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Chapter 1

The paperback spine cracked when Berto opened it.

Third time this week.

The Sword of Karandor. Cheap fantasy. A barbarian on the cover, bare arms, a woman in armor that protected nothing important. He’d already bent the cover back too far. The pages bowed, warped from salt air and sun.

The charter boat rolled beneath him. Diesel fumes hung low. Salt stung the back of his throat. Fish rot baked into the boards. Captain Mike shouted something about tuna off starboard. The three guys from Atlanta scrambled for their rods, matching shirts too bright for the water.

Berto stayed in his folding chair near the stern. Page forty-seven blurred.

Captain Mike had been running charters out of Miami for decades. Skin like cured leather. Hands like knots. He knew Berto now. Knew he came every Wednesday. Knew he never fished. Never asked why. Took the money. Let him sit.

On the page, the hero charged the tower gates. Again.

Berto knew the paragraph by heart. Sword up. No pause. No doubt. The man moved because movement was the only option he ever considered.

Men like that didn’t exist.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He didn’t look. Probably Linda’s lawyer. Another signature. Another clean slice through something that used to be shared.

The divorce had finalized three weeks ago. She kept the house in Coral Gables. He kept the car. And the books. She’d called them his “escape hatch” on the way out.

She wasn’t wrong.

His days ran on rails. Up at six in the apartment that smelled like someone else’s food. Coffee from a machine Linda would’ve thrown out. Office by eight. Spreadsheets. Lunch at his desk. More spreadsheets. Home by six. Microwave dinner. Read until his eyes burned. Sleep. Repeat.

Wednesdays, he paid two hundred dollars to sit on a boat and pretend the ocean led somewhere else.

The sun pressed down on the back of his neck. He should’ve worn the hat Linda bought two Christmases ago. He’d left it in the closet of the month-to-month place. Cuban father. Irish mother. Dark hair. Skin that burned anyway.

His abuela used to laugh about it. Todo lo malo, nada bueno.

His father hadn’t laughed when he left. Ramón Reyes. Gone when Berto was eleven. No calls. No letters. No explanation. Just absence.

So Berto stayed. Everywhere. For everyone. Became the man who didn’t rock boats.

“Furniture,” Linda said during the last argument. “You’re like furniture. You’re just there.”

One of the Atlanta guys shouted. His rod bowed hard.

Berto turned the page back to forty-seven. The hero went through the gates. He always did. No hesitation. No stall. No frozen second where the world waited.

That was why Berto kept rereading it. Not because it was good. Because for a few hours, he could borrow a body that moved forward.

The sky turned green.

Not storm green. Not sunset. The color flipped all at once—old copper, wrong and bright, horizon to horizon. The ocean flattened. Waves stopped mid-crest. Hung there.

“What the hell—” Captain Mike’s voice cut off.

Berto stood. The book slid from his hand and struck the deck without sound. No thump. No flutter.

The men were statues. Rod frozen mid-bend. Boat still. Engine silent. Gulls pinned in the air.

His pulse thudded against his throat. Loud. Too loud. His breath rasped. Nothing else moved.

The sky split.

A line of white tore across the green. Slow. Deliberate. Like fabric cut under tension. The tear widened. Behind it: black. Not night. Absence.

Berto tried to step toward the cabin. His legs locked. Pressure settled on his shoulders, his chest. The air pressed down.

Then the deck vanished.

Water filled his mouth.

Salt burned his throat. His body jerked. Arms flailed. Nothing solid. No up. Green light filtered through from everywhere at once. His lungs seized.

He’d never learned to swim properly. His mother had hated water. Feared it. Passed that down.

His chest convulsed. He dragged in more water. His sinuses flooded. Cold. Then heat. Then cold again. His limbs kicked, found nothing.

The green dimmed. Black crept in.

Forty-three. Divorced. Alone. Drowning while reading about a man who never stopped.

The spasms eased. His body slackened.

Air forced its way back into him.

Harsh. Burning. He lay on something hard. Heat pressed against his back. Sulfur stung his nose. Ash coated his tongue.

He rolled onto his side and coughed until his ribs screamed.

The sky above him was red.

Not sunset. Raw. Wet-looking. Clouds slid across it too fast, then stalled, then lurched again. Like something skipping frames.

He pushed himself upright.

Armor creaked.

Leather and iron hugged his torso. Straps bit into his sides. Weight settled across his shoulders. Vambraces locked his forearms. Greaves hugged his shins. The gear wasn’t decorative. It bore dents. Scratches. Old repairs.

The cuirass fit. Too well.

A shallow dent marred the left shoulder. Greened brass buckles crossed his back.

He stared at his hands. Not shaking now. Not yet.

The beach stretched in both directions. Black grit glittered underfoot. He scooped a handful. Warm. The grains twisted, lifted, spiraled for half a heartbeat before dropping back into his palm.

The ocean behind him was purple. Bruised. Waves struck in perfect sets of three. Crash. Crash. Crash. Pause.

He stood. A sword hung at his hip. Real weight. Warm metal through the scabbard.

This wasn’t Florida.

Inland, the island rose in terraces of black stone. Trees spiraled in directions that made his eyes ache. Ruined structures hunched in the distance. At the peak: a white palace. Towers bent wrong. Windows reflected light that wasn’t there.

A scream cut through the air.

A woman. Raw. Close enough to hear breath break.

His hand closed around the sword hilt. He didn’t draw it. Didn’t know how.

The scream collapsed into sobbing.

He could walk the other way. Follow the shoreline. Find cover. Observe. That was the sensible approach. Unknown place. Unknown threats.

His feet moved anyway.

Stone replaced sand. Smooth enough to slip. He caught himself against a block cut too clean to be natural.

The sobbing came from ahead. Leaves twisted as he passed, tracking him without wind.

He drew the sword. The blade slid free with a dry whisper. Heavy. Balance wrong. His wrist compensated without asking permission.

The clearing opened.

The woman floated three feet above the ground. Arms spread. Hair whipped though the air was still. Torn tunic. Bare feet.

Golden lines caged her. Light woven into bars that shifted and rearranged. The pattern crawled.

Her eyes snapped open.

“Help me,” she rasped. “Please.”

The cage pulsed. She screamed.

Berto stepped closer. Heat licked his face.

