different." She stood and retrieved her cloak. "Come. If we move now, we can secure a position with clear sightlines before the crowd thickens."

---

The central square of Rookhaven was large enough to hold several hundred people comfortably and was currently holding considerably more than that.

We pushed through the outer edge of the crowd and worked our way to a position near one of the stone columns that flanked the square's northern face—a raised section that put us half a head above the people directly in front, with a view down the main processional lane that had been kept clear by a rope line and a row of city guards looking simultaneously important and exhausted.

The crowd around us was mixed in a way that told me Rookhaven genuinely was the junction the merchant had described: merchants in heavy wool coats with the look of the northern trade routes, minor officials in city livery, a cluster of what appeared to be traveling clergy in plain grey, mercenaries recognizable by their posture and their habit of watching the guards rather than the empty road, and ordinary residents who had come because something significant was happening in their square and they had decided to witness it.

The Imperial banners were everywhere. Hung from window frames and balcony rails in the buildings surrounding the square, fixed to poles along the processional lane, displayed with the casual ubiquity of a power that didn't need to announce itself because it was already assumed.

I found a gap between two men in merchants' coats and positioned myself where I could see down the full length of the lane.

Arsh materialized at my left shoulder, hood up, and said nothing.

We waited.

The light had gone amber and low, the kind of late afternoon gold that makes everything look more significant than it probably is. The crowd's murmur had settled into that suspended, held quality I'd noticed from the inn window. Children were lifted onto shoulders. People finished their conversations and turned to face the northern end of the lane.

Then the sound arrived before the procession did—a deep, measured percussion, drums struck at long intervals, the kind of rhythm designed to make a crowd understand that something is coming and that the coming is deliberate and unhurried because whatever is coming does not need to hurry.

The first soldiers appeared at the northern gate of the square.

Black iron armor, exactly as the merchant had said. Not the painted approximation of martial hardware that I'd seen on local guards and minor noble escorts through the southern territories, but the real article—layered, articulated plate in a deep matte black that absorbed the afternoon light rather than reflecting it, fitted well enough that the soldiers moved in it without the clumsy compensatory motion of men wearing equipment that didn't suit them. They carried polearms with squared blades and marched in a formation tight enough to suggest regular practice.

The crowd's murmur dropped further, into something quieter and more attentive.

More soldiers followed the first rank. Then a gap, a deliberate visual pause in the procession's composition. Then officials in formal Imperial dress—dark fabrics with angular embroidery, some carrying documents or objects I couldn't identify from my position.

Then, behind the officials, a figure that made the crowd's attention shift in a way I could feel as a physical change in the air around me.

He walked slightly ahead of the group he was escorting.

Tall. Not excessively, but with the compact, balanced quality of someone whose size was entirely functional—the kind of physical presence that doesn't announce itself with bulk but communicates through the way space seems to reorganize slightly around it. The armor he wore was black like the soldiers' but of an entirely different category: close-fitted, complex, with worked detailing that wasn't decorative but structural, built for someone who actually used it. He carried no polearm. No visible weapon at all, which paradoxically made him more threatening, because the absence said he didn't need one.

He scanned the crowd as he moved. Not nervously. Professionally. The way someone scans an environment when they are responsible for its contents and expect, always, that something in it might require a response.

Something about the quality of his movement made the rational, unemotional part of my brain run a quiet calculation and arrive at a number I didn't like.

Then I saw her.

She was walking just behind and to the right of the armored escort, within the protected inner formation of the procession. She wore clothing I didn't recognize as belonging to any cultural vocabulary I could place—layered fabric in deep blue and grey, formal in its cut, with a quality that spoke of recent provision rather than her own wardrobe. Her hair was arranged in a style I'd never seen her wear. She looked well-fed, physically uninjured, and utterly, completely unlike the person I'd known.

Not in her face. Her face was Mila's face. The specific arrangement of features I'd been looking at since we were both nineteen and working adjacent desks in the same dead-end part-time job, the features I'd memorized without meaning to the way you memorize things that are simply always present in your life.

The unlikeness was in everything else.

Her posture. She'd always moved with a slight internal-facing quality, hunched at the shoulders when tired, animated when talking, genuinely expressive in the way of people who haven't yet learned that expressiveness is sometimes a liability. The person moving through my field of view wore her spine as though it had been placed there by someone who cared about the geometry. Shoulders back, chin at a composed angle, gaze directed forward with an evenness that wasn't natural to her.

Or hadn't been.

People in the crowd near the rope line were reacting. I could hear words moving through the press of bodies—*the foreign champion*, someone said, and someone else said something in a language I didn't know, and a third person near me said *they say she came from beyond the world's edge*, which was inaccurate but not, in any meaningful way, wrong.

My feet moved before I'd made a decision to move them.

I was pushing toward the rope line, angling through a gap between the merchant-coated men, getting closer to the processional lane, because she was right there, she was fifteen meters away and getting closer with every step of the procession's forward movement, and twelve days of road and weeks before that of not knowing whether she was alive—

A hand closed around my upper arm.

Not rough. Entirely immovable.

"No," Arsh said, beside my ear.

"She's right there—"

"I am aware of where she is." The hand did not loosen. "Do not move toward the rope."

"Arsh—"

"Look at the escort." Her voice was very quiet and perfectly level, the kind of quiet that meant she was not going to repeat herself. "Look at him carefully, Chris, and then tell me what you intended to do."

I looked at the black-armored man.

He had already noticed the shift in the crowd's texture near my position. His scan had stopped and reoriented, settling on the specific area of disturbance with the immediate, precise attention of someone whose professional reflexes were operating at a level that made the city guards nearby look like furniture. He wasn't moving yet. He was simply looking, which was somehow worse.

"I was going to call her name," I said. My voice came out thinner than I wanted it to.

"Yes. And then?"

"And then she'd see me."

"And then every soldier in that procession would orient to the source of the disruption." Arsh's grip remained exactly as it was. "And the escort would be between you and her before you drew your next breath. And you would have, at that point, introduced yourself to the Iron Empire as an unknown individual who has a personal connection to their honored foreign guest and is willing to cause a public scene to reach her." She paused. "Is that the introduction you would like to make?"

The procession was moving. She was moving with it, carried along in its structured interior, getting closer and then beginning to pass, the blue-grey fabric moving through my field of view in the amber light.

"Let me go," I said. "Just let me—I won't rush the rope, I just need to—"

"Call her name," Arsh said.

The word was flat. Not permission and not prohibition, just the shape of the situation presented without commentary.

I opened my mouth.

"Mila."

It came out at a volume that was too small to project across the crowd noise and too large to be internal, landing in the narrow register of something said out loud but not intended to carry. A few people near me turned briefly at the sound of a name. None of them were her.

The procession moved.

The black-armored escort's scan passed over my position, registered me, moved on. In the single second his attention touched me, I had the distinct and unambiguous physical experience of being evaluated and categorized without any particular urgency, in the way that a large predator categorizes small, unthreatening things it encounters in its environment—not dismissed, exactly, but filed under *not currently relevant*.

Mila was ten meters away. Eight. The procession's inner formation was solid, the officials and attendants moving in close, and the escort had drifted with a subtle precision that placed his body between her visible position and the section of crowd where my voice had originated.

Coincidence, possibly.

Possibly not.

Then, for a moment, the procession's movement created a brief gap in the bodies between us, and the angle aligned, and I saw her face in direct profile.

Something in the quality of her stillness changed.

It was almost nothing. A fractional thing, the kind of physical tell so small it vanished before it fully arrived—a tension in the line of her jaw, a barely perceptible shift in the angle of her attention, as though a sound had registered at the edge of her hearing that she was deciding how to respond to. Her gaze moved perhaps three degrees toward the section of crowd where I stood.

Not to me. Not clearly to me.

The escort shifted half a step. Nothing dramatic. Enough.

Mila's gaze straightened forward again. Her composure resettled like water over a stone, perfectly smooth, leaving no record of disturbance on its surface.

She kept walking.

The procession moved through the square and continued toward the northern gate with the same unhurried, metronomic certainty with which it had arrived. The crowd's attention followed it like a tide following the pull of something larger than itself. The drums continued their long, measured intervals. The black banners moved in the evening air.

I watched her disappear through the northern gate.

The gate's arch swallowed the procession in sections—soldiers, officials, attendants, the escort, and then the blue-grey of her clothing, and then nothing, just the empty gate and the street beyond it and the city closing behind the passage of something that had already moved on.

The crowd around me began to unpack itself, people turning back to each other and resuming conversations and beginning the process of dispersal that follows the end of a spectacle. I was standing at the edge of the rope line with Arsh's hand no longer on my arm, because at some point during the last two minutes she had released it, and I hadn't noticed.

The square smelled like torchlight and cold stone.

I was aware, with a flat and clinical clarity, that my hands were shaking slightly. Not dramatically. Just the fine, involuntary tremor that comes from having held something very tightly for a long time and then having it removed from your reach.

"She heard me," I said.

Arsh stood beside me, surveying the gate where the procession had vanished. "Something responded to your voice. Yes."

"That's not ambiguous."

"It is entirely ambiguous. A sound in a crowd may produce a head movement in the direction of the sound without constituting recognition. What you saw may have been reflex rather than comprehension."

I turned to look at her. "You don't actually believe that."

She met my gaze. In the torchlight now beginning to ignite around the square's perimeter, her eyes were the color of deep embers. "What I believe is not the question. The question is what can be acted upon, and with what resources, and to what end." She turned back toward the inn district. "Come away from the rope line. You are standing in the position of a man who has just lost something, and that is an advertisement."

I followed her.

My feet carried me through the dispersing crowd with the autopilot competence of a body that knew how to move when the mind was occupied elsewhere. Past the stone columns, through the thinning press of people, back toward the narrower streets of the inn district.

Behind us, the northern gate stood open and ordinary against the evening sky.

Rookhaven went on making its city sounds around us—voices, animals, commerce, the grind of wagon wheels on cobblestone—and none of it touched the specific, sealed silence I was carrying in my chest.

She was alive. She was here, or had been, for the length of a single procession through a square. She looked like herself and did not look like herself. She had not run to me. She had not screamed for help. She had not done anything at all except perhaps, maybe, in one fractional unguarded moment, shifted her attention by three degrees toward a familiar sound and then put her composure back in place like someone sealing a letter they would not be sending.

I didn't know what had happened to her.

I didn't know what the Iron Empire had made of her or with her or around her.

I didn't know if she was suffering or compliant or altered or simply choosing, for reasons I couldn't access, to continue walking north in the company of soldiers in black iron.

What I knew was this: she was north of me. She was moving further north with every hour. And I was standing in a trade city with a Level 1 status screen, no weapon, no magic, no armor, and no realistic means of stopping an Imperial delegation even if stopping it were the right move, which Arsh's point had established it currently was not.

The inn came into view. The landlady's lantern burned orange in the doorway.

I stopped walking.

Arsh stopped beside me, patient in the way that meant she was waiting for me to arrive at whatever I was going to say rather than prompting me toward it.

"The man in the black armor," I said.

"Yes."

"He saw me."

"He categorized you as a low-risk disturbance in the crowd and moved on. This is favorable. Do not revise it into significance it does not yet carry."

"Could you have—" I stopped. Considered how to frame it. "If you'd wanted to, could you have gotten her out?"

The question sat between us for a moment.

"I could have turned the square into a catastrophe," Arsh said, with the matter-of-fact precision of someone discussing a technical capability rather than an atrocity. "The escort is formidable for a human. He would have been a meaningful obstacle. The soldiers would have been noise." She paused. "It would have been a catastrophe. People in that crowd would have died. The Iron Empire would have a name for whatever foreign disruption caused it. And the woman you wanted to reach would have been in the center of the violence, which is not, I assume, the outcome you were hoping to produce."

"No."

"Then the answer to your question is that what I could physically accomplish and what could usefully be accomplished are two different considerations." She looked at me with that measuring steadiness. "You will not reach her by force. Not yet. Not without something you currently lack."

The lantern in the inn doorway flickered in a draft.

"I know," I said.

And I did know. I'd known it at the rope line, watching the escort shift into that precise, unhurried blocking position. I'd known it when my own body had done the calculation and come back with a number I didn't like. I'd known it in the way I always knew things I didn't want to be true—completely and immediately, with a kind of bone-deep recognition that made denial feel like deliberate dishonesty.

I was Level 1.

I had no weapon. No armor. No training that amounted to anything in a world where training meant the kind of embodied capability I'd watched Arsh demonstrate and the armored escort radiate and every functional fighter I'd encountered on the road possess.

What I had was a passive ability that made me temporarily powerful under conditions that required me to be completely, humiliatingly, comprehensively overwhelmed first. And even that power didn't follow me out of the circumstances that generated it. It lived and died in context.

I was not going to catch up to Mila by being what I currently was.

The northern gate of Rookhaven stood somewhere behind us in the dark, and beyond it, a road led north toward the Iron Empire, and somewhere on that road, a procession was moving away from me at a speed I couldn't match.

I needed something.

I needed something I could carry. Something that didn't expire the moment I stepped out of a dungeon or away from Arsh's carefully calibrated attention. Something that could exist in the outside world for long enough to matter.

I looked at Arsh.

"I need to find a way to fight," I said. "Not inside a dungeon. Not with a buffer that dissolves the moment conditions change. Something I can actually use."

She studied me with an expression I was starting to be able to read, though reading Arsh was still substantially more art than science. This particular expression said: *you have arrived at a conclusion I was waiting for you to reach, and I am deciding whether to tell you that.*

"Sleep," she said instead. "You are exhausted, and decisions made from exhaustion are of limited quality." She moved toward the inn door. "Tomorrow we will discuss what options exist in the vicinity of Rookhaven for someone with your specific and peculiar set of constraints."

She went inside.

I stood for another moment in the street, looking at nothing in particular, then followed her.

The stairs creaked under my boots. The room was small and cold and smelled of old wood. I sat on the edge of the bed with my hands between my knees and replayed, for the fourth time in as many minutes, that three-degree shift in her attention—the almost-movement, the near-recognition, the thing that could be reflex and might be something else—and I couldn't decide which interpretation was kinder or which one was more useful, so I stopped deciding and lay down instead.

Arsh settled in the chair by the window, the way she'd been doing at camp—not sleeping, not quite watching, just present in the room the way something very old and very still is present, with a quality of attention that doesn't require it to be directed at anything in particular.

Outside, Rookhaven made its nighttime sounds.

Somewhere to the north, the drums had long since stopped.


Chapter 3 — A Weak Man's Next Move

I slept badly and woke before the light changed.

The room was grey and cold, and for a moment between unconsciousness and full waking I didn't know where I was—just a ceiling of unfamiliar wood grain and the sound of a city resuming itself outside, and then memory arrived in the complete, ungentle way it had been arriving every morning since the summoning, delivering the full inventory of my situation without preamble.

Other world. Northbound. Mila. Yesterday.

I sat up.

Arsh was not in the chair. The chair was empty, her cloak gone from the back of it, the room holding only the residual quality of her presence the way a space holds warmth after the fire has been banked—an ambient something that wasn't quite sensation but registered anyway. I'd stopped finding her absences alarming by the fifth day of travel. She always returned, which was either reassurance or simply the nature of a possession she hadn't finished with yet, and I'd concluded the distinction was probably not as important as it felt.

I dressed, washed my face in the basin of water that had gone cold overnight, and went downstairs.

The inn's common room was occupied by the early-morning subset of Rookhaven's visitor population: merchants organizing manifests over bowls of grey porridge, a pair of mercenaries eating in the economical silence of people who had learned not to waste energy on conversation before a job, a young clerk copying something from one document to another with the focused misery of someone who had been doing it since before dawn and expected to continue until after dusk.

I found a table near the window and ordered porridge and bread and a cup of something hot that the serving girl called tea but which tasted of bark and dried herbs in a ratio that suggested the original tea component was aspirational. It was fine. I drank it.

Outside the window, Rookhaven was demonstrating its function as a trade junction. The street was already active—carts moving, people crossing with purpose, the particular directed energy of a city that exists primarily to facilitate the movement of goods and people and treats all other civic functions as secondary. The Imperial banners were still up on the buildings across the street, but two men on ladders were in the process of removing one, which told me the procession had completed its business with the city and was considered departed rather than merely overnight.

Gone.

Already gone.

I wrapped both hands around the cup and looked at the table.

The rational portion of my thinking, which had been running a quiet parallel track all night beneath the parts occupied with replaying Mila's face, had been working on one problem and had reached a clear conclusion by the time I sat down to breakfast.

The problem was simple in its statement and uncomfortable in its implications: I could not do anything useful in the outside world as I currently existed. My base stats were the stats of someone who had never been intended for physical confrontation. Level 1, Strength 2, Agility 3, Vitality 4. These were numbers that described a person who could walk moderate distances, carry reasonable loads, and not collapse under ordinary physical exertion. They were not numbers that described a person who could matter in a fight involving soldiers, armored escorts, or anything else that the world north of Rookhaven was likely to require.

Super Recovery changed those numbers, but only conditionally, and only temporarily, and the conditions required were not ones I could engineer in the middle of a public square or on a road between cities or in any of the other situations the real world would continue to present.

What I needed was something that could cross the threshold. Something that could take at least a fraction of the power I had access to under the right circumstances and make it available, even briefly, under the wrong ones.

Equipment was the obvious category. The right kind of equipment could compensate for weak base stats. It could enhance speed, provide protection, allow a person with a Level 1 chassis to survive long enough for Super Recovery's buffs to kick in if the situation allowed for it.

The problem was that I didn't know what equipment could do that, or where to find it, or whether any of the blacksmiths in Rookhaven's market district carried anything that would help a person with zero combat training and negative natural talent for violence become meaningfully more than a well-dressed liability.

I needed information.

The mercenaries at the adjacent table had finished eating and were now doing nothing in the efficient way of professionals between jobs—not relaxed, not tense, just conserving. I considered them for a moment and then decided against approaching them. Mercenaries answering questions from an obvious non-combatant about equipment options would either assume I was shopping on behalf of someone else, which led to an unhelpful conversation, or correctly identify me as the non-combatant, which led to a patronizing one.

The clerk was useless for this purpose.

The merchants were a possibility, but merchants tended to deal in goods rather than knowledge, and knowledge extracted from merchants generally cost more than the same knowledge extracted from someone who shared it for the social pleasure of sharing.

I needed a tavern, which is to say I needed the social ecosystem that forms around alcohol in the mid-morning hours in a city with a transient population, where people with time between obligations and loosened conversational inhibitions talked about things they found interesting without particularly worrying about who was listening.

I finished the porridge, left coins on the table, and went to find one.

---

Rookhaven had taverns in quantity, which was consistent with its function as a junction city. The one I chose was three streets back from the main market road, the kind of establishment that had been operating long enough to develop its own gravity—regulars who came every day, a staff who knew their names, a general quality of worn-in comfort that made strangers either feel immediately at home or immediately aware they were in someone else's home.

I chose it because two adventurers were visible through the window, recognizable by their equipment stacking habits and the practiced way they occupied their chairs—with a slight forward lean that kept options open, backs not fully committed to the rest position, the posture of people who were relaxed but not unaware.

Adventurers talked. It was, in my limited observation, practically a professional requirement. They talked about dungeons, about routes, about what was available and what was too dangerous and what was rumored and what was confirmed. They traded information with the casual generosity of people in an industry where information was simultaneously currency and gift, because sharing what you knew might save someone's life and that mattered even if that someone was a competitor.

I ordered something drinkable and found a seat close enough to be in the same ambient conversational space without being intrusive about it.

It didn't take long.

The adventurers—a woman in her thirties with the weathered look of someone who spent most of her time outside, and a younger man missing the tip of his left index finger in the distinctive way of someone who'd learned a lesson about blade handling—were already in the middle of something. I caught the tail of it first: "...not worth the approach, the layout's wrong for a standard party, too many threading mechanisms, Doral lost three hours to a restraint trap and came out with nothing useful..."

Threading mechanisms. Restraint trap.

I kept my eyes on my cup and listened.

"The silk ones?" the woman said.

"All silk. The whole dungeon runs on it. Whatever's in there has been building for years, maybe decades. The stuff near the entrance is manageable but the deeper levels—" the younger one shook his head. "Doral said the place felt curated. Like it was organized according to some logic that wasn't straightforward combat."

"Curated," the woman repeated, in the tone of someone filing a piece of information rather than questioning it.

"He found fragments near the third chamber. Silk that had been woven around something the shape of a bracer. Magically reactive—held warmth after he'd handled it for a while, responded to contact. Not finished, not weapon-grade, but the principle was obvious."

I looked up from my cup without looking at either of them, the middle-distance gaze of someone mildly preoccupied with their own thoughts.

"He kept it?" the woman asked.

"Sold it to a materials assessor in the market. Got a reasonable price, apparently." The younger adventurer turned his cup in his hands. "The rumor going around is that whatever's at the bottom of the place is a craftsperson of some kind. Not a standard dungeon beast. Something that makes things." He paused. "The other rumor is that anyone who goes in deep enough stops coming back out."

"Two rumors," the woman said. "One interesting, one standard."

"All dungeons have the second rumor."

"True."

I set my cup down carefully and turned slightly toward them.

"Sorry," I said. "I couldn't help catching part of that. You're talking about a dungeon near Rookhaven?"

The woman looked at me with the quick assessment adventurers applied to strangers who entered their conversations—not hostile, just evaluative, determining category and probable usefulness in a few seconds. Whatever she concluded, she didn't close the conversation.

"The Silkbound Armory," she said. "Half a day's ride north-east, in the old weapons district from before the city moved its walls." She tilted her head slightly. "You looking to run it?"

"Looking to understand it," I said. "I need equipment that can adapt to unusual conditions. The rumor about the adaptive gear—how reliable is it?"

"Unreliable," the younger one said immediately, with the frankness of someone who has done the work of sorting reliable from unreliable and considers it a public service to share the conclusions. "The fragments people have found near the entrance are real. Whatever process produces them is real. But the dungeon doesn't work like a standard loot-drop structure. There's no chest at the end with the prize in it. Whatever's making those pieces is making them according to its own logic, not for the benefit of people who walk in."

"What's the access difficulty?"

He looked at me with the patient expression of someone recalibrating a conversation. "Manageable at the entrance levels if you're reasonably equipped and reasonably buffed. Survivable at mid-levels for a party. Below that, the records get thin because most parties turn back and the ones that don't either come out quiet or don't come out."

"Solo?"

The woman's evaluative look sharpened slightly. "Not recommended."

"I'm aware it's not recommended. I'm asking about the practical feasibility."

She studied me for a moment. "What's your level?"

I considered lying. Considered the cost-benefit ratio of the lie versus the cost-benefit ratio of the truth in this conversation, where what I actually needed was accurate information rather than the information calibrated to the level I wished I were.

"One," I said.

A beat of silence.

"Strength two, Agility three, Vitality four," I added, because if I was going to be honest I might as well be complete.

The younger adventurer set his cup down.

"Then the practical feasibility of solo entry," the woman said, with a careful, non-unkind precision, "is that you die in the first corridor."

"With a pre-entry buff—"

"From what source? At Level 1 with those stats, what buff are you working with?"

I didn't answer that. Not because I didn't have an answer but because the answer was not one I was going to give in a public tavern to strangers, however helpful they were being.

She read the non-answer for what it was—not evasion of the question but evasion of the specifics—and made a slight adjustment in her expression that said she'd noted it and moved on.

"If you have a reliable buff source," she said carefully, "and I mean a genuinely powerful one, not a standard pre-dungeon preparation, the entrance levels become possible. Barely. The dungeon is different enough from standard combat structures that raw strength isn't the only thing that matters. The silk mechanisms respond to specific kinds of input in ways that aren't always the same as fighting a monster." She paused. "That's all I can give you. The mid-levels are a different conversation, and I genuinely don't have complete information about them."

"That's useful," I said. "Thank you."

She shrugged. "Don't die in an interesting way. The Armory's entrance has a bad reputation with the locals, and another incident makes the city guard more inclined to start charging access fees."

I left the tavern and stood in the street outside for a moment, turning over what I had.

The dungeon was real. The adaptive gear was real in principle, not in the form of ready-made treasure but in the form of a process—something making things down there, according to its own logic. The fragments people had found were evidence that the process produced material that responded to its wearer.

If I could reach whatever was making those fragments. If I could either acquire finished pieces or interact with whatever the crafting process actually was.

That was a chain of conditionals so long it was almost amusing.

But it was the first chain of conditionals I'd found that pointed toward something I actually needed.

I also noted, with the sharpened attention I gave to information that had multiple possible applications, that the dungeon's mechanisms were described as silk-based and responsive to certain inputs in ways that didn't map directly to conventional combat. The younger adventurer had said the place felt curated rather than feral. That it operated according to a logic.

That was not the description of a straightforwardly lethal environment, though it was clearly a dangerous one. It was the description of a structured environment. A designed one.

That distinction, I thought, might matter.

---

Arsh was in the room when I returned to the inn.

She was sitting at the window with one of the elven maps unfolded across her knee, tracing something with a fingertip that she didn't look up from when I came in.

"The Silkbound Armory," I said, and closed the door.

She looked up then. "You have been busy."

"I talked to adventurers in a tavern. It took about thirty minutes." I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the information into order. "The dungeon is real. Half a day northeast, in an old armaments district. The adaptive gear rumor is based on genuine fragments found near the entrance—silk material that's magically reactive, made by whatever lives at the bottom of the place. Nobody who's gone deep enough has come back with clear information about what that is, but the current theory is a craftsperson of some kind. Not a standard monster."

Arsh was watching me with the quality of attention she used when she was genuinely interested in something rather than merely tolerating a conversation. "And you intend to explore it."

"I intend to find whatever is making that gear and see if there's a way to either take something useful out of the dungeon or make an arrangement with what's making it." I kept my voice level. "I know how that sounds."

"It sounds like a plan with approximately five catastrophic failure points and one reasonable premise."

"The reasonable premise is that I need external equipment and this is the closest lead to equipment that might actually work for my unusual situation."

"Your unusual situation," she said, with a careful neutrality that was different from dismissal.

"Gear that adapts to the wearer. Gear that reacts to the right stimuli. The dungeon's mechanisms are silk-based and not straightforwardly combat-structured." I looked at her. "The kind of equipment that might actually compensate for my stats isn't going to come from a blacksmith's rack. It would need to be responsive to the exact conditions under which my stats change. Reactive material. Material that can register and hold a state."

Arsh was quiet for a moment.

Then she said: "You have thought about this more carefully than I expected."

"I had all night."

She folded the map with its characteristic crisp precision and set it aside. "The dungeon is locally dangerous but not kingdom-scale. If what occupies it is genuinely a craftsperson rather than a straightforward predatory entity, the encounter dynamics will be different from what you have previously survived." She paused. "Different does not mean safer."

"I know."

"The fragments people have found could be discarded prototypes, failed experiments, or bait." She stood, moving to the window with the unhurried quality of someone thinking on their feet. "A craftsperson who has been building a domain for decades and who deals in responsive, sensation-reactive material would have particular uses for subjects who respond unusually to stimulation."

I had already arrived at this implication during the night. Arriving at it again in daylight, stated plainly, still produced the same warm discomfort it had the first time.

"Yes," I said.

"You understand that 'captured by the dungeon's creator for use as material' is one of the probable failure points I referenced."

"I do."

"And you are prepared to proceed regardless."

"I'm prepared to proceed with that risk accounted for and with a plan that involves not being easily capturable." I held her gaze. "Which means going in buffed. Properly buffed. Enough that I have a functional window of capability to work with before the dungeon's effects start to compound."

The room was quiet for a moment.

Arsh looked at me with that ember-colored steadiness, and I could not fully read what was behind it—amusement, assessment, something that was neither, the private arithmetic of a creature that had been doing its own calculations on different variables than mine. Then the corner of her mouth moved in the way I'd come to recognize as the expression that preceded her deciding to stop withholding something.

"You want me to charge you at the entrance," she said.

"Yes."

"Before you go in alone."

"Before I go in. Yes."

"And then you want me to—what. Wait outside?"

"Explore separately. You've said you have no interest in holding my hand on a quest that isn't yours. I'm not asking you to come in and solve it for me." I paused. "But I'd like to start with enough of a buffer that I'm not dead in the first corridor."

She considered this.

"The dungeon may be worth examining independently," she said, which was as close to *I find this personally interesting* as she was likely to get. "There may be things in a craftsperson's domain that I have not encountered before."

"So you'll go in separately."

"I will observe what there is to observe." She picked up her cloak. "Whether that coincides with or diverges from your own path will depend on the dungeon's layout."

I understood that this was not a commitment to rescue me if things went badly. She had made that dynamic clear enough in the Abyssal Labyrinth and had not revised it since: she would not let her property be permanently destroyed, but she also would not be a safety net positioned to catch every mistake. The decision to enter, and the consequences of that decision, were mine.

"Tomorrow morning," I said. "We leave at first light and reach the Armory by midday."

"Acceptable." She settled the cloak around her shoulders. "I have things to attend to this afternoon."

"What things?"

She looked at me with the particular quality of patience she reserved for questions that answered themselves. Then she moved to the door and opened it, and was gone with the slight displacement of air that was the closest thing to a dramatic exit she allowed herself.

I sat for a moment in the quiet of the room.

Through the window, Rookhaven continued its trade-junction existence—carts, voices, the distant sound of hammering from a smithy somewhere in the market district. Normal sounds. The sounds of a world proceeding without reference to my problems.

I pulled out my status screen, looked at the numbers again: Level 1, Strength 2, Agility 3, Vitality 4. Unchanged, as always, as expected.

Then I closed it and started going through my pack, inventorying what I had, what I'd need, what was worth carrying into a dungeon and what was better left with the horses. The work of preparation was small and concrete and occupied my hands while the rest of me ran the longer calculations about what I was walking toward.

The Silkbound Armory.

A craftsperson at the bottom of a silk-threaded dungeon who made adaptive equipment and for whom, the adventurers had noted with some precision, visitors tended not to come back.

And somewhere north of the city's walls, moving further north with every hour, a procession carrying a woman who had shifted her head three degrees toward a sound and then put her composure back in place like a letter she wasn't going to send.

I folded a spare shirt into my pack with the focused care of someone who has decided the next step and has nothing left to do but take it.

Tomorrow at first light.

I needed something I could carry.

It was time to go find out if something like that existed.


Chapter 4 — Toll at the Threshold

The road northeast left Rookhaven through a gate the locals called the Iron Mouth, which was either a reference to the dark-stained stone of its arch or to what came through it, depending on which resident you asked. Past the gate, the trade road split almost immediately—one branch continuing north toward the Empire, the other curving east along a ridge line through increasingly sparse settlement. We took the eastern branch.

The landscape changed within the first hour. The organized agricultural land around Rookhaven gave way to older terrain, the kind that had been used and then not used, where the evidence of prior habitation appeared in odd negative spaces: foundation outlines under grass, the geometric shadows of old drainage channels, road surfacing that had been laid with care and then neglected until the stone was barely distinguishable from the surrounding ground. Someone had built things here, extensively, and then stopped.

"Old armaments district," I said, half to myself.

"Military infrastructure from two wars ago," Arsh said, riding slightly ahead. Her bay moved through the uneven terrain with the same indifferent competence it showed on the main road. "The Empire consolidated the forge works closer to the capital when the border shifted north. The buildings were stripped for materials, the workers relocated, the roads maintained only as far as local traffic required." She surveyed the landscape without visible interest. "Abandoned human industry has a particular quality. Everything built with urgency and then left to the patience of weather."

"Cheerful."

"Accurate." She glanced back at me. "You slept."

"Some."

"Better than the previous night."

"Marginally." I had, in fact, slept in the decisive way of someone who has made a decision and no longer needs to remain awake arguing with themselves about it. The argument was over. The direction was set. Sleep had arrived with something close to relief. "You didn't."

"I don't require it the way you do."

"You require something. I've seen you go still in the evenings in a way that looks like a version of it."

She was quiet for a moment, which was not agreement but was not denial either.

The ridge crested and the land opened below us.

---

I saw it before I understood what I was seeing.

The old arsenal—or what had been one, according to Arsh's contextual history of the region—sat in a shallow depression at the base of the ridge's eastern slope, and whatever it had been before was no longer the primary thing it was. The structures were still there: long stone buildings in the style of functional military construction, thick-walled, narrow-windowed, built to contain heat and protect contents rather than to accommodate the people working in them. Forge houses, storage facilities, a collapsed section that might have been administrative.

Over all of it, silk.

Not a polite dusting of it, not the incidental webbing of ordinary spiders in an abandoned building. This was architectural. Silver-black threads ran between every structure, spanning gaps between rooflines, filling windows, hanging in layered curtains across doorways, connecting the separate buildings into a single unified thing. In the morning light it caught the low sun at angles that made sections of it briefly luminous—a cold light, without warmth, the kind of shine that comes from something very fine and very tightly ordered rather than from any property of color.

The silk moved. Not in the wind, or not only in the wind. The movement was too deliberate for that, a slow, continual adjustment in tension across the whole web-structure, as though something far below was breathing and the breath expressed itself through the threads connecting everything above.

"There it is," I said, because I needed to say something to account for the fact that my body had produced a specific quality of alertness that was adjacent to fear and not quite the same thing.

"Yes." Arsh stopped her horse on the ridge crest and regarded the structure below with an expression that was more analytical than anything else. "The dungeon has integrated with the physical architecture rather than replacing it. Intelligent. The stone provides structure the silk alone couldn't maintain. The silk provides the dungeon's active mechanisms." A pause. "I have not seen this particular configuration before."

"Is that good or bad?"

"It is interesting." She dismounted, which I took as a signal to do the same.

We tied the horses to a section of old fence post that looked stable enough, far enough from the descent that they wouldn't be in range of whatever the dungeon's outer perimeter could reach. I checked Ashfoot's lead twice because checking it a second time was something to do with my hands.

Arsh was already moving down the slope at an angle that would bring us to the building's nearest edge. I followed.

Up close, the silk had a quality I hadn't been able to assess from above. It wasn't static the way I'd expected it to be. Individual threads caught my peripheral vision in motion—not blowing, not swaying, but drawing back slightly as we approached, the way a curtain is pulled to one side by someone behind it. Adjusting. Making room or making a record of the intrusion. I couldn't tell which.

The nearest doorway was framed in doubled and tripled threads, a threshold architecture that looked almost formal. Like something that understood the significance of entrances.

I stopped three meters from it.

Arsh stopped beside me and turned to look at me with the full attention she brought to things she had decided to address directly.

"Your current stats will not sustain you past the first active mechanisms," she said. "This is not an opinion. It is an assessment of measurable variables."

"I know."

"Before you go in—" She paused, not hesitating exactly, but taking the kind of moment that someone takes when they are framing something correctly. "You understand what I am going to do."

"Yes."

"And you understand why it is necessary."

My jaw was doing something tighter than I intended. "You're going to charge me. Activate Super Recovery. Give me a working buff before I step through that door."

"Yes." Her voice had dropped to a register that was quieter than her road-conversation tone, the shift so slight it would have been imperceptible to anyone not paying close attention. I had become, over twelve days and the accumulated weight of everything before them, someone who paid close attention to the registers of Arsh's voice. "And I want to be clear about something before I do."

I waited.

"The strength you will carry into that dungeon is not yours," she said. "It will be borrowed. It will exist because I put it there. Whatever you do with it, whatever you find inside, whatever capability you demonstrate—it begins here, with what I give you." She held my gaze with those ember-red eyes. "I want you to understand that completely. Not as an abstraction. In your body, in the way you understand things that have been made physically evident to you."

The dungeon air was warmer than the road outside, but I barely registered it clearly. Below the surface of the deliberate steadiness I was maintaining, something else was happening—the recognition of the dynamic she was describing, the awareness of it as a pattern that had existed between us since the moment I'd survived the first level of her labyrinth and realized what my survival was costing. It didn't produce resistance anymore, exactly. It produced something more complicated than that.

"I understand," I said.

"Show me that you do." She moved.

Not away from the dungeon entrance. Through it.

The silver-black threads framing the doorway drew aside at her approach with a dry, whispering shift. Arsh stepped across the threshold into the first chamber of the Silkbound Armory, then turned back and looked at me from within the dungeon's dim, grey-filtered light.

"Inside," she said. "If Super Recovery is going to answer properly, the dungeon needs to be part of the pressure."

I followed her through.

The air changed the instant I crossed the boundary—warmer, stiller, touched by the faint metallic smell of old stone and something finer beneath it, like clean fabric warmed by skin. Behind us, the silk reknit across the doorway in loose veils, not sealing us in, but making it unmistakably clear that the dungeon had noticed our entry.

Arsh guided me a few steps into a shallow vestibule formed from the old forge-house corridor, screened from the outer road by layered silk and broken stone. Then she turned to me, and the quality of the look was the one that collapsed the distance between the public dynamic—cloaked attendant, unremarkable traveler—and the actual one.

---

She didn't rush.

That was the first thing—the absence of urgency in how she began, the complete ownership of the pace, which communicated more clearly than any explicit statement that this was happening according to her timeline and her assessment of what was needed. My comfort in the timing, my readiness, my preference about how this went: none of these were primary variables.

I'd understood this in the labyrinth and I understood it now. The understanding didn't stop my pulse from adjusting to a different register as she put her back against the stone and looked at me with the calm, measuring attention of someone who has decided what she wants and is taking her time arriving at it.

"Take off the outer layers," she said. "The coat, the vest."

"It's cold."

"You will not be cold."

She was right. I was already not cold, my skin gone warm beneath my clothes with a heat that had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the way she was looking at me and the way my body had apparently decided, without consulting me, that being looked at by Arsh in that particular way was sufficient cause to redirect its priorities.

I removed the coat. The vest. The dungeon air touched my shirt and I was aware of every place where the fabric moved against me, sensitized in the specific, inconvenient way that the memory of the labyrinth had calibrated me to be.

Arsh watched this with the patient appreciation of someone watching a process they initiated and are content to observe completing itself.

Then she stepped forward and her hands went to my shirt, not removing it but sliding beneath the hem, palms flat against my stomach, and the contact made every carefully maintained composure in my body make a sound like a rope under too much tension.

"There," she said, quietly. "That."

She was describing the physical response. Documenting it with the same precision she brought to her assessments of dungeon architecture and road conditions, and the fact that my body's complete involuntary transparency to her observation was itself part of what she was doing—the awareness of being read compounding the reaction being read—was not something I had a useful response to. I stood in it.

Her hands moved.

