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Chapter One — The Reset

The forklift died first.

Kade Mercer had the pallet halfway onto the racking, forks tilted just so, when every light in the warehouse went dark at once and the machine under him coughed out and quit. Not a flicker. A hard stop, like someone had reached into the building and pulled a plug the size of a fist. The pallet hung there in the black, three feet off the concrete, and Kade sat in the cab with his hands still on the controls and waited for the backup generators to kick the sodium lamps back on.

They didn't.

What came instead was the sky.

He felt it before he saw it — a pressure behind the eyes, an ache in the fillings of his teeth. Then the roof of the loading dock, forty feet of corrugated steel he'd worked under for six years, went transparent from one blink to the next, clear as wiped glass, and above it the sky was full of writing.

Letters. Symbols. Lines of them scrolling in a language he'd never seen, pale gold against a sky gone the color of a bruise. They moved too fast to read, columns of them pouring from horizon to horizon, and where they passed the clouds unraveled into the same gold thread and were rewritten into something new.

Kade climbed down out of the cab. His legs didn't want to hold him. He put a hand on the cold steel of the fork to keep upright and heard, far off across the yard, someone start to scream.

Then the writing stopped scrolling and hung still, and one line of it peeled loose from the rest and dropped toward him, and a box of light unfolded itself in the air a foot from his face.

[ SYSTEM ] The World has been Reset. Class assignment in progress. Remain where you are.

He read it four times. The words held steady, patient, waiting for him to be done. He reached out and his fingers went through the light like fog off a river, cold and there and not there.

"Okay," Kade said, to no one. His voice came out cracked. "Okay."

Across the yard, near the shipping office, the screaming had stopped and turned into something worse — voices raised in that high wondering pitch people use when the thing in front of them is too big to be scared of yet. He came around the end of the racking and out through the roll-up door into the yard, and there were maybe a dozen of them, the second-shift crew, standing in a loose scatter between the truck bays with their heads tipped back and boxes of gold light hanging in front of every one of them.

Dwyer, the dock lead, had both hands pressed to his own box like he could feel it. He was laughing. "Fighter," he called out, to anybody. "It says Fighter. Rank — some word. Kade, you seeing this? You getting one?"

"Working on it," Kade said.

Marisol from the office had her box lit up too, and she read hers off in a flat stunned voice — Healer — and old Petrov by the fuel pumps had Ranger, and down the line it went, class after class, everyone getting a word for what they suddenly were. The boxes hummed. The sky held its gold writing over all of them like a lid.

Everyone's box lit up.

Kade's stayed dark.

He looked down at the space in front of his chest where the light should have been. There was a box there, all right, the same size as everyone else's, but it was empty — a hollow rectangle, edges flickering, nothing inside it but a faint stutter, like a sign trying to power on and failing. He waved a hand at it. Nothing. He said "Fighter," out loud, feeling stupid, in case it needed telling. Nothing.

"Mercer, what'd you pull?" Dwyer called.

"Hasn't loaded yet."

"Hasn't — everybody's loaded, man."

"Then I don't know, Dwyer." It came out harder than he meant. His box gave another stutter, and this time a single line of red text ghosted across it and was gone before he could read it, and something cold went down the back of his neck that had nothing to do with the wind.

That was when the far gate came apart.

The chain-link gate at the north end of the yard, the one they padlocked at close, folded inward off its posts with a shriek of tearing metal, and through the gap came the first of them. Kade would spend a long time after trying to find a clean word for what it was and never manage it. Man-shaped, roughly. Gray, the gray of a drowned thing, hairless, its skin drawn so tight over the skull that the teeth showed at the sides. It moved wrong — too many joints, or joints in the wrong places — and it came across the yard at the shipping crew fast and low and without a sound.

A box of light flashed up over it as it came, small and red, a price tag on a shelf:

[ Rift-Ghoul ]

Petrov the Ranger got his hands up. Something happened — a shimmer, a half-formed arrow of light that guttered and died before it left his fingers, because Petrov had been a Ranger for ninety seconds and didn't know a thing about it. The ghoul went through him. Just — through. Kade saw it and his mind refused it and it happened anyway, and then the yard was noise and running and the gold light overhead not caring at all. Somewhere across the lot the night guard's pistol clicked, and clicked, and kept clicking — rounds that would have fired fine a day ago, dead in the chamber, because the Reset had rewritten more than the sky. Powder didn't burn anymore. The old world's teeth had been pulled in the same breath its monsters were let in.

Kade ran too. He wanted to say he did something else. He ran for the roll-up door and the racking and the dark, because the dark was the only thing he still understood, and behind him people were screaming again and this time it stayed screaming.

He made it inside. He put a row of steel shelving between himself and the door and crouched there in the black with his heart going like a fist on a locker, and his useless empty box hovered in front of him and lit the underside of his own chin, and he pressed both hands over it to kill the glow.

Under his hands, it stopped stuttering.

It filled.

Warm gold light bled out between his fingers, and Kade pulled his hands away, and the box was no longer empty.

[ CLASS ASSIGNED ] Kade Mercer — [ LIEGE ] WARNING: this class is flagged for deletion. Bond list: empty.

"Liege," he whispered. "The hell is a Liege."

The box didn't say. It hung there, patient as ever, that ugly red warning line sitting in the middle of it like a splinter. He pressed his fingers to the light the way he'd seen Dwyer do, willing it to tell him something — an attack, a shield, anything — and it opened, and what unfolded behind it was worse than empty. Every other person in that yard had gotten a class stuffed full of things they could do. Kade's had a list of what he was, and the list was almost bare.

[ SYSTEM ] Kade Mercer — Liege — Rank: Dormant Power: Dormant | Magic: Dormant | Body: Dormant | Speed: Dormant Bonds: none Echoed Skills: none Class Skill: Bond (locked — requires one willing sworn)

No Fighter's strength. No Healer's mend. One skill, and it was locked, and it wanted something he didn't have — a willing sworn, whatever that meant, some other person to agree to something he didn't understand.

He heard the ghoul come in through the roll-up door.

He heard it because it wanted to be heard now — the click of those wrong joints on the concrete, unhurried, casting back and forth like a dog on a scent. It had come off the yard and into the building and it was hunting, and Kade, crouched behind the shelving with a class the world had marked for deletion and not one thing he could do about it, understood in a single cold drop that the thing was hunting him. The others had run for the fence. This one had come inside.

He looked around for a weapon in the dark and his hand closed on a length of steel pipe, offcut from the racking build, as long as his arm and heavy at one end. He'd carried a thousand of them. His hands knew the weight without asking.

The clicking stopped.

It had found the end of his aisle.

Kade came up out of his crouch as it came around the shelving, and there was no plan in him, nothing but the pipe and six years of throwing weight around a warehouse, and he swung for the gray skull with everything his back and shoulders had. The pipe hit. The shock of it rang up his arms to the teeth. The ghoul's head snapped sideways and it went down against the racking hard enough to shake the whole row — and then it caught itself on those too-many joints and came at him low, and its hand raked his thigh, and the pain was a white line drawn straight up into his hip.

He hit it again. Again. He didn't count. He hit it going down and he hit it on the ground and he kept hitting after it stopped moving because stopping felt like more of a risk than his arms giving out, and when he finally did stop — chest heaving, blood running warm down into his boot — the thing under him was a broken gray ruin and a small red box was flickering over it.

Then the box changed color, from red to that patient System gold, and a new line unfolded in the air in front of him, and he read it hanging there in the dark, over the corpse, with his own blood on the pipe.

[ SLAIN ] Rift-Ghoul — strength drawn in.

It hit him like a swallow of something strong.

That was the only way he could have said it. Heat unrolled out of the center of his chest and ran down both arms and into his hands, into the raked meat of his thigh, into the soles of his feet, and where it went the shaking stopped. He felt his own grip on the pipe tighten without being told to, felt it close harder than it had a second ago, hard enough that the steel bit his palm. His breathing evened. The pain in his leg didn't leave — but it stepped back, got smaller, became a thing that was happening to him instead of a thing that owned him. He stood over the corpse in the dark and flexed his hand, open, shut, open, and it answered faster and meaner than the hand he'd had this morning.

On an impulse he didn't stop to examine, he set the pipe down and got both hands under the edge of a loaded pallet — the same weight class he'd been babying onto the racking with a forklift an hour ago — and he lifted. It came up off the concrete. Not easily, not like a magic trick, but it came, better than an eighth of a ton of boxed freight rising on the strength of a man who could not have shifted one corner of it yesterday. He held it a breath, then set it down soft, and stood there in the dark breathing, looking at his own two hands like they'd been swapped out for a bigger man's while he wasn't watching.

He'd killed the thing and it had made him stronger. Not a lot. He was no fool; he could feel it was no more than a first coin dropped in a very deep jar. But it was real, and it was his, and it had come from the killing.

His empty box pulsed once, gold, and settled, and Kade looked down at it and thought about the red line — flagged for deletion — with different eyes than he'd had a minute ago. The System had rewritten the sky and handed out gifts to everyone in the yard, and the one class it wanted gone, the one it had sent a monster indoors to hunt while the Fighters and Rangers ran free — that was the one it had put in Kade Mercer's chest.

You didn't send a hunter after something weak. You didn't scrub a thing off the books because it did nothing.

He wiped the pipe on his jeans, took a grip on it his hands would remember, and went looking for the way out, and under the fear there was one small clean thing turning over that hadn't been there an hour before, and it wasn't hope exactly, but it was pointed in the same direction.




Chapter Two — What the System Wants

Morning came up gray and wrong over a city that had been rewritten in the night.

Kade sat on the tailgate of a dead delivery truck two blocks from the warehouse and watched the light come. He'd bound his thigh with a torn sleeve and a length of packing strap, and the bleeding had stopped, and that was as far as his medical knowledge went. The wound throbbed in time with his heart. He'd learned to breathe around it — and, he noticed, it was closing faster than a wound like that had any right to, the edges already gone from red to a dull furious pink. Whatever the coal in his chest was, it worked on more than his grip.

He'd walked most of the night. Not toward anything — away. Away from the warehouse and the yard and the shapes he hadn't looked at too closely on his way out through the gate. The streets he crossed were the streets he'd driven a hundred times, the same in their bones — the overpass, the row of shuttered auto shops, the transit stop with its bent bench — and wrong in every detail that mattered. A car sat crossways in the intersection at Halsted with its doors open and no one in it, and a sapling, a full young tree ten feet if it was an inch, grew straight up through the engine block with its bark still wet from a night's growing. Moss climbed the dead traffic light. The air smelled green and mineral, like a cave mouth, under the ordinary city stink of cold asphalt.

The gold writing was gone from the sky. What it left behind was worse in a quiet way — the sense that the rules underneath everything had been swapped out while he slept, and nobody had been asked, and nobody could swap them back.

His box had stayed with him the whole night. He'd learned it came when he thought about it and shrank small and dim at the edge of his vision when he didn't, tucked away like a phone in a pocket. Sometime around what he guessed was three in the morning he'd made himself sit down and read the whole thing through, slow, the way he read a shipping manifest when he couldn't afford to get it wrong.

[ SYSTEM ] Kade Mercer — Liege — Rank: Dormant Power: Dormant | Magic: Dormant | Body: Dormant | Speed: Dormant Bonds: none Echoed Skills: none Class Skill: Bond (locked — requires one willing sworn)

He'd worked out a few things by staring at it. The word under each stat — Dormant — wasn't a number and it wasn't nothing. When he pushed at the box, willed it to explain, it gave him a little more: a row of words, low to high, with Dormant sitting at the bottom like the first rung of a ladder buried underground.

Dormant → Kindled → Tempered → Honed → Ascendant → Peerless → Apex

That was the ladder. Everything he was — how hard he hit, how fast he moved, how much he could take — sat on the lowest rung of it. And when the box had said strength drawn in over the ghoul, and the heat had come pouring down his arms, that had been him starting up the ladder. Not a whole rung. Warming toward one. He could feel exactly where he sat on it now if he closed his eyes and looked inward: a foot planted on the bottom, weight beginning to shift to the next.

He wanted the next.

That was the thing he turned over on the tailgate as the light came, and it surprised him, how clean the wanting was. Every other person in that yard had been handed a class already stocked with power. He'd been handed a stairway and told to climb it himself, one kill at a time — and some cold practical part of him, the part that had made shift lead twice and lost it twice, understood that a stairway with no ceiling written on it might be worth more in the end than a class that arrived finished.

Then he made himself read the red line, because he was a coward about it and he knew it, and he'd left it for last.

[ NOTICE ] The [ Liege ] class was removed from the sanctioned registry in a prior age. Unsanctioned classes are subject to correction. A Warden has been dispatched.

He read correction and dispatched and Warden and felt the morning get colder around him. He didn't know what a Warden was. He knew what dispatched meant. Something was coming, with a purpose, and the purpose had his name in it — and the ghoul in the warehouse hadn't wandered in off the yard. It had come inside while the others ran for the fence. A first pass. See whether the flagged thing dies on its own before you send someone to make sure.

He hadn't died. He wondered if that had made it worse.

But under the cold there was that other thing again, the small clean pointed thing from the warehouse floor, and it said what it had said last night: they don't scrub the weak ones off the books. They don't send a hunter indoors after prey that can't hurt them. Whatever a Liege was, the System was afraid enough of it to have deleted it from the world and to be spending a Warden on him now — and a thing that important was a thing worth becoming.

A ghoul found him before he'd finished the thought.

It came around the front of the delivery truck at a low fast scuttle, the joint-click he knew now, and this time Kade didn't run and this time he didn't flail. He came off the tailgate with the pipe already moving, and the difference between the man he'd been at midnight and the man he was at dawn was written in the swing. He met it clean. The pipe caught it across the temple and the strength that came up out of his back was a hair more than it had been in the warehouse — one coin more in the jar — and the ghoul's skull broke on the first hit instead of the fourth. It dropped. He put a second blow in to be sure, because being sure was cheap, and stepped back breathing easy.

[ SLAIN ] Rift-Ghoul — strength drawn in.

The heat came again, that swallow of something strong, and this time he was ready for it and rode it instead of gasping. When it settled he felt the weight in him bank higher than the first kill had left it — not a rung climbed, not yet, the bottom one still under him, but the next one close enough now that he could feel its edge and want it. He flexed his hand and the hand was quicker.

He tested it before he could talk himself out of it. There was a car at the curb, a compact gone dead like all the rest, and he set his shoulder against the rear quarter-panel and shoved the way he'd shove a stubborn pallet — and the whole back end skated sideways across the asphalt with a shriek of dead rubber, a foot, two, before he eased off. He stood back and looked at what he'd done. Yesterday that car would have won. Yesterday he'd have put his back into it and thrown up in the gutter and the car would not have moved. Two ghouls. Two swallows of strength. That was the price, and the price was cheap, and the jar had no line drawn on it anywhere that said full.

That was the thing he kept circling back to, and it kept surprising him with how clean it was: every other soul in that yard had been handed a finished thing. He'd been handed a stairway. And a stairway with no ceiling was worth more, in the end, than any gift that showed up already spent — as long as a man was willing to climb it over the bodies of the things that got in his way.

Kade looked down at the broken thing and then out at the rewritten city, and for the first time since the sky filled with gold he felt less like prey.

He didn't have long with the feeling. Down the street, people moved.

He was off the tailgate and into the shadow of the truck with the pipe up before he'd decided to be, which told him something about the night he'd had. Three figures came up the middle of the road, keeping to the open, the way people move when they've learned the things that hunt you like to hunt from cover. Two men, one woman. One man carried a fire axe. The woman had a box of light hanging by her shoulder, and when she gestured at a doorway to clear it, the box flared and a thin lance of orange flame licked out of her open hand and scorched the frame.

A Mage. A real one, using it, an hour's more practice than Petrov had gotten and already worlds ahead. They cleared the block with a competence that made Kade's chest tight — not with fear now, with hunger. They had things they could do. And he had two dead ghouls and a locked skill and a stairway with no top.

He watched the fire-Mage scorch a doorway clear and felt the wanting sharpen into something almost like a plan. Those three were strong, and getting stronger, and each of them would stay exactly one person no matter how far they climbed — a Mage, a Mage, a Mage, world without end. Whatever the box had jammed into his chest didn't work like that. He'd felt it try to open on the warehouse floor and fail for want of one thing, and the thing it wanted wasn't a monster to kill or a level to grind. It was a person. Someone willing. His whole locked power was a door that only another human being could open, which meant the strong people moving through this ruined city weren't competition. Handled right, they were fuel — and the thought sat in him strange and hot, half hope and half something he didn't have a clean name for yet.

He almost called out. The pull of other living people after a night like his was a physical thing, a lean toward warmth, and he got as far as drawing breath. Then the axe-man's box flared warning red and swung to point down a side street, and the three of them went from walking to a dead sprint in a heartbeat, gone around the corner before Kade could step out. A second later he heard it — torn metal, joint-click, more than one this time, a lot more than one — and he pressed himself flat to the truck and did not follow, and hated himself a little for the relief of it.

The city was full of teeth now. That was the lesson. Everyone who'd gotten a class was learning to fight or learning to die. And he'd been handed the one class that couldn't do either alone — until he found someone willing to tie their fate to his.

He looked down at his box. Bond (locked — requires one willing sworn.)

"Fine," Kade said to it, quiet. "Then I find one."

He didn't know how you asked a stranger to swear to you in the middle of the end of the world, or what it cost them, or him. But he knew the shape of the problem now, and a problem with a shape was a problem he could walk toward, and that was more than he'd had at midnight. He shouldered the pipe, tested his weight on the bad leg, found it would carry him — and carry him better than yesterday. The green mineral smell of the rewritten city sat in the back of his throat.

Somewhere out past all these streets a Warden was walking toward a name on a deletion list, and the name was his. Kade went the other way, deeper into the city, looking for the sound of a fight he could reach in time to matter — and for the first person foolish or desperate enough to climb the stairway with him.




Chapter Three — The White-Robed Girl

He found it four blocks east, and he heard the magic before he saw the girl throwing it.

The sound was unlike anything the night had taught him. The ghouls came with metal-shriek and joint-click and wet silence. This was a hard clean crack, like a power line snapping, and it came again and again on a rhythm, and each time it came the whole street lit white for half a breath and threw the shadows of the buildings flat against the far wall. Kade came around the corner of a collapsed storefront at a limping run and stopped dead in the mouth of it, because the thing he'd been walking toward all morning was right there in front of him, and it was already going wrong.

She stood at the top of a short flight of stone steps — a bank, or what had been one, its doors long torn away. White robes. That was the first thing, the thing that didn't belong: a girl in robes the color of clean snow in a city gone gray and green, robes that should have been filthy after a night like the one they'd all had and weren't, not a mark on them, which told Kade before he understood anything else that she was something the ordinary rules didn't quite touch. She held a staff in both hands, dark wood shot through with a vein of white light that pulsed when she moved, and she was the source of the sound. Every time she leveled that staff, the white crack tore down the steps and a ghoul came apart at the end of it, clean, no struggle, one shot each.

She was magnificent. She was also losing.

Kade saw why in the time it took to draw a breath. She could kill anything the light touched — but the light took a moment to build between shots, a hard second of gathering, and there were too many of them coming up the steps and around the sides for one shot to hold the line. And she couldn't move. Every time she gave ground her aim broke and the rhythm broke with it. She was a wall with one gun and no armor, and the ghouls had started to understand it, the same way they'd understood the warehouse, and they were coming from three sides now to reach the soft thing behind the gun.

Her box hung by her shoulder, and Kade's eyes, hungry for any scrap of the new rules, caught the top line as the white light flared:

[ Dagny Harlow — Arcanist — Body: Dormant ]

Body: Dormant. The lowest rung. Whatever she was in Magic — and the shattered ghouls at the foot of the steps said it was high, higher than anything he'd seen — her body was as fragile as his had been in the warehouse dark. One hand from one ghoul. That was all it would take. He'd felt exactly that hand on his own thigh, and he still had the wound to prove how close it came.

A ghoul made the top of the steps on her blind side.

Kade didn't decide to move. His legs decided, the way they'd decided behind the truck, except this time they threw him forward instead of back, and the pipe was already coming up. He took the steps two at a time on the bad leg and it screamed at him and he ignored it, and the strength he'd bought with two dead ghouls put him there in time — barely, the margin a hand's width — and he swung the pipe across the thing's skull as its arm came down toward the white of her robe. It folded sideways off the steps. The girl's head snapped around, staff already leveling at him, white light gathering at the tip a foot from his chest, and for a bad half-second Kade thought she was going to burn a hole through him for the crime of being one more shape in the chaos.

"I'm people," he got out. "I'm on your — I'm people."

Her eyes went from his face to the pipe to the folded ghoul at the foot of the steps that had been about to open her up. The light at the staff's tip held, gathered, trembling.

Then she turned it back on the steps and blew apart the next ghoul coming up, and over her shoulder, in a voice with a cut-glass edge the end of the world hadn't dulled at all, she said: "Then hold the left. I can't turn and shoot."

So Kade held the left.

It was the worst few minutes of his life and he wouldn't have traded them. He had no class he could use, no skill, no strength but two dead ghouls' worth and six years of throwing weight, and he stood on that girl's left flank with a length of pipe and made himself a wall so that she could be a gun. He hit them as they came. He took a raking hand across the forearm that laid the skin open, and he kept his feet. Behind and above him the white light cracked and cracked on its rhythm, one ghoul a shot, and between the two of them — her killing everything in front, him breaking everything that came around — the tide at the top of the steps began, slowly, to turn.

And then it didn't matter, because one got through.

It came low and fast up the right side, her side, the side she'd trusted to her own gun, and her light was still gathering from the last shot and it wasn't going to build in time, and Kade was on the wrong flank to reach it. He saw the whole shape of it in an instant that stretched out long and terrible: the ghoul's hand coming up, the white robe, the girl's eyes going wide as she felt it too late.

Its claws caught her across the ribs and she went down against the stone with a sound too small for how much it meant, and her staff clattered from her hands, and the white vein in it went dark.

Kade crossed the top of the steps without knowing he'd moved. He got the pipe into the ghoul's skull once, twice, drove it off her and down the steps — and then he was on his knees over her in the wreck of her white robes, and there was too much red in them now, spreading, and her face had gone the gray of the drowned thing that had done it. Her eyes found his. Her mouth moved. Nothing came out.

And his box — his useless, empty, locked box — lit up gold in the corner of his eye and threw a line of text across the space between their faces, and this time the line was not empty, and it was the only thing in the whole rewritten world that could have saved her.

[ BOND AVAILABLE ] Dagny Harlow is dying. Will you take her as sworn? [ Yes / No ]

He didn't understand what it cost. He didn't understand what it did. He understood one thing, the thing the warehouse had taught him in the dark — that the coal in his chest was real, that the ladder was real, that when the box spoke it meant exactly what it said. It said dying. It said sworn. It held the answer out to him like a key in an open palm.

"Yes," Kade said. "Yes."

He didn't say it to the box. He said it to her, with his hand pressed to the ruin of her side and her blood running warm over his fingers, and her eyes on his face, and the whole gray city gone quiet around them as if it too were waiting to see what a deleted thing could do.

The box flared white — not gold, white, the clean snow-white of her robes — and the world answered.

[ BOND FORMED ] Dagny Harlow bound as Liegesworn. Share active: sworn stats hold at one rung below the Liege. Echo gained: Whitefire Lance.

And then the lock in his chest broke.

He felt it go the way you feel a jammed door finally give — a lurch, a tearing, and then a flood. The single locked skill on his sheet, Bond, the thing that had needed one willing sworn and now had one, came alive all at once, and every dormant thing in him woke with it. The heat that two dead ghouls had trickled into his arms came now in a wave that near knocked him flat, up out of the floor of him, up the buried stairway, and he felt himself climb — not a step, a surge, the bottom rungs blurring past under him as the class that had been asleep since the sky filled with gold finally opened its eyes.

[ CLASS AWAKENED ] First sworn accepted. The lock breaks. Kade Mercer — Liege — Rank surges: Dormant → Tempered.

He came back to himself on his knees with his ears ringing and his whole body singing like a plucked wire, stronger — vastly, stupidly stronger — than the man who'd climbed these steps a minute ago. And the strength wasn't only his. It poured out of him too, down his arm, through his hand, into the cold gray body under it, and he felt her come with him. Her stats dragged up off the buried bottom rung, hauled toward his own and stopped one short of it, held there by the same thread that now ran warm between his chest and hers. Under his hand the torn flesh of her side knit — not healed, he was no Healer — but a Body that could survive what a Body of Dormant never could. The gray went out of her face. Her breath came back ragged, then even. Color, real color, flooded up her throat.

Dagny Harlow opened her eyes the rest of the way. She looked at the white light still fading between them. She looked at her own hand, where a strength she had never once owned was closing her fingers into a fist that didn't shake. And she looked, last, at Kade — kneeling over her with her blood on his hands and a class the world wanted dead.

"What," she said, in that cut-glass voice, gone very quiet and very careful, "did you just do to me?"

Kade sat back on his heels. His arms weren't shaking anymore. His leg was a banked fire he could stand on. Down at the foot of the steps the last ghoul picked itself up, and Kade started to reach for the pipe to meet it —

— and stopped, because he didn't need the pipe.

It was there. In his chest, beside the risen coal, a new thing sat that hadn't existed a minute ago — a shape, a knowing, a spell he had never learned and now owned down to the marrow. He knew its name the way he knew his own hands. He raised one of those hands, palm out, at the thing on the steps, the way he'd watched her do it a dozen times in the last five minutes, and he pulled on the new thing in his chest —

— and white fire tore out of a warehouse grunt's open hand and crossed the steps in a clean hard crack and blew the ghoul apart where it stood.

Whitefire Lance.

Kade stared at his own smoking palm. The recoil of it still sang up his arm, glorious, obscene, a thing that had no business belonging to him. Six years he'd thrown pallets, and he had just thrown lightning made of daylight out of the flat of his hand because a dying Arcanist had sworn to him thirty seconds ago.

Dagny stared at his palm too. Then she looked down at her own, at the staff lying dark on the stone beside her, and her cut-glass composure cracked straight across.

"That's mine," she said. "That's my — how do you have my spell? That is my Lance, that took me four years, that is mine — "

"I don't know how any of it works," Kade said, and he heard his own voice come out shaky with something that wasn't fear at all. "I know you were dying and now you're not, and I know I've never felt anything like — " He flexed the hand. White sparks guttered off his knuckles and died. "Like that."

Dagny snatched her staff up off the stone before another word — reclaiming it, both hands, the way you grab back a thing that's yours — and leveled it at the empty steps out of pure reflex, and when nothing was left to kill she lowered it slowly and looked at him over the top of it with an expression he'd spend a long time learning to read. The anger was there, banked: the fury of a proud person who has just been rescued by a stranger and hates the shape of the debt. But under the anger, moving faster, was the other thing. She'd felt the strength pour into her. She'd felt the bottom rung fall away. She was an Arcanist who could level a street and die to a single scratch, and something had just closed that gap in the space of one word — and she was far too clever not to have already run the arithmetic on how long she was going to live now, and how much longer still if she stayed close.

"Dagny Harlow," she said finally, almost a question, testing whether the world was going to keep making sense.

"Kade Mercer."

"Mercer." She looked at the scorch mark his hand had left on the steps, at the bond-thread only the two of them could feel, at her own steady fist. Her jaw set. "What class are you?"

He thought about lying. He was too full of white fire and too tired to build one.

"The kind they delete," Kade said, and got to his feet — easy now, the bad leg holding, the whole of him lit up two full rungs above the man who'd come around that corner — and held his bloody hand down to help the white-robed girl up off the steps.

She looked at the hand a long moment. Then she took it, and let him pull her up, and did not let go quite as fast as she needed to.




Chapter Four — Liegesworn

They got two streets off the bank before Dagny stopped in the middle of the road, planted her staff on the asphalt, and demanded he explain himself.

"You don't get to just do that," she said, "and then walk. Sit. No — stand there. But explain."

Kade leaned against a dead bus with his bad leg out straight. It held his weight without complaint, which it would not have done an hour ago, and he kept catching himself testing it, pressing down, feeling the new strength answer. "I already told you. I don't know how it works. I know less about being a Liege than you do about being an Arcanist, and you've had a day's head start."

"That's not an answer, that's a shrug with words in it." She was pacing now, tight, three steps and back, robes moving clean and white around her in a city that had no business holding anything that clean. When she turned, the vein in her staff caught the gray light. "There's a thread. I can feel where you are. If I shut my eyes I could point at you. And you have my Lance. My Lance, Mercer. So you'll forgive me if 'I don't know' doesn't cover it."

He didn't know how to cover it, so he showed her instead.

He pushed off the bus, lifted his open hand toward the burnt-out husk of a car across the street, and reached inward for the new shape sitting beside the coal in his chest. It answered faster this time, eager, a hound that had learned its name. White light gathered at his palm — he felt it build, that hard second of gathering he'd watched cost her so much, and understood in his body why she couldn't move while it built — and then it cracked loose and tore across the street and punched a fist-sized hole clean through the car's door and out the other side.

The recoil sang up his arm. Kade lowered the hand slowly, grinning at it like an idiot, because there was no other thing to do with a feeling like that.

Dagny had gone very still.

"You channelled it through your hand," she said. "No staff. No focus. You just — through the hand." She said it the way you'd note a man had walked on water on his way to buy milk. "Do you understand that hand-casting at that force is what kills Arcanists? The staff arrived with the class, Mercer — materialized in my hands with a warning bolted to the sheet in red: channel through a focus, or the vessel burns. I channel through wood because if I channelled that through skin I'd burn my own arm to the elbow, and you — a man who got his class yesterday, same as the rest of the world — just did it twice and you're smiling."

"It doesn't hurt," Kade said, and flexed the hand. "Should it hurt?"

"Yes," Dagny said, with feeling.

He thought about it. "Maybe the class eats it. The burn. Maybe that's part of the — " he gestured, vague, at the whole of himself. "The lifting thing. It made me stronger than the spell can hurt."

She stared at him a moment longer, and then something moved behind her face that he was coming to recognize: the anger giving way to the arithmetic, the part of her that couldn't help but calculate. "A Liege echoes a sworn's signature skill," she said slowly, working it out aloud, "and carries it on a Liege's body, at a Liege's rung — which is higher, or will be, than the body that first cast it. So the spell that costs me my life to throw costs you nothing." Her eyes came up to his, bright and hard. "That's obscene. Do you know that? That's an obscene thing your class does."