“Don’t touch it,” she shouted. “It burns—”

Another pulse. Another scream.

He circled. The lines moved in sequence. Top to bottom. Left to right. A rhythm. Thirty seconds. Reset.

He counted.

Tracked a single strand. Watched it rotate through positions. Predictable.

He pulled his phone. Dead screen. He tilted it, caught the light. The reflection showed the weave from a new angle.

There.

A gap. Brief. When the strands separated.

“There’s a break,” he said. His voice sounded thin. “When it shifts.”

“I can’t reach,” she said. “It holds me centered.”

He watched the cycle again. Counted breaths.

This wasn’t magic to him. It was structure under stress. Dependencies stacked too tightly.

The pattern shifted.

He moved.

Not a swing. A thrust. Straight through the opening as it formed. The blade slid between light.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the weave stuttered. One line snapped. Another followed. The cage convulsed and collapsed.

She dropped.

He caught her. She was light. Too light. Her fingers dug into his armor.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

His hands shook now. The sword lay on the stone.

She pulled back. Green eyes. Bright. Wrongly bright.

“You’re real,” she said.

She kissed him. Fast. Messy. Her mouth missed his at first. Armor knocked teeth. Breath tangled.

She broke away. “Sorry. I—”

“It’s fine,” he said. His throat burned.

“You’re not from here.”

“No.”

“Me neither.” She wiped her face. “I’m Sefa. From Aeris. I was walking home and then… this.”

A low rumble rolled through the ground.

Her grip tightened. “We need to move.”

The stone vibrated under his boots.

Berto picked up the sword. His hand trembled. He closed his grip harder.

They ran.
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Chapter 2

The slope rose steeply. Black stone gave way to grit that bit through his boots. Each step cracked too loud. The sound didn’t trail behind them—it slid sideways, skittering off angles that shouldn’t have been there.

Sefa moved first. Fast. Sure-footed in a way that came from repetition, not confidence. Three days of learning where not to step. Berto chased her, armor knocking against itself, lungs scraping raw air that felt both thin and heavy at once.

The rumble rolled again.

Closer.

The ground jittered under his feet. Not a shake. A pulse.

“There.” Sefa pointed.

A broken structure jutted from the slope. Three walls standing. One collapsed inward. Stone cut clean, edges still sharp. A tower once. Or a marker. Something meant to be seen.

She sprinted.

Berto followed. His calves burned. His breathing tore. The sword slapped his hip out of rhythm. Desk muscles. Paper muscles. He ran anyway.

They slipped through the gap. Sefa flattened herself against the far wall. Berto scraped his shoulder on the stone and stumbled inside.

Ten feet across. No roof. The red sky pressed down like a lid.

Sefa raised a finger.

He froze.

The rumble swelled.

Something passed outside the opening. He didn’t see a body. Just a shadow swallowing the light. Tall. Too tall. The ground hit back with each step—one, then too much space, then two close together. Like the thing was correcting itself as it moved.

The shadow slid on.

The vibration drained away, leaving the stone buzzing under his boots.

Sefa sagged. Her back slid down the wall until she hit the ground. Her hands shook hard enough to rattle against the stone.

Berto followed her down. His legs folded halfway and dumped him harder than planned. Armor clanged. He clawed at the buckles, missed twice, then tore the cuirass free and shoved it aside. Sweat soaked his shirt. It stuck to him like wet paper.

“What was that?” His voice scraped.

Sefa shook her head. “I don’t know. It walks. Always comes back. Never stops long.”

Berto stared at the wall. The stone fit together without mortar. Edges too clean. Too precise. Dust coated everything anyway. He pressed his palm against it and left a print.

“Someone made this.”

“All of it,” she said. “Roads. Towers. Dividers.” She hugged her knees. “No people.”

Three days.

He let the number sit.

“You said there are others.”

She nodded. “I heard them. Different places. Different times. I couldn’t see them. Couldn’t move.” Her jaw tightened. “I just listened.”

His hands trembled again. He pressed them into his thighs. They didn’t stop.

“How many?”

“Enough.”

She looked at him then. Really looked.

“You’re going to try.”

Not a question.

Berto watched the gap. The stone beyond it. The twisted trees bending the wrong way.

He could say no. Could talk about finding a way back. About staying alive. About not knowing anything.

His mouth opened.

“I don’t know.”

Her shoulders dropped a fraction.

“I don’t know how,” he added. “I don’t know this place. I don’t know what that thing is. I don’t—”

“But you came.”

“Because you screamed.”

“And you ran toward it.”

He didn’t answer.

Silence filled the space. The rumble faded into a distant throb. The sky deepened, red thickening toward black.

The trees beyond the gap swayed. Against the wind. Bending inward.

“They do that,” Sefa said. “They don’t move. Just reach.”

“Just reach.”

She picked at a tear in her trousers. Blood stiffened the fabric. Her knees were raw.

“The first night I thought I was sick. That I’d hit my head. Then I got hungry.” She swallowed. “Then thirsty. It rained once. The cage caught it. Like it was meant to.”

Berto’s stomach knotted.

“Someone wanted you alive.”

“All of us.”

She went quiet. When she spoke again, it was flat.

“She talked to me. From somewhere I couldn’t see. Said I belonged to her.”

The wind rose. The flute-sound sharpened.

Berto dragged the armor back on. His fingers fumbled once, then found the straps. The weight settled. Heavy. Familiar.

“There’s food,” Sefa said. “Not much.”

She crossed to the rubble, lifted stones, pulled out a cloth bundle. Hard bread. Dried fruit. She broke the loaf and handed him half.

The bread fought his teeth. The fruit burned sour-sweet. His stomach clenched, then eased. His hands stopped shaking.

“The cages are higher,” she said. “Near the palace.”

He pictured terraces stacked like steps. Walls dividing the island into sections. A maze built upward.

“She’s there.”

“Her.”

Sefa nodded once.

They ate the rest in silence.

“We rest,” she said. “It won’t come back yet.”

She took the far corner. Drew her knees up. Smaller now. Younger. Cuts on her feet. Blood between her toes.

Berto sat near the gap. Sword in hand. Not drawn.

She closed her eyes. Didn’t relax. Her hands stayed clenched.

Berto watched the stars rearrange themselves overhead. Too many. Too bright. He looked away when they shifted.