She didn't perform it the way a person performs something for an audience. She worked with the focused efficiency of someone who knows exactly what produces results and has no interest in unnecessary variation. Her thumbs traced the muscles at my sides, following the tension there, and the touch was firm enough to register as pressure and light enough to register as attention, a calibration that somehow landed worse than either direct sensation would have on its own. The ambiguity of it—between firm and light, between practical and deliberate—occupied my nervous system completely.

"You're already responding," she said. Not gloating. Noting.

"You know I am."

"I want you to say it." She pressed slightly, fingertips finding the edge of my ribs, and my breath adjusted without my permission. "Not because I need the confirmation. Because you saying it is part of what makes this efficient."

The cold stone of the wall behind me was at my shoulder blades, the contrast between it and her warm hands acute enough to produce its own information. I could feel my pulse in places that weren't my chest.

"I'm responding," I said. My voice had dropped without me deciding to drop it. "I've been responding since you led me inside."

"Since before that," she corrected, and the correction was precise and accurate and landed like a stone into still water.

She moved her hands upward, over my ribs, her palms reading the tension there the way you read terrain—for information, for the shape of what's beneath. When she reached my chest, her thumbs found my nipples through the thin fabric and rubbed them in slow, testing circles before pinching just hard enough to make my breath break. The sensation shot down through my stomach and settled hot and humiliatingly low. My whole torso tried to arch into her hands before I caught the movement.

"Don't suppress it," she said. "That costs energy I intend to redirect."

I stopped suppressing it.

The resulting sound I made was not dignified. I'd stopped pretending, somewhere in the course of the labyrinth, that dignity was the relevant currency in these interactions with her. It wasn't. The relevant currency was endurance, and the relevant question was always how much I had and how much she intended to extract, and the answers to both had always turned out to be more than I'd estimated.

She worked without hurry, her hands revisiting the places she had mapped in the labyrinth with humiliating accuracy. Two fingers rolled one nipple, then the other. Her nails skimmed lightly down the center of my chest, over my stomach, and paused at the waistband of my trousers just long enough to make my hips tense. She noticed. Of course she noticed. Her fingers understood my body in a way that was more information than intimacy—or perhaps it was both at once—and she used what she knew without waste, each touch chosen to pull a visible reaction out of me.

She pulled the shirt up and over my head.

The dungeon air on my bare skin registered for perhaps two seconds before her hands returned, and then the room itself was irrelevant, supplanted by something that ran along every nerve in my torso like current in a wire. She worked down my sides, my stomach, the sensitive skin at my hipbones where my trousers sat, and by the time she was working the laces I was fully, embarrassingly, obviously beyond the point of pretending this was producing no effect.

She drew the laces loose, pushed the trousers down, and stripped away the last barrier with the same clean efficiency she brought to all practical tasks. The dungeon air touched my bare skin; my cock stood hard and obvious between us, already flushed, already leaking at the tip under the weight of her attention. I stood there in the dim threshold chamber with my clothing at my feet and nothing between my body's transparent responses and her assessment of them.

"Look at me," she said.

I looked at her.

She was still fully dressed. Cloak, traveling clothes, unhurried. The asymmetry was not accidental and was not going to change, and the awareness of it—her complete composure against my complete lack of it—made something at the base of my spine go tight in a way that I could feel all the way up.

"I'm going to tell you something," she said, closing one hand around my shaft in a grip that was firm and exact, her fingers sealing from base to just beneath the head with enough pressure to make my knees forget their purpose briefly, "and you are going to hear it in your body rather than just in your head, because that is what produces the result we need."

Her free hand settled low against me, fingers lifting and cupping my balls with a calm possessiveness that made my breath catch harder than the stroke itself. She was not touching randomly. She was deciding which parts of me mattered for the result and taking them in hand one by one.

"The strength you are about to have," she said, beginning to move her hand in a slow, deliberate rhythm that was precisely calculated to produce maximum response with minimum mercy, "is mine. It exists because I choose to produce it in you. When you move deeper into this dungeon, you do it on what I have given you." Her grip varied in pressure, tightening at intervals that my body had apparently catalogued and was now predicting with a hopeful attention that would have been humiliating if I'd had sufficient remaining composure to be humiliated. "If you come back out, it will be because what I put in you was enough. If it isn't enough—" The rhythm shifted slightly, the angle adjusting, and the adjustment landed in my nervous system like a struck bell. "Then we will discuss what you asked for that was insufficient."

"I'll come back out," I said. It came out more breath than voice.

"Convince me."

She was watching my face with the particular focused quality she brought to things she found genuinely interesting, and my face was doing nothing subtle—she had always read me without effort, but this was more than that, this was my face showing her everything in real time because I had no resources left to allocate to concealment. Every nerve in my body was occupied with the slow pull of her hand along my shaft, the deliberate squeeze at the base, the brush of her thumb over the slick, oversensitive tip whenever she reached the top of the stroke, and with the compounding pressure of her attention and the awareness of exactly what she was building toward and why.

My status screen flickered at the edge of my perception. A ghost of text, not fully materialized—the beginning of Super Recovery beginning to stir, the ability recognizing the conditions it was built for.

"There," Arsh said, and the satisfaction in her voice was clean and private and not for my comfort. "Now we're working."

She used the hand that wasn't occupied to press flat against my sternum, not hard, just present, and the combination of pressure points—chest, the held grip, the working rhythm—produced a cascade of response that went through my whole body at once. My spine straightened without my direction. My breath left me in a way that had no dignified description.

"Say it again," she said. "What I told you to understand."

"The strength—" I started, and had to stop and reassemble the sentence. "The strength I'm carrying in there is yours. It exists because you—" Another stop. Her rhythm had shifted again, the deliberate timing of someone who knows exactly where the threshold is and intends to approach it from as close as possible without crossing it prematurely. "Because you put it there."

"Good." She pressed slightly with the palm at my chest, and I felt my back find the stone wall, the cold rock a sharp contrast against my heated skin. "And when you are inside that dungeon and whatever is in there is testing you—"

"I'll remember where the strength came from."

"You will not be able to forget it," she said, with a certainty that was simply descriptive. "That is why I brought you across the threshold before beginning. I want the dungeon to register exactly what I am making of you, and I want it in your body as a memory. I want you to feel it in your legs when you move deeper."

She was not wrong that this method produced a different kind of imprint than a more straightforward activation would have. I could feel it already—the way the warmth she was building in me was radiating outward from the specific points of contact, not the diffuse warmth of exertion but something more structured, something that had directionality and intensity and was growing rather than stabilizing.

Super Recovery was activating. I could feel it the way I'd learned to feel it in the labyrinth—the shift in the quality of my own physical awareness, the sense of systems coming online that were normally below threshold, the temporary and conditional expansion of capability that felt, from the inside, like the difference between a room lit by a single candle and the same room with every lamp lit at once.

"Look at your numbers," Arsh said.

I pulled up the status screen. The numbers were moving.

Strength: 2 [+9]

Agility: 3 [+11]

Vitality: 4 [+12]

And still climbing, because she hadn't stopped, because the conditions for Super Recovery's maximum activation weren't met yet—she was building toward the threshold, not resting at it, and the gap between where I was and where she intended to take me was still measurable.

Her hand found a sharper angle, twisting slightly on the upward stroke before her thumb pressed across the swollen head, spreading the wetness gathered there. The numbers lurched upward. I stopped seeing them for several seconds.

When I came back to a version of coherent attention, the screen had updated again.

Strength: 2 [+16]

Agility: 3 [+19]

Vitality: 4 [+17]

She was watching me with an expression I could only partially read—satisfaction, yes, but something underneath it that wasn't satisfaction, something more like the look a person has when a mechanism they built performs exactly as designed and they are privately delighted by their own precision.

"Almost," she said.

"Arsh—"

"Not yet." Her grip tightened fractionally, the rhythm slowing in a way that was somehow worse than speed, because slowness gave every sensation time to fully register before the next one arrived. "I want you at the peak of the first activation, not the first plateau. There is a difference."

There was absolutely a difference. I knew this intellectually and was currently learning it in every other way simultaneously.

She pushed me to the edge with the methodical patience of someone who has done this many times and found the exact location of the threshold with the precision of a cartographer who has surveyed the same territory from multiple directions. She held me there—grip firm, rhythm present, not accelerating, not withdrawing, just maintaining the exact pressure that kept me at the border without crossing it—and spoke into the space between my ragged attempts at breath.

"When the dungeon tests you," she said, "and it will test you, whatever is in there deals in sensation and it will know what to reach for—remember that you have already been tested today. By something older than that dungeon and more thorough." The grip adjusted one final time, finding something that made every muscle in my body contract simultaneously. "Remember who made you strong enough to walk through that door."

She let me go.

Or rather—she timed it, which was a different thing. Her hand held the exact pressure at the head of my cock until the accumulated tension broke all at once. My hips jerked forward before I could stop them. Cum spilled hot over her fingers in thick pulses, the first burst sharp enough to wrench a ragged sound out of me and the next ones following helplessly while my thighs shook and my shoulders ground back against the stone. She did not chase the release or soften it. She simply held me through it, letting my body empty itself into her control until the final twitch passed and I was left breathing hard, cock still pulsing weakly in her hand, oversensitive to the point that even the lingering contact made me flinch.

The status screen, when I could see it again, read:

Strength: 2 [+29]

Agility: 3 [+33]

Vitality: 4 [+30]

And still live. Still active. The buffs held in the way they held when the triggering event was sufficiently severe—Super Recovery locking the gains in place, sustaining them for as long as conditions remained intense enough to justify the maintenance.

I was aware of my body in a completely different way than I'd been aware of it two minutes ago. The cold air was still cold, and my legs still knew they were legs, but there was a quality to the physical information I was receiving that was heightened, the way everything sharpens after an adrenaline event—not more tense, but more precise. More responsive. The stone wall behind me felt like stone in a way it hadn't before, the texture of it specific and real under my shoulder blades.

Arsh was watching me recover my breathing with the patience of a craftsperson observing the cure time on something she's made.

"Get dressed," she said. "The buffs will hold for a useful interval if you don't wait too long."

I dressed with hands that were steadier than they had any right to be, which was one of the things Super Recovery did that I still found slightly disorienting—the physical capability it granted didn't feel like external enhancement, it felt like the temporary removal of limitations I'd been carrying without noticing. My hands knew what to do. My fingers worked laces and buttons with a sureness that wasn't mine by right.

When I was done, Arsh smoothed her own clothing—not that it had been disarranged; it hadn't—and turned back toward the corridor with the easy composure of someone concluding a brief administrative task. I followed, and if my legs carried me with more certainty than usual, the dungeon around us knew exactly the reason for it.

We stood in the Silkbound Armory's first chamber, the outer veil of silver-black threads hanging behind us and the deeper corridor waiting ahead.

Arsh regarded it, then me.

"The dungeon is real enough to be interesting," she said. "I will explore it separately. What is inside there has been doing something worthwhile for a long time, and I have not found myself curious about something worthwhile in longer than I prefer to admit."

"So you're going in."

"I am going to see what is worth seeing." She adjusted her cloak. "You are going to find what you came for. These are separate projects that may or may not intersect."

"And if I get into serious trouble."

"You are already in serious trouble. You entered a dungeon you are theoretically too weak for, looking for equipment that may not exist in the form you need, in a domain controlled by an entity whose exact nature you don't know." She met my gaze. "That is the condition you chose. I have made it survivable, not safe."

"Right."

"Don't waste what I gave you on something unnecessary." Her attention moved to the entrance with the quality of someone marking something for later examination. "There is something in there that has been managing this place with intelligence and patience for a very long time. It will be more interested in what you are than in fighting you. That may be useful. It may also be the most dangerous thing about this dungeon. Keep both possibilities in mind simultaneously."

I looked at the silk-draped doorway. In the morning light the threads had taken on a slightly different quality—still silver-black, still geometrically complex, but the motion in them had changed since we'd been standing here, the adjustment in tension become something more focused. The dungeon had been aware of us since we arrived, I suspected. It was simply waiting to see what we would do.

"I'll see you on the other side," I said.

Arsh said nothing, which was a version of acknowledgment I'd learned to accept.

I stepped past the first hanging veil of silk and deeper into the dungeon.

The threads drew back to let me pass—just slightly, realigning with a whisper of sound too refined to call rustling. The light thinned further beyond them, filtering to something grey and ambient and without obvious source.

Behind me, the threshold chamber held its shape.

Ahead, the corridor of the old forge house stretched into silk-modified dark, the original stone walls still present beneath and behind and between the layered threads, the architecture of the original structure serving as the skeleton for something that had been growing over it for years, decades, patient and deliberate and waiting.

I checked my status screen one more time.

Strength: 2 [+27]

Agility: 3 [+31]

Vitality: 4 [+28]

Declining slowly, as they always did. But still high enough to matter. Still high enough to make me something other than the number on a Level 1 screen.

I moved forward into the silk-dark corridor, and the threads behind me resettled with a sound like a sigh, and the dungeon's attention—because I could feel it, a directional awareness that was not human but was unmistakably intelligent—turned toward me with the patient interest of something that had been waiting a very long time for something worth waiting for.

The numbers on my screen continued their slow decline.

I moved faster.


Chapter 5 — The Fitting Hall

The corridor didn't try to stop me.

That was the first thing I noticed—the absence of the immediate hostile pressure I'd expected based on what the adventurers had described and what the dungeon's exterior had suggested. No threads snapping across my path, no sudden drop in temperature, no trap mechanisms clicking into readiness. The Silkbound Armory received me the way a building receives a visitor: it simply allowed me to be inside it.

The old forge-house corridor was long and narrow, the original stone walls still visible beneath and between the layered silk that covered them in smooth, graduated sheets. Someone had done construction here—real construction, with tools and intention—before the dungeon's current occupant had begun its own renovations. The original architecture was military utilitarian: functional proportions, no ornament, built to move materials efficiently between spaces rather than to impress anyone with the quality of the stone. The silk overlay had changed the character of it completely. Where the bare stone would have been rough and cold and directional, the silk made the corridor into something that absorbed rather than reflected, that consumed the ambient sound rather than bouncing it, that produced a quality of quiet I hadn't encountered outside of enclosed spaces much larger than this one.

The light had no clear source. I'd noticed this in the vestibule and noticed it more clearly now that I was moving deeper: a grey, even illumination that didn't cast shadows so much as it eliminated them, distributed through the silk itself in a way that made the corridor seem dimensionally simpler than it was. No strong lights, no dark corners. Everything equally, softly visible.

I kept to the center of the floor.

My buffed stats made movement easy in a way I still wasn't accustomed to—the physical feedback of a body that could do what I asked it to without negotiation. My footfalls were quieter than they should have been. Not sneaking exactly, just the natural reduction in impact from moving with proper balance and body mechanics, which my temporary Agility numbers apparently allowed me to produce without practice.

The corridor bent left at the far end and opened into a larger space.

I stopped at the threshold of it.

It had been a forge room once. The evidence was still present in the infrastructure: the double-chimney flue above where a central forge would have stood, the stone-cut channel along one wall that would have carried water for cooling, the recessed storage niches in a row along the opposite wall at tool-height. The forge itself was gone—removed, collapsed, or converted, impossible to say—and in its place, in the center of the room, was something that had no predecessor in the original architecture.

A framework of silk strands ran from floor to ceiling and wall to wall, crossing at angles that weren't random and weren't quite geometric, producing a three-dimensional lattice that I could see through but couldn't simply walk through without touching. At the intersections of the major strands, small nodal structures had accumulated—not woven exactly, more like grown, the silk at each node denser and more complex, wound around some fixed point I couldn't identify from where I stood.

It was beautiful in the way that things with inherent structural logic are beautiful. Not decorated. Not trying to be. Just organized according to a principle that made visual sense the way a crystal structure or a tide pattern makes visual sense—you couldn't explain immediately why it worked, but something in your vision told you it was right.

I stood there for two full seconds appreciating it before the first thread touched me.

It was so fine I almost missed it. A single strand at approximately knee height, perfectly taut, perfectly still, that had not been across the threshold when I looked and was there when I looked again. It had laid itself across the corridor opening without any motion I could see—no swing, no fall, no extension from the main lattice. It was simply present.

I looked down at it without moving.

The thread was silver-black like all the silk in this place. At this distance and in this light I could see it was not monochromatic—it held a very slight iridescence, the kind you see in spider silk when the angle is right, a hint of violet at the edges that vanished when I looked directly at it.

I stepped over it.

The moment my weight shifted to the foot on the far side of the thread, something in the larger lattice made a sound. Not loud—a single low harmonic, like one string of a very large instrument plucked by something with minimal force. The note sustained for a moment and then dissolved into the silk walls, absorbed.

I kept moving.

The lattice inside the forge room required navigation rather than forcing—there were clear paths through it if I was willing to angle my shoulders and pick my route, the strands spaced for something roughly my size to pass through, which I noticed with the part of my brain that had been paying attention to how the dungeon felt curated rather than random. The spacing wasn't accidental. Whatever had designed this room had designed it around a particular scale of intruder.

I was halfway through the lattice when the second set of threads arrived.

These ones I felt rather than saw.

At wrist height—both wrists simultaneously, two threads making contact on the inner side of each wrist with the lightness of a single hair laid flat across skin. Not catching me, not restraining me. Touching me. The sensation was so precise that it registered as something more deliberate than incidental contact: not a thread in my path but a thread extended to meet me, arriving at the exact moment my wrists were exposed between the larger lattice strands.

I stopped.

The threads at my wrists held their contact. Under the silk, my pulse was obvious. Not panicked—the buffed physical state produced a calm-system baseline that was different from my ordinary resting state—but definitely present, definitely registering the light weight of contact. The threads seemed to register it back. I had the distinctly uncanny sense that they were taking a reading.

I resumed moving.

More threads arrived as I continued through the lattice. They fell on me in an order that wasn't random and wasn't the order of a trap springing—one at my throat first, then one across the center of my chest, two more at my sides at waist height. Each one touched and maintained light contact without preventing me from walking. Each one was positioned somewhere that had a pulse beneath it or was a structural point of the body—the kind of place you'd measure if you were measuring a body.

The word "measuring" arrived in my thoughts with a clean, unambiguous recognition.

That's what this was.

The lattice wasn't a standard trap structure designed to catch and hold. It was an assessment mechanism. Each thread that laid itself across me was acquiring information about dimensions, response, temperature, tension. The dungeon was taking my measurements in the most literal sense.

I came out the other side of the lattice into a cleared space near the far wall, and behind me the threads I'd walked through held their positions for a moment—a shape hanging in the air, the negative impression of my passage, a memory of the volume my body had moved through. Then they dissolved back into the lattice in a slow reabsorption, and the room was as it had been.

The niche in the far wall held something I hadn't seen from the threshold.

A silk structure, roughly rectangular, suspended between two anchor points in the wall by cords that ran through the stone channels the original builders had cut for entirely different purposes. It was the size of a large panel or a door lying on its side, and it was covered in what I could only describe as notation—not writing, not marks I could read, but a dense, ordered pattern of variation in the silk itself, the thread composition shifting in ways that produced texture differences you could feel with a fingertip. Data, I thought. Records of something measured.

Prior subjects.

I didn't spend long looking at it. The dungeon's attention—which I could still feel, a directional awareness that had moved from general to specific since I'd stepped across the threshold thread—was sharper in this room than it had been in the corridor. The measurement had produced a result it found interesting. I could feel that in the way the ambient threads shifted in tension across the room, not dramatically, but in the minute way that a person shifts when they receive a piece of information that makes them pay closer attention.

I moved toward the corridor at the room's far end.

The threads let me.

---

The second chamber was smaller and warmer.

The warmth was the first new sensory element I'd encountered since entering—not uncomfortable, not aggressively heated, just notably warmer than the corridor, as though the room had been designed to produce a specific ambient temperature. Like a fitting room, which in retrospect was exactly what it was.

The walls here were covered not in the geometric lattice of the forge room but in something more like bolts of stored material—rolls of silk in various densities stacked in the original storage niches and arranged on structures that had been built from repurposed forge-room equipment, the iron of the original use converted into supports and organizational frameworks for a completely different purpose. There were dozens of variations: fine, gauze-weight material in one stack; dense, rigid-feeling sheets in another; graduated densities between them in a spectrum I didn't have vocabulary for. All the same silver-black palette, but differentiated within it by a range of properties I could only partially assess by sight.

In the center of the room, occupying the space where the original chamber's function had probably located its primary activity, a frame stood.

It was about my height and twice my width, made from what looked like the same repurposed iron as the storage structures, but worked with more deliberate care. The iron had been filed and finished rather than left rough, and silk had been threaded through it at regular intervals—through small holes drilled in the uprights, through rings affixed along the crossbars, creating a secondary structure of threads within the iron frame that could be tensioned or released from somewhere not immediately visible. It stood upright, facing me.

The frame was waiting.

This was the thing I understood looking at it. Not a threat, not a weapon, not a cage. A working surface. The kind of structure a tailor uses for a bespoke commission when they need to work around a body in three dimensions without the body needing to hold position constantly.

I stood at the entrance to the room and assessed my status screen.

**Strength: 2 [+21]**

**Agility: 3 [+25]**

**Vitality: 4 [+23]**

Still workable. Still high enough to be useful. But declining with the steady patience of things that don't stop declining.

The room's warmth was doing something to my skin—not the warmth itself exactly, but the contrast with the corridor, which had left a light surface tension across the backs of my arms and my throat and the back of my neck. The transition to warmer air made me more aware of those surfaces, the skin registering the change with a low-level attentiveness that I recognized as the precursor to heightened sensitivity. The dungeon was doing something before it was doing the obvious thing.

I stepped into the room.

The frame's threads shifted. Not all of them—a subset, the ones at roughly chest height, rearranging their tension in a way that drew the eye to that part of the frame. Like an invitation oriented at my torso specifically.

"I'm just passing through," I said, to the room.

The room said nothing. The frame's threads continued their ambient, patient settling.

I moved to pass it on the left side, giving it a wide berth, heading for what I could now see was a corridor opening in the far wall between two stacks of silk bolts.

The threads caught me at the shoulder.

Not violently. The impact of a single thread across my shoulder is not violence—it's so far below violence in the scale of physical events that calling it that would be absurd. It was one thread, perfectly positioned at the exact height of my left shoulder, that I had somehow not seen in passing despite the room's clear light and my enhanced Agility. It snapped taut the moment I made contact, not cutting or catching in the sense of a barb or hook, just becoming rigid and holding its position.

I turned my head. The thread ran from my shoulder to the frame's left upright, and it was not alone. A second had appeared at my right shoulder. A third—when had this happened—ran across the back of my knees.

I pulled the left shoulder forward. The thread resisted with more tension than its fineness suggested it should be capable of. I pulled harder, and instead of breaking, the thread angled the resistance differently, and two more appeared at my upper arms, and the frame's full complement of threads began to reorganize in a pattern I was now close enough to see in detail.

This was not a passive measurement. This was active fitting.

The threads worked quickly once they had committed. They ran across my arms at the bicep and forearm and wrist, not wrapping but applying lateral pressure at each position, holding each limb in the position it had been in when they caught it. They were doing this for the same reason a tailor holds a sleeve in place while marking the adjustment—because the measurement requires the thing measured to be still. The dungeon had been patient about this in the first room, accepting what my movement through the lattice provided. In this room it was less interested in patience.

I pulled against the wrist restraints. The threads redistributed the tension seamlessly across the network rather than failing at one point, transferring my resistance into pressure distributed over my entire arm and shoulder simultaneously. I was not stronger than the network. The buff made me meaningfully strong, meaningfully above my base stats, but the silk network wasn't failing at one thread when pulled—it was failing, or not failing, as a system. And the system had been designed by something that understood exactly how much force a buffed body of this general category was likely to apply.

My arms were held slightly extended from my sides.

My knees were held with enough rearward pressure to prevent me from simply walking forward.

I stood in the center of the frame's operational space with the silk threads holding me in a posture that was neither comfortable nor painful—it was calibrated, positioned, as though the relevant question was not whether I wanted to be here but what my measurements were while I was.

More threads arrived.

They came in at angles that mapped the space between my shoulder blades, across my collarbone, at the point where my waist narrowed, along the outside of each thigh. Each new contact was accompanied by the same initial lightness I'd felt in the first room—the touch registering before the restraint, information gathered before position fixed. The dungeon was measuring as it went, and the restraint was almost a secondary product of the measurement rather than the goal of it.

I was not in pain. I want to be precise about that. What I was in was the specific, deeply uncomfortable position of someone who has been physically stopped mid-movement and held there against their preference by something that is not engaging with their preference as a relevant variable. The discomfort was not physical injury. It was the discomfort of having no effective response available, which is a different register entirely—felt in the chest and the back of the throat and the precise place where dignity usually lives.

The threads at my waist were working with particular attention. They ran horizontal rings around my torso at intervals of about three centimeters, tightening and loosening alternately in a systematic way that I eventually understood was recording the circumference at each level. Each time a ring tightened, it held for exactly long enough to register the measurement, then eased fractionally. The sequence moved upward from my hips to my armpits, thorough and unhurried.

Then they reached my chest.

The threads at chest height had a different behavior from the ones below. They didn't simply measure circumference—they mapped the surface. Individual fine threads tracked across the front of my torso, following the contour of muscle and bone and cartilage, the variation between different points, the raised areas and the flat ones. My shirt was still on, which reduced the resolution of the mapping, but the threads worked through fabric without apparent difficulty, the silk's sensitivity not requiring direct skin contact.

This was worse, somehow, than the restraint. The restraint was obvious and straightforward. This was something that was learning my body through attention, not force, and my body's response to attention—after the labyrinth, after Arsh's thorough and repeated cataloguing of exactly which inputs produced which responses—was not the response of a body that found being closely attended to neutral.

The room was warm. The threads were light and many. The frame held me in a position that was slightly extended, slightly open, the posture of someone being fitted for something, and my nervous system was running its own quiet calculation about what attention in this particular pattern meant and what it expected to follow.

I could feel the buff numbers declining in my awareness. Still adequate. But the window was not infinite.

I focused on the frame itself rather than the threads' agenda—looking for the mechanism that controlled the system. There would be a controller. The threads didn't organize themselves from nothing. They ran to and from specific points on the frame, and those points were the ones that mattered.

Three anchor clusters. One at the top of each upright, one at the center of the crossbar above my head. Each one was a more complex version of the nodal structures I'd seen in the lattice—silk wound around a fixed point in a pattern dense enough to hold significant tension load. If I could displace one of those nodes, I'd break the network's organizational integrity.

The problem was reaching them. With my arms held to my sides at a slightly extended angle, I had lateral mobility but limited vertical. The upper node on either upright was above my reach at current arm position. The crossbar node was directly above and well out of range.

I stopped trying to reach. I let my weight settle deliberately to my heels—settling the frame's tension rather than fighting it—and felt the threads respond to the change in load distribution. The adjustment in tension ran through the network and the frame made its harmonic sound again, a low resonance that wasn't quite mechanical.

I waited.

The measurement sequence at my chest completed and moved to my arms.

When the threads reached my inner forearms, the sensation changed.

Not dramatically. A single thread at each inner wrist—not measuring circumference this time but tracing the forearm from wrist to elbow along the inside surface, where the skin is fine and the vessels run close. The touch was so light it barely registered as pressure, but the location and direction made it categorically different from the measurement protocol. It felt like something searching for specific information rather than general dimensions.

My pulse was there and obvious beneath that kind of attention.

The dungeon found it. I felt the threads pause at the points where it was strongest—the inner wrist, the crook of each elbow—and rest there with a brief, attending stillness that was uncomfortable to characterize. It felt like being read.

Something shifted in the room's ambient light. The grey, even illumination dimmed fractionally, or became more concentrated—I couldn't tell which, the effect was too subtle to measure. But the quality changed.

My status screen ghosted at the edge of perception.

**Strength: 2 [+16]**

**Agility: 3 [+19]**

**Vitality: 4 [+17]**

Still live. Enough.

I used the Agility.

Not fighting the network as a system—I'd established that doesn't work. Instead I worked with the measurement it had just completed: it had located my wrist pulse points, which meant it had also located my wrists, which meant it had their exact position mapped in whatever passed for the frame's operational awareness. If the system understood my wrists, it had to maintain threads at exactly those points to keep them in the record.

I bent both wrists inward simultaneously—not pulling, just rotating, the minimum motion available to me within the restrained position—and felt the threads at my wrists adjust to maintain contact with the pulse points they'd just found. The adjustment ran through the network to the anchor nodes, which had to redistribute tension to accommodate the new angles.

The node at the left upright shifted by perhaps three centimeters.

It was enough.

The left side of the network lost coherence for one second—not failing completely, not dropping, but experiencing a brief reorganization of priority as the tension redistribution resolved. In that one second the threads at my left arm relaxed their lateral restraint by enough for me to pull the arm inward, reach up, and drive my palm into the left anchor node with the full temporary Strength behind the blow.

The node didn't break. But it moved. Three centimeters of displacement in an anchor point is three centimeters of slack across every thread that ran to it, and three centimeters of slack in a system calibrated to millimeter precision is a cascade failure.

The network dropped.

Not all at once—there was a sequence to it, the threads releasing in the order their tension paths resolved from the disrupted node, a pattern that moved through the frame like a wave. By the time it reached my knees, the threads holding them had lost enough tension to step forward through, and I stepped through, and the threads behind me resettled into new configurations immediately, the frame already beginning to rebuild its operational state.

I walked quickly to the corridor between the silk bolts.

Behind me, the fitting hall was already reassembling itself. The frame's threads were returning to their positions, the node I'd displaced already being compensated for, the network's logic absorbing the disruption and rebuilding. If I went back in there now, it would catch me faster—it knew me now, had my measurements and my pulse points and the way my Agility expressed itself in wrist rotation.

I didn't go back.

I stood in the corridor for a moment with my hands on my knees and my breath moving faster than the physical exertion quite justified. The frame hadn't hurt me. The threads hadn't broken anything or threatened anything, not really. What had raised my breathing was the sustained quality of the attention—the patient, methodical, impersonal focus of something that wanted to know everything about my body and had taken twelve minutes to acquire a substantial portion of it.

And underneath the discomfort of that, running like a current I had limited success pretending wasn't there: the warmth the room had left in my skin, the specific heightened sensitivity that followed being closely attended to for an extended period by something that knew exactly where to look.

I checked my status screen.

**Strength: 2 [+12]**

**Agility: 3 [+15]**

**Vitality: 4 [+13]**

Declining, but I'd gotten through faster than I'd expected. The dungeon had let me escape once it had what it came for, which was either an encouraging sign about the rest of the dungeon or a deeply concerning one about what it intended to do with the data.

I chose not to stand still long enough to decide which interpretation I preferred.

The corridor ahead ran deeper into the repurposed arsenal. The silk here was different from the earlier sections—less architectural, more provisional, the threads hanging in loose arrangements rather than precisely constructed lattices. Workshop space rather than finished product. The farther I went from the entrance, the more the dungeon felt like the back of a studio rather than its public face.

Something lived in the depth of this place. Something that had been quietly working for a very long time, patient and brilliant and curious.

And it had just measured every inch of me that mattered.

I moved forward before the remaining buffs could decline any further, into the looser dark of the deeper corridors, where the silk threads hung ambient and still and the dungeon's attention—which had been specific and sharp in the fitting hall—had settled back into that wider, patient awareness.

Waiting for me to arrive at the next thing it had prepared.

Farther ahead, beyond the loose-hung silk of the corridor, a door I hadn't noticed before swung quietly open on its own.

As though the fitting hall had approved my progress and the dungeon was making a decision about where to send me next.

I kept moving.


Chapter 6 — The Harness Room

The door didn't creak when it opened.

That detail bothered me more than a shriek of old iron hinges would have. In every ruin I'd ever read about back on Earth, abandoned structures were supposed to groan and protest. They announced their age with sound. This door drew back in perfect silence, silk pivoting around the frame's edges like something breathing in, and the absence of noise felt deliberate. Considered. As though the dungeon had decided noise would be impolite.

I stood in the corridor and looked at the opening for a long moment before I walked through it.

The room beyond was larger than the fitting chamber—maybe twice the ceiling height, the walls stepped inward at the top in old stone tiers that might once have been display ledges for finished weapons or finished armor, now wrapped in the same silver-black silk that covered everything in this place. But here the silk was thicker, formed into structures rather than merely coating surfaces. It hung in configured panels, looped in deliberate geometry between posts that had been driven into the floor at measured intervals. Not randomly. The spacing was even. Calculated. Roughly shoulder-width in the nearest cluster, then wider in concentric arrangements farther back, like concentric rings of a loom.

Suspended between several of the frame posts were objects I couldn't immediately classify.

They looked like armor shells. Partial torso forms, limb channels, shoulder structures—but made entirely of silk so dense it had taken on rigidity, compressed layers that caught the grey sourceless light and gave it back with a faint sheen. Some were closed and complete. Others gaped open on one side, inner surfaces visible, molded into subtle contours I recognized even from a distance as body-specific. Not generic mannequin geometry. Actual human body geometry. A ribcage curve. A hip angle. The shallow hollow behind a knee.

Someone had used people to make these. Or tried to.

I summoned my status screen before moving farther into the room. The buffs had thinned again since the fitting hall, but they had not vanished.

**Strength: 2 [+12]**

**Agility: 3 [+15]**

**Vitality: 4 [+13]**

Still real. Still useful. But lower than they had been when Arsh had walked away from me without looking back.

I counted frames as I moved forward. Seven posts at the room's center, connected by a sophisticated web of silk cable roughly half a meter above the floor and again at head height. The structure at the center was more elaborate than the outer rings: a full standing frame, roughly human-shaped in its emptied architecture. Two upright posts. Two angled lateral bars for arms. A wider hip-level crossbar with dangling silk loops at regular intervals.

I stopped eight feet from it and studied the loops.

They were positioned at wrist height. At elbow height. At ankle height. At mid-thigh. At waist.

The fitting frame in the previous chamber had grabbed me with threads from the floor and walls—opportunistic, reactive, catching me off-balance mid-step. This structure didn't look reactive. It looked like it was waiting to be used. As though the previous room had assessed me and made some determination, and this room was simply the next step in a sequence that had been designed long before I arrived.

I turned left. The wall to that side held a panel of silk that pulsed with the same faint, slow rhythm I'd noticed on the records-silk in the first chamber. I looked at it without approaching and felt the rhythm of it sync slightly to my own heartbeat, or the reverse—my heartbeat syncing to it—and I took a step back and stopped that from happening.

The dungeon already knew my body shape, my pulse points, my exact agility response pattern from the fitting frame escape. It had opened this door itself. It had not placed obstacles between the frame room and here.

It wanted me in this room.

That was not a comforting realization. But it also wasn't new information. Everything about the Silkbound Armory's behavior since I'd first walked into the silk lattice in the entry chamber had communicated a single consistent idea: this dungeon was not predatory in the way combat dungeons were predatory. It wasn't trying to kill me and take my items. It was collecting something more specific than that.

I'd made my choice back in Rookhaven. I needed equipment I could use outside dungeon conditions. I needed something to carry, not just borrow for the twenty minutes it took for Arsh's effect to fade. There were partial armor shells suspended in this room that somebody had made by learning from somebody's body. I didn't know yet how that knowledge translated into gear, but the logic wasn't impossible to follow. The dungeon was studying bodies. Specifically. Methodically.

If I stayed long enough to understand the process, I might understand what kind of gear came out of it.

I put both hands in front of me at chest height in an obvious, open gesture and walked toward the central frame.

Nothing moved.

I stopped two feet from the frame's nearest post and looked at the wrist loops again. The silk was dense, smooth, and slightly warm even without contact. I could see tiny movement in it—a slow torsion, like a rope under tension that was breathing instead of tightening.

I'd been measured in the previous chamber. The silk there had mapped circumference, contour, pulse locations, weight distribution, a dozen physical parameters I didn't fully understand. It had done that while holding me still. If this room's structure followed logically from that one, then what came next was using those measurements for something. Fitting me. Positioning me in some configuration that the dungeon considered necessary.

The alternative was retreat, which would mean Mila kept moving north while I walked back to Rookhaven and looked at my Level 1 status card.

I put my wrists in the loops.

The loops snugged closed immediately, not violently but with a decisive motion, silk tightening to precise contact without a millimeter of slack. Not painful. Not cutting. Just firm, and oriented so that my arms were extended at roughly forty degrees out and forward from my body, elbows slightly bent, palms turned naturally downward.

I felt loops close at my ankles at the same moment. The crossbar at hip height extended one lateral arm inward on each side, pressing without gripping, positioning my hips at a defined, neutral square, and for a strange moment I felt the dungeon comparing something—the impression of being checked against a reference. My shoulders. My arm angle. My height. A thread crossed my chest diagonally from right shoulder to left hip, not tightly, simply lying against me with soft, informative contact.

Measuring again, but this time measuring in three dimensions, measuring me in a specific pose rather than measuring my general body. Figuring out how I fit inside the structure it had built.

My buffs held.

I exhaled.

The diagonal chest thread shifted, moving a centimeter toward the center of my sternum and pressing with the faintest additional pressure. I felt my breath change in response—a shallow, involuntary deepening, my ribcage expanding slightly against the thread—and the thread registered that. Pulled back just enough to let the expansion happen, then resettled. Learning my breathing pattern. Measuring how my torso changed between inhale and exhale, what the distance was from resting to full breath.

This was almost tolerable, as things went. Clinical, even. A body measurement session conducted by something very patient and very precise. I focused on my breathing and tried to map the frame structure from memory to figure out how its tension system worked, which would be necessary for escaping it when I decided to do so.

Then a second thread touched the inside of my left elbow.

The inside of the elbow is not a complicated body part. It's a joint crease, nothing more. But the thread moved along it the way the earlier silk had moved over wrist pulse points—with a searching, light pressure that wasn't checking for physical structure. It was checking for response. My forearm muscles twitched. A small involuntary thing, fine-motor adjustment to an unexpected stimulus in a location that didn't expect contact. The thread paused over the movement, stayed there for three full seconds, then moved to the matching point on my right arm and did the same.

I remembered what it had done in the first chamber: mapping pulse and tension, distinguishing between locations that produced neutral reactions and locations that produced something more. The fitting frame had been doing that work in an exploratory, incomplete way. This room seemed to already know the results.

Because it knew where to go.

The thread left my inner elbows and moved to the sides of my neck—both at once, two separate filaments I hadn't tracked arriving simultaneously, pressing gently at the carotid pulse points where blood runs close to the surface. My pulse jumped. Not fear exactly. Not arousal exactly. Something that sat between them, the thing that happens when a body recognizes it's being studied and can't decide whether to treat that as threat or invitation.

My Vitality buff dropped one point.

Agility followed by half a beat.