"You keep saying it like it's a compliment."

"It is entirely a compliment." She turned away, staff clicking on the asphalt, and he had the distinct sense she was hiding her face while she got it back under control.

She recovered fast — she always would, he'd learn — and turned it into a demand. "The thread. Close your eyes." When he did, she moved; he heard her boots scuff, circling, quiet as she could manage. "Now. Point at me."

He pointed. He didn't think about it. His arm just knew, the way his hand knew the weight of a pipe, and when he opened his eyes his finger was leveled square at her chest from across the street, and she'd gone still with her staff half-raised and her mouth a flat line.

"Every time," she said. "You'll always know. Distance won't break it — I can feel that already, that it stretches." She lowered the staff slowly. "That's not nothing, Mercer. An army that can't be flanked because the commander always knows where every one of his people is standing, in the dark, through a wall. Do you understand what that's worth?" She was doing the arithmetic out loud again, but her eyes kept catching on the fact of it — that he'd found her without looking, that some part of her now lived on the far end of a line that ran into his chest — and the arithmetic kept losing to something underneath it she didn't have a column for.

"I can feel where you are too," Kade said. "Same as you feel me."

"I know you can." She said it a little too quickly, and turned away again, and this time she didn't bother hiding that she'd turned away.

He got to test the rest of it before the block was out.

Two ghouls came off a side street, drawn by the crack of his Lance, and Kade watched Dagny do a thing he understood was, for her, a small miracle. She didn't snipe. She didn't plant and gather and pray the first shot held. She walked into them — staff swung two-handed like a laborer's tool — and when the second one raked its claws across her forearm as it closed, a full hit, a hit that would have opened her to the bone this morning, she looked down at the four gray welts it left on white skin that did not break, and she laughed.

Then she put the butt of the staff through its chest and levered it off her and finished it on the ground, and stood over both of them breathing hard, robes fouled, forearm bruising green, her face wide open for the second time since he'd met her.

"I can take a hit," she said, to her own arm. "I have never once in my life been able to take a hit — and two nights ago a box of light told me I never would. My own class sheet, Mercer. Output exceeds what the vessel can bear. Channel through a focus. Expect to burn early. It said it like a kindness. That's what a glass cannon is, when it's a girl and not a metaphor. I was going to die of my own gift, and I'd already sat up one whole night doing the arithmetic on how few years the sheet was offering." She flexed the bruised arm and watched it obey. "And then a warehouse worker knelt in my blood and now I can be hit."

The box gave a soft pulse between them, and a line unfolded, and Kade turned it so she could read.

[ BOND — Dagny Harlow ] Body: Kindled — one rung below Liege. Note: sworn stats climb as the Liege climbs.

"One rung below you," she read. "And you're — what, now? You surged. I felt you surge; the thread went white-hot for a second."

"Tempered, the box said. It jumped me two rungs when you swore." He rubbed the back of his neck. "First sworn breaks the lock, apparently. You lit me up."

Something flickered across her face at you lit me up — quick, there and gone, and it was not the arithmetic. She covered it by looking at her own hand again. "Then the higher you climb, the higher I climb, one step behind, forever. And if you die," she added, flat, a woman doing sums she didn't enjoy, "the thread cuts, the Share drops, and I go straight back to the bottom rung. Back to dying of a stiff breeze."

"Guess so."

"So I have an extremely strong reason to keep you breathing." She said it too quickly, and heard herself, and her jaw tightened. "That's arithmetic, Mercer. Don't hear anything in it."

"I heard arithmetic," Kade said. "Same as you meant it."

She almost smiled. She caught it, put it away, and bent to wipe the staff clean on a dead ghoul's arm — and when she straightened, the exhaustion had gone off her like a shrugged coat, replaced by something sharp and forward-leaning. "Then here's more of it. One Arcanist who can finally take a hit, and one Liege who can throw her best spell without dying of it, and who gets stronger every time either of us kills something. Do you have any idea how far above the average survivor that already puts us? Most people out here got one class and a prayer. We're a two-person war party and you've had the class for a day." She looked at him sidelong, proprietary, as if she'd already filed him under mine and was daring the world to argue. "Which means the only wrong move is to stay two people. We grow. We find more, and you do to them what you did to me, and every one of them makes both of us stronger."

There was an ugly shape under swear to me — the thing Dagny would warn him about, and a scarred man he hadn't yet met would put into words to his face soon enough. But that was down the road. Here, now, on a ruined street with white fire still warm in his palm and a beautiful furious woman planning his ascent like it was already hers to plan, all he felt was the stairway going up and up with no ceiling written on it.

"More sworn," he said.

"More sworn." Her staff clicked once on the asphalt, decisive. She held up a hand and ticked it off like a foreman assigning a crew. "A wall — someone who can stand in a doorway and not move, so I never have to wade into a knot of them again. A scout, eyes, someone who sees trouble before it's on us. A second caster, ideally, so I'm not the only range we've got." She lowered the hand. "You build a party the way you'd build anything, Mercer. You find the holes and you fill them. Except your holes get filled by people who then get stronger for standing next to you, which means nobody you recruit ever has cause to leave. That's the part the registry couldn't stomach. A normal party splits over loot and grudges. Yours can't, because walking away means walking back down the ladder."

"You make it sound like a trap."

"It's the opposite of a trap. A trap takes. This gives — that's exactly why it's dangerous." She studied him a moment, and then her voice dropped the lecturing edge and picked up something more pointed. "And, Mercer. The mage stays first. Whoever you collect after me — the wall, the scout, the second caster, however big this gets. I was here when you were nobody with a pipe and a locked skill and a death sentence. I bled first. Remember the order."

He didn't answer that, mostly because he wasn't sure what his face would do if he tried. There was a heat in the way she'd said first that had nothing to do with arithmetic, and they both knew it, and neither of them was going to be the one to name it standing in a ruined street with ghoul-blood drying on their boots.

Dagny turned and walked on ahead of him, white robes bright as a struck match in all that gray, and Kade shouldered the pipe he no longer strictly needed and followed the pull of the thread and the woman on the end of it, and thought — for the first time not with dread — about how many more threads there was room in his chest to hold.




Chapter Five — Sanctioned

Dagny knew things, and it turned out she knew them because her order had spent three hundred years being afraid of exactly what Kade had turned out to be.

They'd holed up for the afternoon in the back office of a pharmacy — steel door, one window they could block, a floor Kade could finally sit down on. He'd gotten his boot off and looked at the thigh wound in daylight and found it half-closed already, pink where it had been red, the Liege's risen Body burning through the damage. Dagny sat across from him with her staff over her knees and told him what he was, and every word of it made the coal in his chest feel less like a target and more like a loaded thing.

"The System keeps records," she said. "That's the part nobody looks at, because the sheet screams your own name at you and most people never read past it. Arcanist reaches deeper — the class can open the System's own archive, if you've the patience and the stomach. Registry. Rulings. Deletions. And the records go back further than this world, Mercer. It has done this before. Every few ages, somewhere, a sky fills with gold and a world gets its rules rewritten, and the System files all of it away like a clerk who never dies." She turned the staff slowly in her hands. "I kept files for a living, before the sky broke — claims, ledgers, nothing anyone will ever miss — so believe me when I tell you I know a real archive when I'm standing in one. I've spent both nights since the Reset down in that one, looking for a way out of my own red line. I didn't find one." Her eyes came up. "I found yours instead."

"So this has happened."

"Not to us. To people before us, whose notes we kept." She turned the staff a quarter-turn on her knees, idle, thinking. "The System sorts everyone into classes — Fighter, Healer, Ranger, Arcanist. Those are sanctioned. On a registry. And the registry is the whole point of the thing: it decides what a person is allowed to become, and it makes certain that no matter how strong any one class grows, it stays one person. A Fighter who trains a decade is a very dangerous single man. That's the ceiling. One."

Kade saw where it was going and let it come. "And a Liege isn't one."

"A Liege isn't one." She looked at him steadily. "That's the whole crime of it. Everything you are, you pour into other people. Everything they become pours a little back into you. And there's no ceiling written anywhere on it, because the ceiling was one, and you've got a class that treats one as an insult. Three sworn, thirty, three hundred — every one of them hauled up toward your rung, every one of them handing you their signature skill, and you standing in the middle of it getting stronger off the strength you give away." She let that sit in the little room. "The registry cannot allow that. A hundred Arcanists is a hundred problems the System can count and fence and put down one at a time. A Liege with a hundred sworn is one problem that can't be counted — because killing any of the hundred only makes the other ninety-nine deadlier, and the Liege in the center is the one piece that can't be replaced. So the class was scrubbed. Removed from the registry in — the notes said 'a prior age,' which is the archive's way of admitting nobody's sure when. And Wardens were set to walk the deletion routes and correct any that surfaced on a Reset."

"And here I am."

"Here you are. Surfaced." She held his eye. "Do you understand what I'm telling you, Mercer? I'm telling you they didn't delete your class because it's weak. They deleted it because it's the single most dangerous thing a person can be, and they were right to be afraid of it, and it is currently sitting in a warehouse worker's chest throwing my Lance out of his bare hand."

She hadn't meant it as a gift. He took it as one anyway, and she saw him take it, and something in her expression said she'd expected nothing less and was, despite herself, pleased.

"The Warden," he said. "That's not a monster. That's the enforcement."

"That's the registry's own hand. Yes. The ghouls are just the Reset shaking loose — wild things filling the empty spaces. A Warden is aimed. It has your name the way a warrant has a name, and it will walk toward that name through anything in its road, and when it reaches you it will try to remove you the way you'd cut a bad line out of code." She turned the staff again. "And here's the part you won't like."

"I haven't liked any of it."

"You'll like this less. Right now you're one man with two — one — sworn." She corrected herself with a flick of irritation and Kade hid a smile. "One. Me. A Liege with one sworn is barely a Liege. But the class scales, and you've felt it scale, so the only correct move is to grow, and grow fast, and grow specifically in the directions we're thin. I can delete anything at four hundred feet and I can now, thanks to you, survive being touched — but I am still not a wall. When the Warden comes, or the first faction that wants what you are, two of us is a short fight and a shallow grave. A dozen of us who move together is —"

She never finished, because the steel door boomed.

Not a knock. A body, thrown against it, and then the joint-click, muffled, and a second body, and the cheap latch Kade had thought was solid gave a metal groan. Dagny was on her feet with the staff up before he'd finished standing, and for one bad second the old instinct had her — plant, gather, pray the first shot holds in a room too small to give ground in.

"Don't gather," Kade said. "You can take a hit now. Wade in — I'll throw over your shoulder."

She threw him a look that was equal parts outrage and wild delight at being told, and then the door blew inward and two ghouls came through it and she did exactly that. She stepped into the first one and broke its knee with the staff and it went down thrashing, and Kade put his open palm past her ear and pulled on the thing in his chest and Whitefire Lance cracked across the little room and ended the second one against the far wall before its claws found her. The first one clawed up off the floor; Dagny reversed the staff and drove the butt of it down through the back of its skull with a strength that hadn't existed in her until that morning, and then it was over, both of them breathing hard in a pharmacy full of scorch and ruin, and neither of them had a scratch.

Two boxes bloomed gold and folded away. Two swallows of strength rolled up Kade's arms and settled, and the jar in his chest took them in and asked for more — Tempered still, but a little nearer the top of that rung than he'd been that morning. And something clattered on the tile where the second one dropped: a short blade of pale metal that hadn't existed a moment before, folded out of the same gold light that took the body. So the System paid out gear as well as strength. The new world's armories, it turned out, walked around on claws until somebody opened them.

Dagny looked at the two dead things, and at the untouched skin of her own arms, and then at Kade — and she laughed, breathless, the sound with an edge on it he hadn't heard yet. "That. That's what a dozen of us is. That, times six. Moving together, covering each other's holes, and you in the middle drinking down every kill and handing the strength back around." She wiped soot off her cheek with the back of her wrist. "Do you see it now? Not surviving. Building. A Liege doesn't run from the Warden, Mercer. A Liege builds the thing the Warden can't correct, and then he stops running at all."

She sank down against the pharmacy shelving across from him, staff across her knees, and for once she didn't reach for the cutting edge. She just talked, and Kade listened, because she was describing a shape he wanted and hadn't had the words for.

"Understand what you actually are, and you'll stop flinching at that red line. Every other class tops out at one. The strongest Fighter this Reset produces will still be one man, and a hundred ordinary people with the right plan can drag one man down. But you." She pointed the staff at him, lightly, an accusation and a coronation both. "You don't top out. The System's own archive holds exactly one line about the last Liege it ever recorded — the deletion entry wears it like a warning label — and I'll tell it to you the way it's written, because I found it the first night I went digging and I haven't stopped hearing it since, and I never once thought I'd meet the reason it was warned about. He entered the age with nothing and left it holding the loyalty of thousands, and the sanctioned lords could not kill him, because to reach him they had first to break every hand he had lifted, and every hand he had lifted had grown too strong to break."

The pharmacy was very quiet. Somewhere out in the ruined city a dog barked, ordinary, and the ordinariness of it under her words made the hair stand up on Kade's arms.

"Thousands," he said.

"Thousands. Sworn, willing, each one hauled up your ladder and each one feeding you a piece of what they were, until the man in the center wasn't a person anymore so much as a — a weather. A thing that happened to a region. Factions didn't fight him, Mercer, in the end. They came to his gate and asked to be let in, because standing outside a Liege meant standing below everyone who'd already sworn, and no one wants to be the weak thing in a world of teeth." She let that hang. "That's why they deleted the class. Not because it loses. Because it wins, and the winning has no ceiling and no off switch, and a System built to keep power spread thin across a million countable people cannot abide one uncountable man it can't divide."

Kade turned it over. The night the sky filled with gold he'd been counting inventory under sodium lamps and taking Dwyer's guff about being late. Now a woman in white robes was telling him, flatly, without flattery, that the thing in his chest could end with him standing at a gate that factions came to ask into. It should have sounded insane. Sitting in a pharmacy with white fire still dying off his knuckles and two fresh kills' worth of strength settling into his spine, it sounded like a floor plan.

"That's a long way from two people and a locked skill," he said.

"Everything is, at the start." She pushed up off the shelving, brisk again, the vision folded away like a map she'd only meant to show him a corner of. "But you don't get there by hiding in a pharmacy hoping the Warden trips on the way. You get there one sworn at a time, starting today, starting with whoever's holding the nearest wall. So." She held out a hand and hauled him to his feet with a strength that still clearly delighted her. "We stop talking about the machine and we go find the next part of it."

Kade looked at his own open palm, white sparks dying off the knuckles, and for the first time since the sky filled with gold he wasn't thinking about the way out. He was thinking about the way up — and about a gate, somewhere down the years, with a line of the strong waiting outside it to swear.

He got his boot back on over the half-healed thigh and stood, and the wound took his weight like it had never argued. "Then we build," he said. "You said survivors clump — where?"

"Somewhere in this city there's a holdout. Walls, bodies, someone strong enough to have held them this long." She stepped over a dead ghoul toward the ruined door, white-robed and certain, already leading, and the look she threw back had no mockery in it at all — which, from Dagny, was as close to praise as the afternoon was going to get. "We find their wall. And you try very hard, Mercer, not to lead with the part where you ask them to swear their lives to you." A dry glance over her shoulder. "In my experience, people who've built a wall are not eager to be owned by the first stranger who promises to make them strong. Even when he can."




Chapter Six — The Man Who Won't Kneel

The holdout was a parking structure, and the man in the mouth of it had a shield made from a road sign and the flattest eyes Kade had ever seen on a living face.

They smelled it before they saw it — woodsmoke, cooking, the close animal reek of a lot of frightened people living on top of each other. Dagny had led them true, four blocks and a river of dead cars, to a concrete garage with its ground-level ramps barricaded to the ceiling with everything a city throws away when it stops working: cars nose to tail, dumpsters, a school bus laid on its side. One gap left. One throat into the place. And standing in the throat was the man.

He was big the way a thing is built, not born — thick through the neck and forearms, gray coming into a dark beard, an old scar splitting one eyebrow so it grew in two pieces. He held the road-sign shield like it weighed nothing and he'd carried worse. Behind him, back in the smoky dark, Kade could hear the holdout breathing: dozens of them, kids among them by the pitch of the voices, the whole huddled weight of what this one scarred man stood in a gap to keep alive. When Kade and Dagny came up the last of the ramp into his sightline, he didn't call a warning and he didn't raise an alarm. He stepped into the gap, filled it, and waited for them to be close enough that he wouldn't have to shout.

His box hung at his shoulder, and Kade had learned to read the top line fast.

[ Torv Aldous — Frontliner — Body: Tempered ]

Tempered. The same rung Kade had surged to on the steps — and Torv's own, unearned by any bond, ground out the hard way in a single day. This was a man who had walked into the end of the world and gone straight to work.

"That's close enough," Torv said. Low, unbothered, a man stating the weather. "You've got the look of people who want in. Everybody's got the look. So I'll save us the dance." He nodded at Dagny. "You're an Arcanist. White robes, staff, you're worth your weight — I'd take you." Then the flat eyes moved to Kade and stopped, and something behind them cooled a degree. "You I can't read. Your box is doing something I don't like."

Kade went still. He'd tucked the box small, the trick he'd learned, but a Frontliner a full day into his own class had apparently learned tricks too.

"You'll want to open that up," Torv said. Not a question.

Dagny started to say something smooth, and Kade cut across her — because the pharmacy had taught him the truth was usually boring and boring was usually safe, and a man like this would smell a smooth answer coming a block off.

"It's a class that got deleted," Kade said. "Called Liege. The System flagged it for correction and sent something to correct me. That's what your box doesn't like — it's reading a thing that isn't supposed to be on the registry anymore."

Torv looked at him a long moment. "Deleted. And what's it do, this class they went to the trouble of erasing? What's it for?"

There it was — the question Dagny had warned him would go over poorly, arrived early, asked straight to his face by the one man he most needed to answer well. Kade thought about dressing it up. He looked at the flat waiting eyes and didn't.

"It makes people stronger," he said. "People who swear to me. They climb toward my rung — she was on the bottom rung this morning, dying, and now she's not." He tipped his head at Dagny's whole, bruised forearm. "And I get a piece of them back. One skill each. That's the trade. Everyone I'm bonded to gets stronger as I climb, and I climb faster the more of them there are."

"Swear to you," Torv repeated.

"Willing. It doesn't work otherwise. I can't take it. They give it."

He'd thought that part would help. He watched it do the opposite. Torv's jaw set, and the road-sign shield came up an inch — not a threat, a door closing — and when he spoke his voice had gone quiet in a way worse than loud.

"I've met your class before," Torv said. "Not the System name. The thing. Fifteen years as a contractor — merc, if you want the ugly word, and it's the right word. I've stood in a lot of gaps like this one, for a lot of men who told me that if I swore to them they'd make me strong and keep me safe, and all I had to give up was the part of me that got to say no." The scar through his eyebrow pulled as his face hardened. "Every one of them meant it, too. That's the trick of it — they always mean it. And it always ends with a man owning your fear and calling it your loyalty, and you finding out too late that willing is a thing a person can be walked into when they're scared enough and out of road. You're standing at the mouth of a place full of the scared and the out-of-road, friend, and you're telling me your whole power is getting them to swear."

Kade opened his mouth and found he didn't have the answer, because the man wasn't wrong. That was the terrible part. Everything Dagny had laid out in the pharmacy — find the desperate, offer them a way not to die, build the machine — Torv had just described from the underside, from inside the boot, and it was the same machine seen from the wrong end.

"So here's how it is," Torv said. "The Arcanist comes in. She'll earn her keep, everybody's better for a staff on the wall. You stay out. I'm not putting a man who collects oaths in a room with forty people who'd swear anything tonight to feel safe till morning. Nothing personal, Liege. It's the most personal thing there is." He stepped back into the gap, closing it. "Go find your machine somewhere else."

And then, from down in the smoke and the dark behind him, someone screamed — a real scream, an alarm-scream, the kind Kade had learned in one long day to tell from all the others — and a ragged voice went up over the top of it:

"North ramp — they're coming up the north ramp — there's too many —"

Torv's head snapped around toward the sound, toward the people behind him, the kids, the forty who'd sworn nothing and were about to die for it anyway, and for one half-second the flat eyes weren't flat at all. They were the eyes of a man who had put himself in every gap there was and had, tonight, finally run out of gaps.

He looked back at Kade. At the pipe in Kade's hand. At the white-robed Arcanist beside him who could level a street.

"That's the arithmetic," Dagny said softly, her staff already waking to white. "Whether you like the man or not."

Torv Aldous made the call — not because Kade had talked him into it, but because the north ramp had made it for him. "Wall's this way," he said, and turned, and ran into the dark, and Kade and Dagny ran in after him.

The north ramp was a slaughter waiting to happen. A wide concrete throat, the barricade there half-built and already failing, and pouring up it out of the dark came more ghouls than Kade had seen in one place since the warehouse yard — a gray tide of joints and teeth, and behind the failing barricade a thin line of survivors with kitchen knives and pipe and one panicking Fighter whose fists guttered with light he didn't know how to use.

Torv hit the line and became its center the way a keel becomes a boat's. He got the road-sign shield up and planted and held, and the first rank of the tide broke on him and went nowhere. But he was one wall on a ramp built for ten, and the tide simply began to pour around his edges, toward the knives, toward the kids.

"Left of him!" Dagny snapped, and she was already moving, wading out onto the ramp on a Body that could finally carry her there, staff cracking white — one ghoul a shot, that terrible clean rhythm, except now she walked while she did it, and nothing that touched her could open her up.

Kade took the right of the wall.

He didn't reach for the pipe. He'd stopped being that man on the bank steps. He raised his open hand into the gray tide pouring up the ramp and pulled on the thing in his chest, and Whitefire Lance tore out of a warehouse grunt's bare palm and punched a smoking corridor straight through the front rank — and he didn't stop, he pulled again, and again, each crack costing him nothing a Healer would have to mend, each one blowing a hole in the flood while the strength of every kill rolled back up his arms and fed the coal that fed the fire. White light and white light and white light, thrown one-handed by a man the System wanted deleted, and the tide that had been about to drown a holdout began, on the right side of the wall, to come apart.

Torv Aldous held his shield and turned his head, just once, and looked down the wall at the deleted-class man throwing an Arcanist's death out of his naked hand like it was nothing, like it was easy, and on the flat scarred face something Kade couldn't yet name went carefully, guardedly still.

Then the tide surged, the way a tide does right before it breaks, and for a stretch of seconds there was no thinking in Kade at all — only the rhythm. Dagny's staff cracking on the left. His Lance cracking on the right. Torv the fixed point between them, shield planted, absorbing the middle so the two of them could work the flanks. A ghoul cleared the barricade and came down on the survivor line where a boy of maybe ten stood frozen with a kitchen knife, and Kade pivoted and threw without aiming, trusting the thing in his chest, and the white fire took the ghoul out of the air a foot from the boy and dropped it smoking on the concrete. The boy stared at Kade. Kade was already turning back to the ramp.

Every kill fed him. That was the part no wall-holding Frontliner and no glass-cannon Arcanist had ever known in their own bodies — the way each gray thing that died on that ramp sent its swallow of strength up into the coal, and the coal fed the fire, and the fire came a fraction harder and faster than the throw before it, so that the longer the fight ran the stronger Kade got, while the tide only ran thinner. A normal party wore down. Kade's wound up.

By the time the last of them broke and fled back down into the dark of the north ramp, he was throwing Lance one-handed at a cadence Dagny hadn't managed on her best day, and his leg didn't hurt at all anymore, and there was a grin on his face he only noticed because Torv was looking at it.

The wall held. Forty people behind it were alive who'd had no right to be.

Torv Aldous lowered the road-sign shield, and looked at the scorched ramp, and looked at the boy still clutching his knife, and looked last and longest at Kade — the oath-collector he'd turned away at the gate ten minutes ago, standing in the wreckage having just fed on a battle and grown fat on it while everyone around him only got tired.

"That thing you do," Torv said, low, in the ringing quiet. "The getting stronger. It didn't stop. The whole fight. It just — kept going."

"It keeps going," Kade agreed.

The Frontliner said nothing for a long moment. Behind him, in the dark, the forty were beginning to come out — to see who had saved them, and how. Torv's flat eyes moved over them, his people, the ones he'd sworn nothing to and bled for anyway, and then came back to the man who could make all of them stronger and would never once have to force it.

Whatever he'd decided, he didn't say it yet. But the door that had closed at the gate was standing open a crack, and all three of them could see it.




Chapter Seven — What a Liege Owes

The holdout came out of the dark to look at him, and Kade understood in about four seconds why Torv had wanted him kept outside the wall.

They came up the ramp in ones and twos once the last ghoul had fled, the forty of them, blinking in the gray light through the barricade gaps — factory workers and a schoolteacher and a man still in the apron of whatever shop he'd been standing in when the sky filled with gold, and children, more children than Kade had let himself count during the fight. They looked at the scorched concrete. They looked at Dagny's white robes and Torv's planted shield. And then they looked at Kade, at the warehouse grunt who had stood on the right of the wall and thrown white fire out of his naked hand until the flood came apart, and Kade watched hope crash into their faces like a wave hitting a seawall.

It was the worst thing he'd seen since the yard. Worse than the ghouls, in a way he couldn't have explained to anyone who hadn't grown up broke. He knew that look. He'd worn it himself, waiting on a callback, on a shift that didn't get cut, on a landlord's mercy. It was the look of people who had nothing left to bargain with and had just seen something strong.

So before anyone could kneel or beg or offer him anything, Kade put the fire away and went to work with his hands.

There was a woman pinned under a fallen section of barricade near the stairwell, conscious, gray with pain, and Kade got his shoulder under the dead weight of it and lifted — his risen strength making nothing of a load that would have taken four men that morning — and held it up out of the dark while Torv dragged her clear. There was a boy with a gash down his arm, and Kade tore his own sleeve for a binding because that was as much doctoring as he had. There was rubble to clear off the ramp and a fire to get lit before dark and forty frightened people who needed to see the strong man hauling debris like anybody else, sweating like anybody else, owed nothing and asking nothing. He did all of it before he said a word about who or what he was, because Dagny had taught him the shape of the machine and Torv had taught him the shape of its abuse, and somewhere between the two of them Kade had decided the difference lived exactly here, in whether you served the scared before you ever let them serve you.

It was Kesh who broke the truce of the work. "You're the one that did that," he said. "The fire. Down the wall." He glanced at his own people, at the kids, then back. "Kesh. I speak for most of these, near enough. And we saw what you are. We felt the — there's a word on your box the System doesn't put on anybody else. Whatever it is you did to the Arcanist, so she could walk into them and live." He wet his lips. "We want it. Whatever it costs. Half of us'll swear to you right here if it means our kids stop dying to things we can't hurt."

And there it was. Torv's nightmare, offered up eager and unasked, forty frightened people ready to hand over the last thing they owned to the first strong man who'd stood between them and the dark.

Kade felt Dagny go still and interested at his shoulder. He felt the pull of it himself, worse than he wanted to admit — the arithmetic she'd taught him ran on its own now, and the arithmetic said yes. Twenty sworn. Twenty rungs of Share flowing out, twenty signature skills flowing back, the fastest climb a Liege could buy. It would make him strong. It would make all of them strong. Kesh was holding the door open and asking him to walk through.

"No," Kade said.

Kesh blinked. Behind Kade, he felt Dagny's stillness sharpen into something outright startled.

"You don't want us," Kesh said slowly, and the hope in his face started to curdle toward the old familiar thing, the of course, why would he.

"I want you alive," Kade said. "That's a different thing than wanting you sworn." He made himself hold the big man's eyes, because this was owed in person or it wasn't owed at all. "You're offering because you're scared, and because you watched me do something you can't, and right now you'd swear to anybody who looked like a wall between your kids and those things. I know that feeling. I've had that feeling. And an oath you give me because you're terrified isn't worth the breath it takes — not to you and not to me. It'd bind you the same as a real one. You'd wake up next week owning a fear you called loyalty and I'd own the fear right back, and neither of us could take it off." He shook his head. "I'll fight for you tonight and I'll fight for you tomorrow and you won't owe me a thing for it. If a day comes you want to swear to me clear-eyed — knowing exactly what it is, not with a ghoul at your back — you come find me then. Not now. Not scared. I don't take those."

The ramp was very quiet.

Kesh stared at him a long moment, and the curdling stopped, and something more complicated moved in behind it that Kade didn't have a name for and didn't need one. The big man nodded, once, slow, and stepped back into his people without another word, and it was somehow more than if he'd argued.

Dagny caught Kade's sleeve as the crowd broke up, and pulled him a few steps off, and her voice was low and fierce. "That was twenty sworn, Mercer. Twenty. Do you understand what you just turned down? We are two people and a borrowed wall with a Warden walking toward us, and you just handed back the fastest climb you will ever be offered because it hurt your feelings."

"It didn't hurt my feelings."

"Then why —"

"Because if I take oaths from scared people, then Torv's right about what I am." Kade kept his voice down too, but he didn't back off it. "And I'd rather be slow and be something else." He looked at her, at the frustration working in her clever face. "You're not wrong about the arithmetic, Dagny. You're never wrong about the arithmetic. But there's got to be one thing I won't multiply, or the whole machine's just a nicer word for what he said it was."

"And when the Warden comes," she said, low, "and we're three where we could have been twenty-three, and it walks through us because you wouldn't spend a scared man's fear — will you tell their kids it was principle?"

"If we win by taking oaths from the terrified," Kade said, "then there's nothing under us worth the winning. You know that. It's why you stayed for a reason you keep calling arithmetic and we both know isn't." He held her eyes. "I'll get us the numbers. I'll get them clean. Trust me to be slow."

She didn't answer that. She looked at him for a long moment with an expression he was starting to be able to read after all — the arithmetic losing, again, to the thing underneath it she had no column for — and then she let go of his sleeve and turned away, and didn't argue anymore, which from Dagny was a kind of surrender.