The rumble returned, distant and moving off. Dust sifted from the walls.

He didn’t move.

Sefa’s breathing evened. Her shoulder leaned into his. Warm. Real. Her hand found his in the dark. Cold fingers. Tight grip.

He stayed.

Tomorrow they would climb. Tomorrow they would look for the others.

Tonight, he held the line.
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Chapter 3

Berto woke to Sefa’s hand tightening around his.

The red sky had gone black. Not night-black—something deeper. The stars were still wrong, still moving, but dimmer now. Like someone had turned down a lamp. The wind had stopped. The flute-sound was gone. The island was silent.

Sefa’s breathing was too fast. Too shallow.

Berto turned his head. She was staring at the gap in the wall. Her eyes were wide. Unblinking.

“Sefa.”

She didn’t respond.

“Sefa.” He squeezed her hand.

She blinked. Looked at him. Her pupils were huge. “I thought you’d left.”

“I’m here.”

“I woke up and couldn’t see you. Couldn’t hear you breathing. I thought—” She stopped. Her jaw clenched. “I thought you’d gone.”

“I said I wouldn’t”

“Men promise.” Her voice was flat. “Then they leave anyway.”

Berto sat up. His back ached from the stone wall. The armor had left marks on his shoulders. He could feel the bruises forming. “I’m still here.”

Sefa’s hand was shaking in his. She pulled it away. Wrapped her arms around her knees. “You will though. Eventually. Everyone does.”

“I won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

The silence stretched. Berto’s throat was dry. The bread had helped but he was thirsty. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He swallowed. It didn’t help.

“My father used to tell me stories,” Sefa said. “About the sea. About storms and monsters and islands that moved. He’d sit on the edge of my bed and make up adventures. Always say he’d take me with him. Show me the world.” She picked at the tear in her pants. “Then he’d leave for months. And I’d wait. And he’d come back with silk and spices and more stories. But he never took me.”

Berto waited.

“The last time I saw him, I was fourteen. He was loading his ship. I asked if I could come. Just once. Just to see.” She stopped. Swallowed. “He laughed. Said the sea was no place for girls. That I should stay home and learn to cook. Learn to sew. Find a husband.” Her fingers dug into her knees. “Three weeks later his ship went down in a storm. They never found the bodies.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I got over it.” She looked at the gap in the wall. At the black sky beyond. “My mother remarried fast. Had to. We had no money. The dockworker was kind enough. But he had three sons. And I was just—I was just the daughter from before. The one who didn’t fit. So I left. Got work. Got by.” She turned back to him. “Then I met a boy. A carpenter’s apprentice. He said he loved me. Said he’d marry me. Then he got an offer in the capital and left without saying goodbye.”

Berto’s chest was tight.

“So I learned. Men leave. That’s what they do. She shifted closer. Not touching him. Just closer. “But you came when I screamed. You solved the cage. You stayed.” Her hand reached out. Touched his arm. “Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

Sefa’s hand moved up his arm. To his shoulder. Her fingers were cold. “I need you to stay.”

“I will.”

“No. I need you to stay.” Her voice cracked. “I need to belong to someone. I need to be—” She stopped. Her hand dropped. “I’m sorry. That’s not fair. You don’t owe me anything.”

Berto’s hands were shaking again. He pressed them against his thighs. “What are you asking?”

“I don’t know.” She laughed. It came out broken. “I don’t know what I’m asking. I just—I can’t be alone again. I can’t. Three days in that cage listening to people scream and I couldn’t do anything. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t help. Couldn’t even die.” She looked at him. “And then you came. And you freed me. And for the first time in my life someone actually came.”

The words hung in the air. Berto’s mouth was dry. His hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

Sefa moved closer. Her knee touched his. “I’m not asking you to love me. I’m not asking you to marry me. I’m just asking you to—” She stopped. Her hand found his again. “I’m asking you to claim me. To make me yours. So I’m not alone anymore.”

Berto’s throat closed. “Sefa—”

“Please.” Her other hand touched his face. Her palm was warm. “Please. I need this. I need you.”

He should say no. Should tell her this was too fast, too much, too wrong. Should tell her he was the last person who should be responsible for anyone. He’d failed Linda. Failed himself. Failed everyone who’d ever needed him.

But Sefa’s hand was warm on his face. And her eyes were desperate. And she was asking him to be something other than furniture.

“I don’t know how,” he said.

“Neither do I.” She leaned closer. Her forehead touched his. “But we can figure it out.”

Her lips found his. Soft. Tentative. Not like the kiss after the cage—that had been desperate, grateful, relief. This was different. This was asking. This was offering.

Berto’s hands moved to her waist. The fabric of her tunic was rough under his palms. She was thin. Too thin. Three days without food would do that. But she was warm. Real. Here.

She pulled back. Her hands went to the hem of her tunic. She pulled it over her head. Dropped it beside them. Her skin was pale in the wrong starlight. Bruises covered her ribs. Scrapes on her shoulders. The marks from the cage.

“You don’t have to—” Berto started.

“I know.” She reached for the buckles on his armor. Her fingers fumbled with them. He helped. The cuirass came off. Then his shirt. The night air was cold against his skin.

Sefa’s hands touched his chest. Traced the lines of muscle and fat. He wasn’t young. Wasn’t fit. Just a forty-year-old man with a desk job and a failed marriage. But she touched him like he was something worth touching.

“Lie down,” she said.

Berto lay back on the stone. It was cold. Hard. Uncomfortable. Sefa moved over him. Her hair fell around her face. She was shaking.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“No.” She smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. “But I’m doing it anyway.”

Her hands went to his belt. Unbuckled it. His pants came off. Then hers. She was bare above him. Scars and bruises and pale skin. She lowered herself onto him. Slowly. Her breath hitched.

Berto’s hands found her hips. Held her. She moved. Slow at first. Then faster. Her head fell back. Her mouth opened. No sound came out.

He moved with her. The stone was cold against his back. The stars wheeled overhead. Wrong and bright and too many. Sefa’s hands pressed against his chest. Her nails dug in. Not painful. Just present.

She was crying. Silent tears running down her face. But she didn’t stop. Didn’t slow. Just moved and cried and held onto him like he was the only solid thing in the world.