The decline was supposed to be passive, gradual. The dungeon's contact was doing something to it, though—not reversing the decay, but slowing it. Each stimulus the silk threads produced was hitting my nervous system and nudging Super Recovery into response, producing just enough activation to partially offset the rate of fade. Not building the buffs back up. Just extending them. Keeping the fading at a maintenance level rather than a collapse.

The dungeon was learning that already, I realized.

It had seen my entry stats. It had seen those stats decline through the first chamber and the fitting frame. It was watching them decline now. And it had figured out that the more attentive its threads were, the more my body's recovery system engaged, which meant the more my buffs persisted.

The silk at my neck eased away and moved to my collarbones, tracing the bone just below the surface with a pressure that was unmistakably deliberate. Mapping bone structure, maybe. I kept that thought. Mapping bone structure. Armor required bone structure data. Pauldrons and gorgets had to sit correctly against collarbone and shoulder socket. This was armor-fitting logic.

Except that neither a gorget nor a pauldron had any particular reason to dwell over the depression at the base of the throat, which was where the next thread settled, and which was where my breathing snagged against an involuntary constriction that I couldn't fully explain as structural anatomy.

I pressed my tongue against the roof of my mouth and focused.

The thread moved from my throat down the center of my sternum, pressing along each rib's intercostal notch as it descended, and I became acutely aware of the warmth radiating from the silk, warmer than the surrounding air, warmer than my skin temperature—a deliberate warmth, not friction heat, something the material generated intentionally. It felt like a focused line of attention. It felt like someone tracing a path they'd planned.

At my solar plexus, it stopped. Held. Then a second thread joined it from the right side, meeting it at the center, and both of them applied the same even, warm pressure together.

My stomach muscles contracted. Just once, tight and involuntary, the way a muscle responds to a touch it didn't anticipate at a location it considers close to something.

The loops at my wrists adjusted. A centimeter wider spread. My shoulders were drawn slightly more open.

I pulled experimentally against the wrist restraints. The silk there didn't resist so much as redistribute—the tension I applied to one side traveled through the frame's network and resettled elsewhere, absorbing my pull without giving way. Not because the material was strong enough to overpower my buffed Strength directly, though it very likely was, but because it was smarter than that. It moved my force. Sent it somewhere else. Left me with nothing to push against.

In the fitting frame, the technique that had worked was creating micro-adjustments in opposing directions simultaneously, forcing the system to compensate for contradictory inputs and miss one. Here the silk was distributed differently—more nodes, finer gradation in the tension network. The same trick would work eventually, but it would take longer to find the correct pair of nodes, and in the meantime the dungeon would continue what it was doing.

Two more threads reached my abdomen.

They moved parallel to each other, spaced roughly three centimeters apart, crossing horizontally just above my hip bones with a slow, sweeping contact that didn't press into the muscle but laid over the skin with awareness. My abs tightened under them. Not dramatically—I didn't convulse or jerk—but in the way that skin tightens everywhere the body considers close to something private, a pre-emptive muscle response that exists because the body is still ancient and animal even when the conscious mind is trying to be clinical about armor-fitting data.

The hip-level crossbar against my sides pressed closer. Just slightly. One centimeter inward. Positioning.

The loops at my ankles shifted, rotating my feet to a slightly wider stance, which tilted my hips forward a degree. Neutral posture, technically speaking. Correct posture for fitting assessment. But it also meant I was positioned so that the crossbar at hip height now made contact at my lower abdomen rather than at my hipbones, and the warm pressure there sat about four inches above the waistband of my trousers.

I thought about the abandoned armor shells suspended on the far walls. The hip-curve geometry molded into them.

I thought about that for a moment.

Then another thread moved to the inside of my left thigh, just above the knee.

It moved slowly upward. Measuringly. It didn't rush. It moved with the same patient, informative pressure that every other thread in this room had used, reading my body as it traveled, registering the muscle density, the response gradient, the way my leg shifted against the ankle restraint when the contact moved from the outer quad to the inner portion of the thigh and the angle of awareness changed.

My jaw tightened.

The thread continued upward for another inch and paused. At this distance from my hip, my thigh muscles were reacting to it with something I couldn't call measurement-neutral, a slow pull of attention that ran from the contact point up through my pelvis, and the warmth of the silk was not helping. The warmth was very specifically not helping. It spread outward from the thread's contact point like a localized heat bloom and sat in the tissue the way deliberate warmth does—penetrating slightly, loosening without applying actual force, making the muscle soften under the attention.

Another thread matched it on my right inner thigh. Same height. Same slow upward motion. Same deliberate pause at the same point.

My hips pushed forward involuntarily. Just a millimeter. A micro-rotation that the crossbar at my lower abdomen immediately registered, its pressure adjusting to follow the slight movement and maintain contact. The dungeon noted the shift. Of course it did.

My Strength buff read +10. Agility +12. Vitality +11.

Still enough. Probably still enough to rip the frame apart if I committed to it. Probably. But I'd tried that calculation in the fitting hall and had gotten free only by being clever rather than forceful, and the system in this room was more sophisticated than the fitting hall's. Using brute strength on a mechanism that simply redistributed applied force was the wrong approach.

I needed to find the weak node. I needed to stop focusing on the threads at my thighs and find the weak node.

The silk panel on the left wall pulsed once—a single slow throb of its faint inner light—and several things happened in sequence. The two threads at my inner thighs moved two inches higher. The crossbar at my lower abdomen pressed one centimeter inward. The threads at my sternum began moving in slow opposing circles, not painful, not aggressive, just describing a loop the way a craftsman's hand circles over material to assess its surface response.

I pulled against my wrist restraints again.

The ankle loops adjusted—pulling my legs fractionally farther apart, redistributing the tension I'd added upward in the frame, turning my applied force into a wider stance. The threads at my thighs didn't change position because of the wider stance. They maintained their height but naturally ended up a centimeter more interior.

I stopped pulling.

This was what the dungeon had done to the fitting frame, too: it had used my resistance against me, made my attempt at escape produce a more constrained position rather than a freer one. It had done that in the fitting hall because it had to, because I'd surprised it. In this room, it was doing it on purpose, having already learned from me, having planned for my specific escaping behavior.

The frame was designed for me. The version of me the dungeon had observed and recorded in the previous chamber.

The circular threads at my sternum were reaching the outer edges of their loop pattern, which put them approximately at my chest. The frame registered my reaction to that—a shallow spike in breathing rate, a fractional increase in heartbeat that the neck threads had already noted and catalogued—and then the circular motion changed.

It became slower, and smaller, and more centered.

The silk against my chest was warm like the rest of it, warmer now against skin that had been paying attention for several minutes and had become sensitized by that attention. Every nerve in the area was already calibrated up by the anticipation of contact, and the contact itself was very precise, tracing without grasping, present without aggressive.

My buffs ticked up by a single point each.

Super Recovery. Not significant, not a real recovery, just the faintest engagement of the ability as my body registered overwhelming sensory input and decided it needed to maintain performance. The dungeon's stimulation was functioning like a low-grade charge, keeping me above baseline without building anything new.

Keeping me here. Useful. Attentive.

I laughed once, a short, involuntary sound that wasn't actually funny.

The threads at my inner thighs moved another inch upward, and I stopped laughing.

I was acutely aware of my trousers. This detail had been lurking since the ankle restraints widened my stance and positioned my hips forward, but now it was unavoidably present: there was no way the dungeon's assessment threads didn't have data on what was happening below my waistband. It had been reading temperature, tension, and involuntary muscle response at pulse-point locations for several minutes. The inside of the thigh at that height shared its vascular network with everything adjacent. It registered the same blood movement.

The dungeon knew.

The crossbar at my lower abdomen pulled back two centimeters, and two loops descended from the frame's overhead cable—the same dense, warm silk as the rest of it—and settled over my shoulders from behind, pressing forward across my chest and drawing my shoulders slightly back. Opening my posture. Making my chest more accessible.

I felt the exposure the way I'd felt it in the fitting hall: not as violation, not yet, but as a specific kind of removal of cover. The position the frame was holding me in was a presentation position. Arms wide and forward, legs spread in a stable stance, hips tilted neutrally, chest open, shoulders back. Correct posture for full-body measurement. Correct posture for a tailor's or armorer's full visual and tactile access to every surface.

Correct posture for someone who needed to stay very still while something very thorough was done to them.

The threads at my inner thighs retreated two inches, as though acknowledging they'd reached the useful limit of that region's data, and the dungeon pivoted its attention. The chest threads increased their pressure marginally, exploring the contour at my pectoral edges, while new threads reached the sides of my torso between ribcage and hip, reading the oblique curve there with a careful pass. One more thread descended from the overhead cable and settled over the outside of my right forearm, moving from elbow toward wrist in a slow measuring line.

Clinical. It was almost clinical.

Except for the warmth, which wasn't clinical. And the fact that my body had been paying sharp, involuntary attention to every square centimeter of contact for the past several minutes and had developed strong opinions about where the next contact would land.

My pulse was elevated. My breathing was controlled but deliberately so, the kind of controlled breathing that you apply consciously because the unchecked version would be audible. The threads at my chest were reading the exact tension of that control and noting where it required effort.

I found the node.

It was in the left hip-anchor of the lower crossbar. The silk there was connected to a primary tension cable that ran down through the floor anchor, and the floor anchor was set in old stone, not fresh-woven silk. Old stone that the silk was encasing, not the stone itself, which meant there was a contact interface—a point where the organic, adaptive dungeon material met the inert original structure of the forge-house floor.

The fitting hall had taught me that the dungeon's network was strongest at silk-to-silk connections and weakest at silk-to-original-structure interfaces, because the original structure didn't participate in the tension redistribution. It just sat there and accepted force like a normal anchor.

If I compressed the left hip anchor directly downward rather than pulling against it, the force wouldn't travel through the silk network—it would transfer straight into the stone, which wouldn't redistribute it. The anchor would either hold or it wouldn't, with no intelligent adaptation in between.

My Strength was at +10 over a base of 2. Twelve effective Strength, temporary and diminishing, but real.

The crossbar at my lower abdomen had moved back. The wrist loops weren't actively contracting. The most aggressive contact currently active was the chest threads, which were occupied with their measurements, and the ankle loops, which were just maintaining stance position.

I dropped my weight.

Not explosively—I didn't thrash or lunge. I simply stopped holding my own posture and let my full weight fall, directing it specifically through my left hip, driving it downward into the crossbar's left anchor. The impact was short and deliberate and transferred exactly as I'd calculated. The stone anchor did not redistribute. The silk encasing it did not give the force a path to follow.

The crossbar failed at the left side.

The cascade was faster than the fitting hall—less complex architecture meant fewer nodes to compensate, and the right side of the crossbar swung loose from its anchor a half second after the left. Without the hip-level structure, the ankle loops lost their alignment reference and loosened by reflex, the same way the fitting hall had lost its lower network when I'd displaced its anchor node.

I rotated both wrists outward, the same micro-adjustment technique from the previous chamber, and the wrist loops released.

I stepped out of the frame and caught my breath.

Twelve steps back, against the far wall. Hands on knees. Counting my own pulse until it settled.

The silk threads that had been mapped against my chest and thighs retracted slowly, drawing back toward the frame's posts. They didn't chase me. The dungeon's reaction to my escape was not aggression. It was the same patient stillness as before, the silk settling, the frame beginning its reconstruction of the damaged anchor—slower this time, because the floor-interface joint required careful rebuilding rather than simple reshaping.

The dungeon was noting what I'd done. Analysing the method. It had done that in the fitting hall, too. It hadn't gotten faster at catching me; it had gotten smarter about what kind of structure to build next.

My buffs sat at Strength +9, Agility +11, Vitality +10.

The stimulation during the frame had kept the decay slow—genuine slow, not stopped, but measurably slower than the rate in the corridor between chambers. I'd been in there long enough to verify the mechanism. Erotic pressure inside the dungeon sustained Super Recovery's activity, not powerfully, not the way Arsh's deliberate charging did, but enough to extend the window.

That was useful information.

I was not going to think about the rest of what the frame had done. I was going to look at the doorway on the far side of the room, which I could see from here—another door, hanging slightly open rather than fully wide, the way a crack in a surface looks when something on the other side is watching to see whether you'll approach.

I looked at the half-built armor shells on the walls while I got my breathing back to normal.

The closest one was a torso shell, dense compressed silk in a curvature that matched an average male chest. The inner surface was smooth and slightly contoured—not as specifically contoured as the material I knew was possible, not shaped to a particular individual's measurements, but shaped to a general template. A rough first pass.

What came after a rough first pass, in any manufacturing process, was a fitted pass. A specific pass, built around data from the actual object being fitted.

I looked at the frame still rebuilding itself in the room's center.

I was starting to understand what the Silkbound Armory's equipment process actually looked like. Not a treasure chest. Not a magical item waiting in a room. A process. Data collection, then fitting, then construction, then refinement. The dungeon needed measurements, responses, movement patterns, and something else it was clearly pursuing in every chamber so far—something in the category of physiological reaction that went beyond simple body dimensions.

The bracer-fragment the adventurers had described near the dungeon entrance. The partial torso shells. What were they responding to, if they were sensation-reactive?

The door ahead was open. Just a crack. Waiting.

I straightened up and crossed the room without looking at the central frame again.

The corridor beyond the harness room was different from the others.

The previous passages had been relatively narrow, forge-house corridors whose original stone walls were covered in layers of silk but still recognizable as industrial architecture. This corridor was wide—nearly three meters—and the ceiling was higher, and the silk here was not applied to original structure. Here the silk was structural, forming arched spans between load points, replacing sections of collapsed ceiling and wall with dense woven-panel replacements that allowed the corridor to function as intended.

The dungeon had rebuilt this area specifically. Not scavenged and covered. Built.

The smell changed here, too. The forge-house passages had smelled like cold stone and something dry and faintly mineral, with the occasional thread of warm silk where the ambient light was strongest. This corridor smelled warmer, like the air coming out of a production space—not smoke, not forge-heat, but something inhabited and in use. The deep-settled smell of a workshop where the same type of work has been done for long enough that the air itself has absorbed it.

I walked carefully and listened.

No mechanical sounds from the fitting frame behind me. No sounds from the corridor ahead. The sound dampening that had characterized the whole dungeon since entry was stronger here, a specific blanketing quality that had become uncomfortable in a way I couldn't name until I realized it felt like the silence inside a room where someone is waiting for you to speak first.

My buffs sat at +8, +10, +9.

Still enough.

At the end of the corridor, the door was fully open.

Not cracked. Not swinging on a mechanism. Fully open, held wide, the way you hold a door open when you know the person approaching and you are not going to close it before they arrive.

I stopped two meters away and looked at what was beyond it.

Another chamber. This one was round rather than rectangular, the walls rising in the same tiered steps as the harness room but completing a full circle. The silk here was the densest I'd seen—thick layered panels in overlapping geometry that left no original stone visible at all, floor included. Several structures were mounted along the walls that I recognized as related to the harness room's frame: upright posts, cable systems, suspension points mounted at varied heights. But the center of the room was clear.

No frame. No trap waiting.

Just a wide, circular area of open floor, and above it, suspended from the ceiling's high central point, a single silk structure hanging loose. Not deployed. Not reaching. Not active.

A full harness. Complete, complex, every strap and frame-bar and adjustable loop hanging in the configuration of a standing human body. Waiting.

The dungeon had built a second stage. Not a repair of what I'd broken. Something different. Something built from what it had learned about me in both chambers.

I stood at the threshold and looked at it for a long time.

Then, faintly, from the direction of the ceiling—from everywhere and nowhere, from the silk panels themselves—I heard it. Not a voice. Not a sound, exactly. A resonance. Like the silk itself was vibrating at a frequency just below the hearing threshold, communicating without words, producing in my chest and my gut and the back of my jaw the same sensation as a half-heard word in a familiar voice.

My buffs ticked upward by one point each.

The room was not waiting for me to fight my way in. It was not waiting for me to escape. It was waiting for something else, and my Super Recovery had registered the anticipation of it and responded.

I thought about Mila walking through the northern gate of Rookhaven without turning around.

I stepped through the door.

The harness dropped from the ceiling. Not falling—descending, controlled, silk spreading as it came down, the full structure opening to its designed configuration with a slow, patient motion. By the time it reached my height, every strap was positioned. Every loop was oriented.

Every measurement was already built in.

It settled around me with the accuracy of something made specifically to fit my body, because it had been. The wrist loops found my wrists without searching. The shoulder bands found my shoulder angles. The wide chest strap laid against my sternum at the exact center, and the waist band closed at my exact waist circumference, and the ankle fixtures adjusted to my stance width, and everything was correct.

Every measurement from two chambers of silk assessment, applied at once.

The dungeon drew me upright, shoulders back, arms extended at the perfect working-access angle, and then the threads began again—but not measuring this time. Everything that needed measuring had already been measured. The silk against my skin this time had a different quality of contact, a different intent legible in its pressure.

Not reading me. Responding to what it had already read.

The warmth arrived first, radiating from every contact surface simultaneously rather than spreading from a single thread's path. Then the pressure gradients—not uniform but specific, concentrated at the locations the dungeon had identified as high-response in the fitting hall and the harness room. Inner wrist. Base of throat. Solar plexus. Inner thigh.

Everywhere the silk had lingered longest in the previous chambers.

My jaw tightened. My back straightened against the harness's structure, an involuntary bracing response. The dungeon noted it—the chest strap registered the muscle change and applied a tiny additional pressure against my sternum, steady, not restraining, simply present. Grounding.

The thread at my inner thigh was warmer than the others. Moving slower. More deliberate in its path, as though it had all the time it needed now that the measuring was done and this was the work itself.

I pressed the back of my head against the harness's shoulder structure and looked at the ceiling and thought: I need to find the anchor interface in this system. I need to find it before the threads reach the places they're heading. I need to think clearly.

The thread at my inner thigh moved two inches upward.

Thinking clearly became a project that required more active effort than it should have.

The harness did not restrain me through strength. It restrained me through perfect fit—every adjustment point calibrated to distribute my applied force into a web that had no single weak node at an original-structure interface because this room had no original structure. Pure silk, floor to ceiling, every anchor point integrated into the same adaptive network.

I rotated my wrists. The silk registered the motion, sent it through the network, and resettled without giving.

I dropped my weight. The floor silk absorbed and redistributed.

The thread at my inner thigh reached the top of my thigh, and my hips pressed forward, not voluntarily, and the silk panel at the room's wall pulsed once with its slow inner light.

My buffs read: Strength +11. Agility +13. Vitality +12.

The dungeon's stimulation was working. My Super Recovery was responding to the sustained input and pushing back against the decay, holding the buffs at a maintained level rather than letting them fade. Not building them—maintaining. The difference mattered. Maintaining meant the dungeon could keep this going indefinitely as long as the stimulation continued, as long as I was in here being responded to, and the buffs would stay available but would never build to escape-level strength on their own.

A very elegant trap, if you built it correctly. Keep the subject capable. Keep the subject responsive. Keep the system running.

Don't let the subject go.

Two threads found my chest simultaneously, working in opposing circles, and I made a sound that I was not going to analyze or repeat, a short, sharp exhale that was not voluntary and that the silk registered with immediate interest, adjusting its pressure and speed in response to the information that sound contained.

The dungeon was very good at its work.

I tried the rotation technique again with both wrists simultaneously, applied in opposite directions, which had worked in the fitting hall. The silk network took the force, distributed it to the floor anchors, and returned nothing. No stress point. No differential. No gap I could use.

The threads at my chest found a specific location and settled there.

My breath stuttered. My hips pressed forward again.

The ankle fixtures widened my stance by two centimeters—automatic, measured, noting the hip motion and adjusting the lower body position to maintain the correct presentation angle it had determined. The chest strap applied a fractional additional pressure that landed at the exact center of my solar plexus and stayed.

I was going to run out of escape options before I ran out of duration here. That was the honest assessment.

The thread at my chest moved with the same circular motion the dungeon had begun in the harness room, but more informed now, knowing exactly what it was tracing, the path intentional rather than exploratory, and the warmth of it was building rather than holding steady, and my back was arching away from the harness shoulder structure by centimeters I couldn't fully control.

Strength +12. Agility +14. Vitality +13.

The dungeon's stimulation was building the buffs. Barely. Just above the maintenance threshold now. The system was producing more than it was absorbing because the intensity had crossed whatever line Super Recovery used to distinguish between "manageable stimulus" and "this body needs emergency reinforcement."

The buffs were rising. Slowly. But rising.

The dungeon knew they were rising. The silk panel pulsed again, longer this time—a two-second beat of light rather than a single flash. The threads adjusted, increasing their pressure uniformly by a small degree, as though they'd calculated that maintaining the upward trajectory required more input and had decided to provide it.

One lower filament answered by slipping beneath the line of my belt and pressing along the front of my trousers—not opening anything, not exposing me, simply tracing the shape my body had already betrayed to the room. The pressure was warm, slow, and horribly deliberate. It dragged across the hardness trapped under the fabric and stopped just before friction would have become relief. My breath broke. My hips pushed helplessly into the harness, and for one sharp, humiliating second I thought the dungeon meant to force the release out of me right there. Instead it held the pressure at the edge, learning the difference between wanting and being allowed.

I was now in a situation where the dungeon's stimulation was building my buffs and my building buffs were making it possible for me to consider escape, but the dungeon was increasing stimulation in response to my buff increase, which made the escape calculation harder, which required more buff to complete, which required more stimulation.

I pulled both arms simultaneously toward my centerline at a fifteen-degree angle, applying the force horizontally rather than outward. The silk network absorbed it in the usual way, but the angle was wrong for the design—the harness had been built expecting outward resistance or downward weight, not medial compression, and the frame posts at my sides groaned by a sound the silk's dampening didn't fully absorb.

There was a weak point in the lateral bar structure.

The right lateral bar's mount to the ceiling cable was silk-to-silk, which was strong. But the left lateral bar's mount was attached to a floor post, and the floor post was—not original stone, this room had no original stone—it was a post the dungeon had constructed specifically for this chamber, and at the post's base where it met the woven floor material, there was a seam. A recent seam. Newer than the rest of the room.

The harness hadn't been here long. The room had been rebuilt after the fitting hall data was processed. The dungeon had built this chamber and the harness inside it in the time between my escape from the fitting hall and my arrival at this door.

The seam was fresh. Fresh silk-to-silk joins were strong, but not as strong as established connections—the threads hadn't had time to integrate fully.

The thread at my chest paused.

The ankle fixtures widened by another centimeter.

The thread at my chest resumed.

I compressed toward my centerline again, harder this time, driving both arms toward each other across my body in a motion the harness geometry absolutely had not accounted for because a body in a proper standing work-access position doesn't need medial compression resistance.

The left lateral bar's floor post shifted.

One centimeter. But one centimeter at the post base translated into a tension differential in the left wrist loop's anchor path, and the silk there was running through the lateral bar's mount, which was now two centimeters off its design geometry.

I pulled left with my left wrist and the silk ran the wrong way through the compromised mount and snagged rather than redirecting, and the left wrist loop came open.

The cascade was partial—not a full network failure like the fitting hall, because this was a more sophisticated system—but with one wrist free I had a free hand in a dungeon whose defense system was built entirely on both hands being restrained. I reached across my body and pulled the dense silk knot loose manually. The waist band came loose a second later because its anchor ran through the chest structure. With the center gone, the ankle fixtures lost their positioning logic and released on a failsafe.

I stepped out of the harness and hit the silk floor at a low sprint toward the far wall.

The dungeon did not deploy pursuit threads. The harness hung slack in the center of the room, and the silk walls pulsed with their slow light, and the room was very quiet.

My buffs: Strength +12. Agility +14. Vitality +13.

The stimulation had dragged them back from the edge of collapse rather than truly building them higher—adrenaline and sustained erotic input keeping Super Recovery engaged just enough to recover some of what the corridor had bled away. I was steadier than I should have been after escaping the harness, but not meaningfully stronger than I had been on entering the room.

I stood with my back against the far wall and waited.

The door on the opposite side of the round chamber was open.

Not cracked. Not inviting in the patient, careful way the harness room door had waited. Wide open, both panels drawn back, the frame empty.

Through it, I could see a corridor much shorter than the others had been—five meters at most—and at its end, light. A different quality of light from the sourceless grey diffusion that filled the rest of the dungeon: this was warm, amber, the color of a fire that had been burning a long time.

And then, from somewhere in that amber light beyond the short corridor, a sound. Not the dungeon's silent assessment resonance. An actual sound. A low, continuous tone, rhythmic and mechanical and deliberate, like a mechanism running on an established pattern.

A loom.

I got my breathing level, checked the exits in the round chamber—only the two doors, nothing lateral—and walked toward the amber light.

The harness behind me began, quietly and without hurry, to rebuild itself.


Chapter 7 — What the Silk Learns

The corridor smelled like heat and something older than heat—the deep mineral residue of metal worked over decades, embedded in stone that no amount of silk could fully overwrite. Under the amber light, the original forge-house architecture was more visible here than anywhere else in the dungeon. The silk had not covered these walls so much as grown through them, threading into mortar gaps and around support columns in a way that integrated rather than replaced, and the result was something that looked less like a dungeon interior and more like a workshop that had quietly transformed itself over a long period without anyone stopping it.

I moved through the short corridor at a careful walk rather than a sprint. My buffs were holding at Strength +12, Agility +14, Vitality +13, but I had no way to know how long that would last. The harness room had pushed Super Recovery into a maintenance pattern—stimulation matching decay, keeping the numbers stable rather than building them—and without a new source of input the decay would resume at its natural pace.

The loom sound was clearer here. Low and rhythmic, a soft mechanical cycling that came from somewhere ahead and slightly above, the way workshop sounds travel through stone floors. I couldn't see the source yet. The amber light came through a gap in the corridor's end wall where a doorway had been partially sealed with silk and then re-opened, the edge of the silk framing still showing where it had been cut or unraveled rather than dissolved.

I stopped at the gap and looked through.

The chamber beyond was not a dungeon room. Or rather, it was, but it had been something else long enough before that the dungeon identity sat on top of the original function the way furniture sits on top of old floorboards—visibly layered, one reading and then another beneath it. The original room had been a mid-scale assembly space, maybe twenty meters on its long axis, with a high ceiling supported by two rows of iron columns. At some point, someone had been making things in here. The remnants of workbench structures, anchor points for large tools, drainage channels cut into the floor, and wall-mounted tracks for heavy equipment all suggested a serious production facility.

And then the silk had arrived.

It had done to this room what it did everywhere in the dungeon, but here it had not merely covered and replaced. It had reorganized. The old workbench footprints had been claimed and integrated into something that used the same spatial logic—elevated flat surfaces, tool-access positioning, working light from a fixed overhead angle—but repurposed it entirely. Where iron and stone had held anvils and quench tanks, silk framework now held other things. Tension posts, graduated by height. Spool arrays on wall-mounted rigs, each carrying a different grade or color of thread. A ceiling assembly of fine-cable guides that ran the full length of the room in a coordinated pattern.

All of it fed into the structure at the room's center.

The loom.

It was large—larger than I'd expected from the sound, filling the central eight square meters of the floor in a frame that reached almost to the ceiling. It wasn't running at the moment, I realized. The sound I'd heard had been its idling motion, a slow cycling of the tension system as it maintained its threads without actively weaving. The threads themselves were extraordinary: dozens of different weights and densities running in complex intersecting paths across the frame, some fine enough to be nearly invisible, others as thick as my finger and heavy with the visible weight of dense magical material. The color range ran from near-white to deep silver-black, with a band of amber-gold midway through the array that matched the ambient light of the room.

That amber-gold thread was glowing.

Not brightly. Just with a faint internal luminosity, the same quality I'd seen in the dungeon's silk panels at their brightest pulse, but constant rather than rhythmic.

I looked at it for a long moment, then looked at the rest of the room.

At the far end, past the loom, the floor plan changed. The workbench organization gave way to something that combined storage and display in a way I associated more with a private study than a production facility. Silk panels hung on the walls, most of them dark, a few carrying the slow pulse-light I'd come to recognize as information storage. Frames held finished objects—some of them recognizable as protective equipment in the broad sense, cuirass shapes and joint-guards and limb pieces in sizes suited to different bodies, made entirely of compressed, shaped silk. Others were less recognizable. Objects whose function I couldn't determine, shaped and structured but with no obvious analog in any armorer's work I'd read about.

And between the loom and the storage area, positioned in the middle of a cleared space with clear access from three sides, was another silk structure.

This one was not a frame or a harness. It was a cocoon.

Or rather, it was the mechanism for producing one—a suspended cylindrical assembly of thread-guides mounted on rotating rings, currently at rest in the open position, the rings spread wide enough that someone standing in the center could enter without touching them. When the rings closed and the thread-guides activated, they would wrap whatever was inside with silk from every angle simultaneously, building up layers in a pattern the guide geometry determined.

I understood immediately why the dungeon had placed this between me and the far door.

The dungeon had measured me, fitted me, restrained me, and learned my movement and escape patterns across two increasingly sophisticated systems. The harness room had built a custom structure using that data in less time than I'd spent escaping the fitting frame. Now it had led me here, to a room that contained both its crafting core and its third mechanism.

The three systems were not independent tests. They were a sequence. Measurement, then controlled presentation, then—what? What came after the dungeon understood your body well enough to build a custom harness?

I looked at the cocoon assembly's rings. At rest, they were spread three meters in diameter. When closed, given the angle of the thread-guides and the spacing between them, the finished volume would be roughly the size of a standing human body.

This was not going to be a measuring session or a fitting session.

The amber-gold thread on the loom cycled a single slow pass through its guides without the rest of the frame moving, a motion that shouldn't have been mechanically possible but that the silk simply did because apparently it could, and the quality of light in the room shifted one degree warmer.

I checked my buffs: Strength +11, Agility +13, Vitality +12. Slow, steady decline.

The far door was visible at the room's end—past the loom, past the storage area, past the cocoon assembly. Two exits total, including the one I'd come through. The direct path to the far door ran through the cocoon assembly's cleared space.

There was a clear path around the loom on its left side. If I kept to the wall and moved at pace, I could potentially reach the far door before the cocoon assembly reacted. The dungeon's systems had all been reactive—they'd triggered on proximity, not on sight—and if the assembly needed me inside the rings before it could engage, then not entering the ring area might leave me clear.

That was the calculation. I ran it twice and it seemed right, and then I thought about the fact that the dungeon had led me here through three progressively smarter traps, had built a custom harness for me in the time it took me to walk a corridor, and had demonstrated in the harness room that it anticipated and compensated for resistance patterns it had already observed.

I thought about the fitting frame, and how certain I'd been about the node-collapse technique before I'd tried it and discovered the harness room had no stone-interface weakness.

The amber-gold thread cycled again. Just one pass. Patient.

I took the left-side wall path and moved toward the far door at a controlled run.

I got eight meters before the cocoon assembly's rings began to close.

Not fast—not a sudden snap. A smooth, deliberate rotation, the rings angling inward like a flower closing, the thread-guides beginning their slow revolution. The assembly was not between me and the far door yet. It was behind me, to my right, and it was closing without me inside it.

I stopped.

The rings completed their rotation and the thread-guides began, and silk emerged from every guide simultaneously and began building inward, the way a spider's orb begins not at the center but at the structural frame—silk traveling guide to guide in precise geometric paths, building up a dense wall while leaving the interior empty.

The cocoon was forming without me in it.

Not for me, then. Or not for me in the way I'd assumed. I watched it build for three seconds and felt the ambient thread patterns in the room shift, the fine atmospheric silk that permeated the dungeon's architecture all moving slightly—not toward me, but in a general realignment toward the cocoon structure, as though the cocoon was drawing available material from the room's whole network toward itself.

The threads on the floor moved.

I felt them before I saw them, a tightening across the soles of my boots, and I was already stepping back when three floor threads came up around my ankles—not the clean fixture-system of the harness room, not the organized loops of the fitting frame, but a coarse, quick tangle that hit all at once and closed fast.

I pulled. My Agility at +13 was enough to resist a simple ankle restraint, and I yanked my right foot free. The left held a second longer, and in that second a second set of threads hit my upper body—three simultaneous loops from the ceiling guides above me, landing at chest, wrist, and shoulder.

They were not precise. They were not the measured, calibrated contact of every previous system in the dungeon. They were fast and rough and reactive, and I understood the tactic immediately: the cocoon had been a decoy, producing itself in a way that drew my attention and let me calculate an avoidance path while the floor and ceiling systems repositioned for the actual grab.

I'd done exactly what it wanted. I'd committed to the left-side wall route and been moving in a known direction while the ambient network repositioned around me.

I got my left foot free and the chest loop free in the same motion, using the Agility buffer to snap through the loose construction, and I ran for the far door.

The silk rose from the floor in a wave pattern ahead of me—not loops and fixtures, not architecture, just mass. Layers of atmospheric thread that had been lying flat along the floor and walls, lifting and folding toward the center of the room in a motion that had nothing to do with mechanical guides or structured systems. The dungeon was improvising. Using available material without a designed mechanism, which meant less precision but more adaptability.

I hit the edge of the rising wave at speed and pushed through the first layer. The silk tore, buffed Strength pulling it apart, and I got a second step before the second layer closed around my leading arm and shoulder and arrested my forward motion completely.

This was heavier material. The concentrated mass of atmospheric thread was denser than any single fitted restraint, not because each thread was stronger but because there were so many of them overlapping, and my Strength wasn't enough to tear through twenty layers of silk simultaneously when the silk had enough anchoring points distributed across the entire floor and ceiling network to prevent directional collapse.

I twisted left and got a half-step. The silk rotated with me, not holding from a fixed direction but holding from everywhere, following my motion with its own motion. No single anchor to stress.

My buffs: Strength +10, Agility +12, Vitality +11.

Declining again. The effort and the stopped momentum were bleeding the buffs faster than the dungeon's stimulation could offset, because the dungeon wasn't stimulating me right now—it was restraining me, a fundamentally different use of the same material.

I tried dropping my weight the way I had in the harness room and found that the floor silk simply rose to maintain contact rather than letting me use gravity. The mass followed the movement. I pushed upward and the ceiling layers descended to meet the floor layers. I pushed forward and the leading edge compressed inward.

The mass was spherical in its responsiveness. I was at the center of it, and it was using me as its anchor point rather than the floor or walls. Whatever direction I pushed, it held from the opposite side, and the more I struggled the tighter the net of contact became.

Not because the silk was becoming more constrained. Because my struggle was pulling loose threads from around me into contact with my body, drawing them in by the same motion that was meant to push them away.

I went still.

The silk stilled with me. Contact everywhere—hands, arms, torso, thighs, calves, neck—but not crushing. Holding. The weight of accumulated layers pressing in from every surface with a uniform, gentle pressure that was impossible to push against in any directional sense.

I was in the cocoon. Not the machine-built one still completing itself to my right. The dungeon had built a second one around me while I was trying to avoid the first.

My breathing was audible in the sudden stillness. The amber-gold light caught the silk layers and ran through them in a slow, deep warmth, and the material against every surface of my skin was very warm, warmer than the rest of the room, warmer than it had been in any of the previous chambers.

This silk had absorbed the ambient heat of the workshop space and it was releasing it now, into me, from every surface at once.

The warmth was the first thing. The second was pressure.

Not directional pressure—not pushing or pulling, not the fitted-architecture contact of the harness or the measuring threads of the first chamber. This was distributed compression, the whole cocoon settling inward by a fraction of a millimeter from every direction simultaneously, the way a hand closes gently rather than grips. My clothes were between me and most of it, but the silk touched my neck and jaw and the backs of my hands and my wrists and those areas had no barrier, and the pressure there was very specific and very present.

I tried the counter-rotation wrist technique out of reflex. The silk at my wrists moved with the motion rather than resisting it, maintaining its contact around the rotation, accommodating the movement without releasing.

A thread found the inside of my wrist at the pulse point, the same location the fitting frame had focused on, and pressed there with the warm, reading pressure I recognized.

Then it kept pressing.

The dungeon had all the data from the previous two chambers. It knew my high-response locations. It knew my escape patterns. It knew that controlled pressure at specific points produced stronger Super Recovery engagement than generalized stimulus, because it had watched my buffs fluctuate in real time through both the harness room and the fitting frame.

It was not going to measure me again. It was not going to fit me or position me.

It was going to use what it already knew.

The thread at my inner wrist moved along the path it had already mapped, from pulse point toward the crease of the palm, and the warmth moved with it, and my fingers spread against the silk against my will—the reflex opening of the hand to something warm and deliberate when there is no threat to form a fist against. The thread reached my palm and pressed, and I felt the response travel up my arm and into my chest in a line of warmth that had no business being that clear.

I moved.

Not deliberately. Not an escape attempt. My body shifted, a small motion, a compression of the torso and a slight arch of the back against the silk at my shoulders, and the silk responded to the motion immediately.

The cocoon contracted.

Not violently. Not in a sudden crush. One layer inward across the back of my shoulders, one layer inward at my chest, two layers inward at my thighs. Fractional. But the material that moved was now in new contact with areas it hadn't been touching before—the silk at my thighs pressing against my inner legs now, the chest layer dropping down to contact the upper abdomen—and the warmth of it landed in those new areas with the same quality as if it had always been there, waiting.

I understood the mechanic.

I understood it fully and clearly, and that understanding did not help at all.

Every movement I made would draw more silk into contact. Every shift of my body would compress a new layer, would bring more warm, data-informed thread against a new surface, and my movement was the mechanism. I was the engine of my own restraint. The cocoon was not closing on me—I was closing it by struggling, by the involuntary motions of a body responding to prolonged warm contact across most of its skin surface.

If I went completely still, the cocoon held its current position. If I moved, it advanced.

I held still.

The silk did not hold still. It was alive in a way that didn't require my motion, a slow tidal quality of collective breathing—threads shifting by micrometers in waves that crossed the cocoon's mass in rhythm without any single thread changing its position dramatically. The effect on my skin was a constant, fine movement against every surface, a sensation so distributed that no individual thread was doing anything I could react to but the aggregate of it was the sum of all the previous testing sessions compacted into one sustained input.

My Vitality buff ticked up by a single point.

Super Recovery was engaging. The sustained distributed stimulation was hitting the threshold that registered as "overwhelming sensory input" even though no individual element was overwhelming, and my body was treating the total as an emergency it needed to address by building temporary capacity.

The amber-gold thread on the loom across the room cycled twice in quick succession.

The cocoon registered the buff increase.

The threads shifted direction. Still without my movement as the driver—the cocoon had its own motion now, a slow, deliberate reorganization of layers that concentrated warmth and pressure at the locations it had identified as highest response: chest, inner thigh, base of throat, wrists. Not harder. More specifically placed. The total contact area across my body was the same or less, but the silk was redistributing from neutral-surface coverage to targeted-point coverage.