Torv had heard all of it. Kade knew it without looking; the Frontliner had been standing close enough by the barricade, shield still on his arm, and the flat eyes when Kade finally met them weren't flat. But Torv didn't say anything. He turned and started barking orders about the barricade, about watch rotations, about getting the kids deeper into the structure — a man with a wall to mend and no time for whatever was moving in his chest. Only once, hauling a dead car back into the gap alongside Kade, did he say anything at all, and it was low, almost grudging, meant for no one else:

"Fifteen years I waited for one of you to turn down free oaths." He set the car with a grunt. "Never saw it happen. Figured it couldn't." He didn't look at Kade when he said it, and he didn't say anything after, and he didn't need to. The wall between them had a gap in it now too, and something was coming through.

The reprieve lasted an hour. Kade spent it the way he'd spent the last one — hands busy, back bent, a strong man doing the unglamorous work of a place that had almost died. He hauled. He dug a collapsed stairwell clear enough to pass. He let Sten, the boy from the ramp, trail him and hand him things and talk in the nonstop nervous stream of a kid working very hard not to think about the afternoon. For an hour the parking structure smelled like woodsmoke and cooking and the ordinary sweat of the living, and Kade let himself believe, a little, in the thing Dagny had drawn for him in the pharmacy — the machine, the building, the way up.

Then a different scream came down the ramp. Kade took the ramp three at a time on legs that no longer argued and came out onto the open deck beside Torv, and they both looked north, out over the broken city, at the thing coming up the avenue toward the holdout.

It was the size of a delivery truck. It moved on too many legs, low and grinding, and where the ghouls had been drowned-gray this was the black of old blood, and a knot of ghouls ran with it, around it, like pilot fish — a thing that herded the smaller horrors instead of being one. A red box the size of a billboard tried to resolve above it and stuttered, as if the System itself found it hard to look at.

[ Ravener ]

For a moment none of them said anything. Down on the avenue the thing paused, and the black wedge of its head swung slowly across the face of the parking structure, and Kade had the unpleasant certainty that it was counting — the barricade, the gaps, the warm huddle of the living behind it all.

"That's what drove the wave up our ramp," Torv said, very quiet. "It wasn't hunting us. It was pushing them ahead of it. Herding the little ones into our wall to soften us — to see where we'd bleed and how much." He looked at the half-mended barricade, at the forty people behind it, at the kids. Then, for the first time, he looked at Kade like a man doing the same arithmetic Dagny always did, and hating where it came out. "I've held that gap against ghouls all day. I can't hold it against that. It goes through my wall like the wall's not there, and there's nowhere left behind us to run — the structure dead-ends at the river."

Kade watched the black thing finish its count and start, without hurry, up the avenue toward them.

"Then we don't hold the gap," he said. "We make it come through where we want it, and we hit it from three sides when it does." He looked at Dagny — range — and at Torv — the wall — and felt, under the fear, the machine turning over, the thing the three of them had almost become on the ramp and were about to have to finish becoming or die. "Get the kids to the top deck. Everybody who can hold a spear on the second level with Dagny. You and me take the gap." He met Torv's eyes. "One more time. Together this time."

Torv looked at the truck-sized death grinding up the avenue toward everything he'd bled to keep alive, and then at the deleted man who'd hauled barricade beside him all afternoon and turned down twenty free oaths, and hefted the road-sign shield.

"Together," he said, like a man trying the word out for weight, and found it held.




Chapter Eight — Bulwark

They met the Ravener at the barricade because there was nowhere else to meet it.

Torv put himself in the gap, of course — the same throat he'd stood in to turn Kade away that morning, road-sign shield planted, a wall of one against a thing the size of a truck. Dagny took the high ground on the second deck and began to gather, that hard building second, white light climbing her staff. Kade stood at Torv's shoulder in the gap with white fire gathered in one hand and no idea yet that he was about to need something he didn't have.

The Ravener hit the barricade and the barricade stopped being a thing.

It came through the dead cars like they were cardboard, black legs grinding, and the pilot-fish ghouls poured through the gaps it tore, and everything after that happened too fast for arithmetic. Dagny's Lance came down off the deck and blew two legs out from under the thing and it barely slowed, dragging itself forward on the rest. On the second level the handful of survivors with spears jabbed down at the ghouls spilling through, screaming, holding a line that had never held anything before today. Torv caught the first rush on his shield and was driven back three full strides, boots screaming on concrete — then set, and roared, and shoved the whole grinding mass of it back a foot by main strength, buying a half-second, spending himself a hair at a time to keep the gap a gap.

Kade fought at his shoulder, throwing fire past the road-sign shield, and for a stretch it worked. Torv the wall, Kade the gun — two men doing the job it would one day take a single body to do, the machine in rough first draft. He threw Whitefire Lance point-blank into the black mass of the Ravener and tore a wound the size of a door in its flank, and it screamed — a sound that came up through the concrete more than the air — and it turned toward him, and for one bad second Kade thought, good. Come at me. Not the wall.

And then it didn't come at him. It went past both of them, around Torv's flank, toward the soft dark center of the holdout where the children were.

Kade saw the whole shape of it in that stretched, terrible instant he was coming to know. A knot of ghouls breaking off the Ravener's flank, spilling toward a cluster of survivors pinned against the stairwell — and among them the boy from the ramp, ten years old, the one Kade had pulled out of the air with a thrown Lance an hour ago, frozen again now with the same useless kitchen knife, directly in the path of it.

There was no Lance ready. He'd spent it. There was no time to gather another. There was only the distance between Kade and the boy, and a Body that had climbed high enough to cross that distance, and no plan in him at all except the oldest one, the warehouse one, the one his legs made before his head could vote.

He crossed the deck and put himself between the boy and the ghouls and took the hit meant for a child.

It caught him across the chest and side and lifted him off his feet and he felt ribs go, felt something deep tear that wasn't going to knit on its own no matter how high his Body had climbed, and he came down hard on the concrete with the boy's weight tucked under him, shielding, and the gray things closed over the both of them.

He got an arm up. He couldn't have said why; there was no skill in it, no fire left, just a warehouse worker's arm thrown over a kid in the last quarter-second, the way you'd throw an arm over your own face. He heard, very far away, Dagny scream his name — not cut-glass now, nothing careful left in it at all — and he felt the thread between them go white-hot with her terror, felt her already moving, already too far up the deck to reach him in time. Under his arm the boy Sten had gone rigid and silent, a small warm weight pressed to the concrete, and Kade got his body more fully over it, made himself the wall he'd never had a class to be, and thought, with the strange flat clarity of a man who has run out of everything, sorry. Should've taken the twenty. Should've climbed faster. Sorry, kid. Not enough of me yet.

The gray things came down.

And then Torv Aldous was there.

The Frontliner hit the knot of ghouls like the Ravener had hit the barricade — shield first, no hesitation, a wall thrown bodily into the dark — and drove them off the two bodies on the ground by main strength, and planted himself over Kade and the boy in a spread-legged fury. One man. One road sign. Standing between a herd of teeth and a stranger he'd sworn nothing to, who'd just spent his own life for a child that owed him nothing. Kade looked up through a red haze at the underside of that scarred jaw and watched something finish breaking in the man's face — the last of the fifteen years of not being owned, the last of the flat — and heard him say it, not to Kade but to the box, to the System, to the whole rewritten world:

"Fine. Fine. I'll swear. Take it — I mean it, I have never meant anything more in my life — I'll swear to a man who'd die in my wall for a kid that owes him nothing. You hear me? Bind me."

Kade's box lit up white in the corner of his fading vision.

[ BOND AVAILABLE ] Torv Aldous offers his oath. Freely given. Accept?

He didn't have breath to say yes. He said it anyway, or the thread said it for him, or the wanting did.

[ BOND FORMED ] Torv Aldous bound as Liegesworn. Echo gained: Bulwark.

The lock in his chest — the small second lock, the one that had held Torv's skill in trust the way the first had held Dagny's — broke, and Bulwark poured into him. And Kade, flat on his back and dying under a herd of teeth, felt a shield that was not his shield and had never been his shield snap into place over his own broken body a half-second before the ghouls came back down. A hard translucent shell, Torv's signature, the damage-eating guard that had let one merc hold a gap for forty people — and now it closed over a dying Liege and a ten-year-old boy both, and it held. Claws that should have opened Kade to the spine skated off it. The weight that should have crushed the breath from him spread across the shell and dispersed. He lay in the little pocket of held space and felt the difference between a man who had two people and a man who had three, and the difference was the width of his own life.

[ ASCENSION ] Kade Mercer — Rank climbs: Tempered → Honed. Sworn adjust: Dagny Harlow, Torv Aldous — held to one rung below.

The climb came with the bond and the battle both, and it dragged him back from the edge he'd been going over. A Honed Body knit the deep tear a Tempered one couldn't, not all the way, but enough — enough to buy him breath, and then his knees, and then his feet. Kade got up. He should not have been able to get up. He got up anyway, Bulwark still shimmering around him like heat off summer asphalt, Sten scrambling clear and safe behind him, and he stood shoulder to shoulder with the man who'd just sworn him an oath in the one clean way that meant anything. The two of them turned on the ghoul-knot together, a wall and a fist that had become, in the space of one freely given word, a single machine — and the machine went to work.

The Ravener died on the deck a few minutes later, and it died to the machine.

Kade held its attention with the shield and the fire, planting himself square in its path now that he could take a blow and live, drawing it in, and every time it reared to bring its weight down on him Bulwark ate the worst of the hit and Honed bones held the rest. Torv worked its flank, shield and shoulder, staggering it off its remaining legs one grinding shove at a time. And Dagny — Dagny stood on the second deck with white light building and building past the point that would once have killed her, gathering a Lance bigger than any she'd dared while her Body could be opened by a scratch, and when Kade bellowed and threw himself flat she loosed it over his head into the wound he'd torn in its flank, and the white fire went in through the door-sized hole and did not come out the other side.

The thing came apart from the inside. Black legs stopped grinding. The billboard-sized box above it gave up trying to resolve and winked out.

[ SLAIN ] Ravener — strength drawn in.

When the last of it stopped moving, the holdout was still standing, and so were its forty, and so were its children, and so was Kade — bruised black across half his body, one arm not quite working yet, Bulwark guttering out around him like a candle at dawn, but standing.

Torv looked at him across the corpse, breathing hard, the flat gone out of his eyes for good.

"I didn't swear to be made strong," the Frontliner said. "Understand that. I don't much care what rung you drag me to." He nodded, once, at the boy now clinging to Kesh at the stairwell, alive. "I swore because you'd already spent yourself on mine before I gave you a reason to. That's a Liege I'll stand a wall for. The other kind I'd have died fighting." He put out a scarred hand, and Kade gripped it, and the thread between them settled warm and certain, a third line laid down in a chest that had room for more.

Behind them, Dagny came down off the deck fast, white robes streaked black, and she did not say anything cutting and she did not do any arithmetic. She just reached them, and put her hand flat on Kade's chest where the shield had held over the break, checking, feeling for the beat of him under the bruise — and let out a breath she'd clearly been holding since he went down. Then, catching herself, she snatched the hand back and glared at him as if his nearly dying had been a personal insult aimed at her specifically.

"Don't," she said, "ever, do that again."

"He'll do it again," Torv said mildly, lowering himself onto an overturned dumpster with the groan of a man who'd earned the right to sit. "It's the whole reason I swore. You'll want to get used to it."

Dagny looked like she wanted to set them both on fire. She didn't have the range for it, quite. She'd get there.

And Kesh — the big foreman who had not sworn, who had watched all of it from the stairwell with a child under each arm — crossed the deck to Kade in the settling quiet, and stood in front of him a moment, and said nothing about oaths at all. He just gripped Kade's good shoulder, hard, once, and went to see to his people. A day, maybe two, and he'd be ready. Kade could wait. The good ones were always worth the wait.

Kade stayed on the deck a while after, sitting on the cold concrete beside Torv's dumpster while the light failed, letting the Honed body do its slow work on ribs that had no business being whole. Three threads ran warm in his chest now, three fixed points he could find with his eyes shut. Somewhere below, forty people who'd been going to die that afternoon were lighting cook-fires and calling their kids in for the night. It was not the way out. Dagny had been right about that in the pharmacy. It was the way up, and for the first time it felt less like a climb he was making alone and more like one he was carrying people with him on.




Chapter Nine — The Girl in the Code

Four days made the parking structure a home, of a kind, and made Kade's small machine the spine that held it up.

He climbed in those four days. Honed sat easier in him than Tempered had, and every cleared street and every night watch fed the coal a little more; he could feel Ascendant somewhere up the stairway now, not close, but no longer a rumor. Dagny rode a rung below him and drilled the survivors who wanted to learn to hold a spear. Torv ran the wall like he'd been born in it, and the flat had never come back to his eyes; a sworn Torv, Kade was learning, was a different and warmer animal than the one who'd filled the gap that first morning. Bulwark had changed how Kade fought — he led with the shield now and threw fire from behind it, a wall and a gun in one body, the thing he'd once needed two people to be.

Kesh had not come to swear. Kade respected him more for it. When the man was ready, he'd know, and it would be worth having.

But the shape of the thing had changed all the same. Word had a way of moving even through a dead city, and in four days a trickle of new survivors had found the parking structure — drawn by rumor of a place with a wall that held and a strong man who didn't take from you for the privilege of standing behind it. Kade took none of their oaths. He fed them, and set them tasks, and let them see for themselves what the machine was before he ever let one of them offer to join it. Two had, in the end — clear-eyed, on a quiet afternoon, no ghoul at their backs — and Kade had bonded them slow and careful, a spearwoman named Halden and a wiry ex-paramedic named Corliss whose signature turned out to be a battlefield mend that Kade Echoed with something close to reverence, because a Liege who could throw fire and raise a shield and now, a little, close a wound was a Liege who needed no one's permission to keep his people breathing.

Four sworn now. He could feel each of them if he closed his eyes, four warm fixed points arranged around him like the spokes of something, and he could feel himself climbing steadily up the middle of them all. Honed sat easy in him now. Ascendant had stopped being a rumor.

It was the boy — Sten, his name turned out to be, and he'd attached himself to Kade with the fierce silent loyalty of a kid who'd been pulled out of death twice by the same hand — who found the girl. He came pelting down from the second deck one gray afternoon, wide-eyed, tugging Kade's sleeve. "There's a person," he hissed. "Up top. Watching us. She's been up there hours, Kade, and she's — she's weird about it. She doesn't move right."

Kade went up. Torv came with him, and Dagny, because Dagny came where Kade went now as a matter of settled fact.

She was crouched at the lip of the top deck's north edge, small and still, wrapped in a dark coat gone gray with dust, and she didn't run when the three of them came out of the stairwell. She turned her head and looked at them — looked at Kade, specifically, and past him, and through him, the way you'd squint at a bright thing — and her first words weren't a greeting or a threat.

"You hurt to look at," she said. "Did you know that? Everybody else, I see a — a shape, a class, clean lines. You're a hole. A chunk of the world with the code scraped out and something walking around in the gap where it used to be." She tilted her head, and the motion had that faint wrongness to it, a frame skipped. "I've been trying to figure out what you are for four days, and my eyes water every time I get close, and I still climbed down here anyway, which should tell you how bad my other options have gotten."

She looked half-starved under the dust, Kade saw now — cheeks hollow, coat too big, the wary economy of someone who'd been alone a long time and living thin. But her eyes never stopped moving, never quite settled, flicking over the three of them and the stairwell and the sightlines and the seams of things Kade couldn't see, cataloguing exits the way other people breathed.

Her box, when it deigned to appear, was faint, dim, flickering at the edges — a box that had learned to hide the way Kade's had, but for longer, better.

[ Wren — Rogue — ??? ]

Even the rung wouldn't resolve. She'd hidden it, the way she'd hidden everything about herself, top to bottom, since the sky turned gold.

"You can see the System," Dagny said slowly. It wasn't a question. Her staff had come up an inch, and Kade noticed — filed away, said nothing — that she'd stepped a half-pace closer to him when the strange girl's attention lingered too long in his direction. "Not just your own box. The architecture. The code underneath."

"Rogue that rolled the wrong way. Or the right one, depending how the week goes." Wren stood, unfolding, and the movement was the thing Sten had meant: too smooth, a beat too quick, like a skip in a recording. "Most Rogues get lockpicking and a knife in the dark. Useful. Boring. I got eyes that see the seams of the world — where one thing is stitched to another, where the System's paying attention and where it isn't — and a very strong instinct to spend all my time in the parts it isn't looking at. Do you know how you survive an apocalypse run by a thing that sorts and counts and deletes, Liege? You make very sure it never quite manages to count you." Her gaze came back to Kade and stuck. "Which is exactly why I've spent four days on a roof working up the nerve to talk to the one walking hole in the whole city instead of running from it. Because here's the thing, deleted man. I can see what's coming for you. And you can't."

The deck went cold in a way the wind didn't account for.

"The Warden," Kade said.

"That's the pretty name for it." Wren crouched again, and drew in the concrete dust with one finger — a knot of lines, a process, a thing resolving. "It's not a person walking a road, whatever your Arcanist's dusty books told you. It's a routine. A deletion running down in the deep code, and right now it's assembling itself a body to run that deletion inside — pulling mass, pulling authority, getting realer by the hour. Four days ago it was a rumor in the seams, a place where the code got intent about you. Today—" she tapped the center of her drawing, and her voice lost its edge for the first time, went quiet and flat and certain "—today it's got a shape, and the shape is pointed here, and it is close, Liege. Days. Not the abstract someday your Arcanist promised. Days."

"How many," Kade said.

"Two. Maybe three, if it stops to correct anything else on the way, and it might — it's not subtle, it doesn't have to be." Wren wiped the drawing away with the flat of her hand, as if she didn't like looking at it any longer than she had to. "And when it gets here it won't come like the Ravener came, all legs and noise. It'll walk up to your wall wearing something close enough to a person that your spearmen will hesitate, and it will reach into the code around each of your sworn and try to cut the threads — unmake the bonds one at a time, because it can see them same as I can, and it knows the hole in the world is only dangerous because of what's stitched to it." Her eyes flicked to Dagny, to the staff, to the white robes. "It'll go for her first. The strongest thread. Sever the Arcanist, drop her back to a body a scratch can open, and watch the whole machine shed a rung."

Dagny's knuckles had gone white on the staff. She didn't step back. If anything she came forward, closer to Kade, closer to the thread, as if daring the thing in the dust to try.

"And you're telling us this," Kade said, watching her, watching both of them, "why? You've spent four days learning to hide from the exact thing you're describing. A smart Rogue who sees the Warden coming runs the other way and lets the hole in the world soak up the deletion. So why climb down and warn me?"

Wren looked up at him, and for a second all the sardonic skip went out of her, and what was left underneath was just tired, and scared, and calculating in a way he recognized because he'd learned it at Dagny's shoulder.

"Because I've been running and hiding since the sky turned gold," she said, "and I'm good at it, I'm the best at it, and it is only a matter of time before the System notices the girl-shaped gap that keeps not being where it looks. I can't hide forever from a thing that's learning to see." She nodded at him, at the hole, at the impossible walking scraped-out place in the code. "But you — you're already off the registry. You're already the thing it can't account for, and somehow you're still breathing, and you've got a wall and a fire and an Arcanist who looks at me like she'll burn me for standing too close to you." A ghost of the edge came back. "I don't want to swear to you. Let's be clear about that up front, it sounds appalling. But I think the only place in this city the System's hand isn't going to find me is standing behind the one man it's already trying and failing to erase. So." She spread her dust-gray hands. "I'll trade. Everything I can see about how close it is and how it moves, for a place behind your wall when it gets here. Deal?"

Kade looked at the knot of lines in the dust, the routine assembling itself a body somewhere out in the broken city with his name written in its deep code. He looked at Dagny, half a step in front of him now, staff up, jaw set against the newcomer. He looked at Torv, who gave the smallest nod — she's telling the truth, near as a wall can tell.

Days. Not someday. Days.

"No deal," Kade said, and watched Wren's face start to close — and then he kept going. "I don't trade for it. You want behind my wall, you're behind my wall, starting now, and you tell me everything because I asked you to and because it keeps my people alive, and we sort the rest out when we're all still breathing." He held her strange skip-quick gaze. "That's not an oath. I don't take those from people who don't mean them, and you don't mean one yet. But nobody stands outside in this. Come in."

Wren stared at him for a long moment, the girl who'd spent four days too frightened to come down off a roof, and something in her recalibrated with an almost audible click. Whatever she'd braced for — a bargain, a refusal, a price — being simply let in wasn't on the list, and it took her a second to find her feet under it.

"You really are going to be a problem for it," she said softly, almost to herself, and stepped past Dagny's raised staff into the machine. Dagny lowered the staff a bare inch and no further, and the look the two women traded said the sorting-out Kade had promised was going to be its own kind of war, and not one his fire would help him with.

Behind them, out in the gray reach of the rewritten city, a routine finished pulling on a body. It opened eyes that weren't eyes. And with the patient, unhurried certainty of a thing that had corrected a hundred anomalies across a hundred ages and had never once failed, it turned the last degree it needed to turn to face a parking structure full of the sworn and the soon-to-be — and began to walk.




Chapter Ten — The Shape It Wears

They had two days, Wren said, and Kade spent the first one turning a parking structure into a fort and the second one going to look at the thing that was coming to unmake it.

The fort was Torv's work, mostly. He had the survivors dragging every dead car in three blocks into a killing funnel that channeled anything approaching into the one gap he meant to hold, and he had Halden drilling a double rank of spears behind it — half of them pale System-steel folded out of the gold light of the week's kills, because the monsters paid for their own siege when they died, and Torv wasted nothing — and he had Kesh — who still had not sworn, and who worked twice as hard as any man who had — running the interior like a foreman again, water and bandages and a plan for where the children went when the wall broke. Dagny took the high ground and practiced throwing Lances bigger than her old body could have survived, white cracks splitting the morning, learning the ceiling of what a Body a rung below Kade's could now bear. The holdout hummed with the particular energy of people who had decided, at last, that they would rather stand than run.

Kade drilled too, alone, in the gray hours — learning the shape of what he'd become. Honed sat in him like a banked furnace, and the kit that came with a growing constellation of sworn had turned him into something he still didn't quite have a word for. He could throw Whitefire Lance one-handed until the funnel filled with scorch. He could raise Bulwark over himself and anyone within arm's reach. He could lay a hand on a torn wound and feel Corliss's borrowed mend draw the edges half-closed, not a Healer's work but enough, enough to keep a spearman on his feet through a bad night. And he carried Halden's echo too, though it was a quieter gift — a spearwoman's read of distance and reach, the exact half-second before a thing came into range — which was the shape of most of them, he was learning: for every echo that threw fire, a sworn handed him something small and passive, an instinct, an edge, a way of seeing a fraction sooner. The loud ones he counted. The quiet ones simply made him harder to catch off guard. Skills that had each belonged to someone else, carried now on a body strong enough to spend them all and not fall down. He tested them against dead cars and old fear, and every test told him the same thing: a week ago a ghoul had nearly killed him in a warehouse with a thrown pipe, and the man doing these drills would have broken that ghoul over his knee. It should have felt like triumph. Mostly, with the Warden two days out, it felt like barely enough.

Wren hated all of it.

Not the fortifying — she approved of the fortifying, in her clipped way, and pointed out three sightlines Torv had missed that made his funnel meaner, and he took the corrections without argument, which from Torv was a coronation. What she hated was the belonging. Kade watched her flinch every time someone thanked her, watched her drift to the edges of every gathering, watched her sleep in a different corner each night like a cat that trusted no roof. She'd come in behind his wall because it was the safest place in the city, and she was discovering that safe and seen were the same address, and she did not care for the rent.

Dagny cared for her being there even less. The two women circled each other with an elaborate, frosty courtesy that fooled no one. Dagny would offer Wren the good watch position in a voice you could have chilled wine in; Wren would decline it with a smile sharp enough to shave with; and Kade — who was not a clever man about most things but had learned to read the thread that ran into his chest — could feel Dagny's flare of something territorial every time the Rogue stood too near him, and had the sense not to name it out loud.

"I need her," was all he said, once, low, when the frost got sharp enough to cut. "She's the only one who can see it coming."

"I know exactly what she is," Dagny said, which was not agreement, and swept off to throw Lances at the dawn.

But that night, on watch, it was Wren who broke first, in her sideways way — dropping down beside him on the barricade uninvited, offering nothing, and then after a while saying, to the dark, "You didn't take my oath the first day. On the roof. I basically dared you to and you just — let me in for free." She sounded almost offended by it. "Nobody does that. Everybody wants the oath. The oath's the whole point."

"Not the way I do it," Kade said.

"No," she agreed slowly, as if filing it somewhere load-bearing. "Not the way you do it." And she'd said nothing else, and drifted off before her watch was up, but she'd sat closer than she needed to, and Kade understood that a thing had shifted even if neither of them was going to poke at it.

He took her out on the morning of the second day, because she was the only set of eyes that could find the Warden, and because he would rather meet it once on his own terms than only ever at his wall.

They went on foot, quiet, west into the parts of the city where the ghouls thinned — which should have been a comfort and wasn't, because Wren said the ghouls thinned near the Warden the way birds go quiet near a hawk. She led without hesitation, reading seams in the air Kade couldn't see, her too-quick movements making sense to him now that he understood what they were: a body kept half a beat ahead of itself, always ready to not be where it had just been.

"There," she breathed, and pulled him down behind the husk of a bus, and pointed.

It was walking up the middle of a dead avenue four blocks off, and the first thing Kade felt was how ordinary it looked, and how much worse that made it.

It wore a person. Not a costume — a shape, man-height, cloaked and hooded and moving on two legs like anyone, close enough to human that Kade's eye kept trying to file it as a survivor and sliding off. Where a face should have been under the hood there was a smear, a place his gaze wouldn't settle, and around the whole of it hung a stillness the rewritten city bent away from. It carried nothing, and it hurried nowhere, and it walked with the awful patience of a thing that had never once, in any age, needed to run.

A ghoul crossed its path.

The ghoul didn't attack it and it didn't attack the ghoul. The hooded shape reached out one hand, almost gently, and touched the gray thing — and the ghoul stopped being. No blood, no scream, no ruin left on the asphalt. One moment a monster, the next an absence, a ghoul-shaped hole in the morning that the air rushed in to fill. The red box that had hung over the ghoul winked out mid-flicker, deleted before it could finish resolving, as if it had never been assigned at all.

Beside Kade, Wren had gone rigid, and her whisper when it came was thin as wire. "That's what it does. That's all it does. It doesn't kill — killing leaves a body, and a body's a record, and it doesn't like records. It reaches into the code, marks the entry for removal, and the world does the rest." Her hands had started, very slightly, to shake. "That's what it'll do to your threads. One touch each. Reach in, mark it deleted, and Dagny drops back to a girl a scratch can open, and she won't even bleed for it — she'll just stop being sworn, clean, like the last week never happened. Like she never climbed those steps at all."

Kade watched the ghoul-shaped hole in the morning finish closing, and something in him he hadn't known was there went very cold and very quiet. He'd spent a week learning to fear the things that tore and bit — the ghouls, the Ravener, teeth and claws and weight. This was worse in a way his body didn't have a defense for. There was nothing to hit. Nothing to shield against. A thing that walked up wearing a person's shape and simply decided you had never existed, and the world agreed with it, and closed over the space where you'd been. He thought of the way the coal in his chest had turned over on a warehouse floor, the first warmth of becoming something — and of that same coal being reached into and marked remove, and the warmth just stopping, mid-turn, forever. He found he'd set his jaw so hard it ached.

The hooded shape stopped in the middle of the avenue.

It turned its smeared not-face toward the bus they crouched behind, slow, and Kade felt the full weight of its attention swing across them like a searchlight dragged over open ground — felt the coal in his chest go cold, felt his box try to shrink smaller than it had ever shrunk, and knew with animal certainty that hiding was not going to be enough. It had felt the hole in the world where he stood. Of course it had. He was the one thing in the whole rewritten city it had been built to find.

"Move," Wren hissed, and grabbed his wrist, and moved — and Kade's world lurched sideways.

He didn't understand it until later. One instant crouched behind the bus with the Warden's regard falling on them like a slow cold hand; the next, thirty feet away around the corner of a building, his stomach still back at the bus and catching up. Deadstep — her signature, the short blink she'd survived on since the sky broke — and she'd dragged him through it with her, a thing he hadn't known the skill could do, both of them spat out of the Warden's sightline in the space between one breath and the next.

They ran after that. They ran a long time, and the Warden did not pursue — it never pursued, it never needed to; a thing certain of arriving does not chase — and when they finally stopped, blocks and blocks away, chests heaving in an alley behind a collapsed laundromat, Kade watched Wren's face and saw the exact moment her oldest instinct took the wheel.

"I could keep going," she said. She wasn't looking at him. She was looking west, away, at the whole broken city she'd survived by vanishing into. "Right now. I could just — keep going, and it would never find me, because it can't count what it can't see, and I am the best there is at not being seen." Her voice cracked down the middle of it. "Staying means letting it see me. Staying means being a thread. I've never once in my life been a thread, Kade. Threads get cut. That's the whole thing about threads."

Kade got his breath back and made himself say the hard true thing, the thing it cost him to say, because she'd earned it and because forcing her would have made him the exact Liege Torv had spent fifteen years learning to hate.

"Then go," he said.

She looked at him then, startled out of the westward stare.

"I mean it. There's no wall between you and the door — there never was. You showed me what's coming; that's more than you owed and I'm not going to hold you to a fight you never signed up for." He straightened off the alley wall. "But I'm going back. They're going to stand at that wall tomorrow, all of them, and I'm going to stand in front of them, and if you're not there — I'll understand it, and I'll be glad you're alive somewhere in this city, and I won't think one hard thought about you as long as I live. That's the truth, and it's the whole truth." He held her strange, skipping eyes. "Being counted's the price of being with people. I'm not going to stand here and pretend it isn't. I just think, some mornings, it's a price worth paying. But that's mine to think. Not yours to be talked into."

He turned and walked east, back toward the wall, and he did not look to see whether she followed, because looking would have been a kind of asking, and he'd meant what he said about not asking.

He got four blocks before he heard the quick, uneven footsteps catching up behind him. He did not smile, quite. He did not slow down. And neither of them said one word about it the whole way home.