Berto’s hands moved up her sides. To her shoulders. Pulled her down. She collapsed against his chest. Her face pressed into his neck. Her breath was hot against his skin.

“Don’t leave,” she whispered. “Please don’t leave.”

She moved faster. Her body tensed. Her nails dug deeper. Berto’s hands held her tight. Held her together. Held her here.

She came with a gasp. Her whole body shaking. Berto followed. The release was sharp. Almost painful.

And then the burning started.

It began in his chest. Right over his heart. Like someone had pressed a brand against his skin. Berto’s back arched. His mouth opened. No sound came out. Just air. Just pain.

Sefa screamed. Her hands clutched at him. “What’s happening?”

The burning spread. Down his arms. Up his neck. Into his skull. It wasn’t fire. It was something else. Something that rewrote. Something that changed.

Berto could see it behind his eyes. Lines of light. Threads. Connecting him to Sefa. Connecting her to him. They pulsed. Bright and hot and wrong.

The pain peaked. Berto’s vision went white.

Then it stopped.

He lay on the stone, gasping. Sefa was still on top of him. Still shaking. Her hands pressed against his chest.

“What was that?” she whispered.

Berto couldn’t answer. Couldn’t speak. His chest burned. He looked down. There was a mark. Right over his heart. A symbol. Circular. Made of lines that curved and intersected. It glowed faintly in the darkness. Red-gold. Like embers.

“Berto.” Sefa’s voice was scared. “What is that?”

He touched it. The skin was hot. Raised. Like a brand. But it didn’t hurt anymore. Just burned. Just was.

And he could feel her.

Not physically. Not the weight of her body or the warmth of her skin. Something else. Something deeper. Her fear. Her desperation. Her need. It poured into him like water. Like heat. Like something that had always been there but he’d never noticed.

She was terrified. Terrified he’d leave. Terrified she’d be alone again. Terrified the cage would come back. Terrified of the woman in the palace. Terrified of everything.

But underneath the fear was something else. Something bright and fierce and desperate. Hope.

“I can feel you,” Berto said. His voice was hoarse.

“What?”

“I can feel you. Your fear. Your—” He stopped. Swallowed. “Everything.”

Sefa’s eyes were wide. “How?”

“I don’t know.” He touched the mark again. It pulsed under his fingers. Warm. Alive. “But it’s there. You’re there. Inside me.”

Sefa’s hand covered his. Pressed against the mark. “I can feel it too. Like a thread. Connecting us.”

Berto closed his eyes. The thread was there. Bright and hot and real. It ran from his chest to hers. Pulsing. Alive. He could follow it. Could trace it back to her. Could feel where she was even with his eyes closed.

She was right there. On top of him. But he could feel her in a way that had nothing to do with touch. She was warm. Bright. Desperate. Scared. Hopeful.

She was his.

The thought came unbidden. Unwanted. But true. She was his. The mark said so. The thread said so. The burning in his chest said so.

And he was hers.

“What did we do?” Sefa whispered.

“I don’t know.”

She climbed off him. Sat beside him. Her hand stayed on the mark. “It’s warm.”

“Yeah.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Not anymore.”

They sat in silence. The mark glowed between them. Faint but present. The thread pulsed. Berto could feel Sefa’s fear receding. Slowly. Replaced by something else. Wonder. Confusion. Relief.

She wasn’t alone anymore. The thread proved it. The mark proved it. He was here. Connected. Bound.

Berto’s hands were shaking again. He pressed them against his thighs. The shaking didn’t stop.

Sefa was his. And he was hers. And there was no walking away from that.

“I’m scared,” Sefa said.

“Me too.”

“But you’re still here.”

“Yeah.”

She leaned against him. Her head on his shoulder. Her hand still on the mark.

The thread pulsed. Warm. Bright. Real.

Berto wrapped his arm around her. Pulled her close. The mark burned against his chest. Not painful. Just present. Just there.

In the distance, someone screamed.

The sound cut through the silence. High and desperate and terrified. It came from the direction of the palace. From the terraced levels above them.

Sefa’s hand tightened on his arm. “One of the others.”

“Yeah.”

“We have to find them.”

“I know.”

The scream came again. Longer this time. Then it cut off. Abrupt. Like someone had covered the person’s mouth.

Or like they’d stopped breathing.

Berto’s hand went to the mark. It was still warm. Still glowing. The thread still pulsed between them.

He could feel Sefa’s fear.

The thread pulsed. The mark burned. And somewhere in the darkness, someone else was screaming.
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Chapter 4

The scream came again at dawn.

Berto was already awake. The mark over his heart—Sefa’s mark—had been warm all night, pulsing in rhythm with her breath. Now it flared hot. She sat up beside him, eyes wide.

“North,” she said. “The palace.”

“You can tell?”

“I just know.” Her hand pressed against his chest, over the mark. “Can’t you?”

He could. The thread between them hummed with direction, with purpose. Someone was trapped. Someone needed help. The knowing came from nowhere and everywhere at once.

They gathered their things—Berto’s sword, Sefa’s salvaged waterskin, the bread she’d found in the watchtower stores. The sun rose red over black sand. The palace loomed on the northern horizon, its towers wrong against the sky. Not crooked. Not broken. Wrong in the way a reflection becomes when you tilt the mirror just slightly.

“Stay close,” Berto said.

Sefa took his hand. “Always.”

The mark flared again. Warmer.

The palace grounds began where the black sand ended.

Flagstones replaced sand. White marble veined with red. Some of the stones were cracked. Others had sunken into the earth at angles that made Berto’s eyes ache. The path split and rejoined itself in ways that violated geometry. He tried to map it mentally, the way he’d mapped corporate shell companies—follow the money, find the pattern. But the pattern here shifted. A path that forked left and right would somehow converge at the same fountain, or split again into three directions where there should only be two.

“Don’t look too hard,” Sefa said. “Just feel.”

“That’s not how I work.”

“It is now.”

She was right. The mark guided them. Left at the fountain. Right past the colonnade. Straight through the garden where roses grew with thorns like iron nails. The thread between them pulled taut, pointing north and up.

The scream came again. Closer now. Higher.

A woman’s voice. Hoarse. Desperate.

“Hurry,” Sefa whispered.

They ran.

The palace doors stood open.