From measuring to applying.

My breath was not steady.

The silk knew that. The chest layer adjusted its pressure in response to my breathing pattern, pressing on the exhale and easing fractionally on the inhale in a rhythm that matched my breath so precisely it felt like the cocoon was breathing with me, and the matching rhythm was not neutral. Matching breathing patterns is what bodies do when they are attuned to each other in specific ways, and whatever intellectual framing I put on it, my nervous system registered the attunement for what it was.

I moved again.

A shift backward, trying to reduce the chest contact. The silk at my back pressed forward in response, not aggressively, just maintaining, and the motion of pressing forward drove the chest layer tighter by the same fraction I'd tried to create distance with, and the warmth at my chest was suddenly more present, and I felt my back arch again against my intentions and that arch drove my hips forward and the silk at my hips contracted one layer.

I stayed very still after that.

Strength +12. Agility +14. Vitality +14.

The buffs were climbing. Slowly, incrementally, but climbing—Super Recovery increasingly active as the sustained input added up, my body treating the total sensory load as a mounting crisis that required escalating reinforcement.

The dungeon was feeding my buffs deliberately. It had figured out that stimulation built them, had observed the pattern in three chambers, and was now applying that knowledge with the same precision it had applied to the harness assembly. The cocoon was not trying to drain me. It was not trying to incapacitate me. It was trying to bring me to a specific state while keeping me conscious and functional.

And it knew exactly what state my body was already in.

The silk packed around my hips had molded itself close enough to feel the hard shape straining beneath my trousers. Every involuntary twitch, every pulse of pressure trapped under the fabric, every slight forward shift of my pelvis had been recorded the moment it happened. The cocoon did not need to guess where my restraint was weakest. My body had told it.

The same state that made interesting things happen, presumably.

The same state that Arsh's charging had produced at the dungeon entrance.

The silk at my inner thigh moved upward.

It did it without any motion on my part, moving through its own slow cycling of thread positions, concentrating the warm distributed contact into a narrowing band that traveled upward with the patience of something that understood exactly where it was going and had no reason to hurry.

My legs were still separated at the harness-room-assessed stance width—the dungeon had built the cocoon's lower structure to maintain that position—and the warmth moved along the inner line of my thigh with the full awareness of all the data it had collected about this particular stretch of my body.

I pressed my eyes closed and focused on counting thread nodes, which was not effective.

The contact reached the crease where my thigh met my pelvis and lingered there, not quite touching the center of me, not yet, but close enough that my hips tried to chase it. The cocoon answered by tightening softly around my lower body, holding me still while another warm layer pressed flat against the swollen outline trapped behind my trousers.

Not stroking. Not yet.

Just acknowledging it.

Just letting me feel that it had found exactly what I was trying not to think about.

The silk at my throat found the pulse point and pressed. Warm, present, specific. My neck tensed against it, muscles responding to the contact, and the response drove a fraction of movement through my shoulders and chest, and the cocoon contracted another layer at those surfaces.

I'd moved again.

Every motion fed the mechanism. Even the involuntary ones. The small muscular responses to specific stimuli produced tiny body shifts, and every shift drew silk closer, and the closer silk produced more stimuli in a feedback system that didn't need my conscious engagement to run. My body was operating the dungeon's trap through its own biology, and my awareness of that fact wasn't giving me any meaningful ability to stop it.

My hands had spread open in the silk. Both of them, palms forward, a posture I associated with offering rather than escape, and I couldn't close them because the silk that had moved into my palms during the earlier finger-spread reflex was warm and had settled into the creases and the curving closure would require actively pushing against it.

The thread on my inner thigh reached the upper limit of its path.

Then the cocoon changed tactics.

A warmer band of silk pressed in from below, sliding up between my thighs through the space my widened stance had left exposed. It caught against the underside of the bulge in my trousers and lifted with a slow, deliberate firmness that made my entire body seize. At the same time, the silk packed across my hips drew tighter from the front, flattening the fabric over my cock and forcing every inch of hard, trapped pressure into sharper definition.

My hips drove forward into it without permission.

The cocoon contracted at my waist and thighs in response, holding that helpless motion in place and turning it into sustained contact. The upward pressure beneath me remained. The frontal pressure remained. Together they pinned the ache of my erection between them and worked it with tiny, almost imperceptible pulses—too slow to count as stroking, too exact to mistake for anything accidental.

Silk pressed against me in the full complexity of everything the dungeon had learned—the base of my throat, my inner wrists, my chest, the heated bands at my thighs, the unforgiving pressure cupping and compressing me through my trousers—all of it present and coordinated and running at once. No single element should have been enough. Together, they were unbearable.

My mouth was open. I became aware of that the same moment I became aware that the ragged sound I'd been hearing from somewhere in the chamber was coming from me.

Strength +15. Agility +17. Vitality +16.

The buffs were climbing fast. Super Recovery was running at full acute-crisis engagement, treating the sensory load as an emergency on par with the conditions Arsh had pushed me to at the dungeon threshold, and my temporary stats were spiking accordingly.

The dungeon's response to the spike was immediate: the cocoon contracted by three layers across every surface simultaneously, driving warm silk against every high-response location at once with increased pressure, and the amber-gold thread on the loom across the room began cycling without pause, one pass after another in a rapid, resonant rhythm that I felt as much as heard.

I struggled.

Not strategically. Not a calculated escape attempt using buffed stats and identified weak nodes. A raw, uncontrolled motion driven by the part of me that couldn't maintain analytical thought under the combined pressure of four simultaneous high-response stimulations and climbing buffs and the warm, relentless, perfectly-calibrated attention of something that had been studying me since I'd walked into its first chamber.

The silk moved with me, absorbed the struggle, redirected it, drew it inward. The pressure at my chest and thighs increased as my motion fed the contraction mechanism, and the increased pressure fed Super Recovery harder, and Super Recovery fed the buffs, and the climbing buffs fed the dungeon's escalation response.

I reached the edge.

Not approached it, not circled near it the way the harness room had pushed me—reached it completely, my body at the absolute limit of what maintaining control meant, Super Recovery active at its highest rate since the threshold charging session, the buffs reading values I hadn't seen since Arsh had been deliberately building toward climax with her full attention on the result.

The cocoon knew.

The rhythm of the ambient threads across my skin changed frequency, the whole mass of the cocoon cycling faster, the warm pressure tightening and then easing and then tightening again in a beat that my body was already matching in its own responses, the synchronization exact, and my hands finally closed in the silk and pulled against it and the silk contracted around my grip and held.

The release came with no further warning and no possibility of stopping it.

The pressure beneath me lifted one fraction higher at the same moment the silk over the front of my trousers tightened, and that precise compression pushed me over the edge. My hips jerked helplessly into the cocoon. I came hard inside my clothes, body locking against the silk as the first pulse hit and then the next, each involuntary spasm trapped and held instead of allowed to escape. The cocoon maintained the pressure through all of it—at my thighs, against the rigid line of my cock, across my chest and throat—so the climax had nowhere to disperse, only to keep rolling through me in hot, humiliating waves.

It was not quiet. I was aware of the sound I made and the full-body contraction that accompanied it, and of the fact that the cocoon absorbed every motion, maintained its perfect contact through the whole duration, and learned from every second of it. The buffs spiked at the moment of release, a sharp vertical climb that represented Super Recovery treating the physiological peak as the highest-urgency input it had received.

Strength +22. Agility +25. Vitality +23.

The amber-gold thread on the loom across the room blazed.

Not glowing—blazing, a sudden sustained luminosity that lit the whole chamber in amber-gold and ran through every thread in the loom's frame in one continuous pulse. Even the silk of the cocoon itself, for a moment, carried the amber-gold light along its layers, and I felt the warmth of it change from the dungeon's administered warmth to something else—a heat that came from inside the silk as it reacted to whatever my body had just produced, whatever my peaked, crisis-state Super Recovery response had introduced to the material in contact with me.

The cocoon began to loosen.

Slowly at first, then all at once—the layers releasing in sequence from outermost to innermost, each layer of thread drawing back to its atmospheric position throughout the room, the silk retreating from contact as if it had concluded what it needed from that contact and had no further use for holding me.

I dropped to my hands and knees on the workshop floor when the last layer released.

The floor was cool against my palms. The amber-gold light was already fading back to its steady baseline glow. The loom's cycling had slowed to its idle rhythm.

I stayed on the floor for a moment and breathed.

Strength +20. Agility +23. Vitality +21.

The peak had been steep and the descent was happening, but slowly. The enormous spike had given me a meaningful stat window—more than the slow maintenance cycling of the harness room, more like the genuine post-charge levels Arsh had built at the threshold. My hands were steady when I put them flat on the floor and pushed myself upright.

The far door was open.

Wide open. Both panels, the same as the last time, but this time held back with something that hadn't been there before: two loops of amber-gold thread, one on each panel, pinned against the wall in a deliberate display. Not the architectural attachment of the dungeon's regular silk. Something made. Something arranged.

As if the door was being propped open with craft materials.

I looked at the loom. The amber-gold thread in its array was visibly dimmer than it had been—not dark, but the blazing luminosity from a moment ago had settled into a richer, denser version of its previous glow. The thread itself looked changed, somehow, the color deeper and more saturated, as though it had absorbed something and incorporated it.

From the doorway beyond the open door, in the warm amber dark of the next chamber, I heard a sound that was not the loom and not the silk.

A voice.

Calm. Low. Interested in a way that was qualitatively different from the dungeon's mechanical interest—this was personal attention, individual and directed, the attention of someone who had been watching and had just seen something that exceeded their expectations.

"The armory has never delivered me a specimen already resonating."

The words were unhurried. Not surprised—someone who has seen a great number of remarkable things doesn't sound surprised even when witnessing something unprecedented. They sounded like a craftswoman who had just watched a difficult material perform above its listed specification and was already calculating what that meant for the next stage of work.

I straightened fully. My clothes were in moderate disarray and the dungeon's warmth had left a flush across my skin that I was aware of and could do nothing about. My buffs were still elevated, genuinely elevated, post-release spike still in active territory.

The voice waited.

I walked through the open door and into the amber light of the next chamber, and I met Serica.


Chapter 8 — Serica of the Loom

She was sitting at an angle to the doorway, which I suspected was intentional.

Not facing me directly, not turned away—positioned at roughly forty-five degrees, her attention nominally on the work surface in front of her, so that my entrance required her only to shift her gaze rather than reorient her whole body. It was the posture of someone who had decided in advance how much of an event my arrival would be, and had calibrated it accordingly. Not the dramatic presentation of a dungeon boss revealing herself. Something more like a senior craftsperson noting that the material she'd ordered had finally come through from the supplier.

The chamber she occupied was clearly the dungeon's heart, and it looked like a workspace rather than a throne room.

The walls were the same dense silver-black silk as everywhere else in the Silkbound Armory, but here they were functional rather than architectural—panels covered in organized information storage, the slow-pulse light of them steady and catalogued, a practitioner's reference library rather than a dungeon's ambient atmosphere. Work surfaces lined two walls, covered in materials I could partially identify: thread samples in graduated series, compact tools whose purpose I could guess from their shapes, half-formed silk structures mounted on small frames in various stages of construction. One surface held a row of what looked like data stones, smooth ovoid objects in a dark material, each glowing with a faint individual color that distinguished them from their neighbors.

Above all of it, the room's ceiling was a single unbroken silk panel through which the amber-gold light filtered. No mechanical source. The ceiling itself was generating light, and the quality of it—warm, even, sustained—was the same quality I'd seen in the loom thread that had blazed when the cocoon had drawn whatever it drew from my peaked Super Recovery state.

Serica sat at the room's central work surface on a structure I'd have called a chair if a chair were made of silk so dense it had taken on the rigidity of wood, with additional limbs—not spider legs exactly, but extensions of the same silk-dense material, two pairs deployed behind her and to her sides as additional support, braced against the floor with a geometric precision that put me in mind of a compass or a technical drawing instrument.

Her upper body was human. Entirely, precisely human, in the way that things which have decided to appear human are often more precise about it than actual humans are. Long dark hair, secured loosely at the back of her neck in a way that kept it from her work. Pale skin with a quality the amber light caught and amplified, not luminous exactly, but with a fineness of surface that I associated with materials rather than people—the particular smoothness of something that had not been subjected to weather and friction in the ordinary way. Her hands on the work surface were the most ordinarily human element of her: a craftsperson's hands, fine-boned and with the developed precision of fingers that spent most of their time doing detailed work.

Her eyes were the first thing that told me this assessment was going to be difficult. The color was not quite any color I had a name for—somewhere in the deep amber-green range, clear and calibrated and doing something that eyes don't ordinarily do, which was looking at me the way a specialist looks at an anomalous specimen. Not hungry. Not aggressive. Interested in a way that was entirely genuine and therefore more unsettling than aggression would have been, because I had no counter for someone whose primary emotion on seeing me appeared to be intellectual excitement.

She set down the tool she'd been holding—a fine-tipped instrument with a thread-guide at its end, like a needle evolved for a different application—and gave me her full attention.

"You're buffed," she said. "Significantly, relative to your base state. And the cocoon delivered you rather than holding you." She paused with the quality of someone organizing an observation. "It has never done either of those things for any of the forty-three subjects it has processed."

Her voice was the same voice I'd heard from the doorway—calm, low, carrying the specific register of someone who talks to themselves during complicated work and has therefore developed a habit of narrating observations aloud as a thinking tool.

I looked around the chamber once more, quickly, cataloguing exits. One door behind me—the one I'd come through. One door on the far wall, closed. No obvious restraint mechanisms visible in this room, which I didn't trust. No silk threads visibly suspended in the air between us, which I also didn't trust.

"Forty-three," I said.

"Forty-three individuals who entered with sufficient buffed capacity to reach the cocoon chamber." She turned slightly on her chair, not toward me exactly but realigning her center of attention in a way that included more of the room in her field of consideration. "Thirty-one of those were stopped by the fitting systems before reaching the workshop proper. Eight reached the cocoon and were held until their buffs depleted. Four were released in an incomplete state that I found unproductive." A brief pause. "You are the first the cocoon delivered in an active state."

"I climaxed inside your trap," I said. "Your dungeon built a mechanism that forced it. I'm not sure that qualifies as a remarkable achievement."

The corner of her mouth moved. Not quite a smile—an upward micro-adjustment of one facial curve that indicated she had registered the comment and was categorizing it. "You misunderstand what was remarkable. Any sufficient mechanical stimulation can force a biological climax, given enough time and appropriate targeting. That is not interesting." She reached across the work surface and picked up one of the data stones, turning it in her fingers with the absentminded handling of a familiar object. "What was interesting is what your body was doing while it happened, and what the silk adjacent to you was doing in response."

I stayed near the doorway. The buffs were still high—Strength +19, Agility +22, Vitality +20—but declining at the usual post-spike rate. I had a real window. Not unlimited.

"The amber-gold thread," I said.

Her attention sharpened. Not dramatically—the same quality of sharpening that a lens does when correctly focused, subtle in mechanism but clear in result. "You noticed."

"It blazed when the cocoon—when I—" I stopped. "It reacted to my Super Recovery spike."

"More precisely," she said, "it absorbed something from the resonance field your ability generated at its peak activation and changed its fundamental magical structure in response." She set down the data stone and picked up a different one—darker, with a faint blue internal glow. "I've been attempting to produce memory-bearing silk for eleven years. The material theory is sound. The execution requires a catalyst I have not been able to source." She looked at the stone in her fingers rather than at me. "You appear to be that catalyst."

I watched her hands. No thread in them. No mechanism visibly ready.

"Memory-bearing silk," I said.

"Silk capable of retaining a specific magical state as a stored imprint, and later reproducing that state when correctly activated." She set the blue stone down precisely at the edge of its designated spot on the work surface. "Ordinary silk records nothing. The dense weave I use in the armory's functional systems records environmental data—temperature, tension, pressure, biological response patterns—but it cannot retain complex magical states. The thread in your presence during your body's peak Super Recovery activation did something I have never observed any silk do." She paused. "It learned the state. Structurally. At the thread level."

The implications of that were extremely clear to me, and I was not going to let my expression show how clear they were.

"You want to study that," I said.

"I want to understand precisely what conditions in your body produce that result, at what threshold of activation the effect begins, whether it scales with intensity, whether it can be reproduced deliberately, and what the magical properties of silk produced at different points along your response curve look like compared to the thread the cocoon produced." She looked at me directly for the first time since I'd entered, steady and unhurried. "Yes. I want to study it."

"And if I refuse?"

She appeared to consider the question genuinely, which was interesting. "You are standing in my workshop with significantly elevated temporary buffs that will continue to decline. I control every thread in this dungeon, which means I control the atmospheric silk in this chamber, the door behind you, and the door ahead. Your companion is somewhere in the dungeon's outer sections and has not approached this chamber despite presumably being capable of doing so, which suggests she either cannot find it or has chosen not to intervene." She folded her hands on the work surface. "Refusal is a coherent position. I'm noting that it has complications."

"My companion," I said, "is the former Lord of the Abyssal Labyrinth."

Something shifted in Serica's expression—the first genuinely reactive change I'd seen in her face since I'd walked in. Not fear. Not alarm. A rapid recalibration, the expression of someone who has received a significant new variable and is immediately restructuring their analysis around it.

"The Abyssal Labyrinth was dissolved," she said after a moment. "Recently. Less than a month ago, if the reports reaching this region were accurate."

"Yes."

A pause. "By the person traveling with you."

"By me," I said. "She follows me."

Serica looked at me with renewed, differently-weighted interest. The recalibration had landed and settled, and the result was that she was now looking at me as both a remarkable specimen and a more complex problem than she'd initially assessed. "Your base stats are Level 1. Your class designation reads as Hero, unassigned. Your temporary buffs are substantial but their source is clearly external rather than inherent." She was not being contemptuous—she was thinking aloud, working through the data with genuine focus. "You defeated the Lord of the Abyssal Labyrinth at Level 1."

"It's complicated."

"I imagine it is." She looked at me for another moment, and I had the distinct sense that she was running probability calculations on a timescale I couldn't observe. "The Abyssal Labyrinth's former lord is somewhere in my dungeon. You are in my workshop with elevated buffs and presumably some ability to fight, even at your current stats, because you escaped three of my fitting systems rather than being held by them." She tilted her head fractionally. "You came here for equipment."

"Adaptive gear," I said. "Something I can use outside dungeon conditions. I heard the rumor about the armory."

"The rumor is overstated." Her tone was entirely level. "My equipment cannot be found in a treasure chest. It cannot be purchased or taken by force. It is grown from specific materials produced under specific conditions, and the conditions are the difficult part." She looked at the amber-gold thread visible through the doorway behind me, running through the loom's frame. "Until today, I was unable to produce memory-bearing silk at all. Today your body, under conditions generated by my dungeon's fitting systems, produced the resonance state that allows it."

I waited.

"I can make what you're looking for," she said. "Equipment that carries a stored state. Equipment that can give you, outside this dungeon, a temporary reproduction of the buffed condition your ability generates inside it." She held my gaze with calm, serious precision. "But I need to understand the mechanism first. I need to know at what intensity, under what specific conditions, your body produces the resonance quality that the silk can learn from. I need to map it completely before I can design a repeatable production method."

"And that mapping process," I said, "looks like the cocoon chamber, but deliberately conducted."

"More controlled," she said. "More precise. The cocoon was built to the data from your fitting assessments. It did not know your full response range. It knew your body's surface geography and some basic physiological response thresholds." She picked up the fine needle-instrument and turned it once between two fingers. "A proper experimental sequence would start from baseline and build systematically, testing each variable independently before combining them, measuring the silk's response at every stage." She set the instrument down. "It would be thorough."

The word thorough, in her mouth, was not a neutral word. It was the same word a surgeon uses when they mean exhaustive, or a researcher uses when they mean without shortcuts, or someone in Serica's position uses when they have just told you that they plan to take you apart carefully and observe everything they find.

My buffs were at Strength +17, Agility +20, Vitality +18. The window was real. I could push to the closed door and stress it and find out what the door was made of. I could try the far-wall exit while Serica was still at her work surface and see whether the atmospheric silk in this room was as dense and reactive as the cocoon chamber's had been. I could make a strategic decision to fight my way through and find Arsh and reassess.

I could also think about Mila walking through Rookhaven's northern gate in that formal, composed, wrong silence, and the fact that I still had nothing in my hands that could help me reach her.

"What exactly," I said, "would you need from me?"

Serica's posture did not change. The expression on her face did not shift dramatically. But something in the quality of her attention intensified in a way that reminded me of the loom's amber-gold thread when it had blazed—the same increase in depth and saturation, the difference between a light that is on and a light that is fully engaged.

"Time," she said. "Controlled conditions. Access to your body's response at multiple stages of activation, from baseline through moderate stimulation through high sustained stimulation through peak activation. Measurements of the silk's magical properties at each stage, so I understand the curve's shape." She reached for one of the data stones—a clear one, with no internal color yet—and held it up. "This is a blank memory stone. When a sufficient resonance field is produced in its presence, it records the field's properties. I need to produce several of these with your cooperation, at different points along your response curve."

"And you'll make the equipment from those recordings."

"From the silk produced in proximity to you during your peak states, combined with the memory stone's recorded imprint. Yes." She set the stone down in the center of the work surface. "The cocoon generated one such stone's worth of raw material tonight, but it was uncontrolled and I cannot map it precisely against a known threshold level. For proper equipment, I need clean data."

I looked at the blank stone. At the tools on the work surface. At the loom visible through the doorway, its amber-gold thread a steady, deep, incorporated glow now, different from how it had looked when I'd entered the armory.

"And if I say yes," I said, "what guarantee do I have that you let me leave when it's done?"

This, finally, produced something closer to an actual pause—a genuine moment of consideration rather than the continuous assessment she'd been running since I'd walked through the door. She looked at the blank stone rather than at me, fingers flat on the work surface, and I watched her think.

"None," she said. "I could offer you assurances and they would be the assurances of a dungeon mistress to a captive, which are structurally unenforceable." She looked up. "But consider the logic. My interest in you derives from what your body produces under my experimental conditions. If I wanted only a single session's worth of material, I have already obtained it from the cocoon. What I need is a repeatable source of the same phenomenon, because the equipment I can build from a single sample will be limited. To produce sophisticated gear—gear capable of the kind of outside-world application you clearly want—I need multiple sessions. Repeated access." She held my gaze steadily. "Keeping you functional and willing is more useful to me than keeping you captive and resistant."

"Willing," I said.

"More useful than resistant," she repeated, without any particular emphasis. "The distinction matters to me experimentally. Voluntary sustained arousal produces different physiological data than coerced distress. The silk responds differently. I've observed this in prior subjects." She tilted her head. "The cocoon's results were adequate. Voluntary cooperation would be better."

This was, I reflected, an extremely unusual negotiation to be having.

"I have a goal," I said. "Someone I need to reach. If you can make equipment that helps me function in the outside world, that matters to me." I met her eyes. "If you try to hold me when I decide I'm done, you'll deal with Arsh."

Something in her expression processed the name again, and this time the recalibration was quieter—she'd already integrated the information once, and now she was examining its implications at a secondary level. "The Abyssal Labyrinth's former lord," she said. "Who follows a Level 1 human."

"Yes."

"And who is somewhere in my dungeon, apparently unconcerned about your current situation."

"She doesn't fight my battles," I said. "But she has opinions about what happens to me."

Serica looked at me for a long, even moment. Then she reached across the work surface and moved the blank memory stone two centimeters to the left—an entirely precise adjustment, centering it on a pre-existing mark on the surface's material that I hadn't noticed until the stone sat on top of it.

"Then we have compatible interests," she said. "You want outside-world capability. I want access to the resonance phenomenon your body produces. The former Abyssal Lord presumably wants you alive and functional. These interests do not conflict." She folded her hands. "Shall I explain what the first experimental session would involve?"

I pulled up my status window without looking away from her.

Strength +15. Agility +18. Vitality +16.

Still enough. Still a real window.

I sat down on the low silk bench along the near wall—not the chair, not the work surface—and said: "Explain."

The quality of her focus deepened in that way again, the loom-thread quality, and she began.

She was precise. That was the first and most important thing about how Serica explained her work. She did not use softened language or euphemism, but she also did not use the kind of crude emphasis that turns description into something it isn't. She described the experimental sequence the way a craftsperson describes a production process: stage by stage, with the purpose of each stage named, the expected output specified, and the methodology explained in enough detail that I understood what she was planning before she reached the next point.

The first stage of a full sequence would be true baseline measurement, she said. My body in a resting state, unstimulated, buffs depleted to their natural zero. The silk would record what my ordinary resonance field looked like so she had a clean reference point.

Tonight, however, my buffs were still declining from the cocoon event. That made a complete baseline impossible, but not useless. She could begin with a preliminary post-peak reference reading—my body after a high-output event, still elevated but falling—and compare that later against a true baseline once my modifiers had fully faded.

The second stage was controlled low stimulation. Not aggressive. Not designed to push toward climax. Designed to bring my body from neutral into early arousal and hold it there while she measured how the silk in the immediate environment responded to the initial resonance field shift. She would be monitoring thread properties in real time. This stage might last a long time, she said, because the relationship between the curve's early shape and the silk's early response was something she needed to understand before the higher stages became meaningful.

The third stage was the threshold approach. Bringing my arousal to the point just before climax and holding it there—as long as necessary, she said, and she said it with the matter-of-fact directness of someone specifying a toleranced measurement—while the silk at peak near-release produced its most complex response data. This stage would involve denial. Repeated, precise denial, because she needed to observe the silk's behavior at the threshold from multiple approaches to understand whether the shape of the approach path mattered to the material response.

She paused there to pick up the fine needle-instrument, and I understood that the pause was not dramatic consideration but genuine emphasis—this stage was where the experimental design became technically demanding, and she was signaling that.

The fourth stage was climax and immediate post-climax continuation.

She described it as though describing the firing of a kiln. The moment of peak activation, the silk's response at that moment, and then—the variable she found most significant, based on the cocoon's single uncontrolled observation—what happened to the silk when stimulation was sustained after the ordinary biological endpoint rather than stopping there.

"The cocoon produced its most interesting thread in the four minutes following your climax," she said. "Not during it. After it. When your Super Recovery was maintaining physical function against post-climax hypersensitivity while stimulation continued." She looked at the amber-gold thread through the doorway. "That continuation phase is where the memory-bearing quality appears. I don't know yet whether it requires the continuation specifically, or whether it is a product of the total accumulated activation, or whether the specific combination of peak state and continued input creates a unique resonance the silk can learn from." She set the instrument down. "That is what I need to find out."

The room was quiet for a moment.

My buffs: Strength +12, Agility +15, Vitality +13.

"How long," I said.

"For a complete experimental sequence? I don't know yet. I have never had access to your specific ability before. I would estimate—" she considered "—several hours, at minimum. Potentially longer if the data at any stage requires extended observation before I can move to the next."

"Several hours," I said.

"Minimum," she said, without apology.

I thought about what several hours meant in terms of buff depletion, in terms of Arsh's patience, in terms of Mila's increasing distance north. I thought about the blank memory stone on the work surface and what Serica had said about equipment that could carry a stored state outside the dungeon.

"You mentioned the former Abyssal Lord," I said. "If she comes here before your experiment is finished."

"Then we will have a conversation about the experimental record to that point and what the most productive next steps are." Serica's voice remained entirely level. "I would prefer to have that conversation after completing a full sequence rather than partway through one."

"She might not give you the option."

"She might not." A pause. "Does she know you came here looking for outside-world capability?"

"Yes."

"Does she have an interest in you developing that capability?"

I thought about Arsh's exact words at the dungeon threshold, the proprietary coldness of them, the calculation behind them. Does she have an interest. "She has an interest in me being useful," I said. "And not dying on a roadside before she's finished with me."

"Then her interests and mine are aligned on the question of your outside-world viability," Serica said. "I would expect her to see that."

I was not certain Arsh's process of seeing things aligned with anyone else's expectations. But the logic was not wrong.

"Start with the preliminary reading," I said. "The post-cocoon state. See what the silk reads while the buffs are still fading." I held her gaze. "I'm not agreeing to the full sequence yet. I'm agreeing to let you begin and see what the data looks like."

Serica stood from her chair. The additional limbs behind her retracted against her lower body with a precise, controlled motion, and she moved toward the work surface with the unhurried efficiency of someone transitioning from planning to execution.

"Reasonable," she said. It sounded like a genuine assessment rather than condescension. She picked up two items from the surface—the blank memory stone and a coil of extremely fine thread, finer than anything I'd seen in the dungeon so far, almost translucent—and moved to the near-open area of the chamber floor. "The first thing I need you to do," she said, setting the stone in the center of the floor space, "is remove your clothes and stand here."

The chamber's temperature was warmer than the outer dungeon sections. The amber-gold light was consistent and even. The atmospheric silk along the walls and ceiling moved in its slow tidal way, already attuned to my presence, already sending the faint reading contact of thread-tips across the air between us.

My buffs: Strength +11, Agility +13, Vitality +11.

I stood up from the bench and started with my coat.

Serica moved to stand at the work surface rather than close to me, giving me the room to undress in a space she was not occupying, which I suspected was methodological rather than considerate.

She was positioning herself at the measurement station, not participating in the stimulus of undressing, keeping her own presence outside the post-peak reference data until the initial reading was established.

I draped the coat across the bench. Then the shirt.

My hands hesitated at my waistband. The cocoon had forced a massive release just minutes ago, and my jeans and underwear were still heavy, cold, and plastered to my skin with my own mess. The humiliation of peeling off the semen-soaked fabric under her analytical, unblinking gaze burned my cheeks, but I forced myself to push the ruined denim down and step out of it. I kicked aside my boots, standing completely bare.

The ambient silk in the chamber registered the newly exposed skin immediately—fine threads at the nearest wall extending fractionally toward the additional contact area, the tidal motion of the ceiling panel shifting slightly, the atmosphere of the room adjusting its calibration to include the new surface area.

Serica made a small, precise note on a flat silk panel at the work surface edge.

The floor silk was cooler than the air, which was its own form of attention—the material immediately calibrated to the new contact and shifted toward my foot temperature, the adjustment visible in the slow change of surface tension underfoot.

When I finished and stood in the center of the chamber where she'd indicated, in the ambient light, the silk of the room completed its recalibration and fell into a new equilibrium that included my full surface area as part of its reference field. I felt it settle the way you feel a room settle when a door has been closed against a draft—a quiet readjustment of everything present into a new coherent state.

Serica looked up from her notes.

She studied me for a moment—not with the charged attention of someone looking at a person, but with the focused, assessing attention of a craftsperson looking at raw material, which was not flattering and was entirely genuine and somehow more disorienting than either of the other options would have been.

"Your base state is lower than your buffed presentation suggested," she said. "Which makes the buff magnitude more interesting. Super Recovery is passive and always active?"

"Passive," I confirmed. "Activates automatically when conditions trigger it."

"The conditions being overwhelming sensory input, physical crisis, severe exhaustion." She looked at the blank memory stone on the floor near my feet. Its surface was already showing the first faint internal color—not a specific hue, just the earliest signature of a resonance field being recorded. "Your post-peak state is producing a minor trace already. The stone is sensitive." She made another note. "Stand still for two minutes. I need to establish the reference reading before anything else changes it."

I stood still.

The atmospheric threads of the chamber conducted their slow, present attention across my skin. Not stimulating. Not even clearly intentional, at this level—the dungeon's ambient awareness was at its baseline too, simply in contact rather than in active study. The thread-tips that reached me from the walls were the same fine-gauge measurement threads from the first chamber, but here their touch was more concentrated, more consistent, less exploratory and more calibrative.

Serica watched the memory stone and made notes.

After two minutes, she said: "The post-peak reference is set." She set down her recording instrument and picked up the translucent thread coil. "The next observation begins when you are ready."

She crossed the chamber toward me, unwinding the thread as she came, and the first thing she did when she reached me was nothing I had expected. She held the end of the thread at the center of my sternum and looked at me directly for a full second—not asking permission, exactly, but giving me the processing time of a second's acknowledgment before her hands began to move—and then she began drawing the thread across my skin.

The touch was extraordinary.

Not because it was aggressive. Because it was not. Every contact she made with the thread was calibrated to the millimeter of pressure, the gram of weight, the precise degree of warmth. This was a craftsperson using a fine instrument on a material she respected because the material's quality was the point. The thread moved across my chest in a slow, deliberate path that I recognized from the dungeon's automated systems—measuring arc, response arc, pulse-point dwelling—but conducted by someone who was simultaneously observing the data in real time and adjusting the next motion based on what she'd just read.

The automated systems had been accurate. Serica was accurate and responsive.

The difference was the difference between a very good recording and a conversation.

The thread reached the inside of my left wrist and she pressed it there with two fingers, her touch entirely professional, and looked at the memory stone on the floor between us. The stone's internal color had deepened to a warm amber, not the gold of the loom thread but a first step toward it.

"Your resting pulse was forty-nine," she said. "It is currently sixty-three." She moved the thread to the matching position on my right wrist. "The variance begins much earlier than I would have expected at baseline. Your nervous system is already significantly sensitized." She looked at my face briefly—not with intimate interest, with the same professional assessment she applied to everything else—and looked back at the stone. "The Abyssal Lord conditioned you."

It was not a question.

"Repeatedly," I said, keeping my voice level.

"The conditioning makes you a more reactive subject," she said, without judgment. "It may also mean your threshold points have shifted from population averages. I should not assume standard response curves." She moved the thread to the base of my throat.

The touch there was very precise and very warm, and my pulse went to seventy-one and the memory stone shifted another degree toward gold, and Serica's expression carried the focused, still intensity of someone watching something rare behave exactly as they had hoped it might, and this was, I thought clearly, only the beginning of the preliminary observation.

Several hours, minimum.

The thread moved downward from my throat toward my sternum, retracing the opening path with additional deliberateness, and the amber-gold light of the chamber wove through the translucent thread and through the building resonance field that the memory stone was quietly learning to remember.

Serica began to speak—not to me, exactly, but in the narrating-aloud voice I'd noticed from the doorway—cataloguing her observations in a precise, unhurried sequence as her hands continued their careful, extraordinary work.

"Low threshold. High sensitization. Super Recovery engages before acute crisis. The resonance field begins building at the first phase of arousal rather than late." She paused as the thread reached my solar plexus and the stone's amber deepened by a visible degree. "Extraordinary. It is going to be a very interesting evening."


Chapter 9 — Edge Theory

After the first pass down my throat and sternum, she shifted unexpectedly to my hands.

Not where I expected her to go next—I'd been mapped at throat and sternum and inner wrist, the silk had focused on my chest and thighs, and the cocoon's most aggressive attention had concentrated in those areas. Serica moved to my hands instead. She drew the translucent thread across my knuckles one at a time, reading the tension in each joint, the way my fingers tried to curl away from contact before my conscious mind overrode the reflex and made them stay flat. She spent four minutes on my hands. Made notes in a low murmur I wasn't always following. Then moved to my forearms.

"You hold tension here," she said, pressing the thread against the inner forearm muscle between wrist and elbow, not the pulse point but the muscle belly itself, which was something the dungeon's automated systems had not focused on. "When you were in the harness, the silk registered elevated forearm tension throughout. You were prepared to apply force. You were planning your escape even while the stimulation was progressing." She moved the thread up toward the elbow crease. "Do you always think during this kind of stimulus, or does that diminish at higher intensity?"

"I try to always think," I said.

"Mm." A note in her low murmur. "We'll see."

She moved methodically upward along my arms, across my shoulders, down my back in a path that wasn't the same as the dungeon's frontal focus—she was interested in my posterior musculature, the way my back responded to the thread's passage across my shoulder blades, the spinal erectors, the lumbar. I realized she was mapping load-bearing structure. How my body was built to carry weight, how it distributed tension, where it held stress.

Armor information, I noted. This was still partially armor design.

"Your back responds less than your anterior surfaces," she said. "Directionally appropriate—your nervous system prioritizes frontal awareness for stimulus response." She reached my lower back and I felt the thread trace the sacral curve and stop at my hip. "Turn."

I turned.

The workshop's amber-gold light held steady. The memory stone remained at mid-amber, recording the low-arousal resonance Serica was deliberately maintaining rather than escalating. By then, the cocoon's remaining buffs had faded; what remained—Strength +4, Agility +5, Vitality +5—had been rebuilt under her controlled attention. She was establishing the floor of the curve before driving me toward its peak.

The thread reached my chest from the front and she spent a considerable time there, longer than anywhere else so far, moving with circuits and counters and pauses at points the dungeon's systems had already identified as high-response. The difference was she was not applying the same pressure each time—she was varying it, fractionally, testing how much variance the response gradient showed. How sensitive the response was to intensity differences at low arousal. How much of the reaction was to contact and how much to warmth. How much to movement and how much to sustained static pressure.

"Your nipples are significantly more reactive than average," she said, in the same tone she might note a non-standard thread gauge. "The silk data from the harness room suggests the dungeon identified them as a high-yield target but chose to approach them obliquely rather than directly, because direct high-pressure stimulation would have escalated you past the threshold the harness was calibrated to maintain." She pressed the thread in a deliberate arc around one and stopped just short of the center. "I want to understand the response curve at this location in isolation before combining it with lower-body stimulus."

"You're being very—" I stopped.

"Methodical," she offered.

"I was going to say clinical."

"Yes." No apology in the word. "That's deliberate. Uncontrolled stimulus produces complex entangled data that is difficult to isolate. I need single-variable observations first." She moved the thread to the direct contact point, and the precise warmth of it against the center landed with a clarity that ran directly from the contact point through my chest and registered in my lower body with enough force that I felt the memory stone's glow shift from mid-amber toward something brighter without looking down. "The response to isolated contact at this location is high," she said, more quietly. "The silk correlation is approximately three times what I observed in the harness room data."

"The harness room wasn't touching that location directly," I managed.

"No," she agreed. "Which is why the comparison is useful." She maintained the pressure for fifteen seconds—I counted—then moved away, and the absence of contact was nearly as distracting as the contact had been, which was information she also noted. "Response to withdrawal is notable. You're anticipating continuation."

"I'm aware."

She moved to the other side and repeated the process. Identical pressure, identical duration, and my body gave her identical data, which I suspected was what she'd wanted to confirm—bilateral symmetry in high-response areas, a consistent threshold signature. She noted it and moved on.

By the time she finished the preliminary mapping, my buffs had climbed to Strength +8, Agility +10, Vitality +9. Slow, clean accumulation. Super Recovery responding to the sustained low-stimulation input the way a fire responds to consistent oxygen—not explosively, but steadily building toward something.