Chapter Eleven — Counted

He told them the truth that night, all of them, standing on an overturned dumpster in the light of the cook-fires so the whole holdout could hear it from his own mouth.

"The thing that's coming tomorrow is coming for me," Kade said. "Not for you. For the class in my chest that the System wants deleted. It'll walk up to that wall wearing a person, and it'll try to unmake me and everyone sworn to me, and it does not tire, and it does not stop, and it does not care how brave you are." He let that land on the upturned faces, forty-some of them, lit orange and grave. "So here's the truth, and I'll only say it once. Anyone who wants to take the children and go tonight — west, away from me — you go with my blessing and my thanks, and no one standing here will ever call it running. This is my fight. It followed my name to your door. There is no shame on this earth in refusing to stand in a fire that somebody else's name lit."

The cook-fires popped and spat. Nobody moved for a long moment, and Kade made himself hold still through it and not fill the silence, because they deserved the room to choose.

Then people began to move, and the first of them moved toward the door.

A young mother went first, two small children pressed to her legs, and she wouldn't quite meet Kade's eyes as she gathered them — but she stopped at the edge of the firelight and made herself turn around and say it out loud. "I'm not brave," she said, to him, to all of them. "I've got these two and no one else left, and I can't — I won't gamble them on a fight that isn't ours. I'm sorry." And Kade came down off the dumpster and crossed to her and took her hand in both of his, gently, so the whole holdout could see there was no anger in it.

"You're the bravest kind there is," he told her, low. "The kind that knows exactly what she's carrying. Go west, keep to the open, travel at dawn when the ghouls are slow. You owe this place nothing and you owe me less. Go be alive." She cried a little, and nodded, and went — and a handful of others peeled off with her, an old man, a couple who'd never quite settled in, six or seven souls slipping out into the dark with what they could carry, and not one person left standing said a hard word after them. Kade had made sure of that with the way he'd held the mother's hand. Leaving had to cost nothing, or staying meant nothing.

When the door had closed behind the last of them, the ones who remained were fewer, and quieter, and entirely certain. And it was into that certainty that Kesh stepped out of the crowd.

The big burn-scarred foreman, the man who had watched Kade turn down twenty easy oaths on this very deck the day he first walked up the ramp and had not offered his own once since — he crossed the open ground and climbed up onto the dumpster beside Kade, and he turned to face his people so that every one of them could see him do it.

"The day you walked up my ramp, you told me you don't take oaths from scared men," Kesh said, to Kade, but pitched for all of them. "I've been chewing on that ever since. Well. I'm not scared tonight — or I am, I'd be a fool not to be, but that's not why I'm up here. I'm up here because I've watched you every day since, and I know exactly what you are, and it turned out to be the clean opposite of the thing I was afraid of when you walked up my ramp." He put out his broad, scarred hand. "So I'm asking clear-eyed, the way you said I'd have to. Not to be made strong. Because a man who'd hand back free power sooner than own a frightened person is a man worth swearing to on purpose. Take my oath, Liege. I mean it all the way to the bottom."

Kade took his hand, and the thread laid down clean and bright and certain, and something moved through the whole holdout as they watched it happen — not fear, the other thing, the thing Dagny still had no column for. When Kesh stepped back down off the dumpster, five more came forward out of the firelight behind him, and then a sixth, all of them clear-eyed, all of them steady, and Kade took each oath slow and looked every one of them in the face while the thread went down. By the time the fires burned low he could feel a whole constellation of warm threads arranged around him, and himself blazing brighter at the center of them, climbing.

[ ASCENSION ] Kade Mercer — Rank climbs: Honed → Ascendant.

He didn't sleep much. In the black hour before dawn he went to check the wall one last time and found Wren already there ahead of him, sitting on the lip of the barricade with her knees drawn up and a small packed bag beside her, dressed to travel.

He didn't say anything about the bag. He came and sat a careful distance off and looked out at the dark alongside her.

"I packed it three times tonight," Wren said eventually. "Got as far as the funnel twice. Turned around twice." She laughed, short and awful and aimed at herself. "The Warden's going to reach into the code tomorrow and try to mark you for deletion, and you'll have all these threads it has to cut through first, and it'll start with the strongest and work its way down, and I've been sitting on this wall for two hours doing the arithmetic on whether one more thread makes you harder to kill or just hands it one more thing to grab on the way in." She turned her head and looked at him in the dark. "It makes you harder to kill. Doesn't it. That's the whole trick of what you are. The more of you there are, the more it has to cut before it ever reaches the middle."

"That's what it is," Kade said quietly.

"Figures." Wren pulled her knees tighter. "The one class in the whole System built out of the exact thing I've spent my life running from, and it turns out to be the strong one. The un-killable one. Somebody's idea of a joke." She was quiet a beat. "You know what I did, before? When the sky broke. Everyone else ran to family, to friends, to whoever they loved — clumped up, made little holdouts like this one, because that's what people do. I ran the other way. Straight into the empty. Told myself it was strategy. Told myself the smart move was to be no one's and nowhere and let the herd soak up the teeth." She laughed, that short awful aimed-inward sound. "And I was right. That's the sick part. I'm still breathing and most of the people who ran toward each other aren't. Being no one works. It just — costs you being a person, is all, and I didn't notice the bill coming due until I sat on a roof for four days watching a man haul barricade for strangers and turn down free power and I felt something I didn't have a name for anymore."

"What was it," Kade asked.

"Wanting in," Wren said, barely above the dark. "I wanted in, Kade. First time in years. And it scared me worse than the Warden does."

Wren was silent a long while. Then she stood, and picked up the little bag, and — deliberately, watching her own hand do it — set it back down on the far side of the barricade, out of reach, and turned to face him. Kade saw that her hands had stopped shaking.

"I've been not-a-thread my whole life," she said. "Alone is the only thing that ever kept me breathing, and I'm good at it, I'm the best there is, and I have hated it for so long that I stopped noticing it was hate and started calling it survival instead." She squared her thin shoulders under the too-big coat. "I want to be counted, Kade. Once. On purpose. Eyes open, standing at a wall, next to people who'd actually notice if I stopped being. Even if it gets me cut. I've spent a whole life making sure nothing could reach me, and it turns out that's the same as making sure nothing could hold me, and I'm so tired of not being held I could scream." Her voice dropped. "Take my oath before I lose my nerve. I have never in my life had less of it than I do right this second, and I'm doing this anyway, and I've decided that's the only way it was ever going to be worth doing."

Kade stood, and put out his hand, and Wren — the girl who had survived by never once being seen — reached out into the dark and let herself be seen, and swore.

[ BOND FORMED ] Wren bound as Liegesworn. Echo gained: Deadstep.

The skill dropped into his chest and the seams of the world opened a fraction to him — a ghost of her sight, a sense of the short blink coiled and waiting, the whole barricade suddenly full of places he could simply be instead of cross to. And the thread between them laid down warm and certain, and Wren stood on the far end of it with an expression he had never seen on her before, raw and frightened and, underneath the fear, something that looked very much like peace.

Behind them, in the mouth of the stairwell, Dagny watched.

She'd come to check the wall too, and she had seen the whole of it, and when Kade caught her eye across the barricade she didn't scowl and she didn't reach for a single figure of arithmetic. She looked at Wren choosing, at last, to be counted — one glass cannon who'd been told she'd die young looking across the dark at another kind of glass cannon who'd survived by never being anywhere at all — and some old buried fellow-feeling moved over Dagny's clever face, and the frost between the two women cracked, not all the way, but enough to matter. She crossed the barricade and stood at Kade's other shoulder, and said nothing, and that was its own kind of welcome.

"She's going to be insufferable," Dagny murmured, after a moment, watching Wren settle the little bag she'd decided not to carry. But there was no frost left in it. "A Rogue who sees the seams. She'll know where everything is and everyone's business and she'll be smug about it."

"Probably," Kade agreed.

"I could have used her, before." Dagny's voice had gone quiet and unguarded in the dark, a register Kade heard from her maybe once a week and never took for granted. "Those first nights after the sky broke — alone with a sheet that had already scheduled my funeral, dying by inches on paper and calling it destiny. Someone who'd looked at me and seen a person worth counting instead of a bright candle already burning down." She let out a slow breath. "So. She stays. And I'll stop making the watch rota a battlefield. Don't look pleased, Mercer, it doesn't suit you."

"Wouldn't dream of it," Kade said, and did not tell her that the thread between them had gone warm and easy for the first time in days, because she'd have only denied feeling it, and they'd both have known she was lying.

They stood the last of the watch together, the three of them strung along the barricade — the Arcanist, the Liege, the Rogue who'd chosen to be counted — none of them speaking, all of them watching the eastern edge of a broken world.

Then the eastern sky went from black to gray, and every ghoul within earshot fell silent at once, and Wren's head came up sharp, her borrowed-back sight snapping to the far end of the funnel.

"It's here," she said.

And the Warden walked up the killing funnel toward the wall, patient as the coming dawn, wearing a person, reaching already for the first bright thread.




Chapter Twelve — Liege's Call

It came up the funnel the way Kade had known it would, and it did not so much as glance at the spears.

Torv held the gap, shield planted, Halden's double rank bristling behind him, Kesh and the newly sworn packed in tight along the barricade — a wall of the willing, exactly the machine Dagny had drawn in the pharmacy dust a lifetime ago. Dagny stood high on the second deck with white light already climbing her staff. Wren crouched on the barricade's lip with her eyes on the seams of the world, her whole body wound to blink. Kade stood in the gap at Torv's shoulder — Ascendant now, Bulwark ready and Lance ready and Deadstep coiled and a battlefield mend he'd never asked for waiting behind his ribs — stronger than he had ever been in his life.

None of it was aimed at the right kind of enemy, and every one of them knew it.

The Warden stopped ten feet from the wall. Up close the person-shape was worse, not better — the smeared place where a face should be, the cloak that didn't stir in the dawn wind, the pocket of stillness the world bent away from. When it spoke, it spoke without sound, the words arriving underneath everything, in the code, in the box-language, in the exact place Kade's own notifications lived.

[ CORRECTION IN PROGRESS ] Unsanctioned class [ Liege ] flagged for removal. Associated entries will be unbound prior to deletion.

"It's starting," Wren said, high and tight, her sight fixed on things the rest of them couldn't see. "Kade — it's reaching, it's not going for you, it's going straight for the threads, it's going for —"

"Dagny," Kade said. He already knew. He'd known since the alley.

The Warden lifted one hand toward the second deck — toward the brightest line in the whole constellation, the first sworn, the strongest thread he had — and it did not throw anything, and there was nothing to block, and Torv's shield was useless and Kade's Bulwark was useless and every weapon the machine had spent nine days becoming was useless, because the thing did not attack. It reached into the code where Dagny's bond was written, and it began, gently, patiently, to cut.

Kade felt it happen in his own chest.

He felt the thread to Dagny start to fray — the warm bright certain line that had run between them since a bank's cold stone steps, the first person ever to swear to him, the woman who called everything arithmetic and stayed for a reason that wasn't — he felt it come apart strand by strand under a patient gray hand that had unmade a thousand things across a thousand ages and had never once been refused. Up on the deck Dagny cried out and staggered, her staff guttering, its white vein dimming toward dark. And Kade felt her drop. Felt the Share bleed out of her, felt her stats tumbling back down the ladder rung by rung — the borrowed strength draining out of her Body, Honed gone, Tempered gone, the whole nine days' climb unspooling in seconds, hauling her back toward the glass-cannon girl who died of a single scratch on a set of stone steps.

She fought it. That was the thing that broke something loose in Kade's chest — she fought it, up there on the deck, teeth bared, both hands white-knuckled on a staff going dark, hurling everything she had against a severing she couldn't touch and couldn't see and couldn't hit with a single Lance. And she was losing. He could feel her losing down the length of the fraying thread, feel the terror in it, the specific animal terror of a woman who had been given a body that could take a blow and was now feeling it taken back. Along the wall the other sworn felt the wrongness too, though they couldn't have named it — Halden's spears wavered, Kesh's head turned, a ripple of dread moving through a dozen people as the brightest of them started, quietly and without a wound, to be unmade.

"No," Kade said.

It came up out of him from somewhere below thought, below arithmetic, below every careful thing he'd learned in nine days of being a Liege. Not a plan. A refusal, plain and total, the same bedrock refusal that had thrown his legs in front of a frozen child and turned down twenty easy oaths and walked back east toward a wall he could have run from — the deepest true thing under the whole of him, rising all at once: these are mine. They chose me and I chose them and you do not get to reach in and unmake what we chose.

And a box answered. Not the Warden's. His.

[ CLASS SKILL UNLOCKED ] LIEGE'S CALL Reforge every bond at once. While the Liege stands, the sworn cannot be unbound.

It had been waiting — Kade understood the whole of it in the half-second it took to seize the thing — the last locked entry on his sheet, the class's own signature skill, sealed since the warehouse floor and waiting for exactly this. Not for a level. Not for a kill. For the precise moment a Liege with a constellation of the willing stood in front of the one thing in all the world built to take them away, and refused to let it. He'd wondered, across nine days of climbing, why the one skill that was truly his — not echoed, not borrowed off a sworn, but the class's own — had stayed dark on his sheet through every fight he'd survived. Now he knew. It had never been a thing you earned by killing. It was the thing you earned by keeping.

He reached for every thread at once, and he pulled.

Liege's Call went off like a struck bell rung in the bones of the code. Every bond in the constellation blazed at once — and Dagny's fraying line slammed back together faster than the Warden could part it, the severed strands re-forging as fast as gray patience could fray them, and then faster, and then the cut simply would not hold, the thread knitting shut under the very hand that tried to sever it. On the deck Dagny gasped as the strength came flooding back up the ladder into her, Body climbing rung over rung, her staff flaring from guttering dark to white-hot in the space of a breath.

And the Call didn't stop with her. It washed out through the whole funnel, every thread at once — Torv's shield flared twice as bright and he felt it and roared; Halden's spears steadied in two ranks of suddenly stronger hands; Kesh stood straighter; the frightened newly-sworn survivors felt the Liege at their center reach out and take hold of all of them together and say, in a language beneath language, in the place under words where an oath actually lives: held. You are held. He does not get to have you while I still stand.

Kade felt each of them light up down their own thread as the Call took. He felt Torv's grim answering surge, the old merc who'd sworn early and meant it hardest. He felt Wren on the barricade's lip go rigid and then blaze — the girl who'd spent her whole life terrified of exactly this, of being a thread that could be grabbed, feeling instead the Liege's hand close around her bond and refuse to let go, and Kade felt through the line the moment her terror turned over into something fierce. He felt Kesh, and Halden, and Corliss with her mend, and every clear-eyed soul who'd climbed onto a dumpster or stepped out of firelight to swear on purpose — all of them held at once, all of them un-cuttable, all of them lifting as he lifted, a constellation that had stopped being a dozen separate lights and become, for one blazing instant, a single fire with Kade Mercer at the heart of it.

The Warden's hand stopped.

For the first time since it had walked up that funnel, the patient gray thing went still in a way that had nothing of patience in it. It had reached into the code to cut one thread and found the thread refusing to be cut. It had come expecting the clean, dull, thousand-times-repeated removal of an unsanctioned entry, and found instead a dozen entries locked together and blazing and reforging under its hand faster than any correction it had ever run in any age of the world. The smeared not-face turned away from Dagny, slowly, and swung down the funnel to fix on Kade in the gap — and the box under the world flickered with something that, in a routine that had never in its existence failed, looked almost like doubt.

[ CORRECTION IMPEDED ] Reassessing.

Kade stood in the gap with white fire gathering in one hand and every thread he owned blazing gold through his chest and his first sworn safe and rising again on the deck above him, and he looked at the thing the System had built and sent and aimed to erase him, and he bared his teeth at it.

"Yeah," he said. "Reassess. Take your time." He let the Lance build, that hard bright second of gathering, and behind him he felt the whole machine gather with him — a dozen sworn coming up onto the balls of their feet as one, spears leveling, Torv's boots grinding into a fighting stance, Dagny's staff screaming toward a Lance bigger than the deck had ever held. "You came here to cut one man out of the world. But you're going to have to go through everyone who chose him first — and every single time you cut one loose, I'm going to reach out and put them right back. Forever. That's the class you people deleted." He took one step forward into the gap, out past Torv's shield, out to the very edge of the wall, alone in front of the patient gray death and entirely unafraid of it for the first time since the sky filled with gold. "That's why you deleted it. And you should have made very sure it stayed dead."

The Warden reached for the threads again — faster now, both hands, no more gentleness in it, a routine done reassessing and moving to brute force.

And this time the whole machine moved to meet it.

The wall of the willing came off its heels and forward all at once. Spears leveled in a double rank; Torv's boots ground into a fighting stance; Dagny's staff screamed toward a Lance bigger than the deck had ever held; and Kade Mercer, at the very lip of the wall, threw the first Lance of the fight for his life and everyone in it.

The white fire took the Warden square in its smeared not-face. And for the first time the patient gray thing was moved — driven back half a step, the hood snapping sideways under a force that would have ended anything with a body to end. It didn't burn. It didn't bleed. But it had felt that, and Kade saw it feel that, and he understood in a single bright savage rush that a thing which could be shoved was a thing that was not, whatever it believed about itself, beyond his reach.

Dagny's great Lance came down off the deck a half-second behind his and hammered the gray shape back another step. Torv drove a shoulder and a shield into its flank with a roar. Kesh and the spears pressed in from the other side, and for one impossible heartbeat the thing that had walked up a funnel expecting silence found itself ringed and struck and made, for the first time in an age of the world, to give ground.

Then it set its feet in the throat of the funnel. And it reached again — not for the wall, not for the spears, but back toward the bright threads it had come to cut.

Kade Mercer planted himself in the gap to meet it, and did not look away.




Chapter Thirteen — Attrition

The fight found its shape in the first few minutes, and the shape was a bad one.

It went like this: the Warden reached for a thread, and Kade reforged it before the cut could hold, and the machine hammered the gray shape with everything it had, and the gray shape absorbed all of it and reached for another thread. Over and over. Whitefire Lance took it in the chest and drove it back a step; it came the step forward again. Torv hit it with a shield-charge that would have folded a truck and staggered it sideways; it righted itself with the patience of a thing that had never once been in a hurry. Dagny's great Lances came down off the deck like white lightning and blew scorch across a cloak that did not burn. Halden's spears found it and skidded off. Nothing they did left a mark, because there was no body to mark — only a routine wearing the idea of one, and you cannot bleed an idea.

There was a particular horror in it that Kade felt work into his people as the minutes wore on, the same cold thing that had gotten into him behind the bus on the avenue. Monsters, they had learned. Monsters had heads to break and weight to shove and blood to spill; a monster told you it could be beaten by having a shape that could be broken. This had a shape and it meant nothing. Torv could hit it with everything a wall had and it would simply be somewhere slightly different a moment later, unhurried, undamaged, unbothered. There is a kind of courage that runs on the belief that if you hit a thing hard enough it will stop, and the Warden was built, across a thousand ages, precisely to take that courage apart — to walk up patient and unmarkable and let you spend yourself against it until you understood that spending yourself was the whole of what it wanted.

But the machine held. That was the thing. Every time the Warden reached into the code to unmake a bond, Liege's Call slammed the bond shut again, and after the first dozen tries the gray shape seemed to understand that this particular door was not going to open no matter how patiently it worked the lock. The sworn could not be cut while Kade stood. The constellation held.

For a while it was even beautiful, in the terrible way a thing can be beautiful when it is working exactly as designed. Kade had spent nine days assembling this — the wall, the range, the eyes, the willing — and now he got to watch it run. Torv and the spears kept the gray shape off the soft center. Dagny rained white fire from the deck in a rhythm she could sustain now, a rhythm that would have killed the girl she'd been. Wren flickered along the barricade, reading the Warden's reaches a half-second before they landed and calling them down the line — "Halden, left!" "It's going for Kesh's thread, hold!" — so the sworn braced before the cut came. Corliss moved behind the ranks with her mend, closing the small hurts the spears took. Every piece did its job. For a while, no one so much as bled.

And still it wasn't enough, and Kade knew it wasn't, because holding wasn't winning, and the only one of them paying a real price was him.

The first true scare came about fifteen minutes in. The Warden reached for two threads at once — Dagny's and Halden's, a feint and a real cut layered together — and Kade, watching Dagny's, was a half-beat slow on Halden's, and for one sickening instant the spearwoman's thread frayed three strands deep and Halden gasped and dropped to one knee as the strength went out of her legs. Kade caught it. He slammed the Call through and hauled the fray shut and Halden surged back up with a cry, whole again, her spear steady. But he'd felt how close it came. One distracted half-second and a thread had nearly gone, and there were a dozen threads and only one of him, and the Warden had all the time in the world to find the half-second he didn't have. He filed it away with the cold part of his mind that had made shift lead twice and lost it twice: he could not win a contest of patience against a thing that had never once, in any age, needed to hurry.

The trouble was Kade.

Liege's Call was not free. He'd understood that in the abstract the moment the box unlocked it — reforge every bond at once was the kind of thing that took something out of a man — but he understood it in the body now, twenty minutes in, and the understanding was grim. Every time he threw the Call to slam a fraying thread shut, it cost him. A little at first, then more, then a lot, the coal in his chest guttering lower each time he reached for it. He was Ascendant, stronger than any single person in the funnel, and he could feel himself burning down like a candle lit at both ends, and across the constellation he could feel the sworn feeling it too — the moments the Call came a half-beat slow, the moments a thread frayed a strand deeper than it should have before he caught it.

The Warden felt it as well. Of course it did. It could read the code, and the code was writing, plainly, the Liege is tiring.

So it stopped rushing. It had never rushed, but now it stopped even the pretense of pressing, and it settled into a rhythm that Kade recognized with a cold drop as the rhythm of a thing that has decided to simply wait you out. Reach for a thread. Make Kade spend to save it. Reach for another. Make him spend again. It didn't need to break the constellation. It only needed to bleed the one man holding it together until he couldn't hold anymore, and then all the threads would fall open at once, and the correction would finish itself in the space of a breath.

Kade did the arithmetic he'd learned at Dagny's shoulder, and hated the answer. He could feel exactly how many more Calls he had in him. Not a number — nothing was a number anymore — but a distance, a horizon, and the horizon was close and getting closer with every thread he saved. The coal that had roared up into a furnace at the class's unlocking had banked back to a hard bright ember, and every reach for the Call dimmed it another shade, and he could not stop reaching because to stop reaching was to watch someone he'd sworn to stop being. Sweat ran into his eyes. His hands had started to shake, the fine tremor of a body spending faster than it could refill. Across the constellation he could feel the sworn feeling it too — the moments the Call came a half-beat slow, the flickers of dread down a dozen threads as the man at the center of them ran, visibly, low.

"It's stalling," Wren shouted from the barricade, her sight fixed on the seams. "Kade — it's not even trying to win the exchanges anymore, it's just making you pay, it's counting on you running dry before it does —"

"I know," Kade gritted, and reforged another thread, and felt the coal drop another notch, and did not have breath to say the rest of it: and it's right.

They needed to end it. Force didn't end it. Twenty minutes of the hardest hitters in the city had proven that force did not so much as inconvenience it. And Kade could not hold the Call forever; he could feel forever getting shorter by the minute, a horizon rushing toward him.

It was Dagny who put the first piece down, shouting it from the deck between Lances, her Arcanist's mind racing ahead of all of them. "It has a body, Mercer! A made one — it pulled a shape to run inside, Wren said so, it assembled itself hands to touch the world with! A routine can't reach into your code from the deep — it needs the body to do it here, in the physical! Take the body and it's got no hands!"

"Take it how?" Kade threw a Lance that pushed the gray shape back and bought him one clean breath. "Nothing marks it! We've been hitting it for twenty minutes —"

"Because you're hitting all of it!" Dagny's voice cracked with the effort of thinking and throwing at once. "An assembled thing isn't solid, it's stitched — it's held together at seams, and you don't shatter a stitched thing by hitting the cloth, you hit the seam —"

And Wren, on the barricade, went very still, and then very loud.

"I can see the seam," she said. "I can see it. Where the routine's sewn into the body — there's a join, right at the base of the — it's like a knot, it's the ugliest thing I've ever looked at, and it's right there, Kade, I can put your Lance on it to the inch." Her head snapped toward him, her whole thin body wound tight. "But it won't hold still. It knows I can see it. Every time I line it up it turns the seam away — it's hiding the knot from me —"

"Then we make it hold still," Torv growled from the gap, and set his shield, and his flat eyes found Kade's across the churn of the fight with fifteen years of holding lines behind them. "That's a wall's whole job, Liege. You've got the fire. She's got the eyes. Give me thirty seconds of the thing not moving, and I'll buy it if it costs me both arms."

It nearly cost them everything first.

Because the Warden heard the plan — it heard everything, it lived in the code the words floated on — and it stopped stalling and lunged, all at once, both reaches at full force, going for the two brightest threads together in a single brutal cut meant to end the fight before the plan could start. Dagny and Torv, the strongest, the first sworn and the fiercest. Kade felt both threads tear at once, felt Dagny scream on the deck and Torv stagger in the gap, felt the coal gutter as he threw the Call at both cuts together — and for one horrible, stretching instant he did not have enough. The furnace was an ember. Two threads fraying and one dimming man, and he reached the bottom of himself and found it closer than he'd feared.

And the sworn caught him.

He never asked them to. He couldn't have; he had no breath left to call. But down the dozen threads, all at once, the constellation pushed back — a flicker of strength from every willing soul in the funnel flowing up their bonds into the man at the center, not the Share running out but something running in, the first time it had ever run that direction, and it was small and it was ragged and it was enough. Just enough. Kade caught both threads and slammed them shut and stood, swaying, in the ringing aftermath, and understood — dimly, distantly, a thing to think hard about later if there was a later — that the bond he'd always felt run both ways could run both ways when it counted.

"Okay," he gasped, and made himself stand up straight in the gap, burning ember and all. "Okay. That's it. That's how we do it. Torv pins it. Wren calls the seam. Dagny and I put everything left into the knot at once — and if I go dry doing it, the rest of you hold me up, the way you just did. All of us. One shot."

"It'll work," Wren said fiercely.

"And if it doesn't," Kade said, "it was still the right call. On me. Wait for my mark — and nobody moves till I give it."

The Warden, patient, waited too — and reached, unhurried, for the next thread it meant to make him spend on.




Chapter Fourteen — The Whole Machine

"Now," Kade said, and the machine moved as one thing.

Torv went first. He came out of the gap in a shield-charge with everything a Frontliner sworn to a Liege at Ascendant could put behind it, and he hit the gray shape not to hurt it — you couldn't hurt it — but to hold it, to drive it back into the throat of the funnel and pin it against the wall of dead cars where it had nowhere left to turn. The Warden staggered, righted, tried to slide sideways with that awful patience — and Halden's double rank of spears was there, jammed in around Torv, a hedge of steel boxing the thing in on three sides, forty hands of the willing holding a door shut on a thing that had never in an age been made to stand still.

It turned the seam away from Wren. She snarled it out — "left, it's turning left, it's hiding the knot —"

"Kesh!" Torv roared, and Kesh and three others threw their shoulders into the gray shape's other side, and forced it back square, and for one half-second the Warden was pinned and could not rotate and the seam Wren needed was facing open into the funnel.

It fought them. Not with force — it had no force to spare, all of it bent on the threads — but with that patient sliding wrongness, testing every hand that held it, finding the weak grip, the tiring arm. Torv's boots screamed backward an inch on the concrete. A spear splintered. Halden shouted and two more bodies piled into the gap to replace the failing grip, survivors who nine days ago had never held a weapon, throwing themselves bodily against the thing that unmade worlds because the man in the middle had asked them to and because he'd have done it for them. For one straining, roaring, impossible moment, forty pairs of hands held a deletion routine still against its will.

"THERE," Wren screamed, and pointed, and her sight lit the join for the only two people who could hit it. "Base of the hood — the knot — right THERE —"

Kade was already moving. He Deadstepped — Wren's echo, the blink he'd carried since a dark barricade — and came out of nothing at point-blank range with his hand already up and the last of the coal already pouring into it, and beside him on the deck Dagny had been building her Lance since his mark, the biggest white star her borrowed body could bear, and the two of them loosed at the same instant into the same ugly knot at the base of the Warden's hood.

Two Whitefire Lances — his echo and her original, the same spell twice, doubled and redoubled down the thread that ran between them — struck the seam as one.

And the assembled body came apart.

It came apart the way a knot pulls loose — no blood, no ruin, none of the ghouls' wet spectacle, just stitching torn out all at once, the person-shape unraveling into the gold thread it had been sewn from and blowing away down the funnel on a wind that wasn't there — cloak and hood and the smeared not-face all coming undone in a single instant, and where the body had been there was, for one heartbeat, only the routine itself: naked, exposed, a knot of cold gray code with no hands to touch the world, a deletion process suddenly and horribly present in the physical air with nothing to run inside.

"It's out!" Wren shrieked. "The body's gone, it's just the routine, it's — Kade, it's trying to withdraw, it's going for the deep code, you have SECONDS —"

The Warden, bodiless, made its last play, and it was the one Kade should have seen coming and didn't have the strength left to fear.

It didn't flee. It turned — the whole cold gray weight of it — and reached, not for a thread this time, but for Kade himself. For the hole in the world. For the source. It understood, in its last exposed seconds, that it could not cut a constellation faster than the Liege reforged it — so it went for the Liege, to mark the center for deletion and let every thread fall open at once when he stopped being. A gray not-hand of pure process closed toward Kade's chest, toward the coal, toward the remove, and Kade was burned down to nothing, the Call spent, the fire spent, no shield left to raise, and he watched it come and had not one thing left to stop it with.

He didn't need one.

Because the bonds ran both ways. He'd always known it; he'd felt it the first time, on a set of stone steps, the thread laid down warm in both directions. And now, in the half-second the Warden reached for the center of the constellation, the constellation reached back. Every sworn thread blazed at once — not because Kade called them, he had nothing left to call with, but because they chose to, all of them, Dagny and Torv and Wren and Kesh and Halden and Corliss and every clear-eyed soul who'd sworn on purpose — and they poured themselves back up the threads into him. The Share ran in reverse. A dozen people's strength flooded into the man at the center, and the coal that had guttered to an ember roared back into a furnace, and Kade Mercer stood in front of the thing sent to delete him wearing the borrowed strength of everyone who'd chosen him, and caught the gray not-hand of the deletion routine in his own.