Berto paused at the threshold. Inside, the air smelled like old paper and copper. The entry hall stretched impossibly long, lined with columns that tapered at the top and widened at the base. Chandeliers hung from chains that disappeared into darkness above. No candles burned in them, but light came from somewhere. Pale. Cold. The kind of light that made everything look slightly unreal.

“Berto.” Sefa’s grip on his hand tightened. “Do you hear that?”

He did. Beneath the silence, a sound like wind through pages. Like whispers in a language he almost recognized.

The mark pulled. Up.

Stairs spiraled along the left wall. Marble steps worn smooth in the centers, as if centuries of feet had walked them. Berto took the first step. His boot made no sound. Sefa followed. Together they climbed.

The whispers grew louder.

The stairs ended at a gallery.

Books lined the walls. Floor to ceiling. Thousands of them. Leather spines in red and brown and black. Gold lettering that shifted when Berto tried to read it. Some of the books were thick as his forearm. Others were slim as prayer missals. They weren’t arranged by size or color or any system he could determine. They simply were, pressed together so tightly that no air could fit between them.

“A library,” Sefa breathed.

“More than that.” Berto moved forward. The gallery stretched in both directions, curving around the palace’s interior. More stairs led up. More led down. Doors opened onto other galleries, other collections. He could see them through archways—more books, more shelves, more impossible geometry.

The scream came from above.

They climbed again. And again. Each gallery was the same and different. Same books, different arrangements. Same smell of old paper and copper, different intensity. Berto’s legs burned. Sefa’s breathing came quick and shallow beside him.

“How many floors?” she asked.

“I’ve lost count.”

“Me too.”

The mark flared. Close now. Very close.

They rounded a corner and stopped.

The gallery here was smaller. Circular. The ceiling rose to a point high above, and in the center of the room hung a cage made of books.

Not wood. Not metal. Books.

They floated in the air, spine to spine, forming a sphere roughly ten feet across. The books moved slowly, rotating, rearranging themselves. Titles flickered past in languages Berto didn’t know. The sphere hung suspended by nothing, turning like a planet.

Inside the cage, someone moved.

Berto stepped closer. “Hello?”

The movement stopped.

“Please,” a voice said. Quiet. Female. Exhausted. “Please, I’m here. Can you see me?”

“Where?” Sefa turned in a circle. “I don’t—”

“In the cage.” The voice cracked. “I’m in the cage. Look at me. Please.”

Berto looked. The books shifted, and for just a moment he caught a glimpse of something inside. A shape. A shadow. Then it was gone.

“I see you,” he lied.

“No.” The voice broke. “No, you don’t. No one does.”

Sefa moved to his side. Her hand found his. Through the mark, he felt her focus narrow, sharpen. She stared at the cage. The books rotated. And there—

A flicker. A woman’s face. Young. Dark hair. Pale skin. Eyes like smoke.

Then nothing.

“There,” Sefa said. “I saw you.”

The cage shuddered. Books fell out of alignment, creating gaps. Through the gaps, Berto saw her more clearly. She wore gray. Robes or a dress, he couldn’t tell. Her hands pressed against the inside of the sphere. Her face was gaunt.

“You see me?” The woman’s voice was desperate. “Truly?”

“We see you,” Berto said. “We’re going to get you out.”

“You can’t.” She laughed, bitter. “The cage only opens when someone reads it. But I’m the only one who can read the spines. And I can’t read them from inside. I’ve tried. I’ve tried for days.”

Berto circled the cage. The books moved, always moving. Titles flashed past. Most were incomprehensible—symbols, glyphs, languages that hurt to look at. But some were clearer. Words in scripts he almost recognized.

“What’s your name?” Sefa asked.

The woman inside pressed closer to the gap. “Niamh. I was a scribe. In the capital. Before—” She gestured at the cage, at herself. “Before this.”

“Before you became invisible.”

Niamh’s face crumpled. “You do see me.”

“We do,” Berto said. “And we’re going to solve this. Together.”

“How?”

He didn’t know yet. But the mark in his chest was hot, and the pattern was here somewhere. It always was. He just had to find it.

Berto studied the cage.

The books rotated in a pattern. Not random. He watched for five minutes, tracking the titles that appeared and disappeared. Some books circled the top hemisphere. Others circled the bottom. Some wove between, crossing equators, spiraling.

“Niamh,” he said. “Can you see the spines from inside?”

“Some of them. When they pass close enough.”

“Read them to me. All of them. Everything you can see.”

She hesitated. “Why?”

“Because I need to know the pattern.”

“There’s no pattern. It’s chaos.”

“There’s always a pattern.” He’d built a career on that truth. Money laundering, shell corporations, embezzlement schemes—they all had patterns. You just had to know where to look.

Niamh was quiet for a moment. Then: “All right. The Mapping of Lost Things. Distances Between Points. The Architecture of Nothing. Spheres and Surfaces. The Grammar of Doors—”

“Keep going.”

She did. Her voice was soft but precise. Each title crisp. She didn’t stumble over the unfamiliar words, didn’t hesitate. Berto listened and watched. The books moved. Sefa squeezed his hand.

After twenty titles, he saw it.

“Stop,” he said. “There’s a sequence. The books aren’t random. They’re sorted.”

“Sorted how?” Sefa asked.

“By subject. Roughly.” He pointed as the books rotated past. “Geography and travel in the top hemisphere. Language and communication in the bottom. The ones crossing between—those are structural. Architecture. Geometry.”

Niamh pressed against the gap in the cage. “I’ve been here for three days. I never saw that.”

“You were alone,” Berto said. “Now you’re not.”

Her face changed. Something fragile and desperate flickered in her eyes.

Sefa stepped closer to the cage. “So if they’re sorted, then there must be a key. A specific book that unlocks the cage.”

“Or a sequence,” Berto said. “Something we have to read in order.”

“But which books?” Niamh’s voice rose. “There are hundreds. Thousands.”

Berto circled the cage again. Think. The cage was a library. A library organized by subject. And Niamh was a scribe. Someone who knew books, knew organization, knew—

“Niamh,” he said. “If you were cataloging a library, how would you mark the first book?”

She blinked. “The… first book?”

“The one that teaches people how to use the library. The guide.”

Her mouth opened. Closed. “Oh. Oh. There’s always an index. A reference. Every archive has one.”