Serica studied the memory stone for several seconds before setting the translucent thread down.

"The preliminary reading is sufficient," she said. "I can confirm that your resonance field begins shifting well before acute crisis, and that controlled low-level stimulation alone is enough to begin rebuilding your temporary modifiers." Her eyes lifted to mine. "If you want to stop here, I have useful reference data and nothing further happens tonight. If you want the equipment we discussed, the next phase is threshold work."

I thought of Mila disappearing through Rookhaven's northern gate. I thought of the blank space where any useful strength should have been when I stood outside a dungeon.

"Continue," I said.

"First threshold approach," Serica said, picking up a different implement. This one was broader—not a needle but a small flat instrument like a bow, strung with five parallel threads of varying gauge at half-centimeter intervals. A multi-contact tool. "I'm going to bring you to the edge of climax and hold you there. I will stop before release. Then I will allow you to fall back, wait for your body to drop below the threshold, and approach again from the beginning." She looked at me with the clear, even attention that I'd come to recognize as her default operating state. "I want to see the silk's response at four separate threshold approaches before I allow a release. The shape of the curve at near-peak, from four different approach paths, will give me the variance data I need."

Four.

"That's going to take a while," I said.

"Yes." She held the multi-thread instrument and looked at the memory stone, which was holding its maintained amber with quiet patience. "Lie down."

There was a surface she'd prepared while I'd been standing—I'd seen her adjust it during the mapping session from the corner of my vision, a silk-covered area of the floor elevated on a low frame, roughly body-length and somewhat wider than my shoulders, the material dense enough to carry my weight without yielding significantly. Not a bed. A work surface positioned to be the right height and firmness for the work she intended to do.

I lowered myself onto it. The silk surface was warm—not the concentrated heat of the cocoon, but a consistent ambient warmth that the material had already calibrated to a few degrees above room temperature, which was a few degrees above body temperature, which meant the surface gave heat rather than taking it. The effect was immediate: the ambient warmth at my back and legs and the backs of my arms, a held, even heat that told every nerve it was touching to settle and attend.

Serica positioned herself at my side rather than above me—the craftsperson's access angle, the same arm-extended position she'd used during the standing mapping session. She set the blank memory stone on the frame surface at my hip where she could observe it continuously. Then she held the multi-thread instrument at the sternum and looked at my face.

"Tell me if anything becomes genuinely painful," she said. "Not uncomfortable—uncomfortable is expected and useful. Pain that signals damage."

"Understood."

"Good." She brought the five parallel threads into contact with my chest.

The multi-point contact was different from everything that had come before—not because each individual thread was more intense than the translucent single thread she'd used in mapping, but because five simultaneous contact lines at graduated pressures produced a combined signal that was more than the sum of its parts. The thicker threads provided a warm, grounding pressure. The finer threads between them provided a sharper, reading contact. Together they covered a band of skin that received every stimulus simultaneously from five distinct angles, and my nervous system processed it as an integrated signal rather than five individual ones.

My back arched a fraction off the surface.

"Hold still," Serica said, not harshly. "Movement introduces positional variables I need to control."

I pressed my back flat. The effort of holding still against the distributed pull of the multi-thread contact was its own kind of work, a conscious muscular correction that sat in contrast to everything my body wanted to do, and the contrast produced a low, sustained tension that Serica noted with a murmur.

She worked up from my sternum toward my chest, across to my left side, back to center, and the paths she chose were not the circular measurement arcs of the preliminary phase—they were direct. Focused. She was going where the data said to go and applying the appropriate instrument at each location without the diplomatic circling of the calibration stage. This was the experiment, not the preparation.

When the multi-thread instrument reached my chest at the locations the mapping had identified as highest-yield, my breath broke on the exhale. Just once, a short audible disruption, and she paused and looked at the memory stone.

The amber had shifted. Not dramatically—not the sudden blazing brightness of the cocoon's climax moment—but visibly, directionally, the stone's internal color moving toward gold in a measurable step.

"The silk field responds proportionally to acute stimulation at high-response sites," she said. "Not just to cumulative arousal state. The location specificity matters to the material response." She moved the instrument deliberately back to the same site and applied it again, same pressure, same warmth, and watched the stone. "The response is consistent on second application at the same threshold. Not habituating." A note. "Excellent."

She continued.

The first threshold approach took twenty-three minutes.

I know because Serica was marking time, calling out intervals in her low narrating voice—not for my benefit but for her record—and I found myself tracking the numbers as an anchor because tracking the numbers was something I could do that wasn't the other thing, which was losing the analytical ground I'd been maintaining since the preliminary phase.

At fourteen minutes, my buffs were at Strength +15, Agility +18, Vitality +16 and still climbing. At eighteen minutes, she had moved from my chest to my abdomen to my hip and was working along the crease where hip met inner thigh with the multi-thread instrument and a focused deliberateness that left no ambiguity about what she was doing and where she was heading, and my breath was no longer reliably controlled, a shallow, faster pattern that she commented on without stopping.

At twenty-one minutes, she reached the base of my cock and wrapped the multi-thread instrument slowly from root to mid-shaft with a pressure that was not a stroke—not movement along the length, just a sustained, warm, held squeeze that covered five lines of contact simultaneously and then stayed there while she watched the stone.

The stone went two shades brighter.

My hips lifted.

"Still," she said, and pressed two fingers flat against my hip bone to reinforce it, and the combination of the command and the light firm pressure at my hip somehow worked on my body more effectively than willpower alone, and I went still, and the instrument maintained its precise contact, and for a long moment I held at the edge—not falling over it, not retreating from it, suspended at the exact threshold point where every nerve in the relevant area had exhausted its tolerance for being close to something without reaching it.

The memory stone glowed at near-gold.

Serica removed the instrument.

The sudden absence hit like a held breath releasing—not relief, not release, the opposite, a sharp dropping away of everything that had been building toward something. My body pitched toward the target and found nothing there, and the resulting frustration was not metaphorical. It was a physical sensation, a clenching pullback through the whole pelvic region, a denied completion that left my cock flushed and fully hard and painfully empty of the stimulation it had been receiving two seconds ago.

I exhaled a sound I hadn't intended to make.

"Good," Serica said quietly. She was watching the stone, which was holding its near-gold color rather than falling back immediately. "The field sustains after stimulus withdrawal. The arousal state is maintaining itself rather than decaying rapidly. That's very useful." She made notes. "Rest for ninety seconds. I need to observe the field's natural decay rate."

I stared at the amber ceiling and breathed.

At ninety seconds, the stone had fallen back from near-gold to mid-amber. Not baseline—not the calibrated low-arousal reference level of the preliminary phase—but meaningfully below the edge. Serica's calibration had worked: she had brought me to the threshold, held me there long enough for the stone to record the near-peak field, and withdrawn in time to let the reading fall back to a lower level before the second approach.

"Second approach," she said. "I'm going to use a different path this time. I want to see whether the field reads differently when the threshold is reached via a lower-body primary route versus the combined anterior stimulus I used in the first approach."

The second approach took nineteen minutes by her interval calls, and it was different.

She started between my legs—not where the first approach had ended, but at my inner thighs, where the dungeon's own silk had mapped the most sustained response in the cocoon and the fitting frame. She used the multi-thread instrument in long, pressing sweeps along the inner thigh from knee toward hip, alternating sides, and the path activated the response gradient that the dungeon had discovered by accident and that she was now using with full knowledge of its effect.

By minute eight, my thighs were attempting to close against the instrument and I was controlling that consciously, keeping my legs flat while Serica moved between them with the same focused, unhurried precision she'd applied to everything else. The conscious effort of holding my legs open against the reflex to close them produced a specific tension in my hips and lower back that she noted aloud—she could feel it through the hand she had resting flat on my thigh, reading the muscle state the way she read everything else.

"The muscular counter-response to restraint is producing secondary stimulation in the lumbar group," she said. "Your body is generating additional arousal stimulus through its own resistance. The cocoon used this principle mechanically. The effect is stronger with voluntary participation than with mechanical constraint." A brief pause in her movement. "You find voluntary stillness more difficult than restrained stillness."

It wasn't a question.

"Yes," I said, because denying it seemed pointless when her hand was on my thigh reading every micro-tension.

She reached my hip and moved to the base of my cock from a lower angle this time, approaching from beneath rather than from the side, and the difference in angle was significant in a way that my body was very clear about. She wrapped the instrument upward from the base with the same held pressure as before—five threads, graduated warmth, precise contact—but this time moved it slowly, at a rate that was still not a stroke in any ordinary sense but was movement, was incremental progress up the shaft, one millimeter at a time with full pressure maintained.

At the fourteenth minute, she was at the midpoint of the shaft and still moving by imperceptible degrees.

At the seventeenth, she was at the head, and the multi-thread instrument's contact at the sensitive rim was a specific, focused precision that my voice tried to comment on and produced instead a rough, involuntary sound that was not language.

At the nineteenth, she stopped.

The stone blazed near-gold again.

"The threshold response is consistent across approach paths," she said. "The field quality at peak is similar but not identical—the lower-body primary approach produces a marginally denser resonance signature at the stone. The anterior combined approach produced a broader field. Both produce near-peak silk-reactive conditions." She removed the instrument.

My hips drove upward this time, a full involuntary lift, and I pulled it back down through pure muscular stubbornness, and the effort cost me something that showed up in the way my breathing went rough and stayed rough while the stone fell back toward mid-amber.

"You're closer to the edge each approach," I said.

"Yes," she said. "That's expected. Cumulative arousal state elevates the baseline between approaches. Each reset is partial, not complete." She was making notes. "Your buffs are at—"

"Strength plus nineteen," I said, reading my own status window. "Agility plus twenty-two. Vitality plus twenty-one."

A pause. "You can read your status in real time?"

"Anyone can, in this world. It's a status window."

"I don't have access to your window," she said. "I've been reading the stone and your physical indicators." She looked at me with renewed interest. "This changes the experimental precision significantly. Call out your buffs when I ask." She made a longer note than usual. "Rest. One hundred and twenty seconds this time. The buffs need to pull back slightly before the third approach."

Two minutes of lying on the warm silk surface while Serica wrote in her records and the stone fell to a level just above mid-amber—not as far back as between the first and second approaches, the baseline genuinely higher now, the accumulated arousal state not fully resetting. When she said third approach, my body was already at a different starting point than it had been for the second one, and she knew it, and this was factored into whatever she was planning.

The third approach was the one that tested my ability to hold an analytical thought.

She used both hands.

Not the multi-thread instrument—she set it aside and used her hands directly, translucent thread looped between her fingers in a way that created the equivalent of the multi-contact effect but with the addition of the temperature and pressure regulation of a human hand behind each contact point. Her left hand took my inner thigh from below. Her right hand took my cock with a grip that wrapped around the shaft and held it with the same precise, measured pressure she applied to everything, and then she began to move both simultaneously.

The left hand moved upward at her thigh path's established pace. The right hand moved along the shaft in slow increments that matched the left hand's speed exactly, so both arrived at their respective target locations simultaneously.

This was not mechanical overlap. She had calculated the timing so that the two highest-yield contact points—inner thigh crest and the head of my cock—received their stimulation at the same moment. The combined signal was not additive. It was multiplicative, both areas contributing to a single integrated response that the memory stone registered with an immediate jump toward gold that it hadn't shown in either previous approach.

"Buffs," she said.

"Strength plus twenty-three," I said, voice rough. "Agility plus twenty-six. Vitality plus twenty-four."

"Higher than either previous approach at this point in the timeline." She maintained the grip and the thigh contact with equal precision, both hands reading as they stimulated, fingers slightly spread to cover more of each surface area. "The combined approach is producing faster buff accumulation and stronger field response. The silk adjacent to you—" she glanced at the wall panel nearest us, which was cycling faster than I'd seen it cycle before "—is showing increased responsiveness."

She moved her right hand two increments up the shaft and I stopped breathing for a moment.

"Continue breathing," she said. "Breath-holding reduces peripheral circulation and affects the response data."

I breathed. It was not graceful.

Her right hand reached the head and wrapped the instrument threads at the rim with a pressure and warmth that landed with the same precise intensity as before, but now her left hand was at my inner thigh crest and both were simultaneously present and my hips were lifting again and my hands were flat against the work surface in white-knuckled effort to stay still, and the sound I was making was a sustained, low exhalation that was the controlled version of something considerably louder.

"Edge," she said. Not a question.

"Yes," I said. The word had very little breath behind it.

She held both contacts for ten seconds.

The stone blazed bright gold—not near-gold, not the amber-gold of the loom thread at baseline, but a clear, deep gold with its own internal luminosity, a quality that I recognized as the first time the stone had reached this level during a denial session rather than at an actual climax moment.

Then she removed both hands.

"Strength," she said immediately.

I dragged the number out of the status window through several competing impulses. "Plus twenty-six. Agility plus twenty-nine. Vitality plus twenty-seven."

She looked at the stone, which was holding its bright gold. "The field persists at near-peak after withdrawal. Longer than in either previous approach." She was not narrating to herself now—her voice had a quality of genuine excitement that was unlike any other register she'd used, still controlled but with a heat under it that hadn't been there before. "The accumulated state is sustaining the resonance field above the threshold without continued stimulus. Your body is maintaining peak field conditions independently."

"It wants to finish," I said.

"Yes," she said. "It does." She made notes with rapid precision. "Rest—one hundred and eighty seconds."

Three minutes.

The stone held its bright gold for ninety of those seconds before beginning to fall, and even when it fell it only reached the level just below the threshold rather than the mid-amber of earlier rests. The accumulated arousal state had built a new floor. My baseline was now sitting at a level that three sessions ago would have registered as the approach to the edge, and my body was pushing against the three-minute rest with the insistence of something that had been brought to the same doorway four times and kept finding the door shut.

My cock was flushed and hard and slick at the tip, pre-cum making the head wet in the amber light, and Serica noted the fluid output in her record with the same precision she'd applied to everything else.

"That's a useful secondary indicator," she said. "The fluid production correlates with the resonance field intensity. I can use it as a real-time proxy when the stone reading is ambiguous." She glanced at me. "The fourth approach is the last before I allow a release. I want to reach the threshold and hold it for longer than the previous approaches—at least thirty seconds, possibly sixty—while I observe what the sustained near-peak field does to the silk in this room." She looked at the wall panels. "I believe the ambient silk may begin showing memory-bearing properties at sustained near-peak even before actual climax. If that's correct, the stone is only one part of what I need from you."

I processed this.

"You want thirty to sixty seconds at the edge," I said. "Without release."

"Yes."

"That's going to be—" I stopped.

"Difficult," she said. "I know. Your accumulated state will make the fourth approach reach threshold faster than any of the previous three, and holding you there without crossing it will require precise control from both of us." She looked at my face with her even, steady attention. "I'll hold the stimulus steady rather than increasing it. That should maintain the threshold without pushing past it. But if your body tries to complete regardless, I need you to hold. As long as you can. Every second at that level produces data I cannot get elsewhere."

Four approaches, the last one held for half a minute or more without letting me finish.

I thought about Mila. I thought about the blank memory stone that now glowed with the deep gold of three near-peak recordings, and what Serica had said about equipment that could store a buffed state and use it in the outside world. I thought about what I was going to be able to do with a working piece of outside-world gear that I did not currently have and could not get by any other means currently available to me.

"All right," I said.

The fourth approach began differently. She picked up no instrument this time. She moved to stand directly beside the work surface rather than at it, and her hands came to my chest first—both of them, flat-palmed, not thread-mediated, full hand contact at the locations the translucent thread had mapped as highest anterior yield—and the direct skin-to-skin contact after an hour of thread-mediated stimulation was a step change that hit my entire nervous system like a key fitting a lock it was made for.

My back came off the surface.

"Down," she said, and pressed both palms inward, not violently but with definite authority, and the pressure flattened me back against the warm silk surface, and her hands stayed there, and I felt her pulse through the contact—slow, steady, significantly slower than mine, a craftsperson's working calm.

She moved both hands in a simultaneous circuit of the chest, learning the topography with direct skin contact after the thread maps, and the difference in resolution was significant. Thread-mediated touch produced accurate data. Direct contact produced the same data plus the additional variable of another body's heat and pressure and pulse, which were not controllable variables but were apparently ones she had decided were worth introducing at the fourth stage because the response data at this point in the sequence was so thoroughly characterized that the additional complexity was analyzable rather than confusing.

Her right hand stayed at my chest. Her left moved down.

She took hold of my cock with her left hand in a grip that had the same measured, professional precision as the multi-thread instrument but with the full warmth and give of skin against skin, and began a slow stroke from base to tip—not tentative, not exploratory, fully committed to the path and the pace, the thumb running the ridge at the underside of the shaft with a consistent pressure that the instrument hadn't been able to replicate because instrument threads don't have the anatomical specificity of a thumb.

The stone went immediately bright gold.

I made a sound.

"Buffs," she said.

"Strength—" I lost the number for a moment. "Plus twenty-eight. Agility plus thirty-one. Vitality plus twenty-nine."

"Higher than any previous point," she said. Her hand continued its measured stroke, thumb tracking the underside ridge, grip neither tight nor loose but the exact pressure that produced a clean signal—she had found that within the first three strokes because she had four approaches of data to work from. "The field intensity is the highest I've recorded from you today."

She worked me in long, deliberate strokes, and the pre-cum at the tip was adding slickness to her palm by the third minute, and the wet slide of it against the head was a distinct, different quality from the dry grip lower on the shaft, and my hands had left the surface and found the edges of the frame and were gripping them hard enough that the dense silk compressed under my fingers.

Her right hand at my chest moved to one of the specific locations.

The dual-site combination hit exactly the way it had in the third approach, both high-yield areas receiving precise simultaneous attention, but now it was hands rather than instrument threads—warmer, softer, more present, and her left hand's stroke was building rather than holding static, the pace increasing by the smallest increments, and I was climbing toward the edge faster than any of the four approaches, the accumulated baseline that much higher, my body that much closer to simply completing without additional permission.

"Threshold," she said.

"Yes," I said. The word was approximately one syllable.

She stilled her left hand with the grip holding firm at the middle of the shaft, not the tip, not stimulating the most sensitive location but holding it with warm pressure that was simultaneously sustaining and not completing, and her right hand at my chest maintained its contact without moving.

Sixty seconds. I counted.

At twenty seconds the effort was physical—muscular, an actual physical effort of maintaining stillness while every system in my body was voting loudly and unanimously for one specific outcome. At thirty seconds the edge had become a location I was balanced on with the precision of something very small on the tip of something very narrow, and my breathing was completely audible and nothing like controlled and Serica noted it.

"Hold," she said quietly. Her voice had the heat under it again—the particular quality that was not lust-driven but was its own version of arousal, the craftsperson's deep, genuine excitement at watching a process perform exactly as predicted at the precise moment that prediction was hardest to sustain.

"I'm holding," I said, and my voice was rough and low and had very little left in it.

At forty-five seconds the stone blazed.

Not the bright gold of near-peak. A deeper quality—something the stone had not shown in any of the three previous approaches—a gold with a different density to it, like the difference between light passing through water and light passing through glass. The silk on the wall panels was cycling visibly, faster than I'd seen it run in any non-climax moment, the entire ambient network of the workshop responding to the sustained near-peak field I was putting into the room.

At fifty-five seconds, Serica said: "The ambient silk is showing memory-bearing precursor activity." Her voice was very quiet and very focused. "The threads at the east panel are restructuring at the molecular level. This is the first time I have observed this phenomenon outside of an actual climax state." A pause. "Five more seconds."

At sixty seconds she said: "Release."

And then she did not remove her hand.

Instead, she stroked—fully, completely, her grip tightening to the appropriate pressure at the head of my cock and moving with the intent of completion, and the transition from held-still to active stimulation after sixty seconds at the threshold was the shortest distance between two points in the history of my experience in this world.

I came with a force that pulled my whole upper body off the work surface.

Serica's right hand pressed flat against my sternum and held me down through it, not cruelly but with the firm practicality of keeping the subject stationary while the process completed, and her left hand worked me through the full release with steady, unhurried strokes that matched the rhythm of each pulse, extracting every second of the climax without rushing it and without prolonging it artificially, simply sustaining the appropriate stimulus through the natural duration.

The stone blazed absolute gold. Not the amber-gold of the loom thread. A clear, bright, dense gold that had no amber in it at all, a color I hadn't seen the stone produce in any previous moment of the session.

Cum striped up my stomach and chest in the first pulse, hot and heavy, and the second pulse followed immediately, and Serica's hand maintained its stroking pressure through both, slick now, the fluid making the grip wetter and warmer as she worked, and my voice had given up on controlling itself and was producing a broken, sustained exhalation that was not quiet.

My buffs hit the wall.

Strength +35. Agility +39. Vitality +37.

The numbers were the highest I'd seen since Arsh's threshold charging session and they were still climbing in the final seconds of the climax, Super Recovery treating the peak physiological state as an emergency of the highest order and responding accordingly.

The amber-gold thread in the loom, visible through the doorway, blazed again.

The wall panels blazed.

For a moment the entire workshop was bright.

Then Serica did not stop.

Her left hand maintained its grip, post-release, and began moving again—slowly, with significantly reduced pressure, but unmistakably moving, sustaining contact with a cock that had just finished a full release and was now in the acute post-climax hypersensitive state where every nerve ending was raw and the threshold between stimulation and too-much-stimulation was thinner than paper.

My hips tried to retreat. The surface below me gave nowhere to go.

The thought arrived before I could decide whether it was useful.

Slime Mucus.

The skill had not vanished just because I had not needed to think about it since Arsh's labyrinth. I reached for it on pure, panicked instinct. A cold, slick pressure stirred beneath my skin, and clear mucus welled suddenly along my hips, my lower back, the backs of my thighs where they pressed against the silk-covered frame.

For half a second, I thought it might work. The surface beneath me turned frictionless. My body slid backward a few inches, just enough to loosen the angle of Serica's grip, just enough to make escape feel like a thing that still existed in the world.

Serica noticed immediately.

"Interesting," she said.

Her left hand did not withdraw. Instead, she followed the motion with clinical precision, her palm sliding far more smoothly now over my oversensitive flesh as the mucus spread between us. The reduced friction made the contact lighter in pressure and somehow worse in effect—continuous, wet, inescapably slick, every pass gliding over nerves that had already been stripped raw by the first release.

I choked on a broken sound.

"The lubrication response is voluntary?" she asked, not taking her eyes from the stone. "Or triggered by escape intent under overstimulation?"

"I—don't—"

"Later," she said. "We'll isolate that variable later."

Her hand moved again, slower this time, deliberately using the mucus I had produced to make the stroke impossibly smooth.

The skill had not helped me escape.

It had only given her a better instrument.

"Serica—" My voice broke on the second syllable.

"I know," she said, and she did not sound cruel. She sounded the way she had throughout the session—focused, precise, genuinely absorbed—but now there was an additional quality in her voice that was closer to awe than anything I'd heard from her yet. "The stone is doing something I did not expect." She was watching the gold-blazing stone with fixed attention while her hand continued its careful, devastating post-climax motion. "The memory-bearing structure is forming. The molecular restructuring—it's happening in real time, at this exact threshold. Not at the climax peak. After it." Her hand moved in a slow, steady pull from base toward head, and the sensitivity at the head was a level of input my nervous system genuinely did not know what to do with. "The cocoon observation was correct and I needed to replicate it under controlled conditions to be certain. I need to observe how long it sustains."

"It's—" I couldn't finish the sentence. My thighs were shaking and my grip on the frame edges was the only thing keeping my hands from doing something uncoordinated, and the stimulation from her hand was simultaneously too much and something I could not escape because there was nowhere to go. "Too—"

"Your Super Recovery is maintaining your function," she said. "Your buffs are—"

"Still thirty-four plus," I said, because I could read the window even now, somehow. "Still active."

"Yes," she said, and the quality of her voice was such that I understood she had expected this. She had built the experiment to reach this point. The four approaches, the sustained edge, the controlled release followed immediately by continuation—this was not improvisation. This was what she'd been designing toward from the moment she'd said first threshold approach. "The silk is restructuring in a radius of approximately—" she paused, observing "—four meters. Every thread in that radius is incorporating the resonance field signature your body is producing in this exact state." A slow, precise stroke. "Post-climax continuation under Super Recovery maintenance. This is the source." Another stroke, and the wet, overstimulated heat of the contact at the head of my cock made my back arch completely off the surface despite Serica's right hand at my sternum. "The bracelet will come from this silk."

I heard the word bracelet through a narrowing bandwidth of functional thought and filed it somewhere I could find it later.

The rest of my available processing was committed to the immediate reality of Serica's hand continuing its work in the exact state she'd described—post-release, hypersensitive, every nerve recalibrated to a hair trigger, Super Recovery keeping me from the physiological shutdown that would have ended this for an ordinary person and instead holding me at the threshold of something that was not the edge of climax anymore but was a different edge, a further edge, a place I had not been before where the stimulation and the post-climax sensitivity and the sustained Super Recovery response were building toward something that my body was indicating, loudly and with increasing desperation, was going to be unprecedented.

"Still with me," Serica said quietly. Not a command. Not quite a question. The tone of someone checking on a process mid-execution, verifying that the conditions are still correct.

"Still here," I said, and my voice was nothing I would have recognized as mine.

Her right hand moved from my sternum to my chest, and she pressed at the specific location with the additional deliberate stimulus, and the combined input from her left hand and her right hand simultaneously at the two highest-yield locations in my post-climax sensitized state was a signal my nervous system processed at a level below language, below analytical thought, below any of the managed cognition I'd been running throughout the four approaches.

The memory stone blazed so bright it was almost white.

"Buffs," she said.

I found the window.

"Strength plus forty-one," I said, and my voice sounded very far away. "Agility plus forty-six. Vitality plus forty-three."

Serica made a sound—a single, very quiet exhalation—that was the sound of someone who has just seen a material do something they had theorized was possible for eleven years but had never observed.

"Extraordinary," she said softly, and her hand kept moving.

The wall panels blazed gold all the way to the ceiling.

And the something my body had been building toward—the further edge, the unprecedented place—arrived.


Chapter 10 — The Impossible Thread

The further edge arrived without the shape of anything I'd experienced before.

What the cocoon had forced out of me had been a climax—involuntary, trap-generated, identifiable as the thing it was from beginning to end. What the four-approach edging sequence had built toward and released had been a climax—controlled, deliberate, with a clear peak and a clear aftermath. Both of those had a shape I could trace.

What began arriving now, under Serica's continued post-release stimulation, did not have that shape.

It started in my lower back. A deep muscular tremor that had nothing to do with the orgasm's ordinary epicenter, spreading upward through my lumbar and into my spine, and downward through my hips in a wave that was too slow and too sustained to be a simple post-climax spasm. My legs tried to close—not a deliberate movement, not a resistance strategy, a full-body reflex that pulled both thighs inward with real force. Serica's body was already braced against the outside of my left knee with quiet practicality, not letting the leg close far enough to disrupt her access, and the gentle but immovable contact of her hip against mine was the only external anchor point I had.

Her left hand maintained its stroke.

Slow. Consistent. The pressure precisely calibrated to the post-release state—lighter than what she'd used during the edging approaches, because the sensitivity now was a different order of magnitude, every nerve at the surface re-tuned after climax to a register that transformed ordinary touch into something almost unbearably specific. The wet slide of her palm across the head of my cock with each upward pass was a sound as much as a sensation, slick and warm and utterly without mercy in its steadiness.

"Tremor onset in the lumbar group," she said, low. "Beginning four minutes post-release. Earlier than the cocoon data suggested." Her right hand had moved from my chest to rest flat against my lower abdomen, not stimulating, just present—reading the internal movement of muscle and tendon the way a hand pressed to a speaker reads sound through vibration rather than air. "The secondary reflex pattern is beginning."

I could not respond with language. I produced a sound that was approximately where language lived in the spectrum but was not any specific word.

"Your Super Recovery is still active," she said. "The buffs—"

I found the window. The numbers had not fallen from the peak. Strength +41, Agility +46, Vitality +43—holding, not climbing, but genuinely holding at the highest values I'd produced since leaving Arsh's labyrinth. Super Recovery was running at its highest sustained output to maintain those levels against what the continued stimulation was doing to my physiological state, treating the ongoing post-climax overload as the ongoing emergency it was.

"Still forty-one, forty-six, forty-three," I said. The words were individual efforts.

"Holding," she said, and something shifted in her voice—the awe-quality that had appeared when the stone first blazed, now sharpening into something more precise, the tone of a craftsperson watching a crucial process stabilize at exactly the right temperature. "The field is not decaying. Post-climax continuation is sustaining the resonance state at peak-adjacent levels." A slow stroke, her thumb pressing firmly along the underside ridge at the base, dragging upward. "The stone—"

I turned my head and looked at the memory stone on the frame beside my hip.

It was not gold anymore.

The color had moved beyond gold into something that had no clean descriptor—a white-gold, a color that existed at the edge of the amber-gold spectrum and past it, carrying its own light source rather than reflecting the workshop's ambient warmth. The stone was generating luminosity now, not receiving it, and the quality of the light it produced was denser and more coherent than anything the workshop's ceiling panels or the loom thread had shown.

"Memory-bearing formation," Serica said quietly. "The structure is building. Every second of continuation is adding depth to the imprint." Another stroke, her grip firm at the head and then releasing, not letting me fall toward another release but not retreating from the contact either—holding at the most sensitive point, pressure constant, the pad of her thumb making a slow, deliberate circle at the frenulum that my nervous system received as a signal it had no category for except more. "This is the mechanism. Not the climax itself. The sustained activation after the ordinary endpoint, with Super Recovery preventing shutdown. The silk is learning your peak state as a held condition rather than a passing moment." A pause in which her hand did not pause. "I've been trying to produce this for eleven years."

The tremor in my lower back spread to my hips and thighs.

Not an orgasmic spasm—different in quality, slower and deeper, the tremor of sustained muscular effort rather than reflex discharge, as though my whole pelvic region had been running at maximum output for an extended period and the physical fatigue of the effort was becoming visible even though Super Recovery was preventing the shutdown that fatigue should have produced. My hips were moving—I became aware of this as an observation about my own body rather than a decision—rocking in shallow, involuntary increments against Serica's continuing grip, each small motion generating the friction my nerve endings were demanding and that I had no ability to consciously override.

"Still," she said, and pressed her right hand flat against my hip with the same firm practicality as before.

The word was not contemptuous. It was not a reprimand. It was the word a craftsperson uses when a material is behaving in a way that introduces positional variance, a purely technical correction, and something about the purely technical delivery of it while her left hand continued its unhurried work sent a bolt of something through my chest that landed in the same register as the physical stimulation and compounded it.

I went still.

The effort of going still now, in this state, was categorically different from the effort of stillness during the four edging approaches. Then I had been holding against mounting pressure. Now I was holding against a tremor that ran through my whole body in long, deep waves, against the raw re-sensitized surface of every nerve that had fired in climax and was now being asked to receive further input, against the mounting insistence of a system that Super Recovery was sustaining at emergency capacity and that did not know what to do with the instruction to hold when everything it contained was pushing outward.

"There," Serica said.

Her left hand moved in a long, slow pull from base to tip and held at the crown, and her thumb pressed at the frenulum with the same deliberate circle as before, and I felt the response arrive from somewhere below my spine and travel upward through my torso in a wave that was not an orgasm and was not not an orgasm—it was something adjacent to both, something that borrowed the body machinery of an orgasm and ran it without the definitive release, a sustained rolling pressure that moved through my pelvis and abdomen and chest without reaching the clear peak-and-fall shape of an ordinary climax.

My voice broke entirely.

The sound I produced was not language and not a scream and not quiet. It came out of my chest as a sustained, fractured thing that carried the full weight of what was happening and none of the vocabulary to describe it, and Serica's hand did not pause.

The workshop blazed.

All of it simultaneously—wall panels, ceiling, the loom's amber-gold thread visible through the doorway running at the same blazing white-gold as the memory stone—a total workshop illumination that was not the dungeon's ambient response pattern but something else, something that the sustained peak-adjacent resonance field radiating from my body was doing to every piece of silk in a four-meter radius by saturating their molecular structure with the imprint it was generating.

"Four-meter radius confirmed," Serica said, very quietly. "Every thread in range is restructuring. The memory-bearing formation is propagating through the ambient network." A pause in which her right hand moved from my hip to my inner thigh, pressing there with warm, reading attention. "Your body is producing this as a sustained emission rather than a pulse. The field is continuous." Her thumb pressed the frenulum once, precisely. "I have never seen this. No subject in any prior session came close to this threshold."

I was aware of my own state in the dissociated way that occurs when the body is running at a level the mind cannot fully track in real time—peripherally conscious of the sounds I was making, the tremor in my thighs, the wet heat of Serica's grip, the slick evidence of the earlier release already drying on my stomach and the fresh, thin leak of fluid at my cock's tip that her palm was spreading with each slow stroke, the ache of overstimulation that was not pain-registering but was insisting with increasing urgency that this was beyond the ordinary endpoint and the ordinary endpoint mattered.

Super Recovery disagreed with the ordinary endpoint.

Strength +43. Agility +48. Vitality +45.

The buffs had climbed above the plateau. Not maintaining—building again, the continued overload pushing Super Recovery into a second escalation response as the sustained post-climax stimulation accumulated beyond what even emergency maintenance could categorize as a stable state. My body was treating the ongoing situation as a deepening crisis, and the deepening crisis was producing deeper buffs, and the deeper buffs were producing a stronger resonance field, and the stronger resonance field was blazing through the workshop's silk and being absorbed and remembered.

"Buffs," Serica said.

I told her.

The sound she made was not loud. It was a single, low, almost inaudible exhalation, and in it was the whole of eleven years of failed attempts at producing memory-bearing silk, and the whole of whatever Serica was when she encountered a problem she had been unable to solve and suddenly found it solved—not by her cleverness or her craft or her long patient study, but by the existence of a body she had not known existed, producing something she had theorized was possible and never been able to observe.

Her hand moved with increased deliberateness.

Not harder—she maintained the calibrated pressure, the precision of the grip unchanged. But the pace shifted, a fraction faster, the long strokes from base to tip covering the full length with more continuous contact and less pause at each end, and the transition from reading-touch to something closer to functional intent in the motion was a change my overstimulated body registered as if it were a shout.

"I need sixty more seconds at this output level," she said. "The formation needs sustained input to set the memory structure completely. If the field drops now, the partial structure will be unstable." Her right hand pressed warm and firm against my inner thigh. "Can you—"

"Yes," I said.

I did not know if it was true. I said it because the only alternative was no and no meant stopping and stopping meant the stone's half-formed memory structure degrading and the silk in the workshop losing the imprint before it set and eleven years of Serica's work unfinished for want of sixty seconds.

I said yes and held.

The sixty seconds were not sixty even seconds. They were different lengths depending on what Serica's hand was doing, contracting around specific moments and expanding around others, and I held my stillness through them by committing every available cognitive resource to the number and not to anything else—not to the slick heat of her palm, not to the deep sustained tremor running through my hips and thighs, not to the ache of overstimulation that had passed through sharp and was now something duller and more pervasive, not to the sounds coming from my own chest.

At around forty seconds something changed.

My body had been sustaining the tremor and the rolling non-orgasm pressure and the Super Recovery escalation response as three separate processes running in parallel. At around forty seconds they converged.

The convergence was not like a normal orgasm building toward release. It was more structural than that—the three processes synchronizing, finding the same rhythm, the tremor and the sustained rolling pressure and the recovery response all hitting the same beat simultaneously in a way that produced a resonance inside my body that matched the resonance the workshop's silk was absorbing from outside.

The memory stone stopped blazing.

It went briefly, completely dark.

Then it lit from the inside with a steady, absolute white-gold that was not the blazing, high-amplitude output of the near-peak state but something quieter and more permanent—the light of something that has finished forming. The light of a completed structure.

And then the convergence hit full amplitude.

The sound I made was not something I was monitoring or managing. My hands released the frame edges and my upper body came off the surface and Serica's right arm braced across my chest with the weight of her whole upper body behind it, holding me flat through the force of what was happening, and her left hand—her left hand did not stop, maintained its contact, worked me through the full amplitude of whatever this was with the same craft-precision that had characterized every other moment of the session.

This was not a second orgasm in any shape I had experienced before.

My cock pulsed without the discrete peak-and-fall of a climax—instead it released in a continuous, sustained flood, fluid pouring rather than pulsing, warm and wet and copious in a way that had nothing to do with the first release and everything to do with the sustained post-climax stimulation and Super Recovery's determined maintenance of my physiological function well past the point where an ordinary body would have had nothing left to release.

The overflow spread across my hip and Serica's hand and the surface of the work frame, hot and abundant, and I was completely beyond managing what my voice was doing, producing a sustained, broken sound that rose and then cracked and then rose again as the continuous release extended through several seconds that did not feel like several seconds.

The tremor in my hips and thighs went from deep and sustained to total—full-body shaking, both legs, my torso, my arms—every major muscle group vibrating with the effort of maintaining any physical coherence through the sustained overflow, and Super Recovery was the only reason I remained conscious and present in any functional sense.

Serica's right arm held me flat with steady, immovable force.

Her left hand slowed its strokes incrementally as the release peaked, not stopping but allowing the pace to match the natural curve of the overflow's duration, reading the process and adjusting to it the way she had read and adjusted to every other stage of the session.

"There," she said, very quietly.

The workshop was silent except for my breathing and the slow idle cycling of the loom.

Somewhere beyond the workshop, a low shivering tension ran through the dungeon's structure—too distant and too brief for me to understand in the moment, but enough that Serica's eyes flicked once toward the doorway before returning to the stone.

I was flat on the work surface with Serica's right arm across my chest, her left hand still in contact with my cock in a grip that had eased to something barely there, just present, just maintaining the thread of contact rather than withdrawing it all at once. My skin was wet from collarbone to hip. My thighs were still shaking. The tremor in my lower back had not stopped—it had slowed, had become a deep, periodic thing like a bell continuing to ring after the strike.

The overflow fluid on the work surface around my hip was warm and substantial, the evidence of something my body had done under conditions it had never encountered before, and the smell of it was heavy and distinct in the workshop's amber air.

My status window read: Strength +47. Agility +53. Vitality +50.

The highest values I had seen since leaving Arsh's labyrinth.

I stared at the numbers for a long time before I could process them.