It was like closing his fist on winter. It was like holding the idea of an ending. It tried to reach into him and mark him gone, and it could not, because he was not one man it could delete — he was a dozen, a constellation, held together too tightly to unmake, exactly the thing they'd erased his class for being.

He understood it fully then, in the white roar of it, the whole shape of what he was. The System had deleted the Liege because a Liege had no ceiling — but that had never been the real reason, or not all of it. The real reason was this: you could kill any one person. You could delete an entry, cut a thread, unmake a name. What you could not do was delete a thing that a dozen people had decided, freely and clear-eyed, to hold up. The Warden could reach for the center of the constellation all it liked. The constellation would not let the center fall. That was the crime the registry could not abide — not the power, but the fact that the power was made of choosing, and choosing could not be corrected.

"You reach for one of us," Kade said, through his teeth, the furnace howling in his chest, "you reach for all of us."

And he turned the whole of it — every thread, every sworn, the massed strength of the entire machine focused down to a single point through the one man they'd all chosen — and he crushed the exposed routine in his grip like a man crushing a coal, and poured white fire into it until there was nothing cold left to hold.

It fought him even then. It was a thing built to end things, and it did not know how to be ended, and it thrashed in his grip and reached and reached and found every reach answered by another thread blazing shut, another hand refusing to let go, the whole constellation bearing down through Kade onto the one small cold knot of it that had run out of body and out of room and out of ages. He felt it try, at the very last, to withdraw — to abandon the correction and flee down into the deep code where nothing could follow. And Wren, on the wall, screamed the seam of that too — the escape route, the way down — and Kade Deadstepped his grip into it, blink and fist together, and shut the door in the deep code that the routine had opened to run through, and held it there in the open with a dozen people's strength while the white fire did the rest.

The Warden did not withdraw into the deep code.

The Warden was corrected.

[ ANOMALY RESOLVED ] Enforcement routine [ WARDEN ] — destroyed. Strength drawn in.

The strength that came in was not a swallow. It was a flood, an ocean, the accumulated authority of a thing that had unmade a thousand entries across a thousand ages, and it poured up through Kade and out across every thread and lifted the whole constellation at once, and Kade felt himself go up the ladder not a rung but past a rung, hauled bodily upward by the death of the thing that had come to end him.

[ ASCENSION ] Kade Mercer — Rank climbs: Ascendant → Peerless. Sworn adjust — held to one rung below.

He'd climbed one hard-won rung at a time for nine days, ghoul by ghoul, oath by oath. This was not that. This was a thing that had eaten the strength of a thousand ages handing all of it over at once, and it went out across every thread as it came, so that it wasn't only Kade who surged — the whole constellation rose with him, Dagny to Ascendant and Torv to Ascendant and Wren and Kesh and Halden hauled up the ladder together in a single shared breath, a dozen people feeling nine days' worth of climbing happen in a heartbeat because the man at their center had killed the thing that came to erase them all.

Then it was over, and the funnel was quiet, and the gray shape was gone from the world as cleanly as it had unmade the ghoul on the avenue, except that this absence stayed an absence and did not come back.

Kade came down off the furnace slowly. The borrowed strength ebbed back out the threads to the people it belonged to, leaving him Peerless and hollow and standing. Dagny half-ran, half-fell down off the deck and reached him and did not pretend, this time, that checking he was alive was anything other than what it was; she put both hands flat on his chest and left them there. Torv lowered a shield he'd held through the whole of it and sat down abruptly on the barricade, both arms trembling, grinning like a man who'd expected to die and hadn't. Wren stood on the wall with her sight still full of the empty seam where a routine had been, and when she looked at Kade her strange skipping face had gone soft with something that took him a moment to place, because he'd never seen it on her before: wonder.

Behind them, in the funnel, the wall of the willing — the merc and the archivist and the rogue, the foreman, the spearwoman, the medic, the dozen frightened people who'd chosen to be counted and had just watched their choice kill the un-killable thing — began, raggedly, and then all at once, to cheer.

Kade let them. He stood in the middle of the noise with Dagny's hands still on his chest and Sten pelting across the funnel to slam into his side and the whole ragged constellation blazing warm and whole around him, not one thread cut, not one of them lost, and he let the cheering wash over him and did not try to say anything wise into it. There would be time for wise later. Right now there was only the enormous animal fact of having stood in front of the thing built to erase him and everyone who'd chosen him, and still being here, all of them, together, in the sun.

He caught Torv's eye across the barricade. The old merc, who'd spent fifteen years learning that oaths were traps and men with power always spent your fear and called it loyalty, looked back at the Liege who'd nearly burned himself to ash rather than let one thread fall, and he didn't say anything either. He just nodded, once, slow, the way a man nods when a thing he'd stopped believing in turns out to have been real the whole time. It was worth more than the cheering. Kade would remember it longer.




Chapter Fifteen — Priority Anomaly

They should have had a day of it. They got about an hour.

For that hour it was good — the best hour since the sky broke. The holdout came up out of the structure into a morning with no Warden in it, and there was crying and laughing and the particular loose giddy noise of people who have decided they were going to die and then didn't. Kesh got a fire going and food on it. The children came out and swarmed Torv, who bore it with the pained dignity of a man who would rather be charged by the Ravener again. Sten attached himself to Kade's side and would not be moved, and Kade let him stay. Dagny stood at his shoulder and did arithmetic out loud about how much stronger the whole constellation had gotten off one enforcer, and there was joy in the arithmetic for once, the joy of a woman who had been told she'd die young standing in the sun at Peerless-minus-one and entirely alive.

Kesh came and gripped Kade's shoulder the way he had the night he swore, and this time there were no words needed at all. Halden showed off the bruise the Warden's stalling had left her, wearing it like Dagny wore hers, a medal from a thing survived. Corliss went quietly among the wounded closing the last of the small hurts, and someone had found a crate of dented cans and someone else had found music somehow, a cracked speaker and a dying battery, and for one hour a parking garage at the end of the world sounded like a party. Even Wren let herself be pulled into it — Kade watched Dagny, of all people, hand the Rogue a can of something without a single barb attached to it, and watched Wren take it and not flinch, two glass cannons who had circled each other for a week deciding, without a word, to stand down. Wren caught Kade watching, and rolled her eyes, and came to lean against the barricade a careful half-step nearer to him than she needed to, and Dagny let her, and that was its own quiet treaty.

Kade let himself have the hour. He'd earned the hour. He stood in the morning with a boy at his side and a furnace banked warm in his chest and a dozen threads running out from him to people who were laughing, and he thought, this. This is the thing Dagny drew in the pharmacy. Not surviving. Building. And for the length of that hour he let himself believe the hard part was behind them.

Then Wren went white, and stopped laughing, and said, "Kade. Something just looked at us."

The funnel went quiet. Kade turned. "The Warden's dead. You saw it die."

"Not the Warden." Wren's sight was fixed on nothing, on the seams, on the deep code only she could read, and her voice had gone flat and small the way it had on the roof when she first described the thing that walked. "The Warden was a — it was a routine, Kade, a process, the kind of thing you run when there's a small mess to clean up. Low priority. Automatic." She swallowed. "It just failed. And something noticed it fail. Something up-code from it, something with — I don't have a word. Attention. Weight. It turned, just now, a fraction, the way the Warden turned toward us on the avenue, except this is the thing the Warden was a tool of, and it just marked us. Marked you."

A box unfolded in the air over the funnel, and it was not gold and it was not the Warden's cold gray. It was black-edged, and it was bigger than any notification Kade had seen, and it hung over the whole holdout like a lid.

[ PRIORITY ANOMALY DESIGNATED ] Subject [ Kade Mercer — LIEGE ] has destroyed a sanctioned enforcement routine. Correction escalated. Automatic measures insufficient. Reassigning to direct oversight.

"Direct oversight," Dagny read over his shoulder, and Kade felt her go still in the way she went still when the archive in her had a word for a thing and wished it didn't. "Mercer. The Warden was what the System sends when it can't be bothered to look. This — reassigning to direct oversight — this is the System deciding to look." Her hand found his sleeve. "You didn't win free of it by killing the Warden. You got promoted. From a mess it swept up on automatic to a thing it's going to send something that thinks."

"There's a word in the archive," she went on, quieter, meant only for him now. "For the last Liege — the one who ended holding the loyalty of thousands, the one the sanctioned lords couldn't kill. The notes said he didn't fall to a Warden, or to ten of them. He fell, in the end, to a thing the System sent personally, once he'd grown big enough to be worth the sending — and the archive doesn't even have a name for it, only the shape of the hole it left." She looked up at him, and there was fear in her clever face, but under the fear was the arithmetic, already running, already turning the fear into a plan. "So we have that long. However long it takes the thing that thinks to decide we're worth its trouble. We climb until we're a hole it can't fill, before it comes."

The black-edged box held a moment longer, cold and enormous and unhurried, and then it folded itself away — not deleted, not spent, just closed, the way a great eye closes when it has seen what it came to see and is in no rush at all about what it does next. And out past the broken city, past the edge of everything Kade could feel, something vast turned a fraction of its attention toward a parking structure full of the sworn, and did not come, and did not need to come, and let the not-coming be the whole of the threat.

"How bad," Kade asked Wren, quietly, because she was the only one who could see it and because he'd rather have the true size of the thing than a comfortable guess.

Wren was a long time answering. Her sight was still turned out and up, on the deep code, on the weight that had marked them, and when she spoke her voice had none of the sardonic skip left in it. "The Warden was a splinter the System dug out with a fingernail," she said. "This is the System noticing it has a hand. I can't see the shape of what's behind that box, Kade — it's too far up-code, it's like trying to look at the sun through a keyhole — but I can see that it's patient, and I can see that it's thorough, and I can see that it just moved you from a list of things that get handled automatically to a list of things that get handled personally." She finally looked at him. "You didn't escape the correction. You made yourself interesting to it. That's worse. That's so much worse."

The cheering had stopped. The holdout stood in the sudden quiet of people who'd been told the fight they just won was the small one, and Kade felt the fear move through the constellation down every thread — Halden's grip tightening on nothing, Kesh going still, the newly-sworn remembering exactly how frightened they'd been an hour ago. The music had died. A child asked its mother a question in a small voice and got no answer.

Kade looked at the space where the black box had been. Then he looked at his people — really looked, the whole of them, the laughing gone off their faces and the fear creeping back, forty souls who'd chosen him and a boy who wouldn't leave his side and a dozen sworn who'd poured themselves up his threads to save his life an hour ago. And the fear didn't take in him the way it once would have. Somewhere in the last nine days, between a warehouse floor and a set of stone steps and a wall of the willing, Kade Mercer had stopped being a man the world happened to.

"Okay," he said, and his voice carried, steady, out over the quiet funnel. "So it's watching now. Good. Let it watch." He put a hand on Sten's shoulder and turned to face all of them, the constellation and the crowd both. "Here's what changes. Nothing. We were always going to have to get strong enough that the System couldn't just reach out and end us on a whim — we just found out how high that bar is, a little sooner than I'd have liked. So we do what a Liege does. We build. We take in everyone out there who's still hiding and scared, the clear-eyed ones, the ones who choose it. We climb, all of us, together, up the one ladder they can't take back. And when whatever it sends next comes walking up a funnel toward us —" he looked at Torv, at Dagny, at Wren, at the wall that had held, "— it finds a wall so tall and so many-handed that the thing that thinks decides we're not worth the correcting after all."

He let that settle, and then he said the rest of it, lower, because it was the truest part and it was owed to them plainly. "I turned down twenty of you the first day, scared, on this deck. I'd do it again. Not because I don't want you — because a thing built out of frightened people can be frightened apart, and a thing built out of people who chose it can't. You saw that this morning. It reached for the middle of us and every one of you reached back, and that's the only reason I'm standing here. So that's what we build. Not the biggest wall. The most chosen one. And there is no ceiling on how tall that gets."

"That's a long climb," Dagny said quietly, beside him. But she was smiling when she said it, the arithmetic and the other thing at last on the same side.

"Longest there is," Kade agreed. "No ceiling on it, though. You told me that yourself, first day." He looked west, out over the rewritten city, toward all the scared and hiding people in it who hadn't found a wall yet, and toward the vast turned attention beyond them that had decided, for now, to wait. "Let's go find the next ones. Clear-eyed. On purpose. Starting today."

Torv was already turning to organize it — scouting parties, supply runs, which of the newly-sworn could be trusted on a wall and which needed another week. Dagny was already sketching the reach of it, the neighborhoods, the other holdouts that must be out there clinging on, each one a wall and a well of the willing. Wren stood a moment longer looking up-code at the patient watching weight, and then she shook herself, and turned her strange sight back down to the world, and came to stand with the rest of them, counted, on purpose, unafraid enough. And Sten tugged Kade's sleeve and asked where they were going first, as if it were the most natural thing in the world that they were going anywhere at all, as if a boy could simply follow a Liege out into the ruins and be safe, and Kade found that he intended to make that true.

Somewhere out past the edge of everything, a thing that thought turned its slow attention on a hole in the world that had refused to be corrected, and began, without hurry, to consider what to send.

Let it consider. By the time it decided, Kade Mercer meant to be a wall too tall to reach the top of, with too many hands to count, and every one of them raised on purpose.

And the machine — the deleted class and everyone who'd chosen to stand inside it — turned as one thing toward the work of getting strong enough to survive being seen, and began, without fear, to build.


Chapter Sixteen — The Fort

Two weeks made the parking structure a fort, and made Kade Mercer something the old world had no word for.

He felt it every morning when he walked the wall — the way the whole place leaned toward him without being told to, the scores of small threads running out of his chest to the sworn among a fort of nearly a hundred souls, every one of them a fraction stronger for the line that tied them to him. Peerless sat in him now like a furnace behind a shut iron door, banked and enormous. He had stopped bothering to test it against dead cars. There was nothing left in three blocks that could stand up to a bored flick of Whitefire Lance, and a man learns fast that the point of that kind of strength isn't the showing of it. The point is the hundred people who get to sleep because it's standing at their gate.

He'd cleared the eastern approach himself two days back, when a pack of the big black Ravener-kin had come nosing up out of the river district — walked out alone, Bulwark up, and taken them apart in the open where the wall could watch, not because he needed the wall to watch but because a hundred frightened people sleep better for having seen the thing at their gate do its work once. He'd barely felt it. Whitefire Lance from a Peerless body wasn't the desperate crack it had been on a bank's stone steps; it came off his palm now like a thrown truck, and the Ravener-kin had come apart like the ghoul in the warehouse dark, folding out their gold-lit wages behind them — pale steel, a shield-boss, gear for Kesh's stores, the System's usual payment for big kills — and Kade had walked back through the gate wiping soot off his hands to a wall of people who'd stopped being able to imagine the world taking him. That was the danger of it, he'd started to think. Not the strength. The way the strength made the people behind it forget to be afraid.

The holdout had a name now, though nobody had voted on it. People just started calling it the Yard, after the loading yard Kade had come out of, and it had stuck. Kesh ran the inside of it like the foreman he'd been born to be — water rationed and fair, watch rotations chalked on a concrete pillar, a cook-fire that never quite went out and a schoolteacher named among the survivors who'd started, God help them all, holding lessons for the kids in the mornings. Torv held the wall and the drills, and the double rank of spears had become three ranks, and men who'd come in shaking two weeks ago now stood their watches with the flat competence of people who'd decided they were going to live. Corliss ran the sick-bay corner and had trained two more menders under her. Halden led the scavenging crews out and back, out and back, and the Yard grew fat on what they dragged home.

Kade had taken more oaths in those two weeks than he'd taken in all the blood and fire of those first desperate days — and every one of them clean, clear-eyed, offered on a quiet afternoon by someone who'd watched the machine run for a week and decided they wanted in on purpose. He never took a scared one. The word had gotten out that he wouldn't, and it had done a strange thing: it had made people want it more. There was a line, some days. Kesh managed the line. Kade looked every one of them in the face.

The constellation had gotten big enough that he'd had to learn a new trick to hold it.

Wren had spotted it first — the way the far threads started to fray at the edges when he had too many, the Liege's Call thinning like a voice trying to fill a room too large for it. And it was Dagny, of course, who'd done the arithmetic that fixed it. You can't hold forty threads awake at once, Mercer, no one could. So don't. Hold the strong ones, and let them hold the rest. So now Torv sat at the center of his own small cluster of the wall-sworn, an anchor, Kade's strength running through him and out to his people; and Dagny anchored the casters; and the constellation had quietly become a constellation of constellations, and Kade at the middle of all of it could feel the whole web hum when he closed his eyes, vast and warm and his, and no longer straining to hold it.

It should have been enough to make a man feel safe.

It didn't, because of Wren.

He found her where he always found her lately — up on the top deck's north lip, the spot she'd first watched them from, crouched with her too-big coat around her knees and her strange sight turned out and up at nothing. She didn't startle anymore when he came. The thread told her it was him.

"Still there?" Kade asked, and sat.

"Still there." She didn't look at him. "It hasn't moved. That's the part I can't make anybody understand. It's not coming. It's just — looking. Two weeks now." Her jaw worked. "You know what a thing does, when it can end you any time it likes and it chooses to sit and watch instead? It means it's not in a hurry. It means whatever it's got planned is worth waiting for, and worth watching you get bigger first." She finally turned her head. "The Warden was a mousetrap, Kade. Automatic. Snap. This is a person deciding to let the mouse grow into something worth the bother of hunting properly."

"You can see it? Actually see it?"

"I can see where it touches." She drew a shape in the concrete dust that Kade couldn't read and rubbed it out before he could try. "Cold spots. In the code, all around the Yard, like fingerprints on glass you only notice when the light hits. It's reading us. Reading you. Counting the threads." Her voice dropped. "It's very good at counting, and your class is the one thing in the world it can't count clean, and it has decided to take its time learning how."

Kade sat with that a while, the morning coming up gray and mineral over a rewritten city, the sounds of the Yard waking behind and below them — a kid laughing, a spear-drill count, Corliss calling for water. All the ordinary noise of a thing he'd built. All of it sitting under a patient eye that had decided, for reasons of its own, to wait.

"Then we keep growing," he said, because it was the only answer he'd ever had. "Whatever it's waiting to burn, we make it too big to burn."

"That's what it's counting on you to say." Wren pulled her coat tighter. "That's the part that keeps me up, Liege. It wants you big. I just can't see why yet."

He didn't get to sit with that one long either, because that was when the horn on the south wall blew — two short, one long, the signal Torv had drilled into all of them, the one that meant people coming, not ghouls.

Kade was down the ramp and at the south gap before the last note died, Peerless-quick, and Torv was already there with the wall braced and a hand up to hold the spears back, because the shapes staggering up the dead avenue toward the Yard weren't a warband and weren't a threat. They were the walking dead-tired. A dozen of them, maybe fifteen, gray-faced and hollow, half carrying the other half, the particular ruin of people who have walked a long way from something worse than what's behind them now.

Refugees. The Yard had taken in stragglers by ones and twos for two weeks. It had never seen a column come in like this, all at once, all fleeing the same direction.

Kade went out to meet them himself, unarmed, hands open, the way he'd learned to. The man at the front of them was big and had been bigger — a frame gone gaunt, a split lip crusted, eyes that kept checking the horizon behind him even now. He got a look at Kade, at the Yard behind him, at the wall of the willing, and something in his face broke that had been holding him upright for a long time.

"Is it true," the man rasped. "The place that makes you strong. That doesn't — " he swallowed, "—doesn't take you for it. Is it true, or is it another one."

"It's true," Kade said. "Nobody here owes me a thing. You can rest inside and owe me nothing and leave in the morning if you want. What's your name?"

"Brenner." The man's legs went, and Kade caught him, and the man clutched his arm with a grip that still had panic in the bottom of it. "You have to listen. You have to — he knows about you. That's why we ran here, because if anywhere could stand, it's the place he's afraid of. He's coming, and you don't understand what he is."

"Slow down. Who's coming?"

Brenner said the name like it tasted of ash.

"Draeger. Marn Draeger." His grip tightened. "The Marshal."

Kade glanced at Dagny, who'd come up silent at his shoulder, and saw the word land on her the way the old archive-words always did — recognition, and dread underneath it. Marshal. Sanctioned. On the registry. A class she knew.

"He doesn't take holdouts," Brenner said, the words coming faster now, a dam gone. "He takes people. He beats you, and then he — there's a thing his class does, a Yoke, he lays it on you and after that you're his, you fight for him whether you want to or not, you can feel it in you like a collar you can't get your fingers under. He's swallowed every wall between here and the river. Ours was the last free one and he took it in an afternoon and Yoked everyone still breathing, and the ones of us who ran, we ran because we saw what's under the collar and we'd rather die on a road."

He told it in pieces after that, the way a man tells a thing he's still inside of. How Draeger didn't even bring his full strength to a wall anymore — just his champion and a handful, because the champion was enough, and because every soul he'd already Yoked came free with the deal, so his warband only ever grew and never shrank. How the newly-collared wept the first night and stood their watches the second and by the third had the flat dead obedience of the rest, still themselves behind the eyes, still in there, just no longer able to make the hands refuse. How a Yoked man couldn't warn you, couldn't slow his own blade, couldn't so much as drop a gate-bar for a friend — because the collar sat under the will, deeper than choosing, and the choosing part could only watch. "That's the worst of it," Brenner whispered. "They're not gone. You look in their faces and they're right there. Screaming. And their hands just keep doing what he told them."

His eyes came up to Kade's, wet and fierce. "And then we heard about the Yard. About a man who makes people strong and lets them go. And I thought — I thought if there was one place in this whole broken world that was the opposite of him, it might be worth walking to before I died."

The Yard had gone quiet around them. Kesh had come down. Torv stood with his shield grounded, listening. And Kade, holding a starved man up by the arm under the gray morning sky, felt the shape of the thing click into place with an awful clarity — the dark mirror of his own chest, a man who'd been offered the same locked door Kade had and had kicked it open and walked through, and built an empire out of exactly the twenty frightened oaths Kade had knelt in the blood to refuse.

"He's afraid of you," Brenner said, "because you prove it can be done the other way. And a man like that can't let the other way exist."

"No," Kade agreed quietly. "I don't imagine he can."

He got Brenner inside, and fed, and the whole column with him, and he said the right steadying things and set Corliss on the worst of them and did not let one flicker of what he was feeling reach his face until the work was done and the sun was down and the Yard's fires were lit against a dark that had, that morning, gotten a name in it.

Then he went looking for somewhere quiet to feel it, and Dagny found him first.




Chapter Seventeen — First

She found him on the top deck, alone, in the spot Wren usually kept — leaning on the north lip with the whole rewritten city spread dark below and a single hard knot of tension riding his shoulders that hadn't come down since Brenner said the name.

He felt her before he heard her. He always did now. The thread ran warm and certain out of his chest to the woman climbing the last of the ramp, and it told him her mood before her face did — sharp, decided, wound tight as his own, and under the sharpness something that had been waiting a long time and had run entirely out of patience with the waiting.

"You're brooding," Dagny said. "You do it up here where you think no one can see, which is adorable and useless, because I can feel you doing it from three floors down. The thread doesn't have a wall you can put between us. I keep telling you that."

"I'm thinking."

"You're brooding. There's a difference and you're not doing the good one." She came and stood beside him, close, her shoulder against his arm, and for a moment they both just looked at the dark. Her white robes were retired now for the practical dark of the wall; she wore what everyone wore now, and it made her look less like the white-robed omen the System had dressed her as and more like a woman, which was a thing Kade had been trying very hard for two weeks not to notice too closely.

"He's a mirror," Kade said. "Draeger. He's what I'd be if I'd said yes to the twenty."

"I know."

"And I keep thinking — what if the reason it's easier my way is just that I've been lucky. What if scared oaths would've worked fine and I just told myself a story about principle because I couldn't stomach —"

"Mercer." She turned, and there was no arithmetic in her face now, none of the cool calculating thing she hid behind. Just heat. "Stop talking. You've been talking for two weeks. You talk to a hundred people a day and you look every one of them in the eye and you carry the whole of this place on a thread out of your own chest and you have not, once, let a single soul carry any of it back." Her hand came up and flattened against his chest, over the coal, over the place all the threads ran from — including hers. "I've been feeling it. Every night. You lie down and the whole web goes quiet because you make it go quiet so the rest of us can sleep, and then you lie there alone in the dark being strong at everyone. I can feel you do it. It's the loneliest thing I've ever felt, and my own class sheet once mourned me to my face."

Kade went still. "Dagny —"

"I told you the mage stays first." Her voice had dropped, gone low and even and certain, the arithmetic-voice bent to a wholly different sum. "On a ruined street, ghoul-blood on our boots, I told you to remember the order. You never asked what I meant. You were too decent, or too scared, or too busy being everyone's wall." Her fingers curled into the front of his shirt. "I meant this, Kade. I meant I bled first and I climbed first and I have wanted, since a set of stone steps I was dying on, to be the first thing you let yourself have. Not because I'm owed it. Because I chose it. Clear-eyed. On purpose. The way you make everyone say it." Her mouth curved, fierce. "So. I'm choosing. Say yes, or say you don't want it and I'll walk back down that ramp and never mention it again. But do not stand there and brood at me while I offer you the one thing in this whole broken world that's just for you."

The thread between them had gone taut as a drawn wire, singing, and Kade could feel what was on the other end of it — not the careful, cutting Dagny she showed the Yard, but the whole of her, wanting, unhidden, laid open down the line that ran chest to chest, and for once in two weeks he stopped being everyone's wall and let himself feel it back.

"Yes," he said.

He barely had the word out before she kissed him.

There was nothing careful in it. Dagny kissed the way she cast — a hard bright build and then everything at once, both hands fisted in his shirt, hauling herself up into him, and Kade's arms came around her and lifted and the tension that had ridden his shoulders since morning cracked and went out of him all at once, replaced by the immediate roaring fact of her. She made a sound against his mouth, low and satisfied, the sound of a woman getting a thing she'd decided on a long time ago, and pressed the whole length of herself against him, and the thread between them flared white-hot with it — because that was the part no one had warned either of them about, the part that made his breath catch: he could feel what she felt. The bond ran both ways, always had. Her wanting poured up the thread into him and doubled with his own and poured back, a feedback loop of pure sensation with no wall he could put between them, and by the sound she made he knew she felt it too, felt him feeling her, the two of them caught in a closed circuit of it that had nowhere to go but hotter.

"Oh," she gasped, breaking off, her forehead against his, both of them breathing hard. "Oh, that's — the thread, it's — I didn't know it would —"

"Yeah," Kade managed.

"We are going to have words about you hiding how good that feels — " and then she stopped talking, because he'd got a hand into her hair and tipped her head back and put his mouth to the line of her throat, and whatever she'd meant to say came out as a sound instead.

He walked her back against the concrete pillar at the deck's center, out of the wind, into the dark, and she went with a laugh caught low in her chest and pulled him after by the front of his shirt like she'd pulled her staff back off the stone the day they met — mine, I'm reclaiming a thing that's mine. Her hands were already working his shirt up and off, greedy, mapping him, and when her palms flattened over the coal in his chest the thread jumped and they both felt the jolt of it, her touch on his skin arriving in her own nerves a half-second later down the bond, doubled, redoubled.

"That's obscene," she breathed, exactly the way she'd said it on the street about his stolen Lance, and Kade laughed against her collarbone and got her own shirt over her head, and the laugh died into something lower when she pulled his hand down and flat against her breast and arched into it, her breath breaking, the thread singing her pleasure into him so that he felt her nipple tighten under his palm as if it were his own skin.

There was a lot of the careful, cutting Arcanist in how Dagny fought. There was none of it in how she took him. She got his belt open with quick decided hands and shoved his jeans down and wrapped her fingers around him and stroked, once, slow and deliberate, watching his face while she did it, and the feedback of it — her satisfaction at the sound he made, arriving back in him folded into the sensation of her hand — nearly took his knees.

"Dagny —"

"First," she said against his mouth, fierce and low, working him in her fist. "I told you. First." She dragged his hand down between her thighs, guiding, and she was already slick and ready and hot against his fingers, and when he stroked into her she bit down on his shoulder to keep from crying out and the thread carried the pleasure of it straight through him, so that he felt the clench of her around his fingers as a pull low in his own belly. They stood like that against the pillar for a long minute, hands working each other, breath ragged, the closed circuit of the bond feeding it hotter and hotter — every touch he gave her arriving back doubled, every sound she made doubling his own — until she couldn't stand it anymore.

"Now," she said. "Kade. Now, I'm not waiting another —"

He lifted her. Peerless-strong, one arm under her, the concrete cool at her back, and she wrapped her legs around him and reached down and guided him and sank onto him in one long slow slide that punched the breath out of them both at once — because the thread took the sensation and split it and gave each of them the other's, so that Kade felt the stretch and fullness of it in her as she felt the tight heat of her around him in him, a loop of pure shared sensation closing white and blinding between their chests where the bond was rooted.

Dagny went rigid, gasping, her nails dug into his back. "That's — God, Mercer, I can feel — I can feel what you — "

"I know," he got out. "I know. I feel you too."

"Then move."

He moved. She met him. And it was nothing like careful — it was the hard bright build-and-release of everything they were, her hips driving down to meet every thrust, her mouth at his ear saying his name and then saying things that weren't words, the pillar rough at her shoulders and Kade's hands hard on her hips and the whole city dark and indifferent below them and none of it mattering at all. The thread ran the pleasure in a closed loop between them, hers and his indistinguishable, building past anything either of them could have reached alone, and Kade felt her climb toward the edge because he was climbing the same edge on the same thread at the same time, the two of them hauled up together the way the whole constellation had been hauled up when the Warden died — one fire, two people, no wall between.

She broke first, or he did, or they both did — impossible to say, on a thread that shared it — Dagny's whole body going taut and then shattering around him with a cry she didn't try to swallow this time, and the feedback of her climax tore his own out of him a heartbeat behind, and for a long white moment there was no Kade and no Dagny, only the loop of it blazing between two chests, pleasure with no owner and nowhere to go but through them both, over and over, until it finally, slowly, ebbed.