“Can you find it?”

She turned inside the cage, scanning the spines as they rotated past. Her hands moved, tracking, pointing. “There. The Reader’s Beginning. It just passed—wait, it’s coming around again—there!”

The book was small. Green leather. Gold lettering. It circled the equator, crossing between the hemispheres.

“Read it,” Berto said. “Out loud.”

Niamh reached through the gap and touched the spine. The book stopped moving. She pulled it toward her, and it came freely, sliding out of the sphere. The other books shifted to fill the space.

She opened it. Her eyes moved across the page. “‘To navigate the collection, begin with knowing. Knowing requires seeing. Seeing requires—’” She stopped.

“What?” Sefa asked.

“‘Seeing requires witness,’” Niamh finished. Her voice was barely a whisper. “Someone must see the reader to make the reading real.”

Berto understood. “We see you, Niamh.”

“Do you?” She looked up. Her eyes were wet. “Or do you just see what I can do?”

The question landed like a punch.

Sefa moved before Berto could answer. She stepped to the cage and pressed her palm against the gap, against Niamh’s hand on the other side. “I see you,” Sefa said. “I see you scared. I see you lonely. I see you desperate to matter. Not for what you can do. For who you are.”

Niamh’s breath hitched.

“I see that too,” Berto said. “And we’re not leaving without you.”

The cage shuddered. Books fell inward, tumbling, collapsing. Niamh gasped as the sphere contracted and then exploded outward. Books flew in every direction. Berto ducked. Sefa pulled him down. And when the air cleared, Niamh was standing in the center of the gallery, surrounded by scattered volumes.

She was solid. Real. No longer flickering.

She looked at her hands. “You see me.”

“We do,” Berto said.

She looked up at him. At Sefa. Her face was pale and thin, her gray robes torn. But her eyes—her eyes were sharp and bright and alive.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Sefa crossed to her and took her hand. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

Niamh nodded. But she didn’t move. She was staring at Berto. At the mark over his heart, visible through the tear in his shirt. “What is that?”

“I don’t know,” Berto said. “Not exactly.”

“It’s a bond,” Sefa said. “He freed me. We’re connected now.”

Niamh’s eyes widened. “Connected how?”

Berto felt the answer in his chest. The mark pulsed, warm and steady. “I don’t know yet,” he admitted. “But we’re learning.”

Niamh looked between them. Her expression was complicated—hope and fear and something that looked like hunger. “Can I… can I come with you?”

“You already are,” Sefa said.

“No.” Niamh shook her head. “I mean—are there others? Other cages?”

Berto nodded. “At least five more.”

“And you’re going to free them.”

“Yes.”

“All of them.”

“That’s the plan.”

Niamh’s hand tightened on Sefa’s. “Then I’m coming. I can help. I can read. I can navigate. I know things.” The words came faster, more desperate. “I’m useful. I can be useful.”

Berto stepped closer. “Niamh.”

She looked at him.

“You don’t have to be useful,” he said. “You just have to be here.”

Her face crumpled. For a moment he thought she might cry. But she didn’t. She just nodded, once, sharp and quick.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay.”

Sefa smiled. “Come on. We need to move before something else finds us.”

They turned toward the stairs. Berto led. Sefa followed. And Niamh came last, her gray robes whispering against the marble.

Halfway down, she spoke again. “Berto?”

“Yeah?”

“When you free the others…” She paused. “When you free them, will there be—will the bond—”

She didn’t finish the question. But Berto heard it anyway.

Will you see them too? Or was I special?

He didn’t know how to answer. The mark over his heart was warm. The thread connecting him to Sefa hummed with direction. And Niamh walked behind him, solid and real and waiting.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “But we’ll figure it out. Together.”

Niamh didn’t respond. But when Berto glanced back, she was smiling.

Small. Fragile. But real.

They reached the palace entrance as the sun climbed higher. Outside, the red light turned the white marble pink. Berto sheathed his sword and looked north. More ruins. More towers. More places where people could be caged.

“Which way?” Sefa asked.

Berto closed his eyes. The mark guided him, but faintly now. No clear direction. No pull.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

“I do,” Niamh said.

They both turned.

She stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the pale light of the library. Her hands were folded in front of her. Her voice was quiet but certain.

“I studied maps. Before. In the capital.” She stepped forward. “I know the island’s layout. Or I did. If the geography hasn’t changed too much, the next nearest structure is west. A greenhouse. The Queen kept medicinal gardens there.”

“You’re sure?” Berto asked.

“No,” Niamh said. “But I’m the best guess you have.”

Sefa grinned. “Good enough for me.”

Berto looked at them. Two women. One who’d been caged in light, one who’d been caged in books. Both free now. Both looking at him like he had answers.

He didn’t. But he had a sword. And he had them. And that was more than he’d had two days ago.

“West, then,” he said.

They walked together into the red morning. Behind them, the palace stood silent. And somewhere in the ruins ahead, someone else was screaming.
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Chapter 5

The greenhouse was half-collapsed.

They found it as the sun began its descent, turning the sky from red to purple. Glass panels hung at angles, some shattered, others intact but filmed with years of grime. The frame was iron, rusted but solid. Vines had claimed the eastern wall, thick as Berto’s wrist, covered in thorns.

“This is it?” Sefa asked.

Niamh nodded. “The Queen’s medicinal garden. Or what’s left of it.”

They circled the structure. The western side had a door, or the remains of one. The frame stood empty. Inside, benches lined the walls. Clay pots lay broken on the floor. A few plants had survived—pale things with leaves like paper, growing in the cracks between stones.

“We can shelter here,” Berto said. “At least for tonight.”

Sefa was already inside, testing the benches. “Sturdy enough. And there’s space for all of us.”

Niamh lingered at the threshold. Her gray robes were torn at the hem, stained with dust from the library. She looked smaller than she had in the cage. More fragile.

“Come on,” Berto said. “You need to rest.”

She stepped inside. Her fingers traced the doorframe as she passed. “There were words here once. Carved into the wood. I can almost see them.”

“What did they say?”

“I don’t know. They’re gone now.” She moved to the center of the greenhouse and sat on the floor, her back against a bench. “Everything’s gone.”

Sefa caught Berto’s eye. Her expression was complicated. Through the mark, he felt her concern. Her worry. And something else—a question she wasn’t asking aloud.