"Extraordinary," Serica said. She had not moved. Her right arm was still across my chest, not restraining anymore, simply present, and her voice carried the quality I now associated with her version of genuine emotion—the same register as the exhalation at the stone's first blazing, the same quality of depth beneath the clinical surface. "The overflow is a Super Recovery phenomenon, isn't it. Not a simple biological function. Your body converting the accumulated sensory overload into a sustained discharge because the ordinary release mechanism is insufficient for the total output level."

I breathed.

"I think so," I said. My voice sounded like something that had been used at high volume for an extended period and was reassessing its capabilities. "Never happened before."

"It would require specific conditions," she said. "Sustained post-climax stimulation with Super Recovery preventing physiological shutdown, combined with a sufficiently high accumulated state. The cocoon produced a partial version of it, which is why the thread blazed but the formation was incomplete." Her left hand withdrew from contact, slowly, allowing each point of touch to leave in sequence rather than all at once, the way you lift a seal rather than tear it. "Tonight I produced it deliberately and held it long enough for the memory structure to set completely." She straightened and looked at the stone. "The bracelet will work."

I turned my head and looked at the stone.

The white-gold steady light of it in the workshop's amber was the most immediately meaningful thing I had ever seen a rock do.

"Can I sit up," I said.

"Give it a moment," she said, not unkindly. She moved to the work surface and picked up a cloth—prepared, I noticed, the same quiet preparation that had characterized every aspect of the session—and returned to begin cleaning the evidence of the overflow from my hip and the work frame with the same methodical efficiency she'd applied to everything else. Not intimate, not clinical. Simply practical, the after-work tidying of a craftsperson who respects their workspace.

I watched the ceiling while she worked.

The amber-gold light up there was steady and warm and patient, and the loom's idle cycling was a low regular rhythm I could hear now that the other sounds had stopped, and the workshop smelled like heat and silk and sex and something mineral and specific that I associated with the memory stone's active formation process.

My buffs were falling now—the spike had been enormous and the decay rate after an enormous spike was correspondingly fast, the way a large fire burns through fuel quickly. By the time Serica finished and stepped back, they had fallen to Strength +31, Agility +36, Vitality +34. Still high. Still real.

The post-climax hypersensitivity was fading toward the ordinary soreness of long exertion, the ache of muscles that had been working hard, the tenderness of skin that had received sustained close attention.

I sat up.

The workshop looked the same as it had when I'd lain down, except for the memory stone. Everything else was exactly as Serica had arranged it—tools in their places, records on the silk panel showing the evening's notations in her precise hand, thread samples arrayed by their designated order. Only the stone was different, carrying its new permanent light like something that had changed its fundamental nature and was not going to change back.

"How long was that," I said.

"From the preliminary reading to the overflow's conclusion, approximately three hours and forty minutes," she said. She was at the work surface, making final notes. "The four-approach sequence took two hours and eleven minutes. The post-release continuation phase lasted twenty-two minutes." She paused. "The overflow itself was sustained for approximately forty-one seconds."

Forty-one seconds of sustained overflow. I filed that beside the buff numbers in the part of my mind that was tracking things I would need to process properly later.

"The stone," I said. "That's what makes the bracelet."

"The stone is one component," she said. "The primary memory vessel. The silk produced in this workshop during the session is the second component—the ambient restructuring I observed means that the threads in that four-meter radius have absorbed your peak-state resonance as a held imprint." She turned from the work surface. "I need to harvest those threads before the imprint begins to degrade. The stone will stabilize indefinitely, but the ambient silk has a limited retention window without being woven around the stone." She was already moving toward the east wall panel, the one she'd identified as showing the first memory-bearing activity. "I need several hours of quiet work to harvest and weave. You should rest."

She said it the way she said everything else—as a practical observation, a process recommendation. But underneath the clinical delivery was something else: I had been in her workshop for nearly four hours and she had asked for something extremely specific from my body and I had given it, and this was the closest she was going to come to acknowledging that.

I moved to the low silk bench along the near wall and sat on it. My legs were functional, the post-overflow shaking already reduced to a fine vibration rather than the full-body tremor of twenty minutes ago, and I was as tired as I'd been after the longest sessions in Arsh's labyrinth but not more tired than that.

The status window was still visible if I looked for it. Strength +25, Agility +29, Vitality +27. Falling, but slowly. The duration of the plateau was proportional to the height of the peak, and this had been the highest peak I'd produced since leaving Arsh's labyrinth.

I was aware, as an observation separate from anything I was actively feeling, that what had happened in this workshop over the past four hours was going to be part of my relationship with Serica in a permanent way. Not in the way that Arsh's ownership was permanent—not that structure, not that shape. Something different. Something that had to do with the fact that Serica had observed things about my body and my ability that I had not known myself and had treated that information with the same careful, genuine respect she gave to any rare material, and had found it remarkable, and had said so.

I was thinking about this with some seriousness when the temperature in the workshop changed.

Not dramatically. A degree cooler at the doorway. The atmospheric silk on the walls shifted direction, all of it at once, from its ambient tidal motion toward a new orientation that had the quality of every animal in a field simultaneously becoming aware of something without making a sound.

Serica stopped working at the east wall panel.

She turned, slowly, and looked at the doorway I'd come through.

I looked too.

The doorway was the same as it had been—wide open, both panels drawn back with the amber-gold thread loops holding them, the workshop corridor visible in its short extent. Nothing in the corridor. No sound.

Then a voice came from somewhere that was not the corridor, somewhere that was and was not a fixed location, the quality of a sound that arrives through a space rather than from a direction.

"Do not dry out what is mine."

The temperature dropped another two degrees.

Serica did not move for a full second. Her posture—the precise, balanced, four-limb-supported craftsperson's stance—remained exactly as it had been, and in the stillness of that second I watched her process the voice, process the words, process the implications, and arrive at a rapid series of conclusions that reorganized her assessment of the current situation from the ground up.

Then the silk in the workshop moved.

Not the ambient atmospheric silk—the structural silk, the dense architectural material in the walls and ceiling and floor. It moved in a wave that started at the doorway and traveled inward, compressing and shifting in a pattern that was not the dungeon's normal behavior—not measurement or assessment or fitting, not the designed-process movement of the dungeon's automated systems. This was the silk responding to something external that was applying force to the dungeon structure from the outside, and the force was not physical. It was the kind of force that a presence exerts when the presence is sufficiently large and sufficiently old and has no particular reason to be careful.

Arsh walked through the doorway.

She did not arrive dramatically. She stepped through the open door with the same unhurried, absolute composure that characterized every physical movement she made, her cloak drawn back far enough that the workshop's amber-gold light fell on her face, and the red-ember quality of her eyes in that light was exactly as I remembered it from the labyrinth—the color that existed at the far end of the fire spectrum, past orange, past red, at the temperature where things stop being orange and become a precise, concentrated point.

She looked at the workshop.

She looked at Serica.

She looked at the memory stone on the work frame beside the surface I was sitting on.

She looked at me.

I was sitting on the bench in a state of post-session disarray, which was obvious, and my status buffs were still visibly elevated from the session, which would be apparent to anyone with the perception to read resonance fields, and the workshop's ambient silk was blazing with the residual white-gold of the memory-bearing imprint it had absorbed.

Arsh completed her visual survey of the room.

"The silk in this dungeon's outer sections has been generating a resonance field of increasing intensity for approximately four hours," she said. "The character of the resonance is familiar." Her gaze moved to Serica with a calm, absolute attention. "You are the dungeon's administrator."

Serica did not flinch. Whatever else Serica was, she was not someone who flinched. But she had recalibrated once when I'd told her Arsh was the former Abyssal Lord, and she recalibrated again now—a visible internal reorganization, fast and complete, the way she reorganized everything, thoroughly and without wasted motion.

"Yes," Serica said. "You are the former Lord of the Abyssal Labyrinth."

"I held that title," Arsh said. "Currently I observe that you have had my property in your workshop for nearly four hours under conditions that have produced the highest resonance output I have observed from him outside my own labyrinth." She moved two steps into the room, and the silk on every surface shifted slightly in response to the proximity—a wave of involuntary attention, the material registering the weight of her presence the way water registers a stone. "The stone on that frame did not look like that when we entered this dungeon."

"It didn't," I said. "It was blank."

Arsh looked at me again. The ember-red eyes ran from my face to the work frame to the stone to the overflow evidence I was aware was still partially visible despite Serica's cleaning, and back to my face.

"You negotiated," she said.

"Yes."

"With a dungeon mistress who had you suspended in her experimental apparatus."

Arsh's gaze returned to Serica. "Had he refused?"

Serica considered the question with the same unsettling candor she had shown me from the moment we began speaking. "I would have retained him until I understood the phenomenon well enough to proceed without his cooperation. I would not have damaged the source unnecessarily. But I would not have allowed him to leave with the answer still incomplete."

The silk along the walls tightened by a fraction.

Arsh smiled very slightly. It was not a pleasant expression. "Then be grateful he is sometimes more practical than proud."

Something moved in Arsh's expression that was not anger and was not its opposite. The proprietary cool of her assessment, taking the situation apart with the same methodical interest Serica applied to thread properties and response curves. "The resonance in the ambient silk," she said, turning to look at the wall panels. "That is not a standard dungeon output."

"No," Serica said. "It is the result of a specific phenomenon produced by your property's Super Recovery ability under sustained post-climax stimulation." She kept her voice level—not performing calm, actually calibrated, because Serica's default operating state was analytical and panic was not analytically useful. "The silk has absorbed his peak resonance state as a stored imprint. I can weave it around the memory stone to create an item that will allow him to externally reproduce a limited version of that buffed state for a short duration outside dungeon conditions."

The silence in the workshop lasted approximately four seconds.

It was a dense silence, the silence of someone with Arsh's history and Arsh's intelligence processing the complete implication of what had just been explained.

"Portable," she said.

"Yes."

"Outside dungeon conditions."

"For a limited duration. Minutes, not hours. Single-use before recharge." Serica's voice remained precisely level. "The recharge requires a new high-intensity session producing fresh resonance silk."

Another two seconds of silence.

Then Arsh moved to the work surface and looked at the memory stone from a distance of approximately thirty centimeters, not touching it, simply regarding it with the focused attention of someone who has spent a long time thinking about a problem from one angle and has just been shown an approach from a completely different direction.

"The Abyssal Labyrinth is dissolved," she said. "What I carry of it is a remnant. Sufficient for direct charging, inadequate for consistent field operations outside its effective radius." She looked at the stone. "This item would extend the effective radius."

"Functionally, yes," Serica said.

"For him."

"For him specifically. The imprint is keyed to his resonance signature. It would be inert for any other user."

Arsh was quiet for a moment, looking at the stone.

I watched her and thought about the fact that I had never seen Arsh look at anything the way she was looking at that stone—with an attention that had something behind it I didn't have a precise word for. Not jealousy—I'd been told explicitly and I believed it—but something adjacent to the place where possessiveness and genuine surprise met, a place Arsh had not expected to visit tonight.

"You need continued access to him," Arsh said. To Serica.

"Yes," Serica said. "Each piece of equipment requires fresh silk produced during a high-intensity session. Better output will require stronger sessions, and stronger sessions will require intervals of recovery. This is not a one-time process."

"Regular access, then."

"Yes."

Arsh turned from the stone and looked at Serica directly. The ember-red eyes in the workshop's amber-gold light were extraordinarily clear, and the intelligence behind them was the specific kind of intelligence that has not survived for as long as Arsh had survived by missing important details in new situations.

"You are proposing," Arsh said, "to join the current traveling arrangement."

"I am proposing to negotiate terms under which that would be feasible," Serica said. "The Silkbound Armory's active dungeon structure is—" she paused briefly "—currently somewhat compromised by the resonance activity of tonight's session. The memory-bearing imprint that saturated the ambient silk has altered the dungeon's operational parameters in ways that would require several months of reconstruction to restore. I had not anticipated that scale of output." She kept her voice entirely neutral on this point. "I have a Loom Heart fragment I can condense the dungeon's essential functions into. Portable. Limited capacity compared to the full dungeon structure, but sufficient for crafting work on the road."

Arsh's expression did not change in any dramatic way. But something in the set of her shoulders, the quality of her stillness, shifted by a degree that I was starting to be able to read.

"The dungeon is already dissolving," Arsh said.

"Dissolving is a strong characterization," Serica said. "Restructuring."

"The outer sections lost coherent thread tension approximately forty minutes ago," Arsh said. "I walked through three chambers that were actively deconstructing. The fitting systems are inert. The cocoon chamber's ceiling has partially collapsed." She looked at the workshop around them with a gaze that was reading structural silk integrity the way Serica read response data. "This room is intact because you've been running its maintenance systems manually for the last two hours while simultaneously conducting the session."

A pause.

"You have been managing the dissolution of your own dungeon quietly so as not to interrupt the experiment," Arsh said.

Serica said nothing.

"The harvest you mentioned," Arsh continued. "The ambient silk that absorbed his imprint tonight. You need to harvest it before the restructuring reaches this room and the imprint degrades."

"Yes," Serica said. "I have a window of approximately—" she looked at the wall panels "—six hours before the structural dissolution reaches the inner chambers."

The order settled what happened next without settling everything beyond it. Serica would harvest the silk. I would recover. Whatever arrangement followed after that still needed to be spoken aloud.

The instruction was not a concession. It was not warm. It was the practical direction of someone who has assessed a situation, determined what the most useful next action is, and communicated it—the same structure as Serica's own communication style, which I noticed and suspected Serica noticed too.

Arsh turned and looked at me again, with the full weight of the ember-red gaze.

"You negotiated for equipment," she said.

"Yes."

"The negotiation was productive."

"The stone is there," I said, and nodded toward the work frame.

She looked at the stone for another moment. The steady white-gold of its interior light caught in her eyes and held.

"You need to eat something," she said.

This was, in the context of everything that had preceded it, so completely practical that it took me a moment to process.

"There is food in the pack I left in the outer section," I said. "If the outer section still exists."

"I have it," Arsh said, and held up the pack. She had been carrying it since she'd walked through the door. I had not noticed. I was operating below my usual observational capacity, which was a reasonable consequence of the last four hours.

She set it on the work frame beside me, and I opened it and found the dried provisions from Rookhaven, and I ate without elegance or ceremony while Serica moved efficiently around the workshop harvesting the memory-bearing silk from the wall panels and structural elements in the four-meter radius of the session's resonance field, cutting each section with precise instruments and rolling it onto small frame spools with the focused, unhurried attention of someone doing work they have been waiting a long time to do.

Arsh stood near the loom doorway and watched Serica work.

Not in the way that a threat watches a target. In the way that someone with a great deal of experience and very high standards watches craftsmanship and assesses whether it meets those standards. Serica did not appear to mind being observed and assessed. She worked with the same quality she'd demonstrated throughout the session, which was consistent, precise, and entirely unconscious of its own impressiveness.

At one point while I was eating, Arsh spoke.

"The item you will produce," she said. "How long?"

"At the intensity of tonight's session, I estimate the stored imprint will sustain for approximately three minutes in the outside world before depleting," Serica said.

"Three minutes," Arsh said.

"One use," Serica added. "Then the stored imprint is gone."

"Then it must be used carefully," Arsh said. "It is not a solution. It is a window."

"That was always the design intent," I said.

They stayed in that configuration for another four hours—Serica harvesting, Arsh watching, me eating and then resting on the silk bench with my back against the warm wall while my buffs fell and my body processed the session's long aftermath. The tremor in my lower back did not fully stop until the second hour. The ache of overstimulation faded steadily from sharp to dull to a general soreness I associated with hard physical work and could manage.

At some point I slept, briefly, and woke to find the workshop's ambient light slightly warmer and Serica at her central work surface with the harvested silk spools arranged in front of her and the memory stone positioned at the center of the arrangement, her tools laid out in the order of intended use.

"I'm going to begin the weaving," she said, not looking up. "It will take approximately two more hours. The bracelet will be ready before dawn."

"The dungeon," I said.

"The outer sections are gone," Serica said. "This room will hold for several more hours. The Loom Heart is already condensing. By the time I finish the bracelet, the Silkbound Armory will be a memory." She picked up the finest of her tools and began drawing thread from the first spool. "That is a reasonable trade for what the stone contains."

Arsh was sitting on the far side of the room, her cloak drawn around her, her ember-red eyes reflecting the white-gold of the memory stone as Serica began to weave.

I watched the thread move between Serica's fingers—fine, living, carrying in its restructured molecular memory the shape of the strongest state my body had reached since leaving Arsh's labyrinth—and I thought about Mila somewhere north of here, moving farther away with every hour, dressed beautifully and composedly wrong, and I thought about the northern gate of Rookhaven and the empty air where she'd been.

Three minutes. One use. A window of borrowed capacity.

It was not enough.

It was not nothing.

I watched Serica weave the memory of the strongest state I'd reached since leaving Arsh's labyrinth into a form I could wear on my wrist and hold in reserve, and in the amber-gold workshop light of a dungeon that was dissolving around its own masterwork, I thought: the window exists. I can open it once.

Make it count.


Chapter 11 — Terms of Possession

The workshop was dying around us, and Serica didn't seem to care.

She sat cross-legged on the low bench she'd drawn to the center of the room—the only furniture that hadn't begun shedding loose threads into the air—and her hands moved through the first bracelet's structure with the unhurried precision of someone finishing a thought rather than a race. Her support limbs, the silk-dense extensions that framed her upper body in a slight architectural spread behind and beside her, held the memory stone elevated at an exact angle I was fairly certain she'd calculated rather than chosen by feel. The ambient light came from the stone itself now. The workshop's wall lanterns had gone out one by one as the outer corridors separated into cascading filament, and the gentle luminescence from that permanently altered core was enough for her to work by.

The rest of the armory was going.

I could hear it. Not loudly—nothing like a building collapse, more like the sound of old linen slowly tearing somewhere very distant and very large. A continuous low whisper of structural dissolution, the silkwork releasing its organized tension corridor by corridor as the dungeon heart that had previously maintained all of it condensed toward the Loom Heart fragment already forming near Serica's left knee. Occasionally a section of the workshop wall softened and sagged inward before catching itself on the deeper weave still holding near the bench. The doorway behind me had already narrowed by roughly a hand's width since Arsh had arrived.

I was sitting on the floor with my back against what remained of the wall and a heel of bread in one hand and a small wedge of hard cheese in the other, watching all of this with the particular mental blankness that sets in when your body has spent most of its reserves and your brain has decided that the most it can manage is basic sensory processing. Arsh had produced the food from a satchel she'd brought in from the horses. I hadn't asked when she'd packed it or what else was in there. I'd just eaten.

My arms felt ordinary again. That was the worst part of the coming down—not the weakness exactly, but the ordinariness. The leftover weight of what my body had briefly been made the baseline feel smaller than it actually was. Lifting the bread to my mouth required no particular effort. It just didn't feel effortless in the way I'd become temporarily accustomed to over the past several hours, and the contrast between those two states sat in the back of my throat like something I hadn't fully swallowed.

Strength: still carrying a modest residual. Maybe eight or nine above my real floor, at a guess, though I had no clean way to measure it internally. Declining steadily. By morning it would be gone.

Arsh stood at the edge of the surviving workshop space, her cloak settled properly around her again, arms folded in that particular way she had that communicated she was choosing stillness rather than defaulting to it. Her hood was down. In the memory stone's light her eyes were the color of cooling embers, and she was watching Serica work with an expression that wasn't exactly approval but was the thing that exists a half-step before it—calculated interest, the look she reserved for things that had demonstrated they weren't wasting her time.

Nobody had said anything for perhaps twenty minutes. The three of us existed in the quiet together as though we'd been doing it longer than we had.

Serica drew a thread through the bracelet's inner channel and paused to examine the pull tension. Then she spoke without looking up.

"The outer weave will finish in approximately forty minutes. The memory lock takes longer than the structural work. The stone needs to seat correctly into the closed channel or the imprint degrades during activation." She adjusted the angle of her left support limb slightly, repositioning the stone a fraction of an inch. "You may continue eating."

"I know," I said.

"You had stopped."

I looked down. I had, in fact, stopped. I took another bite of the cheese.

Arsh turned slightly from her vantage point and looked at me for a moment with an expression I'd learned to read as something between mild amusement and low-grade proprietorial assessment. She didn't say anything. She turned back toward Serica.

"The channel configuration," Arsh said. Her voice was conversational, the tone she used when she was extracting information without asking for a favor. "Is it specific to him, or generalized to the recorded state?"

"Both, in their respective layers." Serica separated two threads with the tip of one finger, inspecting what lay between them. "The outer weave is a carrier. It functions as an interface for any sufficiently resonant activation source. The inner channel is currently locked to the specific harmonic I recorded in this workshop—which is specific to his Super Recovery at its observed peak. If someone else put on the bracelet and triggered it, they'd feel a mild vibration and nothing useful." A brief pause. "It is not a general buff item. It is a recording of him."

"And activation."

"Physical pressure on the memory stone releases the imprint," Serica said. "The stone will sit against the inside of his wrist once the bracelet is worn. Pressing it firmly into living skin completes the channel and triggers discharge. A casual brush should not be enough." She rotated the bracelet once in her fingers. "I could have made the activation gate more refined. A more refined version would better prevent accidental discharge. The prototype uses the simpler method because I had one session of data and a deteriorating workshop."

"Practical," Arsh said.

"Functional is the word I'd choose."

The wall near the door shed another thin cascade of loose thread, and somewhere far back in the armory, a corridor gave way with a low crumbling whisper that traveled through the floor and up through my spine. I felt it more clearly than I would have yesterday, the residual vitality buff still sharpening a few sensory edges past their ordinary threshold. It would be nice if that lasted. It wasn't going to.

I set the bread down and looked at the bracelet in Serica's hands.

It was smaller than I'd imagined while she worked on it. Perhaps the width of two fingers, silk-wrapped over what appeared to be a very thin bone-pale structural ring I suspected was some variety of magical composite rather than actual bone. The memory stone sat in its designated channel at the inner face—currently dark, awaiting completion of the lock, though it had briefly shown the pale luminescence it had carried at the end of my session earlier. The silk itself was the variant she'd described as having absorbed the peak-state resonance directly from the workshop walls: silver-black in neutral light, but at certain angles when her support limb moved it, carrying a faint warm undertone like candlelight seen through a closed fist.

It didn't look like power. It looked like a piece of careful craft.

"The duration," I said. "You mentioned earlier—"

"A few minutes. Closer to three than five, based on the stored imprint's depth." She didn't slow the work to answer. "I was conservative in that estimate. In practice it may stretch to four minutes if the activation is clean and you don't fight the current. Fighting the current would mean trying to deliberately extend the effect past its natural degradation curve, which would shorten it rather than lengthen it." She glanced up at me briefly. Her amber-green eyes held that quality they'd had throughout the session—not cold, exactly, but calibrated in a way that made being looked at feel like being measured. "Don't try to hold it open. Let it run its course."

"And after it empties—"

"It requires a new imprint. The carrier weave is reusable indefinitely, barring physical damage to the bracelet itself. The channel needs to be re-locked with a fresh recorded state. What was captured here tonight is stored in the memory stone. When it activates and discharges, the stone's imprint burns out." She turned the bracelet again. "The prototype can be recharged. The process is approximately what you would expect, given what produced the initial charge."

I sat with that for a moment.

What produced the initial charge. Three hours and forty minutes of her taking me apart with methodical precision while the silk around us changed color and she said things like "interesting—the recovery rate differential at this threshold" in the same tone other people might comment on the weather. I was remarkably clear-eyed about what recharging the bracelet was going to involve, and I was also clear-eyed about the fact that I was going to do it anyway, because the bracelet was the only item in the room that represented any path toward Mila that didn't require me to either wait inside a dungeon indefinitely or ask Arsh to fight everything for me while I watched.

Arsh turned back toward the room fully and moved with her characteristic unhurried deliberateness to the low stool near my wall. She didn't sit. She rested her fingertips on the stool's back and looked down at me with the expression that meant she was about to say something she considered obvious and was choosing to say it anyway because I had a documented history of needing the obvious articulated clearly.

"You understand the shape of the arrangement," she said. It wasn't a question.

"I understand it."

"Tell me what you think it is."

I wasn't going to pretend the request didn't sting slightly. She had a gift for framing things in ways that required me to describe my own position out loud, which was different from merely accepting it silently, and both of us knew it.

"I need equipment that works outside dungeon conditions," I said. "Serica can make that equipment. She can make it only using data drawn from my Super Recovery at high-intensity states. That means I have to go through whatever process generates those states. Serica gets the access and the research opportunity she wants. I get functional outside-world capability. You—"

"I permit the arrangement because it makes what belongs to me more useful and less fragile." Arsh's tone was light and final, the way the last word in an equation sounds when it resolves cleanly. "You are not Serica's subject. You are not her acquisition. You are a research access agreement that I have agreed to honor because I find the product worthwhile. This distinction matters."

"I'm aware of the distinction."

"Are you."

"Yes." I met her eyes. The ember-red was absolutely steady. "It also matters to me that I'm the one who agreed to the arrangement and that I agreed to it because I choose what I'm working toward, not because I had no option."

A small silence.

"That is a valiant way to describe it," Arsh said.

"It's accurate."

"It is also accurate that if Serica had been less cooperative and I had arrived somewhat later, your choices would have been considerably fewer." A pause that felt almost delicate. "I note this not to diminish your sense of agency. I note it because I prefer you to have a realistic understanding of environments you enter without me."

From the bench, without looking up: "She is correct about that last part." Serica drew a final thread through the outer weave and pulled it to tension with both hands. "I told you earlier, but it bears a second hearing. If you had refused the experimental sequence outright, I would not have simply opened the door. Your Super Recovery is a phenomenon I have not encountered in my professional lifetime, and this workshop was already showing early signs of structural strain before you arrived. I would not have injured you. I would also not have released you before I understood what you were." A brief pause in which she turned the bracelet over once to examine the reverse face. "Arsh's arrival made cooperation the more efficient outcome. That is worth knowing."

"I know it," I said.

"Good." She set the bracelet down carefully on the bench and picked up a finishing thread so fine it was barely visible. "Then we all have a clear understanding of the situation."

The armory made its slow disintegrating sound again, longer this time, as another section of the structure somewhere behind the far wall gave up its organizational principle and became loose material. The workshop ceiling trembled once. The Loom Heart fragment near Serica's knee pulsed with a brief inner light and then settled, the dungeon's remaining energy feeding steadily into it rather than trying to maintain the outer corridors any longer. The temperature in the room had dropped slightly over the past hour. Not uncomfortably yet, but noticeably—the warmth that very active dungeon silk generates had been part of the ambient atmosphere throughout my time in the armory, and as it faded, the workshop felt more like a cellar and less like something alive.

I finished the bread. Arsh had moved to stand near the door, watching the narrowed frame with the patient attention of someone calculating structural integrity without appearing to calculate anything. Serica worked.

The next twenty minutes passed in a quiet that had a different quality than the earlier silence—less loaded with the aftermath of what had happened in the session, more organized around what was about to be completed. I watched Serica's hands, partly because there was nothing else to watch and partly because it was genuinely difficult to look away from anyone who was extremely good at a fine craft executed under mild time pressure without showing any sign of stress about the time pressure. She made the bracelet the way someone might finish reading a sentence they'd started earlier and found interesting enough to complete carefully.

When she tied the final lock-thread and set both hands flat on the bench to either side of the bracelet, the memory stone seated in its channel emitted a single low pulse of warm light that spread through the silver-black silk like a heat wave moving through still water. The entire bracelet held that color for three seconds and then settled into a stable passive state—darker than the bright pulse, but warm in a way it hadn't been before, as though something inside it had just drawn its first breath.

Serica looked at it for a long moment.

"Finished," she said.

She turned and looked at me, and in her expression there was something that wasn't quite pride and wasn't quite possession but shared their address—the precise, focused satisfaction of someone who had made an idea into an object and seen the object work.

She lifted the bracelet from the bench and held it toward me.

I crossed the room and took it from her hand. It was warm. Not hot—warm, in the specific way of something that has recently done work and is still carrying the residual trace of it. The silk was smooth against my palm in a way that wasn't simply textile quality but felt like a surface that had learned what my skin was and calibrated itself accordingly. I turned it once.

"Wear it on the left wrist," Serica said. "The memory stone faces inward, against the pulse point. The activation reads most cleanly there."

I put it on. The bracelet settled against my skin with a gentle and not entirely comfortable precision—not tight, not loose, just occupying exactly its own space in a way that felt slightly too aware of the anatomy beneath it. Then it stopped being noticeable in any particular way and simply sat there.

"You'll feel nothing from it until activation," Serica said. "The stored imprint is dormant. It does not bleed into your base state. What is in the stone is in the stone."

"How do I activate it?"

"Press the memory stone firmly against the inside of your wrist while wearing it." She tilted her head slightly. "A light brush will not do. The channel needs deliberate compression against living skin to release the stored imprint."

"That sounds less likely to go wrong than deciding in a panic that I need it."

"Less likely," she agreed, in a tone that suggested she found this mildly interesting rather than reassuring. "Not impossible. If you clutch at the bracelet hard enough in confusion or fear, you may still trigger it unintentionally. A more refined version would use a cleaner activation gate. I will work on that."

Behind me, Arsh said: "We should go."

She was already at the door, and looking at the frame I could see what she meant—the narrowing had continued while Serica worked, and the threshold now had perhaps two-thirds of its original width. Not impassable. Not going to stay that way much longer.

Serica stood from the bench and lifted the Loom Heart fragment from the floor beside her knee. It had finished condensing while I'd been watching the bracelet; what had been a spreading field of dungeon energy drawn inward was now roughly the size and shape of a closed fist, glassy-dark with an interior movement like smoke that didn't settle. She wrapped it in a fold of heavy silk from the bench beside her with the efficient care of someone packing a fragile instrument, then placed it into a small hardwood case I hadn't noticed sitting beneath the bench, which she fitted to a clasp on the back of her carrying rig.

She picked up the compact secondary housing last—an auxiliary clasp-frame sized to align with the bracelet’s inner stone—examined it once with an expression of what I was fairly certain was genuine regard, and placed it beside the Loom Heart.

I looked around the workshop.

The walls were soft in places. The ceiling had developed a visible sag in the rear quarter. The mannequin frames and fitting rigs that had catalogued my body's measurements in the earlier chambers of the armory had collapsed to filament and been absorbed into the loose material drifting slowly inward as the dungeon gave up its architecture floor by floor. There was nothing operational left here. There hadn't been since the cocoon chamber, really—everything after that had been running on the Loom Heart's reserves and Serica's intention.

"Ready," Serica said.

I wasn't sure if that was directed at me or at herself.

We went through the door.

---

The inner corridors had already dissolved past the point of being corridors. What remained were loose tunnels of webbed silk sagging between half-standing structural ribs, the careful fitted passageways I'd navigated earlier now slack and drifting. Serica moved through them with the eerie, gliding efficiency of her support limbs finding purchase on half-solid surfaces I would have had to slow down for. Arsh moved like water finding the path of least resistance—I had never seen her look clumsy and she didn't look clumsy here, even picking through softening walls and floor sections that had begun returning to ambient material. I moved between them and tried to stay in the clearer sections.

The Fitting Hall was gone. What had been a chamber of measuring threads and assessing tension was a drifting open space full of loose filament turning slowly in what slight air movement remained as the dungeon breathed its last. The silk didn't feel malevolent now. It felt tired, the way old buildings feel tired—as though it had done what it was built to do and was now releasing the effort of holding itself together.

The outer threshold was still structurally intact, though the doorframe had a visible lean to it that hadn't been there when I'd entered. The heavy silk curtaining that had formed the dungeon's interface with the outside world had already half-retreated, the dense weave pulling back toward the interior like a tide going out. The threshold stone was still solid underfoot. I stepped over it and felt the change immediately—the dungeon pressure releasing from behind me, that constant low background push of enclosed magical space that I hadn't fully noticed until it was gone.

Outside was cold and very dark and smelled of pine and open air and horse.

I turned around.

The entrance to the Silkbound Armory—the stone face of the building, its arched threshold, the carved lintel with its worn geometric pattern—was still standing. But as I watched, the silk that had animated the interior pulled back entirely through the opening, retreating inward with a long continuous whisper. The lintel's carved pattern went dark. The deep internal light that had given the threshold its occupied quality went out. What remained was a stone doorway into an unlit interior that smelled of nothing at all.

The dungeon was gone.

Serica stood just outside the threshold and looked at the vacant opening for a moment. Her expression was composed and entirely her own—not grief, not nostalgia, the clean settled look of someone who has finished a project and transferred its essential value somewhere more useful.

"Thirteen years in this place," she said quietly.

Neither Arsh nor I offered anything to that. It didn't feel like the kind of statement that wanted a response. After a moment she turned away from the doorway and looked at the surrounding dark with calibrating calm, orienting herself in an outside world she hadn't stood in for a considerable while.

The horses were where we'd left them, tied to the two heavy-trunked pines at a safe distance from the armory entrance. Ashfoot's ears moved toward me as I approached. I put my hand on his neck and he exhaled against my shoulder in a way that felt, very probably anthropomorphically, like mild relief.

Arsh was already untying her bay.

Serica stood between the two horses and looked at them and then at the open track ahead of us—the faint pale ribbon of the road through the dark treeline—and seemed to perform some brief internal calculation.

"I'll manage the walking route without difficulty," she said, addressing the logistical unspoken question before either of us asked it. "The return distance to Rookhaven is manageable. My limbs are suited to uneven ground."

"I know," Arsh said, in a tone that meant she'd already assessed this and found it acceptable.

I mounted Ashfoot. My arms felt the ordinary exertion of it—the pull, the push, the shift of weight—without the extra surplus I'd been carrying for most of the night. The last of the significant buff had finished fading somewhere in the corridor walk out, as though the dungeon boundary had been the last thing maintaining the final residual charge. Outside in the ordinary air, my body was simply my body again.

Strength: 2. Agility: 3. Vitality: 4. Everything borrowed, returned.

I looked at the bracelet on my left wrist. The silk was dark and still and warm against my pulse point.

Serica began walking, her support limbs finding the road surface with a grace that made the uneven packed earth look deliberately designed for her passage. Arsh's bay fell into a steady walk beside her. I brought Ashfoot up on Serica's other side.

We followed the tree-bordered track back through the last of the night, the dead armory growing smaller behind us, the road ahead leading first toward Rookhaven and, beyond that, toward the Iron Empire's long northern shadow.

I thought about Mila. She was somewhere on that road ahead—or had been, the last solid piece of information I had. Still moving. Still accompanied. Still separated from me by distance and power and an aching gulf of things I didn't yet understand about her condition.

But I was wearing something on my wrist now that hadn't existed yesterday.

Three minutes was not much. Three minutes was also not nothing.

Between those two facts, the road ran north.


Chapter 12 — Three Minutes of Borrowed Heroism

By mid-morning of the next day, the absence had settled all the way in.

The actual buff had burned out before dawn, somewhere between the dissolving Armory and the open road back toward Rookhaven. What lingered afterward was not strength, but calibration—the memory of how effortless my body had been when the borrowed version of myself was still occupying it. Then, somewhere between adjusting Ashfoot's girth strap and remounting after a short watering stop, I reached up to grip the pommel and felt precisely how much effort that required, and understood how completely ordinary my body was again.

What remained was what had always been there.

Strength: 2. I felt it in the pull of my own arms. Agility: 3. I felt it in how long it took my body to settle into a comfortable riding position that I'd found instantly and without thought twenty-four hours ago. Vitality: 4. I felt that one in my lower back, which was quietly informing me that a night of floor-sitting in a collapsing dungeon workshop followed by dawn-lit travel had consequences for a body that couldn't simply shrug off accumulated physical demand.

I didn't say anything about it. Neither did Arsh, though I was fairly certain she noticed the exact moment the residual wore off the way she noticed most things about my physical state—quietly, precisely, and with the air of someone filing the information under a heading she'd already prepared.

Serica walked.

She had kept pace with the horses since we'd left the armory without apparent effort and without any of the laboring quality that walking to keep up with a mounted pace should have produced. Her support limbs moved in a flowing secondary rhythm beneath and behind her upper body, finding the road surface and the verge and occasionally the packed earthen shoulder with an easy efficiency that suggested the road was simply one type of terrain among many she'd navigated, and not a particularly interesting one. She didn't look like she was hurrying. She didn't look like she was struggling. She looked like someone taking a considered walk while thinking about something else, which I suspected was exactly what she was doing.

She'd been quiet for most of the morning. Not uncomfortable quiet—just working quiet, the kind that Serica apparently defaulted to when she was running through something internal that required attention. She held the small hardwood case containing the Loom Heart fragment and the compact secondary housing in the crook of one arm, the way a scholar might carry a case of instruments, and periodically her gaze dropped to it with an expression of checked calculation before lifting back to the road ahead.

The countryside through here was not dramatic. Low rolling hills, mixed woodland, occasional patches of cleared farmland where the trees stepped back from the road. The sky had a thin grey lid over it that wasn't threatening rain exactly but wasn't promising sun either—the mild, colorless sky of autumn travel, giving no particular opinion about anything.

Arsh rode with the complete serenity of someone for whom boredom was a concept that applied to other people.

"You're slower," she said, at no one in particular.

"I know."

"The adjusted pace this morning was the residual. This is the accurate pace."

"I know that too."

She considered me from her bay's back with the sidelong ember-red assessment that had stopped unsettling me and started simply being a thing I noticed, like wind direction or road surface quality. "It should be useful," she said, "to have an accurate understanding of the gap between those two states. Not philosophically. Tactically."

"I have a very accurate understanding of the gap. I'm sitting in the gap right now."

"Yes." A brief pause. "You are."

Serica's voice came from my left, even and analytical: "The bracelet will reproduce a state approximately equivalent to your peak recorded imprint. The gap you're currently experiencing represents the practical value of the device. Understanding it this way—through direct consecutive comparison rather than abstract description—should give you better instinct for deployment timing."

"The professional framing of 'now you know how pathetic your baseline is' is noted."

"That is not what I said."

"I know. It's what I heard."

Serica turned her amber-green eyes toward me with an expression of genuine recalibrating interest, the look she'd had several times during the session when something I did or said didn't fit the pattern she'd been building. "Your baseline," she said carefully, "is a level-one human with a conditional passive skill that generates temporary extraordinary states under extreme physical provocation. The baseline is not where the interest lies. It never was."

"I'm aware of where the interest lies."

"Then understand that the gap between your base state and your peak state is not an insult. It is the entire reason you are worth anything to this project." She said it the way she said most things—without cruelty, without comfort, with the flat precision of someone describing material properties. "A thread that holds no tension cannot be worked into anything useful."

I decided not to examine that metaphor too closely.