They stayed like that a while, tangled, breathing, her forehead on his shoulder and his face in her hair, the thread between them gone soft and warm and open, all the careful distance she kept from the rest of the world simply gone.

"Well," Dagny said eventually, into his neck, and he could feel her smile against his skin. "That was worth being first for."

Kade laughed, low, and held her, and for the first time since a man named Brenner had staggered up his avenue with a name in his mouth, the knot in his shoulders was entirely, completely gone.

"You're not going to be able to hide anything from me now, you know," she murmured, not moving, boneless and satisfied against him. "The thread runs both ways and now we know exactly how much. Every time you decide to be everyone's wall and carry it alone, I'm going to feel you do it, and I'm going to climb three floors and stop you." Her arms tightened, possessive, certain, home. "That's the arithmetic, Mercer. You don't get to be lonely at me anymore. I won't allow it."

"Wouldn't dream of it," Kade said, and meant it, and felt her smile again where her mouth rested against his throat.

Below them the Yard's fires burned on in the dark, and somewhere out past them a patient eye counted threads it couldn't understand, and somewhere past that a Marshal was coming — but none of it, for one held hour on a dark deck, could reach the two of them at all.




Chapter Eighteen — The Wall Comes to Us

It reached them by the third morning after.

Kade woke before the horn with the thread-web humming wrong — a cold thread among the warm ones, a wire plucked out of tune — and he was up and moving before he'd named it, because two weeks of holding scores of bonds had taught his body to feel trouble on the web before his mind caught up. Dagny woke a beat behind him, felt what he felt down the shared line, and reached for her staff without a word. That was the other thing three nights had changed. They moved together now, awake or asleep, in a way that needed no talking.

It was Halden's scavenging crew, coming in hard and early and two people short.

Kade met them at the south gap with Torv, and one look at the spearwoman's face told the story before she got it out — ash on her sleeves, a burn down one forearm Corliss would need to see, and the flat hollow shock of someone who'd watched a thing they couldn't stop.

"Bellwether's gone," Halden said. Bellwether had been a holdout two miles east — thirty-odd survivors behind a supermarket wall, loose allies of the Yard, the kind of neighbors Halden's crews traded with. "We went for the morning trade and it was — Kade, it was already done. The wall was open and there were no bodies. That's the part. No bodies. Thirty people and no bodies, just their things left where they dropped them, and a mark burned into the wall over the gap." Her jaw shook. "A brand. Like a cattle brand, ten feet tall. We lost Dob and Wick getting a look at it — his people were still there, the Yoked ones, standing watch on a wall that wasn't theirs a day ago, and they came at us like they hated doing it and couldn't stop. I've never seen anything fight like that. Like a dog on a chain lunging at the thing it's told to lunge at while its own eyes beg you to run."

The Yard had gone silent around the telling. Brenner had come to the edge of the crowd, and Kade saw the man's face go the color of old paper — because he'd described exactly this, three days ago, and here it was two miles from the only wall he'd thought might stand.

Kade went and looked at the burn on Halden's arm himself while Corliss got her salves, because a Liege who sent crews out owed it to them to see what came home on them. "The two you lost," he said quietly. "Dob and Wick. Did they —"

"They went down and they didn't get up and we couldn't reach them," Halden said, flat, the flatness of someone holding a thing very carefully so it wouldn't spill. "And the worst part, Kade — the worst part is I keep thinking, if we couldn't get their bodies, then in a day or two they'll be up. On his wall. Wearing the collar. Two people who traded jerky with me last week, standing watch for the man who killed them." She looked at him. "That's what he does to the dead too. That's why there were no bodies at Bellwether. He doesn't leave any. He keeps them."

Something went very cold and very still in the middle of the Yard at that, in a hundred people at once, and Kade felt it move down every thread of the web — the specific dread of a threat that doesn't only kill you but takes you, that turns the people you loved into the thing on the wall.

"He's working inward," Wren said. She'd come down off her deck, and her sight was turned east now, toward Bellwether, toward the cold that was closing. "Every holdout in a ring, one at a time, tightening. He's saving us for the middle." Her strange eyes came to Kade. "The way you save the hardest thing on your plate for last. Or the best."

"Or the one you want an audience for," Dagny said quietly.

Kade stood in the middle of his fort with the thread-web humming and a hundred faces turned toward him, and made himself think it through cold, the way Dagny had taught him, cold as the situation demanded. Draeger was bigger. That was the plain fact of it. A Marshal who'd swallowed wall after wall had a Yoked warband numbering God knew what, every one of them fighting with that awful chained ferocity, and the Yard for all its strength was still one wall and a hundred souls, half of them children and menders and the newly-arrived. Numbers said the Yard lost. Numbers had said the Yard lost against the Warden too.

But the Warden had been a thing you beat by lasting. Draeger was a man. Men could be reached. Men had people. And Draeger's people, every last one of them, were standing on his walls right now with their own eyes begging strangers to run.

"He fights with the bound," Kade said slowly, the shape of it coming clear. "Every soul in his warband is there because he beat them and collared them. They fight because they can't not. That's his strength — he never has to convince anyone, never has to earn it, he just takes and the taken can't leave." He looked around the wall at his own people — at Torv who'd sworn because Kade bled for a kid, at Halden who'd chosen it on a quiet afternoon, at Brenner who'd walked a starving column across a dead city toward the rumor of a place that let you go. "And it's also the whole crack down the middle of him. A Yoked man fights as hard as fear can make him. He does not fight one inch harder than that. He'll never once in his life fight the way one of you fought for the person next to you at that ramp — because you can't collar that. You can only choose it."

"That's a fine speech," Torv said, not unkindly, "for a man about to be outnumbered five to one."

"Then we're not going to be outnumbered." Kade turned to the whole of them, and felt the web brighten as he did, a hundred threads leaning in. "He's been eating the small walls one at a time because they were alone. So we stop letting them be alone. Every holdout still standing in that ring he's tightening — the ones he's saving for later — we go to them first. Not to take them. To offer. Willing, clear-eyed, on purpose, the way we do everything. We build the network he's afraid of, faster than he can close his fist, until the middle of his ring isn't one wall he can swallow. It's all of them. Standing together because they chose to."

He let that land. Then he said the rest, quieter, because it was the true cost and they deserved it plain.

"It's going to be close. Some of us won't come back from the offering runs. And even if it works, it just means when Draeger finally comes, he comes at all of us at once instead of one at a time." He looked at Dagny, at Wren, at Torv. "But I'd rather stand with a dozen willing walls than behind one, and I'd rather lose choosing than win being chosen for. That's the whole of what I've got. Anyone who wants out before we start, there's no shame in the door. You know I mean that."

Nobody moved for the door. He hadn't thought they would.

They started planning the offering runs that same hour — Halden's crews for the routes, Wren's sight for the safe seams through the cold, Dagny and Torv each to anchor a party so Kade's reach could split three ways and cover more ground. It was good work, forward work, the machine turning its face toward a problem it was built for, and for a few hours the fear went out of the Yard and left only the hum of purpose.

Dagny mapped it on a cleared stretch of concrete with a piece of char, quick and certain, the archivist's mind that had memorized the fall of the last Liege now bent to the standing of this one. She marked the walls Wren's sight and Brenner's memory could place — the holdouts still free inside the ring Draeger was tightening, each one a wall and a well of the willing if Kade could reach them before the Marshal's fist closed. "Three days," she said, tapping the char against the outermost of them. "Maybe four. That's how long the pattern gives us before he's swallowed the next ring in and these are the ones he's saving for the middle. We offer to all of them in three days, or we don't offer at all — we just watch them go under one at a time the way Bellwether did, and then it's only us, alone, exactly the way he likes his meals." She straightened, char-dust on her fingers, and looked at Kade with the old bright hardness that he now knew had a whole warm country underneath it. "It's thin, Mercer. But thin and forward beats thick and hiding. You taught me that. Reluctantly. Over several arguments."

"Then we move at first light," Kade said, and the web brightened again, leaning in, a hundred willing threads turning toward the work.

It was Sten who saw the rider.

The boy had taken to watching from the top deck the way Wren did, and it was his high shout that brought Kade up the ramp at a dead Peerless sprint — but there was no horn, no alarm-pitch to it, just a kid pointing east down the long dead avenue at a single figure coming on horseback, unhurried, alone.

One rider. Where there could have been a warband.

She came up the middle of the avenue at a walk, making no effort to hide, letting them see her the whole long way in — armored, a sword across her back, sitting the horse with the still economy of someone who had never in her life needed to rush. And over her, as she came into the range where the boxes resolved, a class-tag flickered up that Kade had never seen before, sanctioned and cold and burning steady where the ghouls' tags always stuttered.

[ Bryn — Vow-Knight ]

Even at a distance she was worth the looking. Not the way Dagny was, or Wren — something harder, more finished, a blade ground down to exactly one purpose and kept there. She rode like the armor weighed nothing. She'd left her helm off, deliberate, another thing offered for the counting: a hard clean face, dark hair scraped back, eyes that swept the wall once, cataloguing, and dismissed every spear on it as no threat before settling on Kade at the gate and staying there.

"That's not an attack," Dagny said, low, at his shoulder, staff already in her hand. "One rider, in the open, letting us count her the whole way. That's an envoy."

"That's his best," Brenner breathed from behind them, old terror in it. "That's the one he sends instead of an army. I've seen her take a wall by herself. She doesn't lose."

Wren had gone very still beside them, her sight fixed on the woman climbing the avenue, and when she spoke her voice was strange. "Her oath," she said. "Kade — I can see her oath. The one that powers her class, the Vow-Knight thing, it runs off a bond to a lord same as yours runs off bonds to us." She swallowed. "But it's wrong. It doesn't glow like yours do — warm, both ways. Hers is a chain. It only runs one direction and it's driven into her like a hook set in bone, and she's been carrying it so long I don't think she remembers there's another kind." Her eyes came up to Kade's, wide. "And there's something else. The chain's old, but it's not — it's not seamless. There's a place where it doesn't sit flush. A gap, like a collar set on a neck that kept growing after. I've never seen that on a bound thing before, and I don't know what it means, except that some part of her, way down, got bigger than the thing holding her." She shook her head slowly. "She's his. Draeger's. She's the sharpest thing he owns. And he's sending her to talk to you first — the one person in the world who could show her that a bond doesn't have to feel like that."

Kade watched the chained knight come up the last of the avenue toward his gate, alone, unhurried, letting herself be seen, and felt the whole shape of the arc turn over in his chest like the first coal on a warehouse floor.

"Then let's go find out what he wants," he said, and went down to open the gate himself.




Chapter Nineteen — The Envoy

Kade opened the gate himself, and walked out past his own wall to meet her, alone.

Torv hated it — Kade felt the man's objection come down the thread before he said a word of it, a low grinding don't that a sworn Frontliner couldn't quite keep off the bond — but Kade held up a hand without turning, and Torv held. This was the thing they didn't understand yet, most of them, about what Peerless meant. He could walk out past his wall to meet a warlord's champion with nothing in his hands because there was nothing she could do to him in the open that he couldn't answer before her sword cleared its sheath. The strength wasn't the point. The strength was what let him make the gesture — a lord who walks out unarmed to meet an envoy says more about who he is than any wall could.

Bryn watched him come. She'd dismounted at the foot of the ramp and stood by her horse's head, and up close she was younger than the stillness made her seem and harder than the youth would have suggested — a face that had been beautiful once and had since been ground down to function, the way a good tool loses its shine to the work. Her eyes did to Kade what they'd done to the wall: swept him once, cataloguing, and Kade watched the exact moment they stopped cataloguing, because whatever her sight told her about the hole in the world walking toward her made her go very still in a way that had nothing to do with discipline.

"You're the anomaly," she said. Flat. A soldier confirming a target. "The one the System can't sort. I've been told what you are. I didn't believe the half of it until just now." Her hand had drifted, unconscious, toward the grip of the sword across her back, and then stopped, because some part of her had already run the same arithmetic Kade had and come to the same answer. "I can't take you. Can I. I came here half-planning to, if the talking went badly, and I can already feel that I can't."

"No," Kade agreed, mild. "You can't. But I'd rather it didn't come to you trying, because you'd make me kill you to prove it, and I've got no quarrel with you. Only the man who sent you." He tipped his head back toward the Yard, toward the fires and the wall and the hundred watching faces. "You've come a long way. There's food and water inside, and my word you'll walk back out of that gate exactly as free as you walked in. Say your piece over a meal like a person, or say it out here in the cold. Your choice."

Your choice. He watched the two words land on her and do something strange — a flinch, quickly buried, the flinch of someone handed a thing so rarely offered they'd half forgotten the shape of it.

"Marshals' envoys don't break bread in the walls they've come to collect," Bryn said. But she said it like a rule she was reciting, not a thing she believed, and after a moment she left the horse and walked up the ramp beside him, and the wall let her pass, and Kesh had food set out on an overturned crate because Kade had asked him to, and Bryn ate a little of it with the careful economy of someone who had learned not to trust full stomachs, and delivered Marn Draeger's ultimatum in the middle of a fort full of people who'd chosen to be there.

"The Marshal has watched you for two weeks," she said. "Longer than he's watched anyone. He wants you to understand that's a compliment — he doesn't study prey. He studies rivals." She set down the cup. "His offer is this. You've built something he respects, which is not a thing I have heard him say of another wall in all the time I've served him. He doesn't want to break it. He wants to keep it. Fold your people into his Yoke — all of them, whole, the wall and the web and the fort intact — and take your place as his second. Not his servant. His second. He says a Liege at the head of his warband and a Marshal to bind it would be a thing this broken world has never seen, and could not stand against." Her flat eyes came up. "That's the offer. It doesn't come twice."

"And if I say no?"

"Then he erases the Yard the way he erased Bellwether, and keeps everyone still standing, and you last, so you can watch your web get collared one thread at a time before he collars you." No relish in it. A weather report. "He'd rather not. He means the respect. But he'll do it, and it won't take him long, and when it's done your hundred willing threads will be a hundred more soldiers in his fist and you'll have spent them all learning a lesson he already knows."

"What lesson's that?"

"That the door you hang open is a weakness, and he is going to walk through it and close it for you." Bryn's voice never lifted. "He told me to tell you something, in his own words, and I'll give it to you the way he said it because I think he wants you to hear the shape of his mind: Tell the Liege I have taken forty walls, and every one of them was held by a good man who believed his people followed him from love. Tell him love is only obedience that hasn't been tested yet. And tell him I am the test." She let that sit. "He's like that. He's spent, I think, a great deal of his life being proven right about people, and it's made him certain. It's the most dangerous thing about him. Not the Yoke. The certainty."

Kade let the fire pop between them for a moment.

"He thinks I'm him," he said. "That's what the offer is, underneath. He thinks I'm doing exactly what he does — taking people, making an engine of them — and just being slow and sentimental about the pace. He thinks the only difference between us is that I feel noble and he doesn't."

Something moved behind Bryn's discipline. "He said almost precisely that. He said you'd built a beautiful cage and hung the door open to feel good about it, and that a door you can close whenever you like isn't freedom, it's just a leash you haven't pulled yet." Her voice stayed flat but her eyes didn't. "He's very persuasive, the Marshal. He's rarely wrong about people. It's what makes him what he is."

"He's wrong about this." Kade didn't raise his voice. He didn't need to. "Watch them."

He nodded out at the Yard — and because he was a Liege and this was his web, he did a small thing he'd never done for an audience: he let a little of the Call ripple out, not to reforge anything, nothing was fraying, just a touch, a hand laid warm across every thread at once. And the sworn in the middle of their evening work felt their Liege reach out and hold them for no reason but that he could, and all across the Yard, without being told, without knowing why, they paused and lifted their heads and turned, just for a second, toward him — Kesh at the fire, Halden at the stores, a knot of the off-watch, wiry Corliss, Torv on the wall — every sworn face turning to the center of the web like plants to a sun, warm, unforced, glad. Then it passed and they went back to their evening, and Bryn sat very still.

She had watched the whole of it with a soldier's eyes, and Kade saw those eyes do the accounting she couldn't stop them doing — measuring the turn of a hundred faces, weighing it against every wall she'd helped take, every warband muster she'd stood in, every dead-eyed rank of the collared she'd led into a fight. He saw her reach for the professional dismissal and fail to find it. What she'd just watched wasn't obedience. She had spent years enforcing obedience; she knew its face down to the muscle, and this wasn't it. This was the thing obedience was the counterfeit of.

"That," Kade said quietly. "Draeger can't do that. He can make a hundred people obey. He cannot make one of them turn toward him in the dark because they're glad he exists. And here's the part he's too smart to have missed and too proud to have understood — that difference isn't sentiment. It's the whole of my power. When the System sent its own hand to delete me, it went for the bonds, tried to cut my threads one at a time, and it couldn't, because a willing thread reforges faster than anything can sever it and every soul on it pours strength back up the line to hold the middle. You cannot do that with a collar. A Yoked man fights exactly as hard as fear can drive him and not one inch harder, and he will never once pour himself up the chain to save the man who holds it. Draeger built a fist. I built a fire. And a fist can only hit what it can reach, but a fire is warm to everyone standing near it, and it spreads." He met her eyes. "He should be afraid of me. He is. That's why he sent his best to talk instead of coming himself. Tell him I said the offer runs the other way — any soul in his warband who wants the collar off can walk to my gate clear-eyed and I'll take the oath the real way, willing, and it'll hold better than his hook ever did. Starting, if she wants it, with the woman sitting at my fire."

The fire popped. Bryn had gone completely still.

"I'm not offering to recruit you," Kade said, gentler now, because he'd felt the flinch and he wasn't cruel. "I'm not Draeger. I don't collect the people who walk through my gate. I'm telling you the door's open. That's all. It's open, and it stays open, and nobody on this earth is going to make you walk through it — not him, and not me. That's the difference he can't see. The door being open and nobody pulling." He sat back. "That's my answer. No. And that's the reason."

For a long moment Bryn said nothing at all. Her hand had come up, without her seeming to know it, and pressed flat against her own breastbone — over the place, Kade realized, where Wren said the chain went in. Where the gap was. Where some part of her had grown bigger than the thing holding her.

Then the discipline came back down over her face like a visor.

"I'll carry your answer," she said, and stood. But she didn't move toward the gate right away, and when she spoke again it was very low, almost not to him at all. "You shouldn't have shown me that. The turning. The hundred faces." She looked at him, and for one unguarded second the chained thing behind her eyes looked out. "I haven't been able to remember what that felt like in a long time. Being glad of something. I'd made my peace with not remembering. You just — put it back where I could see it." Her jaw hardened. "That was cruel, Liege. Kinder men have done worse."

And she walked down the ramp to her horse, and out through the gate that had, exactly as promised, let her leave as free as she came — carrying a refusal, and something else, cracked loose and rattling around behind her ribs where the collar didn't quite sit flush. Kade watched her mount and turn the horse and not once look back, and he understood that not looking back was itself the tell — that a soldier who'd delivered a hundred refusals and ridden off without a backward glance every time had, this time, to work at it. He'd got under her discipline. He hadn't meant to leave a wound. He suspected he had anyway, and that it was the kind that healed toward the door instead of away from it.




Chapter Twenty — What the Chain Costs

Kade watched her ride back down the long avenue until the dark took her, and Dagny came and stood at his shoulder, and for a while neither of them said anything.

"You planted a whole garden in that woman just now," Dagny said finally. Not jealous — he'd have felt jealous down the thread, and there was none of it, only the sharp assessing interest of a strategist watching a piece get set. Whatever the two of them had settled on a dark deck three nights ago had settled it all the way; Dagny was secure in a way that let her look at the Marshal's champion and see an asset instead of a rival. "You know that. You didn't just refuse the offer. You reached into the sharpest thing he owns and you turned a key in a lock she'd forgotten she had. She's going to ride the whole way back to Draeger feeling that key turn."

"I know."

"It might get her killed. If he sees it on her — a Marshal who can feel the tug of every Yoke he's set is going to feel one of them go loose." Dagny's voice was even. "You may have signed her death warrant by being kind to her at a fire."

"I know that too." Kade watched the dark where the avenue had swallowed her. "But I wasn't going to lie to her to keep her safe. That's his move, not mine. If the truth's dangerous to her, that's a thing he built, not me. All I did was let her feel a warm thing for the length of one meal." He was quiet a moment. "If that's enough to break her, then she was already breaking, and she deserved to know it wasn't only her."

Dagny looked at him a long moment, and then did a thing she rarely did in front of the wall: she took his hand. "You're a dangerous man, Kade Mercer," she said, "and you have no idea, and that's the most dangerous part. Draeger builds fists because he understands fists. You just reached into his best soldier and offered her a door and now she can't unfeel it, and you did it gently, and that is going to cost him more than any wall of mine ever could." She squeezed once and let go. "Come inside. We have runs to plan and a Marshal to beat, and you brooding at an empty avenue helps neither."

Wren caught him on the ramp before he'd gone three steps, her strange sight still full of the road the knight had ridden out on. "The gap in her chain," she said, low, only for him. "I watched it the whole time she sat at your fire. It got wider, Kade. While you talked. Not much — a hair — but it moved, and it moved the way a crack moves, which is to say it doesn't move back." She hugged her coat around herself. "I don't fully understand the Vow-Knight thing. But I understand a seam that's started to fail, and hers has. You didn't just make her want the door. You started the collar coming apart, and once that kind of thing starts, it doesn't stop, it just goes slow enough that the wearer can pretend it isn't happening." Her eyes came up. "She's going to break, that one. The only questions left are when, and whether it's near enough to you to matter when she does."

Kade filed that where he kept the things he couldn't act on yet, and didn't say the rest of what he was thinking — that a woman like Bryn breaking her chain in the wrong place, alone, would simply die of it, and that whether it happened near enough to matter might be the whole hinge the war turned on. He'd planted the seed. He couldn't tend it. All he could do now was be worth walking toward, and get strong enough, fast enough, that when she came — if she came — there was still a gate for her to reach.

What they knew about Draeger, they assembled that night around Dagny's char-map, and none of it was good.

Brenner told the shape of him — a big man, older, with the easy certainty of someone who'd never lost and had stopped expecting to. He'd been something before the Reset, Brenner thought, a foreman or a sergeant or a warden of some kind, someone used to command, and the Marshal class had fit him like a glove already broken in. And the knight had been his even then, the refugees agreed on that — his second in whatever hard trade he'd run in the old world, years of taking his orders the ordinary way, long before there was a collar to make it law. When the Reset handed him the Yoke, the first one he set went onto the loyalty he already owned. He never raged and never postured. He rode into a wall's sightline, made the offer once, and when it was refused he simply took the wall apart with a calm that was worse than any cruelty, and Yoked the survivors, and moved on, and by the next morning the newly-collared were standing his watches. He'd been doing it since the first week. He was, Brenner said, patient in the way of a man who had done the math and knew the whole region would be his; the only question was the order.

"He talks to you while he does it," Brenner said, and his voice dropped, the memory of it climbing back into his face. "That's the part I can't — while he's Yoking your people right in front of you, he talks, calm as a man explaining a job. Told our wall-keeper it was nothing personal, that everyone came to the collar sooner or later, that the ones who came willing just got there faster and with less blood. And the terrible thing, Kade, the thing I can't get out from under, is that standing there watching him do it, some coward part of me believed him. He makes it sound like the only sane road. Like holding out is just pride, and pride gets your people killed, and wouldn't you rather they lived on their knees than died on their feet." He swallowed hard. "That's what walking to your gate was, for me. It was walking to the one place that says he's wrong. I needed there to be a place that says he's wrong."

"There is," Kade said. "You're standing in it." And Brenner nodded, and wiped his face, and said nothing more, but he sat a little straighter after, the way a man does when a thing he'd only hoped was true gets said out loud by someone who means it.

And Dagny told the class, out of the System's own records, which had a line for everything. Marshals were sanctioned — welcomed, even. The registry loved a Marshal, because a Marshal solved the System's favorite problem: he concentrated power without ever escaping the ceiling of one. A Yoked warband was still one man's fist. Kill the Marshal and the Yokes snapped and the whole thing came apart into a mob of freed, blinking strangers. "That's the tell," Dagny said, tapping the char. "It's why they deleted your class and kept his. A Marshal's power all runs through him and holds only as long as his will keeps its grip — cut him down, or break the will that keeps the collars shut, and the whole empire snaps free at once. One throat or one broken man; either ends it. Yours doesn't. Cut you down and your web doesn't shatter, it grieves and closes ranks, because the strength was never only in you, it was in the choosing, and the choosing survives you." She looked up. "The System is fine with a thousand slaves under one killable master. It cannot abide a hundred free people who'd die for each other and can't be decapitated. That's the whole war, Mercer, in one line. He's the shape they sanction. You're the shape they delete."

"So we kill him," Torv said, from the edge of the firelight, in the tone of a man for whom most problems eventually simplified to that. "One throat. You said it yourself. His whole empire's got a neck."

"His whole empire's got a neck he keeps a wall of the Yoked between at all times," Dagny said. "And a champion in front of that. You don't get to his throat, Torv. That's the point of building an army out of people who physically cannot let you past them. Every collared soul between us and Draeger will die on our spears before they'll step aside, not because they want to — because they can't not. He's made a fortress out of victims. Reaching him means cutting through the very people we'd be fighting to free." Her jaw set. "That's the cruelty of the design. To kill the man, you have to kill everyone he's already wronged."

The fire cracked in the silence that left.

"Unless the wall of the Yoked stops being a wall," Kade said quietly, and did not explain, and thought of a hard pale face at his fire and a crack in a chain that only moved one direction.

There wasn't time to sit with any of it. Halfway through the night Wren came down off her deck with her sight gone flat and cold, and said that another wall had just gone dark to the east — a cluster of cold spots blooming in the code where a holdout's warm threads had been an hour before, snuffed out and then, worse, rekindled wrong, the particular signature of the living turned into the Yoked. Draeger had taken another wall while they talked. The ring was tightening faster than Brenner's timeline had promised. And above all of it, patient and vast and unmoving, the Priority-Anomaly oversight went on watching the Yard the way it always did — letting the Marshal and the Liege circle each other, letting the field seed itself, in no hurry at all about the burning.

"Three days," Dagny said, into the dark, and there was no more argument left in her about whether it was too thin. "We have three days, and then he's at our ring, and we either meet him with a network or we meet him alone. So we stop talking."

They moved at first light.

Three parties, three anchors — Kade at the center of the web with Dagny anchoring the casters on one run, Torv anchoring the wall-sworn on another, and Kade himself taking the hardest road with Wren for eyes and Halden for the route. The idea was simple and it was the whole of his thesis made into a map: reach the holdouts still standing inside Draeger's tightening ring, the ones he was saving for the middle, and offer them alliance before the Marshal's fist could close. Not conquest, and not the Yoke — the thing Kade did instead, willing and clear-eyed and on purpose, offered now not to lone survivors at a fire but to whole standing walls, each one a well of the willing, each one a piece of a network the Marshal couldn't swallow one at a time because it would no longer be one at a time.

The anchor trick was the thing that made it possible, and Kade felt the weight of how new it still was as they split up in the gray dawn. Three weeks ago he could barely hold three threads through a single fight. Now Torv rode east as a hub in his own right, Kade's strength running through the Frontliner and out to a cluster of wall-sworn who'd never met their Liege that morning and would swear to him by nightfall through the man he trusted to carry the load — and Dagny the same, west, her casters bright on the far end of a line that ran back through her to Kade. He could feel all of it at once if he closed his eyes: three parties fanning out across a dead city, and the web stretching to follow them, thin in places and holding, a thing that a month ago had been one frightened man with a pipe and a locked skill. The reach of it frightened him a little. It should. A thing that could grow this fast could be a great deal of what Dagny had promised, in the pharmacy, a Liege became — and it was worth remembering, as he rode out to build it, that the last one the archive remembered had ended holding the loyalty of thousands, and had still, in the end, been hunted down by something the System sent personally once he got big enough to be worth the sending.

Kade shook the thought off and rode. There was a wall to reach before the Marshal did, and the only cure for a threat you couldn't outrun was to become the thing that didn't run.

It was, Dagny had pointed out, an insane thing to attempt in three days.

It was also the only move on the board that ended with them winning instead of merely surviving, and Kade had learned, on a warehouse floor and a bank's steps and a killing funnel, that the difference between those two was the whole of what a Liege was for.




Chapter Twenty-One — The Offering

The first wall they came to nearly killed them before it let them talk.

It was a fortified foundry two miles north, a squat brick fortress of a place with a chained-shut ore gate and arrow-slits knocked through the old walls, and the people behind it had clearly decided some time ago that anyone who approached was there to take. A crossbow bolt took Halden's hat off before they'd cleared the open ground, and the second one Kade caught out of the air a foot from Wren's throat — Peerless-quick, a thing he hadn't been sure he could do until he did it, the bolt stopping dead in his fist while the fletching still hummed.

That got their attention.

"We're not Draeger's!" Kade called into the sudden silence, holding the caught bolt up where the arrow-slits could see it. "We're from the Yard, two miles south — the wall that stood off the thing the System sent. We're not here to take a single soul out of that foundry. We're here to offer, and if you don't like the offer we'll walk back the way we came and never darken your gate again. That's my word, and I'll come in alone and unarmed to give it, and you can hold a crossbow on me the whole time if it makes you easier."

A long pause. Then the ore gate ground open a hand's width, and a hard-eyed man about Kesh's build looked out at a stranger holding a caught crossbow bolt, and said, "Talk fast."

His name was Roon, and he ran the Foundry the way Kesh ran the Yard, and he'd heard of Draeger the way everyone had by now — the tightening ring, the swallowed walls, the no-bodies. He'd heard of the Yard too, in rumor, the place that made people strong for free, and he'd assumed it was a lie, because in his experience everything that sounded like that was a lie with a hook in it.

"So which is it," Roon said, crossbow steady on Kade's chest inside the Foundry's cramped yard while thirty wary faces watched from the galleries. "You a lie, or a hook?"