He sat beside Niamh. Not touching, but close. “You’re not gone.”

“I was.” Her voice was flat. “For three days, I was nothing. Just a voice in a cage no one could see.”

“We saw you.”

“You solved me. That’s different.”

Berto didn’t know how to answer that. Sefa moved to Niamh’s other side and sat. The three of them formed a line against the bench, facing the empty greenhouse.

“I was invisible before the cage,” Niamh said. “In the capital. In the archives. I was the girl who fetched books. Who copied manuscripts. Who knew where everything was but never got to read anything herself.” She pulled her knees to her chest. “The Queen didn’t make me invisible. She just made it literal.”

Sefa’s hand found Niamh’s. “You’re not invisible now.”

“Aren’t I?” Niamh looked at her. “You freed me because I was useful. Because I could read the spines. Because I know the island’s layout. What happens when you don’t need that anymore?”

“That’s not why we freed you,” Berto said.

“Then why?”

He thought about the question. About the cage of books, the flickering shape inside, the desperate voice begging to be seen. About the moment when Sefa had pressed her palm to Niamh’s and said I see you scared. I see you lonely.

“Because you were there,” he said finally. “Because you needed help. That’s all.”

Niamh’s eyes were wet. “That’s not enough.”

“It is for me.”

She looked at him. Really looked. Her eyes were gray, the color of smoke or fog. They moved across his face like she was reading him. Cataloging him.

“You mean that,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because I know what it’s like to be furniture.” The words came out before he could stop them. “To be there but not really there. To be useful but not needed. Not for yourself. Just for what you can do.”

Niamh’s breath caught.

Sefa’s hand tightened on his. Through the mark, he felt her understanding. Her recognition.

“My ex-wife used to say I was easy,” Berto continued. “Easy to live with. Easy to ignore. I didn’t make demands. Didn’t take up space. I was just… there. Until I wasn’t. Until she decided she needed someone who actually showed up.”

“That’s not the same,” Niamh said.

“Isn’t it?”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then: “I don’t want to be easy.”

“You’re not.”

“I don’t want to be useful.”

“You’re not that either.”

“Then what am I?”

Berto looked at her. At the gray robes and the pale skin and the eyes that wouldn’t stop searching his face. “You’re Niamh. That’s enough.”

She made a sound. Not quite a laugh. Not quite a sob.

Sefa moved closer. Her arm went around Niamh’s shoulders. “Come here.”

Niamh leaned into her. Sefa held her, and Berto watched them. Two women who’d been caged. Two women who’d been invisible in different ways. The mark over his heart was warm. The thread connecting him to Sefa hummed.

And Niamh was shaking.

Night fell fast.

They ate the last of the bread from the watchtower. Sefa found a cistern behind the greenhouse, still half-full of rainwater. They drank and washed the dust from their hands and faces. The water was cold and tasted like metal.

Niamh was quiet through it all. She sat on the bench and watched them move. Her eyes tracked Berto when he checked the perimeter. Tracked Sefa when she arranged their makeshift camp. She didn’t offer to help. Didn’t speak. Just watched.

“She’s scared,” Sefa said quietly. They were outside, checking the vines for anything edible. “She thinks we’re going to leave her.”

“We’re not.”

“I know. But she doesn’t.” Sefa pulled a leaf from the vine and crushed it between her fingers. It smelled bitter. “She needs to know she matters. Not for what she can do. For who she is.”

“I told her that.”

“Telling isn’t the same as showing.”

Berto looked at her. The mark over his heart pulsed. Through the thread, he felt her certainty. Her clarity.

“What are you saying?” he asked.

“I’m saying she needs to be seen. Really seen. The way I was.” Sefa met his eyes. “The way you saw me when you touched me. When you made me real.”

Berto’s mouth went dry. “Sefa—”

“I’m not jealous.” She stepped closer. Her hand found his chest, pressed over the mark. “I’m not threatened. I’m telling you what she needs. And I’m telling you it’s okay.”

“You don’t know that’s what she needs.”

“I do.” Sefa’s voice was soft. “Because it’s what I needed. And because I can see the way she looks at you. At both of us. She’s desperate to matter. To be more than useful. To be wanted.”

“That’s not—”

“It is.” Sefa kissed him. Quick and fierce. “And it’s okay. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. But she needs this. And I think you do too.”

Berto wanted to argue. Wanted to say this was too fast, too much, too complicated. But the mark was hot against his chest. And through the thread, he felt Sefa’s conviction. Her certainty that this was right.

“Okay,” he said.

They went back inside.

Niamh was still sitting on the bench.

She looked up when they entered. Her eyes moved between them. “What?”

“Nothing,” Sefa said. “Just checking the perimeter.”

“You were talking about me.”

“Yes.”

Niamh’s hands tightened in her lap. “What did you say?”

Sefa sat beside her. Berto stayed standing, suddenly unsure where to put himself.

“I said you’re scared,” Sefa told her. “I said you think we’re going to leave you. And I said you need to know you matter.”

Niamh’s face went pale. “I don’t—”

“You do.” Sefa took her hand. “And it’s okay. I was scared too. When Berto freed me. I didn’t know if he’d stay. If he’d see me as more than a problem to solve. But he did. And I need you to know that he sees you too.”

“He solved my cage.”

“He saw you first.” Sefa’s voice was gentle. “He saw you flickering. He saw you desperate. He saw you invisible. And he didn’t walk away.”

Niamh looked at Berto. Her eyes were wet again. “Why?”

“Because you were there,” Berto said. “Because you needed help.”

“That’s not enough.”

“It is.” He moved closer. Sat on the floor in front of her. “You keep saying you need to be useful. That you need to matter. But you already do. You matter because you’re here. Because you’re Niamh. Not because you can read. Not because you know maps. Just because you are.”

She was crying now. Silent tears down her pale cheeks.

Sefa’s arm went around her shoulders. “Let us see you. Really see you. Not the scribe. Not the girl who knows things. Just you.”

Niamh’s breath hitched. “I don’t know how.”

“We’ll show you.”

It started with Sefa.

She turned Niamh toward her. Cupped her face. Kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her mouth. Soft and slow. Niamh made a sound—surprise or relief or both. Her hands came up, clutching at Sefa’s arms.