She continued after a brief pause, with the air of someone who had decided that now was a reasonable time for the fuller practical briefing she'd been organizing in her head since we left. "The bracelet. I explained the function at the end, but not the full practical mechanics. You should have those before we reach Rookhaven."

"Go ahead."

"The memory stone holds the imprint of the Super Recovery state recorded during our session. The outer weave is the carrier. When you activate it—press the stone firmly against the inside of your wrist—the stored buff state releases through the carrier weave and temporarily reproduces in your body the physical parameters recorded at the time of imprinting."

"Temporarily."

"Approximately three minutes at full imprint quality. Possibly nearer four if activation is clean and the buff state seats well without turbulence. Consider three minutes the reliable lower bound for planning purposes." She adjusted her grip on the hardwood case. "Do not try to extend it. Fighting the degradation curve shortens the window rather than lengthening it. Use what you have and expect the clean end."

"What does the end feel like?"

A brief consideration. "I have not personally experienced it from the inside. Based on the imprint's recorded character and the carrier weave's discharge pattern, I would expect a relatively rapid collapse—not a gradual tapering but a sudden loss of the surplus. Your body's own mechanisms don't disappear. You simply return to your base parameters over the course of perhaps ten to fifteen seconds after the stored charge fully discharges."

"So not a cliff-edge, but close to one."

"Closer than a gradual slope, yes."

"And the charge after it discharges—"

"The memory stone's imprint burns out. The carrier is inert until re-imprinted with a new high-intensity recorded state." Her tone remained as level as the road, but there was something in it that recognized what that meant practically and chose not to editorialize. "The bracelet can hold a new imprint. The process of generating and recording one is what it is."

"I know what it is."

We rode—and walked, in Serica's case—in silence for a moment.

"The stored state," I said. "Does it include combat skill? Technique? Any of that?"

"No." Flatly, with no apparent regret. "The imprint reproduces the physical parameters of your Super Recovery peak: strength, agility, vitality, physical resilience, reaction speed. It reproduces the body, not the training. Whatever you knew how to do before activation is what you'll know how to do during it. The buff does not make you a swordsman."

"I don't know how to use a sword in the first place."

"Then three minutes of enhanced strength, speed, and resilience without swordsmanship." A pause. "That is still something. Considerably more than nothing. Do not undervalue it simply because it is not everything."

I processed that. She was right, in the same way she was right about most things—with an accuracy that was impersonal enough to be irritating and precise enough to be useful.

"One more thing," Serica said. "It is single-use per stored imprint. Once the stone discharges, it does not regenerate on its own. It does not partially refill from moderate physical stress or normal exertion. Only a new full high-intensity Super Recovery state, properly recorded, will reset it." She paused. "Use it deliberately. Not speculatively."

I looked down at the bracelet on my wrist. It sat against my skin with its quiet dormant warmth, the memory stone dark at the inner face, the silver-black silk carrying its faint undertone that I suspected only I and Serica could fully see at this angle and in this flat grey light.

Three minutes of borrowed strength. One use per charge.

I thought about the square in Rookhaven, Mila's face across thirty feet of Imperial procession, the black-armored escort who had moved to block my line of sight with the unhurried efficiency of someone who knew exactly what he was doing and exactly how easy I was to manage. Three minutes of whatever I'd been in Serica's workshop would not have changed that encounter. Not fundamentally. But I filed the knowledge away as the kind of thing that might matter later in a form I couldn't fully predict.

Arsh had moved a few lengths ahead on the road, the bay picking its way around a section of churned mud near the verge with the fussy precision of a horse that has opinions about its hooves. She didn't appear to be listening to our conversation and was almost certainly listening to every word.

---

We heard the wagon before we saw it.

The sound arrived around a bend in the road ahead—a sharp crash of something heavy losing structural integrity, followed by a human voice in the particular register of someone who was frightened and very unhappy about it, followed by a second sound that was lower and repetitive and wrong in the way that sounds made by large living things not on the road tend to be wrong when you encounter them unexpectedly on the road.

Arsh's bay stopped walking.

Serica stopped walking.

I brought Ashfoot up short and he did the thing horses do when they identify a stress-register sound ahead—he went stiff and wide-eyed and began making his own set of opinions known through his entire body.

"Stay here," I started to say, which was directed at the horse and was also functionally useless since Ashfoot had no opinions about heroics one way or the other.

We came around the bend and found the following: a medium-sized merchant wagon, one wheel driven deep into a ditch by what appeared to be a panicked swerve, the load half-spilled across the road in a cascade of crated goods and loose canvas. Two draft horses tied to a distant tree by someone who'd had the presence of mind to get them out of the situation before they made it worse. A man of perhaps fifty standing on top of the overturned portion of the load with a carter's iron in both hands, shouting at the thing circling the wagon from the ditch side.

The thing was a road boar—or something that had been a road boar before whatever this region's ambient dungeon-adjacency had done to it. Roughly the size of a large cart, bristled with coarse silver-black hair that stood in angry ridges along its spine, tusks the length of forearms curved upward and outward from a jaw that looked engineered for exactly the kind of structural damage it had apparently already inflicted on the wagon wheel. Its eyes were small and red-rimmed and very fixed on the man standing on the load.

A younger person—a woman, perhaps late twenties, in merchant's traveling clothes—was wedged between the wagon body and the ditch wall, crouched low and perfectly still in the way people go still when they've decided that the best thing they can do is not exist loudly.

The boar hadn't seen her yet, or hadn't decided she was the more interesting problem yet. Both of those were conditional and the window on either condition was not large.

I understood the following things in immediate sequence: my base body could not meaningfully intervene against something that size; a road boar of that weight and tusk configuration hitting me at full charge in a body with Strength 2 and Vitality 4 would likely break something important; the woman in the ditch would not remain undetected indefinitely; and the man on the load was buying time through noise rather than having any realistic plan.

Arsh sat on her bay at the bend in the road, perfectly still, hands folded, watching. Her expression was the expression she wore at demonstrations that she had agreed to observe rather than conduct.

Serica had stopped walking and stood with the hardwood case held against her body and her support limbs slightly deployed, not in a combat configuration but in the balanced ready-state of someone with options they hadn't yet selected.

Neither of them moved.

They were not going to move unless something genuinely catastrophic happened. This was the operating parameter. Arsh had made the situation survivable was a sentence I had heard in slightly different forms several times now, and the emphasis was always on survivable rather than comfortable.

I looked at my left wrist.

The bracelet sat against my skin, memory stone inward, warm and dormant.

"Right," I said, to no one.

I pressed the memory stone hard against the inside of my wrist.

The effect was not subtle. It was not the soft warmth of the residual buff I'd been carrying since the armory—it was a sudden and total arrival of something that felt like being shoved hard from behind by someone standing inside my own body. My lungs drew a full breath without choosing to. My spine straightened. Every muscle I owned went from carrying its ordinary resting load to carrying substantially less of it, as though someone had quietly revised the physics of what my body weighed and what the world cost to move through. My vision sharpened in a way that the bracelet's mechanics didn't explain mechanically but that I suspected was the vitality and agility components landing all at once.

I had three minutes.

I was off Ashfoot before the thought fully finished, which was either good timing or the agility component making the decision before I consciously did. The road boar had heard me—they hear things, apparently, even when they're focused—and its head swung toward me with the slow hydraulic certainty of something that has decided to upgrade its problem priority list.

"Hey," I said, at volume.

It charged.

I moved right—not elegantly, not with any particular technique, just moved right with more speed than I'd had any right to expect from myself, and the boar's shoulder caught the space where my left side had been with enough force that I felt the displaced air of it against my arm. The tusk that passed within roughly eight inches of my ribs would have been a different conversation at Vitality 4.

The man on the wagon load had gone very quiet.

The boar turned. They turn fast for their size, which is a fact I was now learning firsthand rather than theoretically, and it was coming back toward me before I'd fully reset my footing. I didn't have a weapon. I had not been carrying a weapon when I entered the armory, I had not acquired one inside the armory, and I had not remedied this in the twelve hours since leaving it, which was a planning gap I was going to address urgently as soon as this particular three minutes was over.

What I had was the bracelet's stored echo of the peak Serica had recorded in the workshop—strength and speed absurdly beyond anything my body owned naturally—and no formal training in using either.

I grabbed the nearest piece of salvage from the spilled wagon load as the boar closed—a crate, medium-sized, pine construction, probably containing whatever a northern merchant deemed worth crating—and I swung it sideways into the boar's snout at the moment of contact rather than attempting to actually block the charge. The crate disintegrated spectacularly. The boar did not disintegrate, but it made a sound suggesting that being hit in the face by an airborne pine crate had registered in its awareness in some way that was not purely positive.

It stumbled left. I moved past its shoulder toward the ditch.

The woman had not moved from her wedged position between the wagon and the ditch wall. She looked up at me with the expression of someone who has been praying for a specific outcome and is currently uncertain whether what has arrived qualifies. I reached down, gripped her wrist, and pulled her upright and clear of the ditch-wall with considerably more ease than my size suggested I should have managed, because the physics of what my body could do right now did not match my size, and her expression shifted from uncertain to alarmed.

"Move," I said. "Toward the horses. The trees at the back."

She moved. I turned back toward the boar.

It had recovered from the crate incident and was now doing the thing boars do before committing to a second charge—the stamping, the lowered head, the small side-to-side weight shift that telegraphs intent with biological honesty. Its red-rimmed eyes were entirely focused on me, which was exactly what I wanted and was also not a comfortable thing to be the recipient of.

I didn't have another crate. Most of the accessible loose cargo was either too small or too far behind me. What I had was approximately ninety seconds of the buff remaining, a reasonable amount of road between myself and the animal, and the observation from the first charge that it led strongly with its left tusk.

I did not fight it so much as obstruct it.

When it came, I went right again, tighter this time, and got a hand on its right bristled shoulder as it passed—not gripping, just redirecting, using the strength I was borrowing to convert its charge momentum into a quarter-turn that sent it past me and into the edge of the wagon body rather than through me and past the wagon body. The wagon shifted in the ditch with a grinding groan. The boar hit the wheel housing, which was already structurally compromised, and the impact collapsed the remaining wheel mounting entirely, dropping that corner of the wagon into the ditch with a crash loud enough that both of the draft horses tied to the distant trees expressed very strong opinions about it.

The boar sat in the wreckage of the wheel housing for a moment.

I stood in the road with my heart doing something complicated in my chest and my lungs going faster than was strictly dignified, and I thought clearly: I have perhaps thirty seconds left.

The boar extracted itself from the wheel housing with the offended dignity of something very large that has unexpectedly ended up somewhere embarrassing. It looked at me. I looked at it. Then it looked at the damaged wagon, and the noise, and the man still standing on the tilted load making himself as large and loud as possible again now that the immediate threat of being gored had subsided—and something in the boar's small determined mind appeared to perform a genuine cost-benefit analysis about the quality of its morning so far.

It turned. It walked back through the ditch and into the treeline on the far side of the road.

I watched until the silver-black bristled back disappeared between the pines.

Then the bracelet's charge ended.

It didn't announce itself. It simply stopped being true. One moment I was standing in the road with strength that wasn't mine in a body that felt borrowed and extremely capable, and then I was standing in the road in my own body, which had its own opinions about what the last several minutes had cost it, and those opinions were various and immediate. My legs had been managing considerably more than their ordinary operating parameters for three minutes and they communicated this position clearly by going soft at the knees in a way I covered by putting one hand on the back of the nearest wagon board, which held, barely, because the wagon wasn't in much better condition than my legs.

My breathing went ragged. The cold morning air that my buffed lungs had been moving through efficiently was now simply cold morning air that my ordinary lungs were working to process.

I stayed upright. That felt important.

Arsh had ridden slowly up to the bend while this was happening and was now at the near end of the scene, watching from horseback with her cloak settled and her expression one of careful technical neutrality. Serica stood ten feet behind her, hardwood case in hand, with the focused observational attention she brought to phenomena she was cataloguing.

The man on the wagon load came down off it with the unsteady urgency of someone whose legs had also been doing something difficult and were now being asked to work normally. He was perhaps mid-fifties, weathered in the way of people who spend most of their time outdoors, heavy-built but not in a way that had helped him with the boar. He had a short grey beard and eyes that were still adjusting to the idea that the immediate crisis was apparently over.

He looked at me. Then at the treeline where the boar had gone. Then back at me with the expression of a man who has questions about the last three minutes but is choosing gratitude as his first response and inquiry as his second.

"You—" he started.

"Are you hurt?" I asked.

A pause in which he checked himself against this question with apparent surprise that it had become relevant. "No. No, I don't think— Tessa?"

The young woman—his daughter, I guessed from the tone—came back from the direction of the distant trees looking shaken but moving cleanly. "Fine," she said, in a voice that was performing fine rather than being it but was doing a convincing job. She looked at me with an expression that said she had questions also, and that they were different questions from her father's, and that she was going to ask them when she had decided they were appropriate.

"Thank you," the merchant said, and he meant it in the full weight of the words rather than their courtesy register. "We'd have been—" he stopped. Reconsidered. "Thank you."

"The boar is likely to come back," I said. "You should move the wagon—or move away from it until you can get help moving it. Is there a settlement within reasonable distance?"

"Half a day's ride back toward Rookhaven," the daughter—Tessa—said. She was recovering faster than her father, the way younger people do.

"There's a waystation three miles west with a blacksmith and a teamster service. We took the eastern ridge road out of Rookhaven to avoid the main highway traffic, headed for the northern river-fords when—" she gestured at the wagon's present condition without finishing the sentence, which adequately described the situation.

"You were coming from Rookhaven," I said.

"Left yesterday morning." Her expression organized itself slightly, the way people's expressions do when they're deciding how much of a recent experience to share with strangers who've just done them a very significant favor. "Two days after the Imperial procession went through."

I heard Arsh's bay take a single quiet step on the road behind me and stop.

"The Imperial procession," I said. I kept my voice even.

"It was—there was quite a lot of attention about it." The merchant had come to stand beside his daughter, one hand resting on her shoulder in the unconscious way of parents who have recently been frightened for their children. "The whole city was watching. Iron Empire soldiers, their standard banners—and the woman they were escorting. Foreign dress, striking dark hair." He shook his head. "I've done northern trade routes for twenty years and I've never seen the Empire move someone through Rookhaven with that kind of—" he searched for the word— "ceremony. Not military ceremony. Something else."

"Sacred," Tessa said quietly.

Her father looked at her.

"That's what people were saying," she said. "Not a prisoner. Not exactly a diplomat. Something between a miracle and a— I don't know the proper term. The innkeeper's wife said the Empire was calling her a champion of providence. A woman from beyond the world who'd been delivered to them."

My throat did something that had nothing to do with the bracelet discharge or the morning's exertion.

"She rarely speaks," Tessa continued. She was watching me with the particular attention of someone who has noticed that this information matters to the person receiving it but is not certain why. "At least that's what people said who saw her up close. She moves and stands and acknowledges things when she's addressed. But she doesn't initiate anything. She just—goes where she's placed."

The merchant glanced between me and his daughter and settled on the diplomatic position of saying nothing for a moment.

"The route they took north," I said. "Are there checkpoints past Rookhaven? Patrol presence?"

"More than there used to be." He said it carefully, as someone who trades on northern roads talks about things that affect his livelihood. "The Empire's been extending its patrol corridor south over the past several months. There are three new checkpoint posts between Rookhaven and the border marker—wasn't that way last spring. And past the marker, it's full Imperial territory. Papers are checked thoroughly. Goods inspected. Non-Imperial travelers are questioned at every post." A pause. "If you're planning to go north—"

"We have papers," I said.

He didn't ask what kind or why a young man with no visible gear and an extremely cloaked traveling companion and what appeared to be a woman who moved unlike any person he'd probably met before were heading north toward the Iron Empire with papers they'd brought up before he'd asked. He was a merchant. He understood that sometimes information volunteered quickly was the specific information being deflected around.

"Well," he said. "Travel safe."

Tessa looked at me for a moment longer. "She seemed—" she started, and then stopped, and then said it differently: "The woman they were escorting. She didn't look like she was there against her will. She looked like she didn't know there was another option."

I had no answer to give to that. I didn't try to give one.

We helped them tie a rough splice on the worst of the harness damage—I was back in my ordinary body and the work was slow and effortful in a way it hadn't been three minutes ago, and I was aware of this with a crispness that had an instructional quality—and we left them waiting on the road for help from the south.

When we were a sufficient distance up the road that we were alone, I looked down at the bracelet.

The memory stone was dark. The faint warm undertone in the silver-black silk was gone. It sat against my wrist with the inert quality of a craft object that has completed its function and has nothing left to give.

It had worked.

It was also, completely and entirely, empty.

I thought about three minutes and whether three minutes was a unit of time that could get me to Mila. I thought about Tessa's voice: she didn't know there was another option. I thought about checkpoints and patrol corridors and the long road running north.

"You engaged the boar's secondary charge from the wrong footing," Serica said from behind me, in the tone of someone providing technical feedback on a procedure they'd observed.

"I'm aware."

"The body you were working with was capable of a cleaner approach. The limiting factor was technique, not physical parameters. When the bracelet is recharged—"

"I know."

"—the physical capability will be there again. The technique gap will remain. That is worth addressing in advance of the next necessary deployment."

Arsh said nothing, which in her case meant something.

I rubbed my thumb across the dark memory stone through my sleeve and felt the smooth inert surface of it.

Recharged, it would be three minutes of borrowed capability again. Which meant the loop that Serica had described clinically and that I had agreed to with whatever version of clear-eyed practicality I could claim needed to close. Again. And again, presumably, for as long as the road north kept going.

The trade felt honest, at least.

I understood the cost. I understood the product. The product had just gotten a woman out of a ditch before a silver-bristled boar with architectural tusks decided she was interesting.

That was something.

The road back to Rookhaven stretched ahead. Mila was still somewhere far to the north, not knowing there was another option, and I was going to give her one if I could get there.

I kept riding.


Chapter 13 — The Charge That Belongs to Her

Rookhaven at night smelled of coal smoke and river damp and the particular closed-in warmth of a city that had pulled its shutters against the cold. We'd reached the outer district by late afternoon, stabled the horses at a yard not far inside the Iron Mouth where the ostler asked no questions that weren't about feed and payment, and taken a single room at an inn that Arsh selected based on criteria she didn't share, which I'd learned meant she'd identified it as a place where the other guests were uniformly invested in not being noticed.

Serica had drawn attention crossing the city. Not aggressive attention—more the street-pausing, elbow-nudging variety that follows anything sufficiently outside the ordinary. She'd moved through it with the serene indifference of someone who had spent thirteen years as the architect of a dungeon that people entered and left changed, and who had therefore developed a very settled relationship with being looked at. She found the room dimensions acceptable. She found the ceiling height adequate for her support limbs at rest. She set the hardwood case on the floor beside the window and stood looking at the bracelet on my wrist with an expression that was already measuring, already calculating, already several steps ahead.

The bracelet was dark. I'd known it was dark since the road. I felt its inertness against my wrist the way you feel a healed bruise—not painful, just a constant low reminder of a recent event.

"Tonight," Arsh said.

It wasn't a question.

Serica looked at her for a moment with the assessor's gaze she turned on most things, and then nodded once. "The carrier weave is fully intact. The memory stone is discharged but structurally undamaged. A new imprint can be recorded as soon as conditions for generating the source state are established."

"Then the conditions will be established tonight." Arsh set her traveling cloak across the back of the room's single chair with the deliberate economy of motion she used for everything. "I won't do this from a roadside camp. The pocket labyrinth provides sufficient control."

She looked at me.

"You," she said, "eat something first."

---

The pocket labyrinth's interior was not enormous, but it was specifically not the inn room, which mattered in ways I didn't fully analyze at the time. Arsh had opened it from the corner of the room—a threshold that existed at her will and nowhere else—and what lay beyond was a space that carried her presence the way a room carries the personality of someone who has spent a long time in it. Warm stone-dark walls, the ambient light neither lantern-warm nor cold, simply present. A wide low bed with dark coverings that I had been inside before, in other configurations, and which I had never managed to regard with complete composure.

Serica entered behind me and moved immediately to the far side of the room, where she set the hardwood case on a low table I was fairly certain hadn't been there the last time I'd been in this space and suspected had been arranged for exactly this purpose. She opened it and withdrew the Loom Heart fragment, the memory stone's secondary housing—the portable recording rig she'd assembled during our exit from the Armory—and the bracelet's dedicated alignment thread. She began setting up with the efficient concentration of someone preparing a precise measuring apparatus.

I stood near the center of the room holding the remainder of the bread I'd been eating before we crossed the threshold and felt the specific variety of awareness that comes from knowing exactly what is about to happen while the people around you proceed with their preparations as though this is simply a technical process requiring proper setup.

It was a technical process requiring proper setup. That didn't make standing in the middle of it less exposing.

"Lie down," Arsh said.

She hadn't looked at me yet. She was moving around the bed with her back to me, adjusting something about the coverings—folding a section back, placing both pillows to one side—with the unhurried attention of someone who was arranging a working space rather than a sleeping one. She'd removed her traveling jacket. Beneath it she wore a close-fitted dark shirt and her hair was down, the way it only was in private, falling past her shoulders in loose dark waves that caught the ambient light and held it with the particular quality her coloring had of seeming to generate rather than simply reflect.

She still hadn't looked at me when she said it. She didn't need to. The instruction carried its own certainty and it occupied the room with no apparent effort.

I finished the bread, set the remainder down, and lay down on the bed.

The covering beneath me was smooth and held body warmth from the room's ambient temperature. The ceiling of the pocket labyrinth was the low warm dark I remembered—close enough to be intimate rather than cavernous, the kind of ceiling that your eyes adjust to quickly without finding anything to focus on. I lay on my back and looked at it and heard Serica making small precise adjustments behind me and heard Arsh's footsteps moving once around the bed before stopping.

She stood at the foot of the bed and finally looked at me.

The ember-red of her eyes in this light was not dramatic. It was simply present, steady, and carrying the specific quality it always carried when she was assessing something she had already decided belonged to her. Her expression was not warm in any conventional sense. It was composed and certain and fully occupied by its own purpose.

"Serica's session produced a result through extended measurement and approach," she said. Her voice was conversational in the way she was often conversational about things that weren't casual at all. "Clean data. Controlled escalation. A research methodology."

She reached down and took hold of my right ankle.

Then my left.

"This is not that."

She gripped both ankles together and pressed my legs upward, folding them toward my chest in a single controlled motion that didn't ask my participation and didn't require it. The angle changed everything immediately—my hips rotated up, my back flattened fully against the bed, and the position left me opened and presented in a way that had no ambiguity to it. She held my ankles against each other above me, her grip firm without being rough, and looked down at me along the line of my folded body with that calm and total ownership.

"I know which approaches produce which results," she said. "I've been producing them since before Serica wrote the first equation."

I said nothing, because there was nothing to say to that, and also because the position had done something immediate and involuntary to my breathing.

"Undress," she said. "What you can reach."

What I could reach, folded as I was with both ankles held above me, was not much. I got the shirt off by pulling it over my head with the contained awkwardness of someone operating with restricted range of motion while acutely aware of being watched from two directions—Arsh above me, and Serica across the room who had paused her setup to observe with the particular attention she reserved for the beginning of processes she intended to measure.

"The bracelet stays on," Serica said, from behind her setup. "The stone needs to be against skin for the imprint to read."

"I know," Arsh said, without looking away from me.

She let my ankles part fractionally to allow the rest of the undressing, guiding the process with small adjustments of her grip, and then re-pressed them together when it was done. My clothes were somewhere beside the bed. I was on my back on the dark coverings with my legs folded up and held above my chest and absolutely nothing covering the fact that the position, and her hands, and the quality of her gaze had already produced a response she was looking at with the settled satisfaction of someone watching a thing they own perform exactly as expected.

Her gaze traveled once, unhurriedly, from my face down to the hard, exposed proof of that response and back again. There was no surprise in it. No discovery. Only recognition.

She knew this body. She knew what pressure made it tense, what stillness made it wait, what kind of helplessness turned anticipation into need before anything had even begun. Serica had spent hours charting reactions. Arsh looked at me as though she had never required a chart.

The bracelet sat against my inner wrist in the folded position. The memory stone was dark.

It would not stay dark.

"Serica," Arsh said.

"Recording array is ready. Loom Heart is active at the minimum necessary draw." A brief pause in which I heard something being adjusted on the table. "The bracelet channel is aligned with the stone housing. When the imprint reaches sufficient depth, the stone will begin accepting. I'll notify you of the threshold."

"You'll observe and record. Not direct."

A pause that had a specific quality to it—not offense, but the slight recalibration of someone who has had their operating parameters clarified.

"Understood," Serica said.

Arsh looked down at me.

Then she placed one knee on the bed, and the mattress took her weight with a shift I felt through my back and my compressed hips, and she moved over me with the deliberate ease of someone entering a space that was already theirs.

She was still mostly dressed. I was not. The asymmetry was entirely intentional and I was entirely aware of it and aware that being aware of it was not going to change it.

Her free hand—the one not still gripping my ankles—moved down my chest with a pressure that wasn't quite a caress and wasn't quite an assessment but occupied the territory between them, following the lines of my body with the particular quality of attention she brought to things she knew thoroughly and returned to on her own schedule. When she reached my stomach she paused, and the pause itself communicated something I felt before I understood: that she was taking the time because she could, because nothing about the timing of this belonged to me.

I made a sound that I didn't fully authorize.

"There," she said, very quietly. Not to me. Or not only to me.

Her hips settled forward over mine.

Then she reached down between us.

The dark fabric at her hips loosened at her touch—not fumbling, not unfastened in any ordinary way, but yielding as though it had remembered whose body it served. The lower fold of her clothing drew aside with a soft whisper of material and shadow, exposing the pale inner line of her thighs and the wet, flushed heat between them directly above me.

Pinned on my back with my knees forced toward my chest, I had no choice but to look up at it.

The sight hit with humiliating force. She was still mostly dressed, still composed, still holding me exactly where she wanted me, and only the part of her that intended to use me had been revealed.

Arsh watched my face as I stared.

"There," she said, very quietly.

Then she adjusted the angle of my hips with a small rotation—still holding my ankles, using the lever of them to tilt my pelvis up another increment—and I felt the first contact of her, the slick immediate heat of her pressing against the head of my cock, and my whole body went taut in the way it did when something it had been anticipating arrived all at once.

She lowered herself.

Slowly. Not tentatively—deliberately. The way someone sets something down with full control over the rate. I felt every incremental inch of her taking me in, the tight wet grip of her opening around the head and then descending with unhurried certainty until she'd taken the full length and her hips met mine with a pressure that pressed my folded legs harder against my chest and left no ambiguity about how deep she'd seated me or how entirely the depth was her choice.

She held it there.

I was shaking. Not violently, not dramatically, but a fine tremor that ran from my compressed thighs through my abdomen and into my chest, the body's immediate physiological reaction to being so fully occupied and so completely prevented from responding to it in any normal way. I couldn't thrust. The angle she'd folded me into made any meaningful counter-movement functionally impossible—I could press slightly against the grip of her hands on my ankles and accomplish nothing, or I could lie folded and held and receive exactly what she chose to give me.

She pressed my ankles back another fraction and rotated her hips once, a slow deliberate circle that wasn't building rhythm yet, just establishing that she was aware of every dimension of the position she had me in.

My breath left me in a way that wasn't quite a moan and wasn't quite a gasp but occupied the space where those two things lived.

"Serica," Arsh said, in the same conversational tone she'd used throughout. Her eyes hadn't left my face.

"Initial resonance reading is present but low," Serica said from across the room. Her voice was its usual precise register but carrying the additional layer of focused attention it took on when she was watching something she found genuinely interesting. "Super Recovery is acknowledging the stimulus. The buff curve is early-stage. This is consistent with a natural onset rather than the accelerated induction from the workshop's environmental amplification."

"Noted," Arsh said.

She began to move.

Not fast. Not immediately relentless. She started with a rhythm that was heavy and slow and completely owned—hips rising and dropping with a steady pulling friction that drew my cock out to the head and then pressed it back fully inside her in a single downward motion that was so deliberate I could feel the specific drag of her inner walls at every point of the stroke. The wet sound of it arrived immediately, unavoidably, the slick intimate noise of her body working mine that filled the quiet room and had nowhere to go except into my awareness where it did exactly the damage it was designed to do.

She kept my ankles pressed back against the changed angle. Every downward drive of her hips rotated my pelvis up to meet her, a geometry that meant I was taking her fully at the deepest possible angle for my folded position, and the depth combined with the slow inexorable pace of it meant I had no recovery time between strokes, no moment where the stimulation eased, just a continuous accumulating pressure that built in the base of my cock and spread upward through my lower abdomen with a heat that had nothing to do with the room temperature.

"You know what this body does," Arsh said, conversationally, dropping her hips down and holding the deepest point for a moment before drawing up again. "I have been the one drawing this out of it since the beginning."

I said something that was probably meant to be yes and came out as a broken sound against the back of my teeth.

"Serica measures the result." Her rhythm maintained its deliberate pace, each downward stroke landing with a weight and certainty that was somehow more destabilizing than urgency would have been. "She is very precise about it. But the result requires a source."

She looked at me.

"Look at me," she said, though I was already looking. "Don't close your eyes."

I kept them open. Her ember-red gaze above me, the dark fall of her hair framing her face as she worked her hips with that relentless unhurried rhythm, the specific expression she wore that combined ownership and close attention and something I had no clean word for that existed in the space where possession becomes genuinely interested in what it possesses. Holding eye contact while she rode me in this pinned folded position did something to my capacity for coherent internal narration that I'm not going to pretend was dignified.

"The buff curve is ascending," Serica said, with the tone of someone reading an instrument. "Strength equivalent approximately nine above baseline. Agility reading suggests eight. The curve shape is different from the workshop progression—faster initial ascent, less linear. The Arsh-generated state appears to ramp more steeply in the first phase."

"Less methodical," Arsh said. She hadn't varied the rhythm.

"More efficient in the early phase," Serica said, in the tone of someone making a fair technical distinction rather than offering a compliment. "The workshop's controlled threshold approach produced a cleaner plateau. This is—" a brief pause— "more direct."

Arsh's hips came down with a sudden increase in force that wasn't rough but was definitive, and I made a sound that was plainly audible and plainly involuntary and she watched me make it with an expression of calm satisfaction.

"Yes," she said. "It is."

The rhythm began to change. Not dramatically—she didn't suddenly accelerate into something frantic—but the weight of each stroke increased, the depth of the downward drive pressing harder against the angle my folded position gave her, and the pace shifted from slow and deliberate to something that had momentum in it, the kind of pace that builds pressure without providing relief. Each time her hips met mine she held the point of deepest contact for a fractional extended moment before drawing back, and the combined effect of depth and brief hold and the continuous sound of wet friction was assembling something in the base of my spine that I was not going to be able to politely decline.

My legs were aching from the sustained fold. My abdomen was starting to shake with the effort of receiving rather than responding. The bracelet on my inner wrist was warm against my pulse point—warmer than it had been when it was inert, I was almost certain, though I couldn't see the stone from this position.

"The stone is beginning to show passive luminescence," Serica said. "The imprint channel is responding. The carrier weave is accepting preliminary resonance." I heard a small adjustment from her setup, one of the support limb movements she made when she was repositioning for a better recording angle. "Continuing to observe."

Arsh pressed my ankles back harder and changed the angle of her hips by a small but precise degree and the stroke that followed that adjustment hit somewhere internal that had my entire body seize and my vision contract to a white-edged point for approximately one second.

"There," she said again, quietly.

She did it again. Same angle, same depth, same deliberate weight of her hips coming down with authority on a body that had no way to retreat from it. My cock was throbbing with a continuous aching fullness, slick with her around every inch, the friction of her riding intensifying with every stroke as the pace built into something that was no longer slow and was not yet frantic but occupied the register between them where deliberate becomes irresistible.

I was making sounds on every downstroke. I'd stopped having opinions about that.

"I need to—" I started.

"No," she said.

"Arsh—"

"No." She pressed my ankles back sharply and her hips drove down with a force that stole the end of whatever I'd been trying to say and replaced it with a sound that came from somewhere below my sternum. "Not yet."

The buff was building. I could feel it the way you feel a tide coming in, a pressure that had nothing to do with pleasure—or rather had everything to do with it, because the Super Recovery didn't distinguish between kinds of extreme stimulus, it simply registered overwhelming and began converting. My strength reading was climbing somewhere in the background of my body's processes, the familiar borrowed-self feeling beginning to return in my arms and legs, the weight of the world revising itself downward as the skill ran its quiet transaction.

"Fourteen," Serica said. "Approximately. Strength equivalent. Agility is tracking similarly. The curve is still ascending." A pause. "The bracelet stone is luminescent. The imprint is beginning to capture. The quality is—" another pause, with a different quality, the kind where she was encountering something that was making her recalibrate— "the quality is adequate. The harmonic is slightly less refined than the workshop state. But the stone is accepting it."

"Good," Arsh said.

She'd never stopped moving.

The rhythm had fully lost its careful measured quality by now and become something driven—her hips working with a relentless pressing force that was extracting rather than sharing, each downward stroke a claim rather than a collaboration, her body using mine in the specific and total way that left no uncertainty about which direction the transaction ran. The wet slap of flesh against flesh in the close warm space of the pocket labyrinth was loud and continuous and I had entirely stopped being embarrassed about Serica hearing it because embarrassment required cognitive surplus I didn't currently have.

The ache at the base of my cock had built to something that was genuinely painful in the way that too much of something good becomes a kind of pain, a fullness and pressure that needed release with an intensity I felt in my jaw and behind my eyes. My hips were trying to move and accomplishing almost nothing against the angle she had me pinned into—small involuntary rocking that her grip on my ankles absorbed and redirected, the movement becoming more stimulation rather than participation.

"Look at me," Arsh said.

I was looking at her. I hadn't stopped. Her hair was slightly disturbed now from the exertion, a dark strand against her cheek, and her breathing had changed—still controlled, still hers, but carrying the weight of what she was doing, a slightly deepened rhythm that she wasn't performing for me but that I could see. Her eyes above me were steady and ember-red and entirely focused and the quality in them was not cruelty and was not affection and was the thing that had no clean name that lived between possession and fascination.

"You are going to give this," she said, "when I decide."

My whole body answered that sentence before my brain finished processing it.

The pace increased.

The restraint of the earlier rhythm was gone now and in its place was something urgent and claiming, her hips driving down with a force that pressed every inch of me against the deepest point she could reach and held there through each upstroke and each return, the angle of my folded position meaning I felt every movement in every nerve simultaneously, no diffusion, no moderation. The wet sounds had become continuous. Her breath had deepened to match the exertion. My cock was slick and aching and impossibly full inside her and the pressure at the base of my spine was no longer building, it was arriving, and there was nothing I could do about the timing or the force of it except receive.

"Serica," Arsh said, with breath behind it.

"Imprint is deepening rapidly. Buff state is at peak adjacent—strength equivalent twenty-three, agility twenty-one. The stone is actively capturing. I need approximately—" a brief pause with instrument sounds— "forty seconds of sustained peak state for a viable re-imprint."

Arsh drove down hard and held the deepest point with her full weight behind my ankles and said nothing.

I came.

Not gradually. Not with warning. The release arrived with a total and immediate force that locked every muscle I owned simultaneously, my back arching against the bed with the full weight of her pressing my hips into the angle she'd chosen, my cock flooding inside her in deep pulsing surges that I felt from my tailbone to my throat, wet and full and continuous, the sounds I made belonging to a register I couldn't have consciously produced. She kept moving through it—not stopping, not relenting, hips continuing their driving rhythm as I spilled into her, her walls gripping tight around every surge of it, and the combination of release and continued pressure and the angle of the position made the climax go longer and harder than it had any structural right to.

My legs were shaking in her grip. The ache of release was enormous and did not simplify.

"Thirty seconds," Serica said, with a focused precision that cut through the close warm chaos of the room. "The imprint is capturing at high depth. Continue."

Arsh continued.

Her hips pressed down with a short, grinding insistence that wasn't the full strokes of before but was more deliberate—working over me as the last surges of the climax still moved through my cock, extending the release past the point where it would naturally have ended, forcing the final wrung-out pulses out of me with a sustained pressure that had my toes curling and my breath disintegrating into broken pieces.

She held me there as if the first release had only proven there was still more to take, not that she was finished taking it. The slickness between us had intensified, soaked and warm, the wet sound of her riding out the end of the climax obscenely clear in the close space.

"Twenty seconds."

My cock was still jerking with small aftershocks inside her. My vision had gone soft at the edges. The Super Recovery was doing its work somewhere in the background, keeping me functional rather than letting me go completely blank, the vitality buff holding the physical wreckage of the climax from fully collapsing my body, but it wasn't preventing the experience—it was just keeping me present through all of it.

She ground down once, slowly, with the full weight of her hips pressing the deepest angle she'd maintained throughout, and I made a sound I have no good description for and felt another liquid pulse leave me despite having nothing intelligibly left to give.

"Ten seconds."

Arsh held the position. Both ankles pressed back, my body completely open and completely emptied under her, her cock-slicked heat still surrounding mine with tight proprietary warmth. She was watching my face with the close attention she'd maintained throughout.

"Five," Serica said.

Arsh didn't move. Didn't need to.

"Imprint captured," Serica said. "The stone is sealed."

A pause.

"The charge is stored."

Arsh released my ankles.

My legs fell to the bed with the weight of things that had been held in tension for a long time and were now simply done. I lay flat and tried to remember how to breathe normally and found the project more involved than expected. The bracelet on my wrist was warm—actively warm now, not the dormant warmth of a resting device but the warm of something that had just been filled. I could feel the difference without looking at it.

The room was quiet except for my breathing, which was in several pieces, and the small sounds of Serica's equipment being settled into its standby configuration across the room.

Arsh looked down at me from above, composed, a few strands of dark hair against her cheek, her breathing settling back into its ordinary register with the efficiency of someone who has done difficult physical work and is accustomed to its demands. She studied my face for a moment with an expression that was not quite the possession-assessment of before—something slightly different, slightly more present, in the territory between observation and acknowledgment.

She did not say anything. She didn't need to.

She reached down and pressed two fingers to the bracelet on my inner wrist, over the memory stone.

It was warm under her fingers. I felt the contact as both pressure and heat.

She lifted her hand and moved off the bed with her characteristic absence of excess motion, adjusting her clothing with the brisk economy of someone returning to other considerations.

"Serica," she said.