"Neither. Watch." And Kade did the thing that had become his whole argument. He held out his hand toward the nearest hurt among them — a boy with a splinted arm set badly, wincing every time he shifted — and asked, "May I?" and when the boy nodded, Kade laid Corliss's borrowed mend across the break and drew the badly-set bone half-true again, enough to take the worst of the pain out of the boy's face. Then he stood back. "I can't fix it right; I'm not a Healer. But that's a taste of what standing near me does. And the price of it — " he spread his hands, "—is nothing. There's no oath in a mend. There's no oath in an alliance, either, if that's all you want. You keep your wall, your people, your say. We keep ours. And when Draeger's ring reaches this foundry, which it will, in a week or less, you don't face him alone, because a horn from your wall brings a hundred willing fighters from mine, and a horn from mine brings you." He let it sit. "That's the offer. Alliance, not absorption. He eats the walls that stand alone. So we stop standing alone."

Roon lowered the crossbow slowly. "And if I want more than alliance," he said. "If I've watched you mend a boy's arm for free and I want the thing the rumor promised. The getting strong. What's that cost."

"An oath. Willing, clear-eyed, given because you understand exactly what it is and you want it, not because there's a Marshal at your gate and you're scared." Kade held his eyes. "And I won't take one today, from you or anyone here, precisely because there is a Marshal at your gate and you are scared, and an oath sworn in fear isn't worth the breath. Ally with me today. Watch the alliance hold for a week. And if you still want the oath when your hands aren't shaking — you come find me, and we'll do it right." He almost smiled. "It's a slower way to build an army. It's the only way that builds one that can't be taken from you."

Roon looked at him for a long moment, and then at the boy flexing his half-mended arm in wonder, and then at his thirty people, and something in the hard set of him eased by a fraction — the look of a man who'd braced so long for the next lie that a true thing had to be checked twice before he'd let himself feel it.

"Alliance," Roon said. "For a week. We'll see what it's worth." He stuck out a scarred hand, and Kade shook it — no thread, no oath, just two wall-keepers agreeing to stand together — and the Foundry became the first link in a chain the Marshal hadn't counted on.

"One thing," Roon added, not letting go of his hand quite yet, his hard eyes searching Kade's face for the lie he still half-expected. "If you're what the rumor says — the man who beat the thing the System sent — then Draeger's coming for you special. Everybody knows a wall's only as safe as it is useless, and you've made yourself the opposite of useless." He finally released the grip. "So I'll ask it plain. When he comes for you, and we've thrown in with you, does the Foundry burn for standing next to the man he most wants dead?"

"Maybe," Kade said, because Roon had earned the truth and not the comfortable version of it. "Standing next to me is more dangerous than standing alone, right up until the moment it's the only thing that saves you — and that moment's coming for every wall in this ring whether they ally with me or not. He was always going to reach you, Roon. The only choice you've got is whether you meet him by yourself or with a hundred willing spears at your back." He held the man's eyes. "I won't pretend it's safe. I'll only promise it's not alone."

Roon studied him a long beat, and then, unexpectedly, almost smiled. "Honest recruiter," he said. "First one I've met." And that, more than the mended arm or the caught bolt, seemed to be the thing that settled it.

It went like that, more or less, for three days. Not every wall said yes. One turned them away at the gate, too broken by rumor to trust anything, and Kade let them, because forcing it would have made him the thing he was fighting. But most, when they saw a strong man offer strength and ask nothing, when they saw the caught bolt and the mended arm and the plain refusal to take a scared oath, said yes to the alliance at least — and two of them, after watching the Yard's riders come and go for a day and finding no hook in it, sent people back to the Yard clear-eyed to swear the real way.

And Kade felt his web grow.

That was the part he hadn't been ready for, the part that made the exhausted, dangerous, sleepless three days worth every mile. Each new willing thread laid down warm in his chest, and the anchors held them — Torv's cluster, Dagny's cluster, and now new anchors forming as the strongest of the new sworn took hubs of their own — and Kade at the center of all of it felt the whole vast web brighten and spread, a constellation of constellations flung out across a ruined city, dozens of walls and hundreds of the willing all leaning toward one warm point. He didn't climb a rung; he was still Peerless, one below the top. But the reach of him, the Call thrown wider and wider and still holding, the sheer scale of the fire — that grew, and grew, and Kade rode home on the third night — on one of the scavenged horses Halden's crews had turned up half-starved in a flooded riding stable at the district's edge, an animal he'd taught himself to ride, badly, in the weeks since — feeling, for the first time, like the weather Dagny had once said a full Liege became.

And it wasn't only reach. New sworn brought new echoes, and Kade felt his own kit thicken as the network did — a lean scavenger from the Foundry whose signature let him read a building's weak points at a glance, folded now into Kade's chest as a soldier's eye for where a wall would break; a woman from a rooftop holdout whose echo sharpened his own senses past anything a Peerless body had given him, so that he rode the last night's roads hearing the scrape of a ghoul three streets off and seeing in the dark like the day. This was the thing Draeger would never understand, riding his fist across the same dead city: every soul Kade took in didn't just add a spear to the line. They added a piece of themselves to him, and he to them, until the whole network was a single organism that saw with a hundred eyes and struck with a hundred hands and could not be made to fight against its own heart.

By the third dusk the Yard's horn could call nine walls, and nine walls could call the Yard, and somewhere out in his tightening ring Marn Draeger's next easy meal had quietly become a thing with teeth on every side of it. Kade had not fired a shot in anger the whole three days. He'd simply offered, over and over, and let the offering do the work a war would have cost a hundred lives to do worse.

He was almost back to the Yard's gate, alone, ahead of the others, when the shadow peeled off a dead storefront and said his name.

He had Whitefire Lance gathered before the word was finished — Peerless-fast, the fire a foot from his palm — and then he stopped, because he knew the voice, and because the thread-web told him this was no Yoked ambush, only one person, alone, unarmored, standing very still with her hands well away from where a sword would hang — she hadn't brought it.

Bryn.

"I don't have long," she said, low and fast, her hard face pale in the dark. "He can feel the Yokes. If I'm gone from his sight too long he'll feel the slack in mine and come looking. So listen." She stepped just close enough that the words wouldn't carry. "The offer you made me. At the fire. The door being open." Her jaw worked, and Kade watched a woman who had never once in her service been allowed to want something wrestle, visibly, with the wanting. "I can't walk through it. Not yet. Not the way it is. If I try to just — leave, the Yoke will drag me down before I'm out of his shadow, and he'll know, and he'll turn the whole warband on the Yard a week before you're ready, and you'll lose. So I can't come to your gate. But I can't stop feeling the door, either, and I've decided I'm done pretending I can't." She took a breath. "So I'm going to help you. From the inside. Quiet. His numbers, his timing, which walls he takes next, where the warband's thin. Everything I can get out without the slack showing. And when the day comes that you face him — because it's coming, and soon — I'll be standing in his line wearing his collar, and I need you to trust that when the moment's right, I'm going to do the thing I've wanted to do since you turned a hundred faces toward you at a fire and let me remember what that was."

"Break it," Kade said quietly.

"Break it." Her eyes were fierce and terrified in the dark. "In front of all of them. Where every collared soul he owns can see a chain come off." She stepped back toward the shadows. "Don't trust me all the way. You'd be a fool to, and you're not a fool. But trust me this far: the sharpest thing Marn Draeger owns has started counting the days until she isn't his anymore. Now let me go before he feels me standing still too long."

And she was gone into the dark before Kade could answer, back toward the man who owned her and didn't yet know he'd already begun to lose her — and Kade stood in the ruined street with white fire dying in his palm and understood that the war for the region had just quietly become a war for one woman's chain, and that he'd already, without meaning to, won the first inch of it at a fire, with a meal and an open door and two words nobody had said to her in years.

Your choice.

He let the Lance gutter out, and rode the last stretch home to a fort full of the willing, and did not tell even Dagny, yet, exactly what was riding back through Draeger's dark toward the man who thought he still owned all his sharpest things.




Chapter Twenty-Two — Held

Wren had not slept properly in four days, and Kade knew it because he could feel her not sleeping from across the fort.

That was the cost of what she'd become to the network. Nine walls now, dozens of routes, hundreds of the willing spread across a dead city — and only one set of eyes in all of it that could read the seams, see the cold spots bloom where Draeger's ring tightened, find the safe roads through a code the rest of them couldn't perceive at all. Wren had made herself the nervous system of the whole thing. And a nervous system does not get to rest, because the moment it stops feeling, the body it serves goes blind.

He found her where he always found her, up on the north lip of the top deck, except she wasn't watching the horizon tonight. She was just sitting, knees drawn up, coat around her, staring at nothing with the particular hollow stillness of someone who has run out past the end of their own reserves and kept walking on fumes and pride.

"You're supposed to be asleep," Kade said, and sat a careful distance off, close enough to matter and far enough to leave.

"Can't." Her voice had gone thin and flat. "Every time I shut my eyes I'm still seeing it. The whole web. All those cold spots crawling in at the edges. Nine walls' worth of people who'll die if I miss a seam, and I keep — I keep counting them, in the dark, over and over, making sure they're all still there." A brittle laugh. "Turns out being counted was the easy part. Nobody warned me that once you let yourself matter to people, you can't put it back down. You just carry it. Forever. And it's heavy, Kade, and I don't — I spent my whole life making very sure I never had to carry anything but myself, and now I've got a city on my eyes and I can't remember how to set it down for even one night."

Kade didn't reach for her. He'd learned that too. Wren was a woman who'd survived by never letting anything reach her, and a hand offered too soon was a thing she'd flinch from on reflex, and he'd rather be slow than make her flinch.

"You don't have to carry it alone," he said. "That's the whole point of the thread. You've been pouring your sight into the web for four days and never once let any of it flow back the other way. Same thing you got on me about, once, except you're worse at it than I ever was." He kept his voice easy. "Let me carry some of it. Just for tonight. That's all. Nothing you don't want."

She turned her head and looked at him, and there was something raw and frightened under the exhaustion, and it wasn't about the web at all.

"That's the thing, though," she said, very quietly. "Isn't it. Letting it flow back. The thread runs both ways — I watched it run both ways for Dagny, I saw it, I see everything, I saw the two of you light up like a struck match from three floors down and I had to go sit somewhere I couldn't feel it." Her jaw worked. "And I want it. I have wanted it since a wall in the dark where I let myself be counted. I told you I wanted to be held. I meant it more than I've meant anything." Her hands had knotted in her coat. "But held means reached. It means letting someone all the way in past every wall I ever built, and I built them for a reason, Kade, I built them because being reachable is how you get taken, and I don't — I don't know if I remember how to let a person do that without my whole body trying to run."

"Then we don't," Kade said simply. "Not tonight, not ever, if that's what you need. The door's open. Nobody's pulling. You know that's true, because you'd see the lie if I told one." He held her strange skip-quick gaze in the dark. "I'm not going to reach for you, Wren. If you want in, you come in. Your pace. You stop the second any part of you wants to. And if all you ever want is to sit up here where I can't touch you and let me carry a little of the weight down the thread so you can finally sleep — then that's what we do, and it's enough, and I'll never once make you feel like it wasn't."

For a long moment she didn't move.

Then she did — not fast, nothing about Wren was fast when it mattered, all her quickness was for running and this was the opposite of running. She uncurled, slow, and shifted across the cold concrete until she was close enough that her shoulder found his, and she stopped there, testing it, the way you test ice. Kade held very still and let her. After a while her head tipped and came to rest against his shoulder, and he felt her flinch as it landed — the old reflex, reached, taken, run — and then he felt her decide, deliberately, with everything her frightened will could bring to bear, not to run.

"Okay," she breathed. "Okay. Just — go slow. I mean it. I'll tell you if —"

"You'll tell me and I'll stop. Every time. I promise." He turned his head, careful, and pressed his mouth to her hair, and felt her breath catch and hold and then, slowly, let go.

She kissed him first, when she finally kissed him — because it had to be her, and he'd known it had to be her, and he'd waited. It was nothing like Dagny's hard bright build. It was a small brave thing, tentative, her hands coming up to his face like she half expected them to be knocked away, and when they weren't, when Kade only let her, something in her cracked open and the kiss deepened by degrees, careful becoming certain becoming hungry, four days of exhaustion and a whole life of never-being-held pouring out of her all at once and nowhere to go but into him.

"The thread," she whispered against his mouth, shaking. "If we — I want to open it. The way you did with her. I want to feel — but I'm scared, Kade, I'm scared of being that open, I've never once been that open to anyone —"

"Then open it a little," he murmured. "You control it. It's yours. You can shut it any second and I'll never chase you through it. A little. See how it feels."

And she did — he felt her do it, felt the wall she kept between herself and the web thin, deliberate, a hair at a time, the most frightened brave thing he'd ever felt anyone do — and the thread between them warmed and brightened and began, gently, to carry. Just the edges at first. Her nervousness arriving in him folded into his own steadiness flowing back to her, so that she felt herself be safe through the bond, felt his want for her carry none of the taking she'd braced her whole life against, and Kade felt her feel it, felt the exact moment her body stopped trying to run because the thread told her, in a language under words, you are held and nobody is closing a hand.

"Oh," Wren said, small and wrecked, tears standing in her strange eyes. "Oh, that's — that's what it's supposed to feel like. That's — I didn't know. I didn't know."

He laid her back, slow, on his coat spread over the cold concrete, and undressed her the way you'd unwrap something guarded so long it had forgotten it was precious — careful, reverent, watching her face for every flicker, stopping each time her breath hitched to let her decide again, and each time she chose him again, a little surer, the thread carrying her growing trust back and forth between them until it was its own slow-building heat. She was all lean lines and old wariness, and she flinched less each time his hands found her, and when his mouth followed she made a sound she seemed startled by, a sound of pure undefended pleasure, and the thread caught it and doubled it and gave it back to her so she felt him feel her, felt how much, and stopped being able to believe she didn't matter.

"Kade —" Her hands were in his hair now, not knocking him away, holding him there, the whole vocabulary of her body relearned in one night. "I want — I don't know how to ask for —"

"You don't have to ask right," he said, low, against her skin. "You just have to want. That's the only thing this ever needed from you."

When he finally moved over her she pulled him down herself, arms locked around his back, choosing it, and when he came into her slow and careful they both gasped as the fully-opened thread took it and split it and gave each of them the other — and where Dagny's had been a wildfire, this was a tide, deep and rising, Wren clinging to him with her face pressed to his throat and her whole guarded life coming undone by degrees as the shared sensation built between them, unhurried, inevitable, safe. She didn't race toward the edge. She let herself be carried to it, which for Wren was the braver thing by far, trusting the tide instead of fighting the current, and when it finally took her she went with a sob that had a whole life's worth of never-being-held in it, breaking open around him while the thread poured her release into Kade and pulled his after hers, the two of them held in the warm closed loop of it until it slowly, gently, set them down.

Afterward she lay tucked against him under his coat, boneless, wet-cheeked, and for once in her life entirely still — not the frozen stillness of a thing braced to bolt, but the loose spent stillness of a person who is, at last, exactly where she means to be.

"I'm going to sleep now," she mumbled into his chest, wondering, like she'd discovered a new law of physics. "I can feel it. I'm actually going to sleep."

"Good," Kade said, and held her, and let a little of the weight of nine walls flow off her eyes and down the thread into his own, so the nervous system of the network could finally, safely, rest.

"Kade." Her voice was already going. "The door being open. And nobody pulling." A long breath. "Nobody ever left it open before. They always wanted the pulling to be the point." She burrowed closer. "You're a very strange man, and I think I'd have died without ever knowing this existed, and I'm too tired to be embarrassed about saying that, so I'm just going to say it and sleep."

She was out before he could answer. Kade lay awake a while longer under the cold stars, a frightened woman finally at rest against his heart and a hundred cold spots crawling in at the edges of a code he couldn't see, and thought that the thing he was building had grown large enough, and tender enough, to be worth any amount of what was coming to take it.

Down in the fort, the thread that ran to Dagny pulsed once, warm — not jealous, he'd have felt jealous, only a kind of soft acknowledgement, I know, I feel it, it's alright — and settled. Whatever the two women had made their quiet peace about on the night Wren chose to be counted, it held. Kade drew the sleeping weight a little closer and kept the watch so she didn't have to, and thought, not for the first time, that the thing that made his class the one the System couldn't abide was also, exactly, the thing that made it worth being: that a fire could warm more than one cold thing at once without any of them taking heat from the others, and that a man strong enough to hold a city could still be gentle enough to let a frightened woman set the pace, and that neither of those was weakness, whatever a Marshal three days' march to the east believed about doors you hang open.




Chapter Twenty-Three — The Slack in the Chain

Bryn's intel came in a language only Wren could read, and it came because Wren, rested at last, finally worked out how the chained knight was sending it.

"She can't write to us," Wren said three mornings later, hunched over her char-drawings with the sharp bright focus she got now that she slept. "Can't ride out, can't drop a message, can't so much as look too long toward the Yard — Draeger feels the Yokes, all of them, and the second hers goes slack in a way that reads like intent he'll know she's turned and he'll come a week early and we lose. So she can't send words." Wren tapped the drawing. "But I can read her chain, Kade. From here. The state of it. And she knows I can — she watched me clock the gap in it at your fire. So she's not sending words. She's sending the chain itself. Letting it go slack and taut in a pattern, tiny, nothing Draeger would feel as more than her sleeping badly, and I've spent three days learning to read it, and — " her strange eyes came up, fierce with it, " — it's a code. She's flexing her own collar like a telegraph key and betting her life that the girl who sees seams is watching. And I am. God, I am."

"Can we answer?" Kade asked. "If she's sending, can you send back?"

Wren went still, and for a moment the fierce focus guttered into something careful. "That's the part that scares me," she said. "I can see her chain. I can't touch it — I'm not in it, thank every god there isn't. But your web I can touch, because I'm on it. And she's sworn to him, which means she's on his web, and a Marshal's web and a Liege's web are the same kind of thing seen two different ways." She wet her lips. "So maybe. If you flexed your own bonds in a pattern, a ripple through the whole willing web, big enough that it made a wave in the code she could feel from across the city — she might read it the way I read her collar. Might. But Kade — if I can feel a wave that big, so can he. A Marshal sits at the center of his web the same as you sit at the center of yours. You'd be shouting a secret across a room with him standing in the middle of it, trusting he doesn't know the language."

Kade thought about it a long moment, then shook his head. "Then we don't answer. Not yet. She's spent three days telling us she's coming. She doesn't need to hear us say we're waiting — she needs to reach us alive. The kindest thing I can do for her is not get her killed proving I got the message." He looked east, toward the tightening ring. "She'll know I heard it. She has to. Because when the moment comes, the gate's going to be open, and she'll see that it's open, and that's the only answer that matters."

What the chain said, once Wren had learned to read it, was this: Draeger was done with the outer ring.

He'd taken the last of the easy walls. He knew about the network now — knew the Yard had stopped being one wall he could swallow and become a dozen that would answer each other's horns — and he'd done the same cold arithmetic Dagny had, and reached the same conclusion. A network could not be eaten one wall at a time. So he would not try. He would bring the whole warband, all of it, every collared soul he'd taken since the first week, down on the heart of the thing at once — on the Yard, on Kade, on the one throat that, cut, might make the rest of it flinch. He would stop tightening the ring. He would close his fist.

"When," Kade said.

"Three days." Wren's voice was flat and certain. "She's giving us three days, bought with every scrap of slack she dares show. That's the last thing the chain said before it went quiet — three, and then a pattern I didn't understand at first and then did, and wished I hadn't." She swallowed. "Be ready. She's not just warning us, Kade. She's telling us she's picked her moment. Whatever she's going to do, she means to do it when he brings the warband here — in front of all of them, where every collared soul can see it. She's been telling us the same thing since a dead storefront in the dark. She's going to break the chain in the one place it matters most."

Three days.

It was, Dagny observed, both far too little time and somehow exactly enough — too little to grow the network any larger, exactly enough to make the one they had ready. And there was a grim mercy in the shortness of it, she said: three days was too few for fear to do its slow corrosive work. A month of waiting would have hollowed the Yard from the inside, turned the willing anxious and the anxious quarrelsome. Three days only sharpened them. The horn-drills and the char-maps and the sheer physical labor of readying a wall gave a hundred frightened people something to do with their hands instead of their dread, and by the third dusk the fort had the taut clean quiet of a thing wound tight and pointed in one direction.

They spent them the way the Yard had learned to spend the hours before a storm — not in fear, but in the hard clean work of people who had decided to stand. The horns were tested and the signals drilled until a child could blow them. The nine allied walls sent what they could spare and readied what they couldn't, and Roon rode in from the Foundry himself with a dozen of his people and a hard grin and the words honest recruiter like a password, and by the second day the Yard held more willing spears than it ever had, and the thread-web Kade carried had grown so vast and so bright that he could stand in the center of the fort with his eyes shut and feel a city's worth of the chosen leaning toward him, ready.

There was a moment on the second afternoon Kade knew he'd carry a long time. He was walking the wall when a horn sounded from the west — not an alarm, the two-and-one that meant friends — and a column came up the avenue that wasn't his. The allied walls answering the muster — the survivors of two holdouts Draeger had passed over as too small to bother with, and behind them a straggling knot of people Kade didn't know at all, who'd heard, somehow, in the way word moved through a dead city, that there was a place gathering to stand against the Marshal, and had walked toward it instead of away. Not fighters, most of them. A woman with three children. Two old men. A boy on a crutch. They came to a fort that a warband was marching on, knowing it, and when Kesh asked the woman with the children why, she looked at him like the question was strange and said, "Because it's the only wall in the whole world that isn't his. Where else would you go?"

Kade took that up onto the deck with him and turned it over a long time. Draeger built his host by taking the strong and breaking them. Kade's grew because the weak walked toward him, through the dark, past the safe roads, because a thing worth dying beside was rarer in that broken world than water. He collects the dangerous, Kade thought. I collect the reasons. And he was not sure, standing there, which of them the coming battle would prove was the greater strength — but he knew which one he'd rather be, and that had always, in the end, been the whole of his answer to everything.

Torv drilled the wall. Dagny anchored the casters and mapped the killing ground with her char until she could have drawn Draeger's assault in her sleep. Corliss readied the sick-bay and prayed, quietly, to a God the Reset hadn't disproven. And Kade walked among all of it and looked every one of them in the eye, the hundreds now, and took no scared oaths even with a warband coming — because especially now was when it mattered that he wouldn't.

On the last night, Dagny and Wren came up onto the wall from opposite directions and found him at the same time, and the three of them stood a while in the dark without saying much. There was an ease in it Kade didn't examine too closely for fear of breaking it — two women who'd circled each other like drawn blades a month ago, standing at his either shoulder now, having each in her own way decided the thread ran wide enough to hold more than one warm thing without any of them going cold.

It was Dagny who'd made the terms of it plain, days back, in the flat practical voice she used for things she'd already decided and did not intend to relitigate. The thread runs both ways and it runs to all of us, Mercer, which means I feel what she feels and she feels what I feel and neither of us gets to pretend otherwise. So we're not going to do the thing where we make you choose and tear the web in half to feed our pride. I was first. That's mine and I'm keeping it. But first was never the same as only, and a fire that warms one person isn't much of a fire. She'd said it like arithmetic. Wren had said nothing at all, only reached over, once, and squeezed Dagny's hand — the girl who'd survived by never touching anyone reaching first — and that had been the whole of the treaty, and it had held.

"He'll come at first light," Dagny said now, looking east. "He likes the light. He likes you to see exactly how many of them there are." She was quiet a moment. "He thinks he's coming to cut one throat. He still thinks you're a man with a web. He hasn't understood that you've become a place. You cut a man and he dies. You can't cut a place, Mercer. You can only try to hold it, and it's very hard to hold a place a thousand people have decided is theirs."

"He's got Bryn," Wren said quietly. "The sharpest thing he owns. And he doesn't know she's already gone."

"No," Kade agreed, watching the dark. "He doesn't."

Above all of it, patient and vast and unmoving, the Priority-Anomaly oversight went on watching the way it always did — and Wren, whose sight caught it now as a matter of habit, said, low, "It's leaning in. The watcher. Whatever it is up-code. It hasn't moved, but it's — attending. Closer. Like a thing that's been waiting for the interesting part." She hugged her coat around herself. "It's not here for Draeger, Kade. It doesn't care who wins a squabble between two men with too many followers. It's here for you. And I think — I think tomorrow's the day it finds out how big you really are, and I don't know whether I want us to win small enough that it stays bored, or win big enough that it finally shows its hand." Her strange eyes came up. "That's a terrible thing to hope either way, isn't it."

Kade thought about a hard pale face at a fire, and a collar flexed like a telegraph key across a dead city by a woman betting her life that someone was watching, and made himself a promise he didn't say aloud: that when she broke her chain in front of all of them, however it went, there would be a gate for her to reach, and it would be open, and nobody would be pulling.

The warband came out of the east at dawn.




Chapter Twenty-Four — The Warband

They came the way a tide comes, and the first thing Kade felt was not fear but grief, because Wren's sight had already told him the truth of what he was looking at and now his own eyes confirmed it.

They filled the avenue from wall to wall, hundreds of them, and they came in a silence worse than any war-cry — no shouting, no drums, only the tramp of a great many feet moving with one will that wasn't their own. Yoked. Every soul in that host had been someone's neighbor a month ago, someone's daughter, someone behind a wall Draeger had taken, and now they marched on the Yard with the flat dead obedience Brenner had wept describing, and Kade could see it even at a distance, the thing that made his chest go tight and cold: their bodies driving forward while something behind their eyes screamed to stop.

He picked faces out of the front rank as they came, because he made himself do it, because a man who was about to give the order to hold a wall against these people owed it to them not to let them blur into a mass. A young man with a farmer's shoulders and a face wet with tears he couldn't wipe. An old woman gripping a spear her hands plainly didn't want to hold. A boy no older than Sten, marched into a battle line by a collar under his will, weeping and advancing and weeping. This was the cruelty Dagny had named around the char-map — that to reach the man who did this, Kade's people would have to cut through everyone he'd already wronged, that the Marshal had built a fortress whose every brick was a victim, and that the only clean way to the throat at the center ran through the throats of the innocent. Kade felt the grief of it settle into him like cold water, and under it, harder, the thing that had always lived under his grief since a warehouse floor: the refusal. Not if I can help it. Not one of them I don't have to.

At the center of them, unhurried, came the Marshal.

Kade had built a picture of Marn Draeger out of a refugee's terror and a knight's flat report, and the man himself was somehow both more and less than the picture — bigger, older, gray-bearded and heavy through the shoulders, sitting his horse at the center of a silent host with the easy weight of a man who had never once in this broken world been made to hurry. He wore no crown and carried no banner. He didn't need them. The whole marching host was his banner, and it was a banner made of stolen people, and he rode at the middle of it as calm as a foreman walking a job site he already owned.

Beside him, armored, helm on now, sword across her back, rode Bryn.

Kade's eyes found her and he made himself look away fast, because Draeger was the kind of man who watched where other men's eyes went, and the last thing he could afford was to draw that cold attention to the sharpest thing the Marshal thought he still owned. But in the half-second he let himself look, Wren's voice came low and tight at his shoulder — "Her chain, Kade — she's holding it perfectly still so he won't feel the slack, clamped down tighter than I've ever seen, and it's costing her, look how straight she's sitting. She's waiting. She's right there in his line, holding her own collar shut with everything she has, waiting for the moment."

The host stopped a hundred yards from the wall. And Marn Draeger's voice carried across the dead ground, unhurried, almost kind, the voice of a man explaining a thing to someone he'd decided to be patient with.

"Liege." He didn't shout it. He didn't have to; the morning was that silent. "I made you an offer, and you refused it, and I respected the refusal enough to come myself. That's more than I've done for any wall since the first week. So I'll say it once more, plainly, because you've built something worth one honest word before I take it." He walked his horse a few steps closer, alone, unafraid, a man who had never lost. "Every person on that wall is going to be mine by nightfall. That's not a threat. It's arithmetic — your Arcanist will have told you I'm fond of it. The only choice left on the board is how many of them bleed first. Come down, take the collar, and I keep every soul in your Yard alive and whole and standing, and you at my right hand where a talent like yours belongs. Or don't, and I take them anyway, and bury the ones who made me. Same destination. You only get to pick the road." He spread his empty hands. "I've made this speech forty times, and it has never once ended any way but one. Prove me wrong or prove me right, Liege. But choose."

Kade stepped up onto the barricade where the whole warband could see him — and where a hundred stolen faces with screaming eyes could see him too — and pitched his answer to carry. Not to Draeger. Past him. To them.

"You out there in his line!" Kade called. "The ones he took! I know you can hear me and I know you can't answer and I know your hands aren't yours right now. So I'm not talking to your hands. I'm talking to the part of you he couldn't collar — the part still in there, watching, screaming. Here's what I need you to know before this starts." He let the Call ripple out across his own web as he said it, so his hundreds felt it and stood taller, so even the enemy could see the wall of the willing blaze. "He told you love is only obedience that hasn't been tested yet. He's wrong. Obedience is what he does to you. Love is what the people behind me chose, and you cannot collar it, and it does not break when you hit it — it gets stronger. You're going to feel that today. You're going to be thrown at a wall that gets harder the longer you strike it, by a man who has never once wondered why. And when the chain comes off — because it's coming off, today, closer than he knows — I need you to remember that somebody stood on a wall and talked to the part of you that was still a person. The door's open. It stays open. Nobody here is going to pull."

Something moved through the Yoked host at that — a shiver, a ripple, hundreds of trapped and screaming faces hearing themselves called people by the man they'd been sent to kill. Draeger felt it too. Kade watched the Marshal's calm flicker, just once, the first crack he'd shown — a man who'd made that speech forty times feeling, for the first time, the ground move under it.

It was a small thing, that flicker, and Kade filed it where he kept the things that mattered. Because that was the tell, wasn't it — the thing Dagny's archive and Brenner's terror and Bryn's flat report had all circled without quite naming. Draeger's certainty was the engine of the whole warband. He didn't just believe he'd win; his believing was load-bearing, the confidence that let him ride alone to a wall and make his offer once and mean it. And a man whose power ran on certainty had exactly one fatal seam: the moment he stopped being certain. Kade had just watched forty flawless repetitions of a speech meet, for the first time, a wall that talked back to the collared instead of only fighting them — and he'd watched it land, and he'd watched the Marshal feel it land, and he thought: there. That's the crack. Now I only have to make it wide enough for a whole host of the stolen to walk out through.