"The imprint is viable," Serica said, from across the room. She was leaning slightly over the bracelet housing in its temporary alignment rig, examining the stone through a narrow lens fragment she'd apparently had in her equipment case. Her tone was professionally satisfied and carrying the additional layer of a researcher who has confirmed a hypothesis and is already building the next one. "The quality is—" a small pause— "functional. Robust for field use. The harmonic depth is measurably below the Silkbound Armory breakthrough state. The workshop conditions and the extended threshold approach produced a more refined imprint than this method will generate."

"But usable," Arsh said.

"Clearly usable. A viable recharge." Serica straightened and turned her amber-green eyes toward where I was still lying in the achieved condition of someone who has been thoroughly and completely spent. "It will not match the first Armory-born charge in purity or peak output, but it should remain fully practical for field use. Shorter-lived, somewhat weaker, and less refined—but still a genuine external-use imprint rather than a failed reproduction." She tilted her head fractionally. "The method is also considerably faster than the workshop process. Less controlled, but significantly more efficient if speed of recharge is the priority."

I said nothing because I was assembling myself back into a state that could participate in the conversation and needed another thirty seconds to complete the project.

Arsh moved to the table near the wall and poured water from the flask she kept there, held the cup out in my direction without looking at me with any particular ceremony.

I sat up and took it.

The water was cold and real and very welcome.

"The imprint is weaker," I said.

"Measurably weaker than the workshop record," Serica confirmed. "Which is not a criticism of the method, only an accurate description of it. The workshop was a once-in-an-era recording environment. A pocket labyrinth during a standard activation is not equivalent." She folded her hands in front of her with the neat precision she used as a kind of physical punctuation. "This gives us accurate information about the difference between your states under different conditions. The more extreme the conditioning environment, the more refined the imprint. The Silkbound Armory dungeon amplification produced a peak that a controlled private setting does not replicate."

"Meaning better equipment needs better conditions," I said.

"Meaning better imprints require more extreme states generated in more extreme environments." Her tone was exactly level. "What we have now is functional. What we could have under the right circumstances is considerably more powerful." A pause in which she appeared to be genuinely considering the most interesting version of that problem. "I have thoughts about how to approach that. Eventually."

Arsh set her cup down on the table and picked up her traveling jacket.

"Drink the water," she said, to me. "We have planning to do in the morning."

I drank the water.

The bracelet on my wrist was warm and charged and ready, and I was going to need several hours of actual sleep before I was ready for anything else, and Mila was somewhere north of us being called a champion of providence by an empire that had apparently decided she was theirs.

The loop was complete. Arsh had charged me. Serica had captured the state. The bracelet held a new imprint.

The road kept going north.


Chapter 14 — The Name Mila Did Not Answer

I slept longer than I expected to.

When I woke the pocket labyrinth had its usual quality of timelessness—no window, no change in the ambient light that served as the space's only illumination—but Arsh was already up and dressed, seated at the small table with a cup of something warm between her hands and a posture that communicated she had been awake for a while and was content to let me catch up. Serica was on the floor near the far wall in a configuration I'd have described as sitting if her anatomy worked the way mine did, her support limbs folded into a compact arrangement beneath and around her, the hardwood case open beside her and the Loom Heart fragment cradled in the slight depression between two of her limbs with the absent attentiveness of someone who keeps something valuable close while thinking about something else entirely.

My body had the tender, emptied quality of something that had been worked through and was now resting in the aftermath. Not painful. Just present in all its parts in the specific way that follows complete expenditure—each muscle carrying the memory of what had been asked of it, my lower back with opinions, my legs with recollections. I lay still for a moment and let the inventory complete itself.

The bracelet was warm on my inner wrist. Still charged.

That fact organized the morning.

I got up and dressed and accepted the second cup Arsh had already poured without comment, and we sat in the pocket labyrinth's quiet for a short while in the way people sit when the previous night's work has been completed and the next thing hasn't started yet and there's nothing wrong with the pause between them.

Then Arsh said: "Rookhaven has a morning market near the Iron Mouth gate. Information moves faster there than in the inn common rooms. You should go."

"I was going to," I said.

"I know." She set her cup down. "I'm telling you because I want you to be deliberate about what you're listening for rather than reactive to what you happen to hear."

"The procession," I said. "Mila."

"The route ahead. The patrol infrastructure. The checkpoints the merchant described." She met my eyes briefly. "The woman is secondary to the route. You cannot reach her without the route."

It wasn't a comfortable correction, but it was accurate, and I'd known it was accurate since the road yesterday, which was probably why it landed somewhere tender. I drank the rest of my cup and didn't argue.

---

The morning market near the Iron Mouth gate was exactly what Arsh had described—a dense, practical cluster of stalls and handcarts and cold-aired transactions that had been running since before the city properly woke up, the kind of market where drovers and early merchants and people who moved things professionally came to move information alongside goods. The city smelled of coal smoke and river water and fresh bread from somewhere I couldn't identify but spent a moment trying to, because my body had apparently decided that the most pressing item on its agenda was bread.

I bought a small loaf from a cart near the gate and ate it while walking and listened.

The Imperial procession had departed Rookhaven a few days ago now, which made the news slightly stale but not yet dead—it was still the thing people referenced when something else came up that touched on Imperial presence or northern travel, the way recent significant events stay in conversation as a measuring point for a week or so afterward. I caught pieces of it from three separate conversations before I'd walked the market's full length.

The first was two drovers near the hay stalls, one telling the other something he'd heard from a gate guard who'd watched the procession depart. The woman had been in the second carriage. Not chained. Not guarded in the way of a prisoner. The carriage curtain had been partly open and she'd been sitting upright, looking out at the road ahead rather than at the city falling behind her. The gate guard had thought she looked calm. The drover relaying this thought she looked blank. The other drover said there was probably a difference.

The second was a fabric merchant talking to his neighbor about the mood of the Imperial soldiers. They'd been correct. Not cruel, not notably aggressive—correct. Professional in the way of people who are very clear about what they are transporting and what its value is, and who have no personal stake in anyone else's questions about it. The fabric merchant had tried to speak to one of the outer-ring soldiers about road conditions north of Rookhaven, normal merchant's inquiry, and had been answered with two sentences and a look that ended the conversation without hostility but without any remaining ambiguity about whether further questions were welcome.

The third was harder to hear, because it came from two women standing close together near the butcher stalls in the tone of people sharing something they found strange enough to still be turning over. One of them had been near the square when the procession crossed it. She'd seen the foreign woman at closer range than most—she'd been on an elevated step near the well and had had a clear sightline for perhaps thirty seconds before the column moved past.

She said: "She has a face that knows it's being looked at. But not the way people know it when they're proud of it. More like—she knows it the way you'd know the sun was behind you. An awareness that doesn't quite become reaction."

Her companion said something low that I didn't catch.

The first woman said: "I thought she might have been drugged. But her eyes were clear. She just wasn't—" a pause— "she wasn't somewhere she'd chosen to be, and she'd stopped remembering that choosing had been a possibility."

I stood near the butcher stalls for a moment after they moved on, with the remaining half of my bread, and sat with that sentence.

She'd stopped remembering that choosing had been a possibility.

I didn't know if that was accurate or if it was the woman's interpretation colored by what she'd needed to make sense of an unusual sight. I didn't know if it was the thing that was true about Mila or one of the things that were true about her, or a projection, or a partial reading from thirty seconds of sightline distance. I didn't know, and the not knowing was a specific quality of ache that I'd been carrying since Rookhaven's square and that the morning market had not resolved.

What I did know was that every fragment pointed in the same direction: she was moving, she was alive, she was with the Empire, and the Empire considered her significant in a way that wasn't standard prisoner logistics.

Champion of providence. Woman from beyond the world. War-maiden or sacred guest—the rumors disagreed on the category but agreed on the elevation. Someone had decided she was extraordinary and had organized an escort and a carriage and a route north that was now three days ahead of us.

She was also, according to the woman near the well, someone who had stopped expecting to make choices.

Or someone who appeared that way from thirty seconds at a distance.

I walked back through the market toward the inn.

---

Arsh was waiting in the room—the actual inn room, not the pocket labyrinth, which she'd closed at some point while I was out. Serica was seated on the room's low stool with the Loom Heart fragment in one hand and what appeared to be a small folded diagram she was examining with unhurried interest. It was a page from something—not a bought map, a drawn notation, lines and measurements in a hand I recognized as her own from the inscriptions on the workshop recording apparatus.

I told them what I'd heard.

Arsh listened without interrupting, which was what she did when she found the information worth cataloguing rather than correcting as it came in. When I'd finished she looked at the far wall for a moment with the expression of someone sorting what she'd just received into the appropriate categories.

"The checkpoint infrastructure the merchant described," she said. "Three new posts between here and the border marker. That's six months of work or less, given his comparison to last spring. The Empire is building presence southward, not simply patrolling a stable line."

"That's not good for us."

"It's accurate information. Useful for planning regardless of its pleasantness." She turned her gaze to me. "The procession being three days ahead is also useful. They're not lingering. Whatever destination they're carrying her toward, they know what it is and they're moving to it without delay."

"Which means the window between us and that destination is not closing, but it's not opening either."

"Correct." A brief pause. "You went looking for information about her. You heard information about the route and about her behavior in public. You also heard a woman's interpretation of her emotional state based on a brief sighting." She didn't phrase it as a correction. She phrased it as a description of what had been gathered. "Hold the first two firmly. Hold the third lightly."

"I know," I said.

"Do you."

I sat down on the bed and looked at the bracelet. "I know the difference between what I saw and what I want to be true. I've been keeping them separate."

A pause in which she studied me with the usual ember-red assessment and apparently decided this was satisfactorily accurate.

"Good," she said.

Serica looked up from her diagram. She'd been listening with the attending-to-background-information quality she had when she wasn't the primary speaker but wasn't absent from the conversation. "The woman's observation is not without value," she said, in the even tone she used to offer information without advocacy. "Behavioral flattening of the kind described is consistent with several magical conditions, none of which are necessarily permanent, and also consistent with psychological adaptation to extreme circumstance, which is similarly not permanent in most cases." She refolded the diagram with neat precision. "If her condition is magically induced, the right kind of intervention can address it. If it's adaptive, it resolves with the removal of the inducing circumstance." A pause. "I don't say this to comfort you. I say it because it affects the practical question of what reaching her accomplishes. It is worth knowing that reaching her is not necessarily the endpoint of the problem."

I looked at her. She returned the look with her usual quality of having said the useful thing and having no further stake in what I did with it.

"Thank you," I said.

She appeared mildly surprised by this, in the way she sometimes was by things that fell outside her functional operating categories. She nodded once and returned to the diagram.

---

I thought about the square in Rookhaven for most of that morning, the way you think about a thing you keep coming back to because it still has edges you haven't fully mapped.

I had called her name. I'd been thirty feet away, maybe less, in a crowd that was watching the procession with the attentive silence of people who have been given to understand that this is a thing worth watching. Her name had come out of me before I'd decided to say it, not loudly—not a shout, a sharp emission, the instinctive sound of seeing someone you know in a place you weren't expecting them.

And something in her posture had changed.

Not much. Not the clear snap of recognition, not her face turning to find me. More like the faint alteration in a person's stillness when something reaches the outer edge of their awareness—a minor reorientation that the rest of her body hadn't caught up with before the armored escort had shifted position and the column had continued moving and the carriage had gone through the northern gate and taken her with it.

Maybe. Possibly. I'd replayed it enough times that I couldn't be entirely confident about what had actually happened versus what I'd reconstructed around the single moment I was certain of, which was that I'd said her name and she'd been there and then she'd been gone.

What I was certain of:

She'd heard something. Or her body had.

What I was not certain of:

Everything else.

But that small thing—the almost-reaction, the outer-edge awareness—had been sitting at the center of my chest since the square, and it was why Tessa's sentence on the road had cut the way it did. She didn't know there was another option was not the same as she can't hear you. It wasn't the same as she's gone.

It was, in its own way, worse than those things and also less final than them.

I resolved, for the second time since the square and more clearly than the first, that the next time I reached her I could not act on panic alone. The bracelet was three minutes. Three minutes was not a rescue—it was a window. A window needed to open onto something. Rushing at an Imperial procession with three minutes of borrowed strength and no plan was the kind of action that would accomplish exactly as much as rushing at one without.

The next time I got close enough to say her name, I needed to know what I was doing with the time that followed it.

---

Arsh and I talked through the route properly that afternoon, spread over the inn table with the single serviceable map we'd bought in the market that morning—a northern territories chart produced by a surveying firm that had Imperial-adjacent cartography contracts, which meant it was accurate about the roads and carefully uninformative about patrol posts and checkpoint locations, because accurate information about those things wasn't something the Empire wanted on commercially available maps.

Before we touched the map, I told her the conclusion I had reached: the next time I got close enough to Mila, I couldn't simply rush forward and hope three borrowed minutes solved everything.

"Good," Arsh said. "Because I will not fight every battle for you simply because you decide it belongs to your rescue."

"I know."

"Do you." Her gaze stayed on me, ember-red and level. "I have no intention of allowing what is mine to be broken uselessly. That does not make me a shield you may spend in place of judgment."

"The three checkpoint posts the merchant described," I said. "We have forged papers."

"We have good forged papers," Arsh corrected. "There's a difference, and it's relevant at Imperial-operated checkpoints. The papers were produced for southern-territory travel and light northern passage. They were not specifically prepared for full Imperial scrutiny at expansion-zone checkpoints."

"Do we need new ones."

"We need ones that hold at a checkpoint staffed by officers who take their mandate seriously and are accustomed to identifying falsified documentation." She looked at the map. "Rookhaven has a document service. The man Elric Vos, who operates from the lower scribal district near the river. The papers he produces are not cheap, but they are currently the standard used by people who need to cross Imperial checkpoint zones without incident."

"You know this already."

"I knew this before we left the elven settlement. I have been waiting for you to reach the point in your thinking where it became a relevant priority rather than an abstract future concern."

I absorbed this without comment, mostly because I'd stopped finding it surprising that Arsh's planning horizon extended considerably further than mine and had simply started accepting it as an operating feature of traveling with her.

"We get new papers from Vos," I said. "Then we continue north."

"After one other practical matter."

I looked at her.

She said: "We have two horses. We are three travelers. The return from the Armory was a short distance and Serica can move efficiently on foot for limited distances. The road north is not a limited distance. We need a third animal before we leave Rookhaven."

---

The practical matter took most of the following morning.

The horse market in Rookhaven operated from a yard behind the main stable district, the kind of place where every animal had a story and half the stories had been revised for commercial purposes. Arsh handled most of the actual evaluation with the unnerving competence she brought to domains where physical assessment was the relevant skill—she moved around each candidate animal with a quality of attention that was entirely free of sentiment and had apparently evaluated horses before, possibly for a long time, in ways that gave her a clear and unsentimental sense of what she was looking at.

What she settled on was not a riding horse. It was a small, level-tempered pack mule of perhaps eight years, compact and wide-backed and possessed of a notably stable temperament that the yard-keeper described as "good sense" and that I privately suspected had more to do with the mule having decided, at some point in its professional career, that drama was not worth the effort. It was grey-brown, short-eared, and looked at Serica with the same considering mule gaze it turned on everything else: patient, non-committal, thorough.

Serica looked back at it with her usual calibrating attention.

"Sufficient," she said.

The mule appeared to agree, in the mule way of indicating agreement, which is approximately the same as indicating most other things.

The choice made sense once Arsh explained it. Serica could keep pace on foot when unburdened, but the road north was not a half-day return from the Armory. The mule would carry the Loom Heart case, her instruments, and a fair share of the party's supplies, keeping her mobile instead of turning every long day into a problem of redistributed weight.

Arsh paid for it at a price that was fair and firm in a way that indicated she knew what fair and firm were and wasn't going to spend time on the distance between them. She named it nothing. I privately named it something, but that's not relevant to the plan.

The documents took the better part of the following afternoon. Elric Vos operated from a narrow building near the river in the scribal district, wedged between a mapmaker's shop and a building that sold mathematical instruments and had very clean windows. He was a small, precise man of perhaps sixty with ink-stained hands and the particular professional composure of someone who had been producing documents that required not being officially visible for many years and had developed excellent habits around not asking certain kinds of questions.

He examined the existing papers we gave him, asked three questions about intended route and stated purpose, received Arsh's answers with the attention of someone filing rather than evaluating, and named a price. The negotiation was brief. We agreed on payment and a delivery window—the following morning.

"Three travelers," he said, making a note. "Two standard, one—" he paused, looking at his notation rather than at Serica. "One with specialized documentation requirements."

"Itinerant textile craftswoman," Serica said. "Specializing in adaptive material research. Traveling in a professional capacity."

Vos looked at her for a moment.

"The documentation for that," he said, "will require a professional guild notation or equivalent affiliation marker. Something traceable."

Serica produced from her carrying rig a small sealed document case I hadn't seen before—flat, dark-lacquered, with a sigil pressed into the seal. She set it on the desk. "From the Woven Arts Conclave, southern chapter. My professional credentials. They hold at any checkpoint that recognizes guild documentation, which includes Imperial-administered zones."

Vos opened the case, examined the contents with the speed of professional familiarity, closed it, and made another notation.

"Very well," he said.

I looked at Serica as we left.

"The Woven Arts Conclave," I said.

"Is a real organization," she said. "I held an affiliation before my dungeon was viable and operational. One pays one's dues to useful professional bodies. It is simply practical."

"Did you know you'd need that today?"

She considered this question with apparent genuine interest. "I knew I would need it eventually," she said. "Today seemed appropriate."

---

We had dinner at the inn that evening—real dinner, at a table, with the minor luxury of hot food that someone else had cooked, which after several days of road travel and dungeon aftermath and market reconnaissance had an almost aggressive appeal. Serica ate with the focused interest of someone who was encountering a wider variety of ingredients than her dungeon's supply system had routinely provided and found the experience methodically interesting. She asked what two things were. She was told. She ate them and filed the information away.

Arsh drank something dark and spiced and ate a modest amount and watched the room with the practiced public presentation of a cloaked retainer who was not particularly notable, which she maintained so naturally and continuously that I occasionally forgot she was performing it and then caught the specific quality of that performance and remembered.

I ate bread and a stew that had root vegetables and some kind of smoked meat in it and thought about the route north.

"There are things I want to understand better before we reach the first checkpoint," I said.

"Many things, presumably," Arsh said.

"The Empire's specific interest in her. Champion of providence is what everyone keeps saying. That's not a standard category for how they treat foreign women. What does it mean in Imperial theology or politics—is there a framework for it?"

Arsh looked at her cup. "The Iron Empire's state doctrine includes a prophetic tradition. Specifically, a cycle of what their theologians call Deliverers from Beyond—figures who arrive from outside the world's normal order at significant transitional moments in imperial history and who are interpreted as validating whichever political direction the current imperial administration is pursuing." A brief pause. "It is primarily a political instrument. The interpretation of a given Deliverer's significance is determined by whoever controls the interpretive apparatus at the time of arrival."

"So she gets a meaning that someone assigns to her."

"And is treated with corresponding reverence by those who believe it and corresponding tactical interest by those who don't." She set down the cup. "Either way, she is very unlikely to be harmed while she is considered sacred. The Empire doesn't destroy its own symbols. It uses them."

"Until it doesn't need them anymore," I said.

"Yes," Arsh said. "Until then."

The fire in the inn's common room hearth was burning low and the evening crowd had thinned to a few late drinkers and the innkeeper wiping down tables with the efficient resignation of someone ending a long day. Serica was looking at her folded diagram again, the one from the morning, with the pen-and-ink notations of some design concept she'd been developing since we left the Armory.

"What are you working on," I said.

She looked up. The question appeared to please her in the specific way that questions about her work always did—less the pleasure of being asked and more the pleasure of having been given an appropriate reason to explain. "Future equipment concepts," she said. "Nothing I can produce yet. I lack the material and the refined imprint quality for most of what I'm designing." She turned the diagram slightly toward me. "This is a concept for improved imprint storage. Multiple chambers rather than a single memory stone. Allows for different buff profile types to be held simultaneously—one for raw physical output, one potentially for specific reactive adaptation." She traced a line on the diagram with one finger. "The problem is that each profile requires a distinct recording session with a specific conditioning focus to produce a meaningfully differentiated imprint. General peak-state imprinting gives you a general peak-state echo. Specialized imprinting requires specialized stimulus and specialized observation."

She touched two other notations at the page's edge. "There are parallel concepts as well. A mobility weave that prioritizes fast positional changes rather than raw output. A reinforcement layer to distribute impact and reduce the cost of taking a hit. A cleaner external re-imprinting scaffold, if we can stabilize the recording channel outside a full workshop environment." Her eyes stayed on the page. "All preliminary. None of it is ready."

"More sessions," I said.

"More targeted sessions," she said. "Which also require more specialized environmental conditions than a pocket labyrinth provides for maximum quality." She folded the diagram. "I'm planning rather than requesting. The capability to produce this is some time ahead of where we currently are."

"But you're already designing it."

"I'm always already designing the next thing," she said, simply, as though this were a fundamental fact about herself that required no elaboration.

I thought about the bracelet on my wrist and the three minutes it held and the road north it was designed to support. I thought about what Serica had just described—multiple profiles, specialized recordings, improved storage—and understood that the bracelet was the beginning of a system rather than the system itself. The beginning of a capability that was going to require, again and again, the specific transaction that had produced it: my body pushed to its limits by one or both of them, the resonance captured, the resulting capability returned to me in a form I could carry into the outside world.

I also understood that I was going to keep agreeing to it. Not because the choice felt entirely free, but because the alternative was Mila somewhere north of me in a carriage being called a champion of providence while I sat at baseline in a world that had given me no other route.

Three minutes of borrowed capability, rechargeable through humiliating means, produced by two women who regarded my body as a combination of territory and research material.

Against: Mila not knowing there was another option.

The math kept coming out the same way.

"We leave tomorrow," I said.

Arsh looked up from her cup with the ember-red gaze and said nothing, which meant yes.

Serica refolded the diagram with clean precision.

The fire burned lower in the hearth.

Outside, the Rookhaven night made its ordinary sounds—the river, the gate bells in the distance, the wind off the northern hills carrying a cold that had a different quality to it now than it had had when we'd first arrived, a sharper and more decided cold, the kind that communicates that the weather further north has already made up its mind about the season and this is simply the outer edge of that decision reaching south.

The Iron Empire was somewhere past that cold, and Mila was somewhere inside it, and I was as ready as I was going to be in this city.

I went to bed.


Chapter 15 — Northbound, Now in Silk

We left Rookhaven in the grey hour before the city properly woke up.

Vos's finished packet had arrived at the inn before first light, sealed, dry, and exactly as precise as the man himself. Arsh checked every page once, handed Serica hers, handed me mine, and said only, "Good."

Not from any particular urgency—the gates opened at dawn and we were through them shortly after, the guards checking our new papers with the routine attention of men who had been doing the same job since well before dawn and would be doing it until well after dusk and had developed a professional relationship with thoroughness that didn't require enthusiasm.

Vos's work held without incident, the checkpoint notation for Serica's guild affiliation receiving a single confirming glance before the guard folded the document back and handed it through. Three travelers, documented, northbound. Nothing to discuss.

The city released us into the cold.

Outside the walls the road was wide and well-surfaced for the first mile or so—the maintained stretch that every settled city keeps near its gates for commerce and traffic—and then it became the road it actually was: hard-packed earth between drainage ditches, tree-lined on the western side, open to agricultural land on the east, running north with the practical directness of a route that had been here since before most of the political structures it currently served.

I rode Ashfoot. Arsh rode her bay. The mule—whose name I was using privately and had resolved not to share—walked on a lead line from my saddle with the settled patience of an animal that had done this kind of work before and had opinions about neither the destination nor the company. Serica moved beside us on the verge, her support limbs finding the uneven shoulder of the road with their usual eerie competence, the hardwood case strapped securely to the mule's pack saddle in a position she'd arranged herself that morning with the deliberate care of someone establishing that her instruments would travel correctly.

The air had changed overnight.

I'd felt it through the inn window before dawn—a quality in the cold that was different from Rookhaven's autumn damp, something drier and sharper and with more intention to it, as though the temperature had decided what it was going to be for the season and was now simply being it without negotiation. By an hour out of the city the difference was clear: the sky above the northern hills was the pale grey-white of an overcast that had height and weight behind it, the kind of sky that belongs to a latitude further north than the one you were in yesterday.

The trees along the road were changing too. The mixed woodland of the south—oak and beech and ash, still carrying the last dry leaves of autumn—gave way by degrees to denser stands of pine and silver birch that stood with a spare, considered look, bare where bare was appropriate and dark green where not, without the southern trees' lingering reluctance to let the season complete itself.

We passed the first Imperial road marker within two hours of leaving the city.

It was a stone post, square-cut, roughly waist height, set with a recessed iron plaque. Not ornate—functional, which was somehow more serious than ornate would have been. The plaque carried a distance notation to three settlement names above, and at the bottom, in a slightly different typeface that implied it had been added after the original casting: a small Iron Empire seal, the compressed geometric sigil I'd seen on the flags of the procession, pressed into the iron with the authority of something that had decided a piece of road belonged to it.

"New," Arsh said, looking at it as we passed.

"How new?"

"The post is old. The plaque addition is recent. The seal is clean—no weathering." She didn't stop riding. "The merchant on the road was accurate. This corridor has been formalized within the last year."

We passed two more markers within the next four miles. Both had the same addition: old stone, new iron, fresh seal.

The road itself showed the infrastructure expansion in subtler ways. A culvert that had been recently extended, the new stonework brighter than the original. A waystation on the eastern verge—a timber structure with a hitching rail and a water trough—that had clearly been refurbished, its wood pale and new-smelling where old buildings in this region were weathered grey. At the waystation a single soldier sat on the rail reading something, wearing gear that wasn't the full black iron of the procession escort but was Imperial-cut and Imperial-marked, and he watched us pass with the professional attention of someone cataloguing traffic without comment.

He didn't stop us. He looked at us the way a register looks at an entry—noting, not interrogating.

I didn't look at the bracelet. I was aware of it.

---

We stopped at midday where the road crossed a shallow river on a stone bridge wide enough for two wagons to pass. The water was cold and clear and moved with the deliberate speed of a river that knew where it was going and had been going there for a long time. The horses drank. The mule drank with an air of principled thoroughness. Serica crouched at the bank and looked at the water with an expression of genuine interest that I'd learned to recognize as her default response to things she hadn't directly observed before—not wonder exactly, more the focused orientation of a researcher encountering new data.

I ate from the road supplies Arsh had organized before departure and looked north along the road, which curved left between pine stands about half a mile ahead and disappeared.

"The first checkpoint," Arsh said, beside me. "According to the merchant's description, it should be approximately three miles past where we can currently see. Before the second-stage tree line."

"The papers will hold?"

"If they are examined by a normal checkpoint officer following standard procedure, yes." She said it with the calm precision she used for accurate rather than reassuring assessments. "If they are examined by someone who knows specifically to look for falsification of guild notation and has the reference material to cross-check the Conclave's southern chapter records against an actual registry—" a brief pause— "the risk is higher. That level of scrutiny is unlikely at a road checkpoint. It is not impossible."

"What do we do if it's not possible?"

She looked at me steadily. "We handle it. Do not invite that problem by behaving as though it already exists."

Serica had stood from the bank and was looking at the road ahead with her hands folded in front of her, the Loom Heart case visible on the mule's back behind her. "The guild notation is sound," she said. "I've maintained that affiliation and its documentation more carefully than most active members, because I anticipated eventually needing to re-enter circulation. The Conclave's administrative record for the southern chapter is notoriously difficult to cross-reference quickly because their archival system was reorganized twice in the last decade and the current registry does not cleanly communicate with the pre-reorganization records." She touched the hardwood case briefly on her way back to the road. "If someone checks, they will find a current membership in good standing and a registration gap corresponding to an extended independent research commission, which is documented and legitimate."

"You really did plan ahead," I said.

"I've had thirteen years to think about what re-entering the world would require," she said. "Planning ahead was the primary available activity."

---

The first checkpoint was exactly where Arsh had predicted, with the added detail that it was more serious than I'd been preparing myself for.

Not aggressive—the Iron Empire's infrastructure in this expansion corridor operated, as far as I could tell, on the principle that visible authority was more efficient than demonstrated authority. The checkpoint was a roofed structure spanning the road with a lowered barrier bar and two flanking guard posts, manned by four soldiers in Imperial-marked gear and supervised by an officer in slightly more formal dress who stood at the central post with the air of someone who had processed several hundred travelers this week and had no particular feelings about processing several hundred more.

He examined the papers with the focused competence of someone who had been trained to find specific things and knew how to look. Chris, freeman of the southern territories, itinerant scholar and surveyor. Purpose: northern scholarly commissions. Arsh, sigil-documented retainer. Purpose: professional accompaniment. Serica, Woven Arts Conclave, southern chapter, textile research commission. Purpose: field study of northern material traditions.

He spent the longest time on Serica's documentation.

Then he looked at her directly. She returned the look with the calm, slightly formal attention of a professional in her field who has navigated administrative scrutiny before and finds it neither threatening nor particularly interesting.

"The Conclave's research commissions usually travel with a hauling arrangement," he said. "You have a pack animal and foot travel."

"The equipment I carry is precision-built," Serica said. "The vibration profile of a standard research wagon is incompatible with the instrument calibration requirements of the work I'm undertaking. Foot travel produces less disruption than any wheeled conveyance at any road speed." She paused fractionally. "The mule is for equipment and supply carry. Not personal transport."

The officer looked at the mule, which looked back at him with the patient mule expression of an animal that has been looked at by official personnel before and found it unremarkable.

He stamped the papers and handed them back. "Continue."

The barrier rose.

I didn't exhale noticeably until we were forty feet past the structure and the road had curved enough that the checkpoint was behind the tree line.

"Serica," I said.

"The vibration concern is real," she said, without particular inflection. "I wasn't fabricating it. Moving precision recording instruments by wagon is genuinely problematic." A beat. "It was also a convenient truth to have available."

---

The second checkpoint was four miles further and marginally less attentive—a smaller post, two soldiers and no resident officer, the senior of the two spending less time on the papers and more time watching the northern treeline with the expression of a man who had been given a job at an outpost he found less interesting than his previous posting. He stamped and waved without conversation.

Between the second and third checkpoint markers the road changed again.

The maintenance level increased. The surface was smoother—graded, with deliberate drainage management on both sides, the kind of road infrastructure that requires intentional investment and upkeep rather than simply not falling apart. The trees on the western side had been cleared back from the road edge for a consistent distance, creating a visibility margin that served both military logistics and the vague sense that the road itself now expected to be seen rather than merely used.

Warning posts appeared at intervals—not threatening, not instructional, simply informational, carrying distance markers to the next checkpoint and a notation that required travelers to have documentation prepared for inspection before reaching it. The tone of the notation was entirely administrative and entirely clear about what it was.

"We're inside the expansion zone now," Arsh said quietly.

"I can tell," I said.

"What you can tell from road infrastructure," she said, "is the minimum. The actual administrative density of an expansion zone includes data collection, traffic pattern recording, and communication relays to imperial administrative centers that don't announce themselves with signage."

"Meaning someone knows we passed the last checkpoint."

"Meaning someone's records reflect that three travelers with the described documentation transited northbound this afternoon. Yes." She adjusted her cloak against a wind that had picked up from the north, carrying the specific cold of somewhere higher and more unprotected than where we currently were. "This is not a problem with our current documentation. It becomes a problem if we do something that makes those records worth reviewing retroactively."

"So we don't do anything worth reviewing."

"That," she said, "is the plan."

The third checkpoint passed without incident before late afternoon. The officer there was thorough in a way that was professional rather than suspicious, the kind of thorough that comes from good training rather than particular alert. He asked three questions—destination, commission duration, return routing—received Serica's guild-standard answers and my surveyor's commission framing and Arsh's retainer notation, and stamped and handed back without event.

On the far side, the road began ascending toward a low ridge line, and when we crested it, I stopped Ashfoot for a moment.

The land ahead was not dramatically different from the land behind. It wasn't a border-crossing moment with visible monuments and sudden weather change. It was simply more of what the road had been building toward: colder, cleaner-lined, the pine stands denser and more uniform, the road maintenance more deliberate, the sky carrying a higher, flatter overcast that belonged to a latitude that had accepted autumn fully and was considering its position on winter.

But the proportion had shifted. The expansion zone was behind us. What was ahead was the Iron Empire's outer territory—not the capital, not the political heart, but the ground that operated under Imperial administration as a matter of settled fact rather than recent projection.

Mila was somewhere further north in that territory.

Still moving, or arrived—well ahead of us, with days of road between us and wherever her carriage had been taking her.

I looked at the bracelet on my left wrist. The memory stone had the warmth of a held charge behind the silver-black silk, Arsh's mark on it as clearly as her hands had been on my ankles three nights ago in the pocket labyrinth, and Serica's craft holding all of it in the carrier weave.

Three minutes of someone else's capability, stored on my wrist, available on deliberate activation. Rechargeable. Limited. Mine for as long as I kept paying the cost of keeping it filled.

Not a solution. Not an answer. A beginning of one.

---

We camped that night in a hollow off the road where a stand of older pines provided a windbreak and the ground was dry enough. Arsh had identified the spot in passing as though she had known it was there—possibly she had, possibly she knew how to read the landscape for such things in ways she'd never thought worth explaining. A fire seemed unwise this far into monitored territory, and we didn't make one. We ate cold provisions and sat in the dark with the pine smell around us and the road invisible but present a hundred yards east.

The night had a quality to it that the nights in Rookhaven hadn't. Quieter, but not peacefully quiet—attentively quiet, the kind of silence that comes from being in a place where the ordinary human noise of settlement has stepped back and what remains is the environment's own processes, which have no particular opinion about whether you're there.

Serica was sitting with her back against the largest pine, the hardwood case open across her knees, working on the diagram by the very small cold light of a piece of Loom Heart glow she'd coaxed to a minimal output. She'd been working since we stopped—not urgently, with the steady engagement of someone who had a project and sufficient light and no reason to stop.

"You're going to wear through that paper," I said.

She looked up. "The paper is functional. I am refining the multi-chamber storage concept based on today's observations." She turned the diagram fractionally toward me. I couldn't read the notations in the low light but could see that the design had grown more detailed since the inn—more annotation, more branching lines, several sections with measured brackets and what looked like recording channel schematics. "The three-checkpoint transit gives me useful information about operational parameters. The need to move through scrutiny without equipment inspection means future equipment should be structurally discreet."

"You're designing for how it looks to a checkpoint officer."

"Among other things. A bracelet passes inspection because it is a bracelet. A more complex piece of equipment that cannot be convincingly explained as ordinary craft has operational exposure that limits its deployment scenarios." She touched one of the bracket notations. "The multi-chamber concept can be housed in something that reads as jewelry or professional guild adornment. It requires more refined weave work than the current prototype, but the form constraint isn't a significant design problem." A pause. "The imprint quality constraint is more challenging. Better chambers are wasted if the stored imprints are insufficiently differentiated."

"More specialized sessions," I said.

"Better conditions and more precise targeting of stimulus and recording focus," she said. "Which requires planning rather than simply opportunity. The pocket labyrinth in Rookhaven was adequate for a general recharge. It will not produce the imprint differentiation a multi-chamber design requires." She refolded the diagram with her usual neat precision. "Future sessions will require more deliberate setup. Possibly dungeon-adjacent conditions if maximum imprint quality is the goal."

Arsh, who had been sitting on the far side of the pine stand with her back to both of us and her gaze on the road direction, said without turning: "The next proper charge will occur when and where I determine it is appropriate to produce it."

Serica considered this statement with the equanimity she brought to most statements of operating parameter. "I understand," she said. "I was describing the requirements, not the schedule."

"The requirements are noted," Arsh said.

A pause in the pine-dark quiet.

"The multi-chamber design," Serica said, apparently to herself as much as to the room, "would be professionally very interesting to observe under optimal conditions. The differential buff profiles would produce a curve-separation I haven't had occasion to record. The measurement problem alone would require refinement of my current recording apparatus." She looked at the folded diagram for a moment. "I find I am looking forward to it."

She said it the way she said most things—factually, without performance. But the quality of attention in it was unmistakable: a researcher describing the anticipation of an experiment she genuinely wanted to run, specific and already half-designed in her mind, wearing the patient readiness of someone who has accepted that interesting work takes the time it takes.

I looked at the bracelet in the dark.

I thought about Mila in a carriage somewhere north of this hollow, being carried toward a destination I didn't know, by people who had decided what she meant before she'd had any say in the matter. I thought about the woman near the well in Rookhaven's market—she didn't know there was another option—and about what Serica had said in the inn with the flat practical accuracy she brought to things: reaching her is not necessarily the endpoint of the problem.

I thought about the road north and the checkpoints behind us and the colder and more deliberate landscape ahead, and about the bracelet on my wrist carrying three minutes of Arsh's work on my body converted through Serica's craft into a portable fact.

I was still weak. My base stats hadn't changed. Strength 2, Agility 3, Vitality 4, Mana 0, Level 1—the complete arithmetic of a body that the world's systems considered negligible. The bracelet didn't change any of that. What it changed was the size of the gap between what I was and what I could briefly be, and the fact that the gap was now sometimes closeable on purpose rather than only under dire accident.

Not ready. I knew I wasn't ready—not in the way the road ahead was going to eventually require, not in the way that getting Mila out of whatever the Iron Empire had built around her was going to need. The bracelet was one piece of one prototype of a capability that Serica had described in terms that implied she was already designing the second and third iterations while I was still getting used to the first.

But not ready was different from completely helpless.

That difference was something I hadn't been carrying before we found the Silkbound Armory. I was carrying it now, on my left wrist, warm against my pulse point, held in silver-black silk that had been woven in a collapsing dungeon workshop by a woman who found me professionally extraordinary and had spent thirteen years preparing for the possibility of re-entering a world that would require explaining herself.

Somewhere in the dark beyond the pine stand, a night bird made a single sound and was quiet again.

The road ran north.

Arsh sat with her back to both of us and her ember-red gaze toward the road, guarding what was hers with the patient certainty of something that had decided long ago that ownership was a matter of continued fact rather than repeated declaration.

Serica held the Loom Heart's small light over her folded diagram and looked at it with the expression of someone seeing the thing they are going to build.

I lay back against the pine roots with the bracelet warm on my wrist and the cold sky between the branches above me and the feeling—not confidence, something more specific and more provisional than confidence—that not ready was where every road eventually started.

Mila was ahead.

The Iron Empire was ahead.

Everything I didn't know yet was ahead.

But for the first time since the truck and the light and the world becoming something else entirely, I was moving north with something in my hand instead of simply moving north hoping something would appear.

That was enough, for tonight.

The pine dark held the three of us without comment.

The road kept going.
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