"Sentiment," Draeger said, and lifted one hand. "It's always sentiment, at the end, with the ones worth taking. Chains coming off, doors staying open — the threats a cornered man makes when he's run out of wall to hide behind." He looked almost sad about it, a man who had heard every last defiance a doomed holdout could offer and been moved by none of them. "Take the wall."

And the fist closed.

The Yoked host surged forward all at once, that terrible silent wave, hundreds of the stolen driven at the Yard's wall by a will not their own — and Kade Mercer, at the center of a web of the willing that stretched clear across a dead city, felt every anchor take up its cluster, felt Torv's wall brace and Dagny's casters bloom white and nine allied horns answer from the dark behind the enemy, and knew the battle he'd spent a month building toward had finally, terribly, come.

He also felt, threaded through the grief and the roar of it, the one still point in all that motion: a woman in armor in the Marshal's front rank, holding her own collar shut with everything she had, and beginning at last to count down the final moments of belonging to anyone but herself.

"Hold the wall!" Kade roared, and Bulwark flared the length of the barricade, and the first rank of the grief-stricken, screaming, unwilling host broke against a thing that only grew harder the longer they hit it.

And the difference showed at once, in the first ten seconds, the way it always did. The Yoked came on and hammered the wall with everything fear could wring from a stolen body — and it was a great deal, fear was a hard master and Draeger a harder one — but it was fear, and fear has a ceiling, and past that ceiling there is nothing. They struck the wall as hard as they could be made to and not one blow harder. And Kade's people, the willing, the chosen, struck back for the person beside them, and every one of those blows had no ceiling on it at all, because it was made of the thing the Marshal couldn't collar. Torv held the gap and his cluster of the wall-sworn held around him, each of them a fraction stronger for the anchor and the anchor a fraction stronger for the Liege, the whole network pouring strength up and down its threads so that the longer the Yoked hammered them the harder the wall got — victims driven against a thing that fed on the fight, a fist closing on a fire that only burned hotter for the squeezing.

Dagny's Lances came down off the deck in a white rhythm, and Kade watched with fierce grief as she aimed them not at the front rank of the stolen but at the ground before them, the barricades, the choke — herding, not killing, buying the wall without spending the collared where she could help it, because Kade had asked the whole network to fight that way if it could: break their advance, not their people; the people we're here to free. It cost them. Fighting to spare your enemy always costs. But it was the war Kade had chosen the moment he refused the twenty scared oaths on a deck a month ago, and every soul on his wall had chosen it with him, and they paid the cost with their eyes open.

Kade threw Whitefire Lance down the avenue — over the heads of the Yoked, into the empty air behind them, a Peerless crack that split the dawn and made the whole host flinch and bought a breath — and in that breath his sight, sharpened by a rooftop woman's echo, found the one still point in all the churning grief. Bryn. Front rank. Helm off now, he saw, though he hadn't seen her take it off, her hard pale face turned up toward him across a hundred yards of slaughter, and her chain — even Kade could almost feel it now, so tight, so strained — beginning, at last, to give.

"Kade," Wren screamed from the deck, her sight blown wide with it. "Her collar — it's going, she's doing it, she's breaking it now — "

And in the Marshal's front rank, in full view of every collared soul he owned, the sharpest thing Marn Draeger had ever taken reached up with both gauntleted hands, took hold of the chain at her own throat, and began to pull.




Chapter Twenty-Five — The Chain Comes Off

Bryn broke her oath in the front rank of the Marshal's host, in the light of a battle she'd helped start, and it was the hardest thing Kade had ever watched anyone do.

He'd thought — because he understood his own bonds, because his ran warm and both ways and came off with a word — that breaking one would be a matter of will. Decide, and be free. He understood, watching Bryn, how wrong that was. Her chain hadn't been given. It had been set, driven into her like a spike, grown over by years the way a tree grows around the wire someone once wrapped around it, and pulling it out meant tearing through everything that had grown. She got both gauntleted hands on the chain at her own throat — the chain only she and Wren could see, but the effort of it was plain to everyone, the whole armored body seizing — and she pulled, and Kade felt it across a hundred yards through no thread of his own, felt it the way you feel a scream: a woman ripping a hook out of her own soul because she had decided that bleeding free was better than living bound.

She screamed. Out loud, at last, the sound torn out of a discipline that had swallowed every sound for years. And she did not stop pulling.

Around her the warband faltered — the ones nearest her feeling something they had no name for, a wrongness in the air, one of their own doing the impossible right beside them — but Draeger hadn't given the order to break ranks, and so their collared hands held them in formation even as their heads turned toward the screaming knight. Bryn was alone in the middle of all of them, alone the way she had been her whole life, tearing at a thing only she could feel, and Kade stood on his wall a hundred yards off with a class that could pour strength across a city and no line at all to the one person who needed it, and he had never in his life felt so strong and so useless at once.

He watched the chain fight her — watched, in the plain language of her armored body, the hook drag at everything it had grown into: the years of service, the identity the collar had built for her when it took everything else, so that pulling it free meant not just pain but the terror of not knowing who she'd be on the far side of it. He watched her nearly stop. He watched the discipline that had kept her alive under Draeger try, one last time, to save her the only way it knew how — by telling her to let go, stay bound, survive. And he watched her decide, with blood at the corners of her mouth and her whole body seizing, that she would rather not survive as a thing than live one more hour as one.

"She's — God, Kade, it's fighting her," Wren cried from the deck, her sight blown wide with horror. "It doesn't want to come, it's dug in everywhere, it's — she's tearing herself apart to get it out — "

"Then we don't let her do it alone," Kade said.

He couldn't cut her chain. It wasn't his; he had no thread to her, no purchase on a bond another man had set. But he had a whole web of the willing and a class the System had deleted precisely because of what it could pour through such a thing, and he did the only thing a Liege could do for a woman breaking free a hundred yards away with no line between them. He reached out with Liege's Call — not to reforge his own bonds, they were whole, but to blaze them, every willing thread in the network flaring at once, hundreds of the chosen lighting up like a struck sky — and he aimed the whole warmth of it across the dead ground at the one woman tearing a chain out of her throat, not as a bond, only as a beacon, only as a hand held out with nothing owed on it: the door's open. Nobody's pulling. You're almost through. Come on.

And Bryn, half-mad with the pain of it, looked up across a hundred yards of slaughter at a wall of the willing blazing gold for a woman who wasn't even theirs yet — and something in her face broke that wasn't the chain, and she wrenched one final time, and the hook tore free.

Kade felt the snap of it in the code even without Wren's sight, a great wrong wire going suddenly slack across the whole battlefield. Bryn went to her knees in the front rank of the Marshal's host, freed, gasping, blood at the corners of her mouth from a wound no blade had made — and for one heartbeat the whole battle held its breath.

Then Marn Draeger felt his sharpest thing come off his web, and for the first time in the memory of anyone living, the Marshal was afraid.

Kade saw it happen. He'd been watching for it since the night the envoy first sat at his fire — the certainty, the load-bearing certainty, the thing the whole warband ran on — and he watched it crack straight across the man's calm face as he felt the impossible: a Yoke breaking. Not slipping. Not straining. Breaking, publicly, in front of every collared soul he owned, at the hands of the one he'd trusted most.

And every collared soul he owned felt it too.

That was the thing Draeger had never understood, and Kade had bet the whole battle on — that a chain is also a lesson, and the lesson a hundred bound souls had just been taught, watching Bryn tear free in the light, was that it could be done. The Yoke had held them not only by force but by the certainty that it couldn't be fought, the same certainty that held Draeger, and Bryn had just shattered that certainty in front of all of them at once. Kade felt the host change through no sight of his own — felt the perfect silent obedience break into a thousand small struggles, hundreds of stolen people who a moment ago could not so much as slow their own hands now straining, fighting the collar, buying half-seconds, because the woman in the front rank had just proven the collar wasn't the end of the argument after all.

It didn't free them, not all at once — the Yokes were set deep, and most of the host couldn't do what Bryn had done, couldn't tear the hook out through sheer ruinous will. But not being able to break it was a very different thing from believing it couldn't be broken, and the difference ran through the warband like a crack through ice. Hands that had swung true a moment ago now swung a half-beat late. Feet that had marched now dragged. A collared man in the third rank stopped dead and stood shaking, weeping, pouring every scrap of himself into the single act of not taking another step, and though the Yoke drove him forward again a moment later it had cost Draeger to make it, and there were a hundred more behind him doing the same. The host had been a fist because every hand in it moved as one. Now every hand in it was fighting its own arm, and a fist that fights itself is just a lot of people in a crowd.

The fist stopped being a fist.

"NOW!" Kade roared across the whole network, and the willing surged — not to slaughter a faltering host, but to break the advance, Dagny's Lances cracking the ground and Torv's wall pushing out and nine allied horns closing from behind, herding the struggling collared into stillness rather than graves, because these were the people they'd come to free and the freeing had, impossibly, already started. And in the center of a warband coming apart at the seams, Marn Draeger hauled on his own power with everything he had, pouring will into the Yokes to re-tighten them, to force the certainty back down over his host — and Kade felt the two of them meet then, Marshal and Liege, across the churning ground, in the place under the world where both their webs were rooted.

It was not close.

Draeger's web ran one way — his will down into a host that was, for the first time, pouring its will back against him, hundreds of the collared straining outward so that every ounce of strength he spent tightening the Yokes was met by an ounce of theirs fighting to be free, a man trying to hold a hundred doors shut at once against people who'd just learned the doors could open. And Kade's web ran both ways — the whole willing network pouring strength up the threads into him even as he poured it back down, the reverse-Share he'd first felt when the Warden died, hundreds of the chosen lifting their Liege the way a rising tide lifts everything on it. Draeger fought to hold his slaves. Kade was held up by the free. And there was no contest in it at all, because the Marshal was spending against resistance and the Liege was being lifted, and a man pushing a boulder uphill will always, in the end, lose to a man the mountain has decided to carry.

Kade felt the moment Draeger understood it. Felt it through the churning code where their two webs strained against each other — the exact instant the Marshal's certainty, already cracked by a broken chain, gave way entirely to the arithmetic he'd always claimed to love: that he was one man spending one man's strength against a hundred, and that Kade was one man being fed the strength of a thousand, and that these were not the same kind of thing at all, and never had been, and that everything he'd built his life's certainty on had been wrong about the one variable that mattered. A fist has only the strength of the hand that makes it. A fire has the strength of everyone who's ever chosen to stand near it. Draeger had spent a career mistaking the first for the second because he'd never once met a man who could tell them apart, and he was meeting one now, in the dirt, too late.

Kade walked through the coming-apart host toward the center of it, and the freed and half-freed parted around him, and Bulwark turned the blows of the still-collared who couldn't yet stop themselves. Twice a Yoked fighter he passed managed, with a visible, straining, weeping effort, to turn their own blade aside rather than strike him — the possibility Bryn had taught them made flesh, a collar losing by inches to a will that had remembered it was there. Kade reached the middle of a broken warband and stood over a Marshal on his knees in the dirt, gray-faced, spent, his certainty gone and his power guttering and his stolen host struggling free all around him — a man who had never once lost, losing everything at once, in the light, in front of everyone.

Bryn was there. She'd dragged herself up and crossed to Kade's side through the wreck of the host she'd served, sword in a shaking hand, and she stood at his shoulder over the man who'd owned her, and Kade felt the raw new absence in her where the chain had been, and did not reach for her, because even now, especially now, it had to be her choice whether anything ever ran between them again.

"Do it," Draeger rasped, looking up at the two of them, and there was no fear left in his ruined calm now, only the flat certainty of a man reading the only ending he'd ever believed in. "That's how it goes. You beat a man, you take what he had. Yoke me, or kill me and let it all snap free. Either way you win. So do it, Liege. Take your due."

And Kade Mercer looked down at the mirror of himself, beaten in the dirt, and did the one thing Marn Draeger had never once, in all his certainty, imagined a conqueror could do.




Chapter Twenty-Six — What a Liege Won't Take

"No," Kade said.

Draeger stared up at him. The whole broken host had gone still around them — the freed and the freeing, the willing and the newly-unbound, hundreds of faces turned toward the center where a Liege stood over a Marshal and said the one word the Marshal's entire creed had no answer for.

"No," Kade said again, and pitched it to carry, because this was owed to every soul on that field. "I'm not going to Yoke you. I don't own the fear of the people I beat — that's your thing, not mine, and I'd sooner lose than pick it up. And I'm not going to kill you either, though God knows you've earned a reckoning, because it's not mine to take. You didn't wrong me, Draeger. You wronged them." He swept a hand across the host — the hundreds coming free, blinking, weeping, feeling their own hands become their own again. "Every soul you collared. Every wall you swallowed. Every person you turned into a thing on a line. Your reckoning belongs to them, not to me, and I will not rob them of it by making it about my mercy or my wrath. You spent this whole war certain that beating a man means taking what he had." Kade crouched, so they were eye to eye, the conqueror and the conquered in the dirt. "I don't take people. That's the whole thing you never understood. It's why you're down there and I'm up here. You built a fist, and a fist can only ever hold what it's squeezing, and the second your grip failed everything you had ran out between your fingers. I built a fire. And a fire doesn't hold anyone at all. People just — come, and stay, because it's warm, and it turns out that a warmth nobody's forced to stand near is the one thing in this whole broken world that can't be taken from you." He stood. "Your certainty was wrong, Draeger. Not your strength. Your certainty. And you're going to spend whatever's left of your life watching how wrong it was."

He turned to the host — to the hundreds now fully free, the last of the Yokes guttering out as the Marshal's shattered will could no longer hold a single certainty, let alone a hundred collars.

"He's yours," Kade told them. "Not mine. I won't decide what happens to the man who owned you — that's the last thing anyone should get to decide for you ever again. Some of you will want him dead. Some of you will want him to answer some other way. That's yours to work out, together, free, the way you should've had the chance to be from the start." He met as many eyes as he could. "But I'll tell you what I told you across the wall this morning, and I meant it then and I mean it more now that your hands are your own again. The door's open. It stays open. Whatever you decide about him, when it's done — there's a wall right here that's warm, and nobody inside it will ever put a line on you, and if you want to come stand near the fire clear-eyed and on purpose, you'll be welcome. And if you want to walk away and never see any of us again, that's welcome too. That's what free means. It means the walking away is real."

What the freed host did with Marn Draeger is its own story, and it is theirs, and Kade Mercer kept his word and did not make it his. He turned his back on the Marshal in the dirt — the ultimate contempt and the ultimate mercy at once, leaving the man to the judgment of the people he'd wronged — and he walked back through a battlefield that had become, in the space of one broken chain, a liberation.

Bryn walked beside him. She hadn't sheathed the sword. She hadn't said a word since the chain came off. And when they'd cleared the worst of it, she stopped, and Kade stopped with her, and the woman who had spent her whole life bound looked at the man who had refused, twice now, to bind her.

"You could have taken me," she said, low and raw. "At the fire. Just now. Either time. I'd have — the state I was in, tearing free, if you'd offered me your thread in that moment I'd have grabbed it like a drowning woman grabs anything. You knew that. And you didn't offer. You just — held the door and let me tear my own chain out alone." Her jaw worked. "Do you know what that is, to someone like me? You had me at the one moment I couldn't have said no, and you refused to make me say yes. Nobody has ever once in my life wanted me and not reached."

"I wanted you to be free first," Kade said. "Not free-and-then-mine. Just free. Whatever came after had to come after, from a woman who could actually choose it. You couldn't choose anything with a hook still in you. Now you can." He held her gaze, steady. "So now I'll say it the way I say it to everyone, and you can hear it clean, with your own will, for the first time in your life. The door's open, Bryn. Nobody's pulling. Not ever. If you want in — you come in. And if you don't, you walk, and I'll be glad you're free somewhere, and I won't think one hard thought about you as long as I live."

Bryn looked at him for a long moment. Then she looked down at her own two hands, at the sword she held because she'd chosen to lift it, at the throat where a chain had been and wasn't. And a woman who had never in her life been allowed to want a thing and act on the wanting in the same breath discovered, standing in the wreck of the war she'd ended, that the two could be the same thing.

"I choose it," Bryn said. "Clear-eyed. On purpose. Knowing exactly what it is." Her voice shook and held. "I've been bound my whole life, Kade Mercer. Let me be sworn once, to someone who'll feel it if I ever want to leave and open the door himself. Take my oath. It's mine to give. And I am giving it."

Kade took her hand, and the thread laid down between them — warm, and both ways, and nothing at all like the thing that had been torn out of her — and Bryn made a sound at the feel of it, the feel of a bond that ran toward her as much as away, and Kade felt through the new line the exact moment she understood, all the way down, the difference between a collar and a hand.

[ BOND FORMED ] Bryn bound as Liegesworn. Echo gained: Oathward.

He felt the new skill settle into his chest beside the others — a guardian's gift, the power to throw his own protection over someone he'd sworn to shield and take the blow meant for them, the exact inversion of a Vow-Knight's chained service turned willing, and Kade thought that of all the echoes he'd carried it might be the one that fit him best.



It was three nights before the Yard was quiet enough, and Bryn healed enough, and the two of them alone enough, and when it finally happened it happened because she came to find him, deliberately, the way she did everything now that everything she did was hers.

She found him on the top deck. She'd stopped wearing the armor. Without it she was leaner and younger and less finished than the blade Draeger had ground her into, and she stood a moment in the dark just looking at him, and Kade waited, because he'd learned with Wren and he'd never once forget it: the door stays open, and nobody pulls.

"I've never done this because I wanted to," Bryn said. Flat, honest, the only way she knew. "Understand that before — before anything. Everything I've ever done with my body, I did because I was bound to, or because it was strategy, or because someone with a hook in me decided it. I don't — I don't actually know what it is to want a thing like this and reach for it myself. I've never been allowed the wanting and the reaching in the same life." Her hands had curled at her sides. "So I don't know if I'll be any good at it. But I know it's mine to give now. And I've decided I want to give it to the man who tore the chain off and then stepped back."

"Then we go at your pace," Kade said, low. "Same as everything. You reach. You stop whenever you want. And there's no such thing as good at it — there's only wanting it, and you get to find out what that even feels like."

She crossed to him then, and kissed him, and it was unlike either of the others — not Dagny's fierce claiming, not Wren's halting fear, but something slow and deliberate and almost solemn, a woman doing a thing on purpose that she had never once in her life done on purpose, choosing every second of it and savoring the choosing as much as the thing itself. Her hands mapped him with a soldier's directness gone suddenly, wonderingly gentle, and when Kade's found her she didn't flinch like Wren and didn't devour like Dagny; she went still, attending, cataloguing the newness of being touched by a hand that wanted nothing from her she hadn't offered, and Kade felt through the new warm thread the moment the wonder in her tipped over into want — her own want, unbound, unforced, hers.

"Oh," she breathed, echoing two women before her without knowing it, the universal sound of the thread opening both ways. "It runs back. I can feel — you feel what I — "

"Every bit of it," Kade said. "That's what a real one does."

She laid him down herself, and rose over him, and took her time — because she could, because time was hers now, because no one was going to decide for her when it was enough — and when she finally lowered herself onto him it was slow and deliberate and entirely her choice, and the fully-open thread caught the sensation and split it and gave each of them the other, and Bryn threw her head back and made a sound that had a whole life's worth of never mine breaking open in it. She set the pace, all of it, every motion chosen, a woman discovering in real time that her own body could be a thing she gave instead of a thing that was taken, and Kade let her lead and met her where she led and felt her climb and climbed the shared thread beside her, the two of them building toward an edge she was choosing every inch of the way toward. When it took her she came apart with her hands flat on his chest and her eyes open, watching him feel her, needing to see it — the proof, the difference, that this was reaching him because she willed it and not because anything made her — and the thread poured her release into Kade and dragged his after, the closed loop of it blazing between them until it finally, slowly, let them go.

Afterward she lay against him, and she was crying, and it wasn't grief.

"That was mine," Bryn said, wonder and wreckage both. "The whole of it. Mine to give and I gave it and nobody made me and I'd — I'd do it again, right now, just because I want to and I can." She pressed her wet face to his chest. "A month ago I was the sharpest thing a monster owned. And tonight I gave a thing away for the first time in my life because I wanted to." Her arm tightened across him, fierce, free. "You strange, strange man. You took the sharpest weapon in the region off the board by opening a door. I hope your Arcanist appreciates the arithmetic."

Kade laughed, and held the freed knight against his heart, and somewhere down in the fort two other warm threads pulsed once — we know, we felt it, it's alright — and settled, and the web that a monster had called a beautiful cage held one more chosen thing without any of them going cold.




Chapter Twenty-Seven — The Thing That Thinks

They beat a sanctioned Marshal, and the System noticed, and the noticing was worse than the war.

It came on the fourth morning after the battle — not a warband, not a Warden, nothing you could put a wall against. It came as a wrongness in the code that only Wren could see, and she saw it at dawn and went so still and so pale that Kade was up the ramp before she'd said a word.

"It moved," she said. She was staring up-code at nothing, at the vast patient thing that had watched the Yard for a month without stirring. "The oversight. The Priority-Anomaly watcher. It's been sitting still since the day you killed the Warden — a month of just looking — and this morning, it moved. Not toward us. It's not coming. It — resolved. Like a shape coming into focus. It's got a name now, Kade. I can read it. It's letting me read it, which is worse, because it means it wants you to know."

"What is it?"

"An Arbiter." Wren's voice was thin. "The Warden was a routine — a mousetrap, automatic, dumb. This is the other kind. This is the kind that thinks." She turned to him, and her strange sight was full of dread. "And Kade — I finally understand why it waited. Why it let you grow this whole month while you were flagged for correction. It wasn't slow. It wasn't overloaded. It was letting you. It let you build the network, take the walls, beat the Marshal — all of it. Do you know why you let a field grow tall and go to seed before you burn it?" She swallowed. "Because a bigger fire is a better lesson. It didn't want to delete a warehouse worker with a pipe. It wanted to delete a Liege at the height of his power, in front of everyone, so that every soul in this whole region who ever thought about the willing way would learn, watching you burn, that the willing way ends. It's been growing you on purpose. As a demonstration."

The morning was very quiet on the top deck. Below, the Yard woke into the first ordinary day after a war it had won — and above it all, resolved now, patient still, a thing that thought had turned the full weight of its attention on the man at the center of the web.

"When," Kade said.

"That's the part I can't answer, and it's the part that scares me most." Wren hugged her coat. "The Warden came the second it could. This one won't. It thinks, Kade. It'll come when it's certain, and not one moment before, and it'll come with a plan aimed at the exact thing your whole power is made of." Her eyes came up. "It watched you beat Draeger by opening doors and pouring strength up your threads and being a place nobody could cut. It knows now that it can't out-fight the network. So it won't try. It'll come at the trust. The choosing. The thing that makes a willing bond hold. It'll find a way to poison the water your whole fire drinks from — and I don't know how yet, and neither do you, and that's exactly what it's counting on."

Kade made himself picture it, because a threat you wouldn't look at was a threat you couldn't fight. Everything he'd built ran on one thing: that the oath was real because it was chosen, and chosen because the door was open, and open because he'd never once lied about it. A Warden had tried to cut the threads and failed. A Marshal had tried to out-number them and failed. But a thing patient and clever enough could try something neither of them had — it could make the choosing false. Slip a doubt into the water. Make one sworn wonder if the door was ever really open. Make Kade himself wonder, on some grey morning, whether he'd started closing it without noticing, whether all this talk of willing was just Draeger's leash worn looser. The whole fire ran on trust, and trust was the one thing you couldn't wall, because a wall against doubt was just another kind of collar.

"Then that's the war," Kade said slowly. "Not the next battle. The war. It's going to spend however long it takes trying to make the willing way feel like a lie — to us, and to everyone watching us. And we win it the same way we've won everything: by the willing way being true, over and over, in the open, until there's no crack in it big enough for a doubt to get a finger into." He let out a breath. "It picked the one fight I'd rather have than any other. I just wish it hadn't picked it because it thinks it already knows how it ends."

Kade stood a long time with that, looking east over a region that was, this morning, more free than it had been since the sky filled with gold. He'd started this in a warehouse with a pipe, a frightened man handed the one class the world wanted deleted. He'd climbed it one clean oath at a time until he'd become the weather Dagny once promised, a place a thousand people called theirs, a fire that had put out a monster by refusing to be a fist. He was Peerless now — one rung under the top of the ladder, one rung under Apex, close enough to feel the last threshold when he closed his eyes and reached inward, a door in himself he hadn't yet learned how to open.

And it wasn't going to be enough. He understood that with a cold clean certainty as he stood on the wall that morning. Against a Warden, he'd won by lasting. Against a Marshal, he'd won by growing. Against a thing that thought — a thing patient enough to farm him for a month as a lesson, clever enough to aim at the trust his whole power grew from — he wasn't going to out-last it or out-grow it. He was going to have to become something the ladder didn't have a rung for yet. He was going to have to reach that last door in himself, the one past Peerless, and find out what a Liege became when a Liege stopped climbing and started evolving.

He reached inward for it now, standing on the wall in the new sun, the way he'd reached for the locked skill on a warehouse floor a month and a lifetime ago. Apex sat at the top of the ladder, one rung up, close enough to touch — and it was locked, the way Bond had once been locked, waiting on something he didn't have yet. He pushed at it the way he'd pushed at the empty box that first night, willing it to tell him the price. It gave him almost nothing. Just a pressure, a sense of a threshold, and under it the same feeling he'd had kneeling in a dying woman's blood on a set of stone steps: that the last rung wasn't a matter of more kills or more sworn or more strength poured up more threads. It was a matter of becoming, all the way down, the thing he'd only been playing at being. The last Liege the archive remembered had ended holding the loyalty of thousands. Kade suspected, standing there, that Apex wasn't a number you reached. It was a person you finally, entirely became — and that the thing that thought was going to make very sure he had every reason in the world to become it, because a lesson isn't worth much if the subject doesn't fight back at the height of his power.

"Fine," Kade said, quiet, to the locked door in himself and the patient thing beyond the sky both. "Then I'll become it. On purpose. Clear-eyed. Same as everything."

Dagny came up the ramp, and Torv, and Wren was already there, and Bryn last, sword across her back and the morning sun on a face that had learned to be free — the four of them, his anchors, his chosen, gathering at his shoulders on the wall the way they always did now, without being asked, because the thread pulled them toward the center of the web and the center of the web was glad.

He looked at them and let himself feel, for one held moment, the whole impossible arithmetic of it. Dagny, who'd been dying of her own gift on a set of stone steps and had made herself the mind of a war instead. Torv, who'd stood in a gap and refused to let a man collect oaths, and had ended up the strongest willing hand in the region because Kade had proven him wrong the only way that counts. Wren, who'd survived by never being reached and now held the eyes of a city because she'd let herself be counted. And Bryn, the sharpest thing a monster ever owned, standing free in the sun with a bond that ran both ways for the first time in her life. Four people the world had written off — a glass cannon, a merc, a ghost, a slave — remade into the load-bearing pillars of a thing the System had deleted an entire age of history to prevent. That was the fire. That was the whole of what he'd built. Not soldiers. Reasons.

"It's coming, then," Dagny said, reading it off his face the way she read everything. "The real one. The thing the Warden was only the errand-boy of."

"It's coming," Kade agreed. "Not soon. Not until it's sure. But it's coming, and we can't wall it out and we can't out-wait it, and it's already a month ahead of us because it's been growing us on purpose the whole time we thought we were winning."

"Then we do the only thing we've ever done," Dagny said, and there was no fear in it, only the old bright certainty that had once been arithmetic and had become, somewhere along the way, faith. "We grow. Bigger. Cleaner. Truer. Until we're a thing even a mind that patient can't find a seam in." She looked out east with him. "You told a warband the door stays open — said it to Draeger's own host with the collars still on every throat. So we keep it open, and we keep filling the fire, and when the thing that thinks finally comes for the trust at the heart of all this — it finds a heart too many people have chosen for any poison to reach the bottom of."

"And if it finds a seam anyway," Bryn said, quiet, in the flat honest voice that had delivered a warlord's ultimatum and now delivered this, "then it finds the four of us standing in it. I broke one chain already this month. I've got a great deal of practice, now, at being the thing in the gap that won't move." Her hand found the hilt of a sword she carried because she chose to. "Oathward, Kade. That's the gift I brought you. Whatever it throws at the ones you've sworn to — I can put myself between. Let it come at the trust. It'll have to come through the woman who knows better than anyone alive what the other thing costs."

Kade looked at the four of them, and at the fort below, and at the region beyond it waking free, and at the last locked door in himself that led somewhere past Peerless. He thought about a man who'd nearly died to a ghoul in a warehouse a month ago with nothing but a pipe and a class the world wanted gone.

"Then let's go find the next ones," he said, the way he'd said it on a ruined deck a lifetime ago, the way he'd say it until the day the thing that thought finally came. "Clear-eyed. On purpose. Starting today."

And the deleted class and everyone who'd chosen to stand inside it turned, together, toward the work of becoming too large and too warm and too free for any patient, thinking thing to burn — while out past the edge of the world a mind that had farmed a warehouse worker into a wildfire watched its lesson grow, and bided its time, and began, without any hurry at all, to plan.

End of Book One.
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Drew Hallas was an ordinary warehouse worker. Then he woke up naked on a ritual altar in another world and accidentally absorbed four centuries of spatial magic that was meant for someone else.

Now he can fold space, teleport, and reshape the landscape with a thought — and the power is growing every day.

The woman who tried to sacrifice him, Maren Thessik, had been holding her dying noble house together alone for six years. She needed Drew to play lord. She didn't expect him to actually be good at it — rebuilding the estate in weeks, killing the monsters overrunning her territory, and restoring defenses that hadn't functioned in years. She also didn't expect what she started feeling when she watched him do it.

Word spread fast. Lyra Vestane rode in from a former vassal house expecting a fraud. Instead she found a lord who killed twenty monsters without drawing a weapon. She knelt with her sword before the day was over, and stayed for considerably more than politics.

Then the church sent Celene, a young priestess, to spy on him. What she found wasn't a fraud — it was evidence that her own institution had been sabotaging House Thessik from the inside. She burned her faith, signed testimony against the church, and fell for the man who bled keeping her alive in a corrupted forest.

Drew is building something worth fighting for. The power keeps growing. The allies keep coming. And the enemies who tried to destroy House Thessik are about to find out what happens when the new lord pushes back.
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