“It’s okay,” Sefa whispered. “We’re here. We see you.”

Berto watched. The mark over his heart was hot. The thread between him and Sefa hummed with intention. With purpose.

Sefa pulled back. Looked at Niamh. “Do you want this?”

“I don’t know.” Niamh’s voice was shaking. “I don’t know what this is.”

“It’s being seen. Really seen. Not for what you can do. For who you are.” Sefa glanced at Berto. “Both of us. Seeing you. Wanting you. Not because you’re useful. Because you’re you.”

Niamh looked at Berto. Her eyes were wide. Desperate. “Do you want me?”

The question was a knife. Sharp and precise.

“Yes,” Berto said.

“Why?”

“Because you’re here. Because you’re real. Because when I look at you, I see someone who’s been invisible too long. And I don’t want you to be invisible anymore.”

She made that sound again. Not quite a laugh. Not quite a sob.

Sefa stood. Pulled Niamh up with her. “Come here.”

They moved to the center of the greenhouse. The floor was stone, cold and hard. Sefa spread her cloak over it. Niamh stood in the middle, shaking.

“Let us see you,” Sefa said.

Niamh’s hands went to the ties of her robe. She fumbled with them. Her fingers were shaking too hard.

Berto stood. Moved to her. “Let me.”

She nodded.

He untied the robe. Slowly. His fingers brushed her collarbone, her shoulders. The fabric fell away. Underneath, she wore a thin shift. Gray like the robe. It clung to her frame. She was thin. Too thin. Ribs visible beneath the fabric.

“You’re beautiful,” Sefa said.

Niamh shook her head. “I’m not.”

“You are.” Berto’s voice was rough. “You are.”

Sefa moved behind Niamh. Her hands went to the shift’s hem. She lifted it slowly, carefully. Niamh raised her arms. The shift came off. And then she was bare.

Pale skin. Small breasts. Hip bones sharp beneath the skin. Scars on her knees and elbows. The marks of someone who’d spent her life kneeling, reaching, fetching.

“Look at me,” Berto said.

Niamh did. Her eyes were gray and wet and terrified.

“I see you,” he said. “I see you scared. I see you desperate. I see you wanting to matter. And you do. You matter to me. Right now. Like this. Just you.”

She broke.

Her hands came up to cover her face. Her shoulders shook. Sefa caught her, held her. Berto moved closer. His arms went around both of them. They stood together in the center of the greenhouse, holding Niamh while she cried.

“We’re here,” Sefa whispered. “We’re not leaving. We see you. We want you. Just you.”

Niamh’s hands dropped. She looked at Berto. “Show me.”

“Show you what?”

“That you see me. That I’m real. That I matter.” Her voice was raw. “Please.”

Berto looked at Sefa. Through the mark, he felt her approval. Her encouragement.

He kissed Niamh.

Her mouth was soft. Desperate. She kissed him back like she was drowning. Like he was air. Her hands clutched at his shirt, his shoulders, his face. She was shaking.

Sefa’s hands moved between them. Untying Berto’s shirt. Pushing it off his shoulders. The mark over his heart glowed faintly in the darkness. Red-gold.

Niamh saw it. Her fingers traced the edges. “What is this?”

“A bond,” Sefa said. “Between us. Between him and me. And maybe between him and you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will.”

They lowered Niamh to the cloak. Sefa knelt beside her. Berto knelt on her other side. Niamh looked between them, her eyes wide.

“I’m scared,” she said.

“I know,” Berto said. “Me too.”

“But you’re still here.”

“Yeah.”

She reached for him. Her hand found his face. “See me. Please. Really see me.”

“I do.”

He kissed her again. Slower this time. His hands moved over her skin. Shoulders. Ribs. Hips. She was shaking beneath him. Sefa’s hands joined his. Together they touched her. Mapped her. Made her real.

Niamh made sounds. Small and desperate. Her hands clutched at them. At Berto’s shoulders. At Sefa’s arms. She was crying again.

“I see you,” Berto whispered against her mouth. “I see you. I see you.”

“Don’t stop,” she said. “Please don’t stop seeing me.”

“I won’t.”

He moved over her. Between her thighs. She was ready. Desperate. Her hands pulled him closer. Sefa’s hands guided him. And then he was inside her.

Niamh gasped. Her back arched. Her eyes locked on his.

“I see you,” Berto said.

“I see you too,” she whispered.

He moved. Slow at first. Then faster. Niamh moved with him. Her hands on his back. Her eyes never leaving his face. Sefa knelt beside them, her hand on Niamh’s cheek, her other hand on Berto’s shoulder.

“You’re real,” Sefa whispered. “You’re here. You matter.”

Niamh’s breath came faster. Her hands tightened on Berto’s back. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop seeing me.”

“I won’t.”

The pressure built. In his chest. In his throat. Different from the mark over his heart. Sharper. Higher. Like something was trying to break through his skin from the inside.

Niamh cried out. Her body tightened around him. Her eyes went wide.

And the mark burned in.

Not over his heart. His throat. Just below his jaw on the right side. The pain was sharp and bright and immediate. Like a brand. Like fire. Berto gasped. His vision went white.

Words.

Everywhere.

Written on the air. On the stones. On Niamh’s skin. Languages he didn’t know but suddenly understood. Scripts that had been meaningless now made sense. The greenhouse walls were covered in carvings he hadn’t seen before. Instructions. Warnings. Names.

The Queen’s Garden. Enter with care. What grows here knows hunger.

Niamh’s eyes were wide. She was staring at his throat. “Berto. Your neck.”

He touched it. The skin was hot. Raised. A mark. Different from the one over his heart. This one was smaller. More precise. Like a glyph or a rune.

“What is it?” he asked.

“A word,” Niamh whispered. “In the old script. It means ‘witness.’”

Sefa’s hand found his. Through the thread, he felt her wonder. Her recognition.

“Another bond,” she said.

Berto looked at Niamh. She was still beneath him. Still shaking. But her eyes were bright now. Alive.

“I can feel you,” she said. “Not like Sefa. Different. Like… like you’re reading me. Like you can see the words I don’t say.”

He could. Through the new mark, he felt her fear. Her relief. Her desperate hope that this was real. That she mattered. That she wouldn’t be invisible again.

“I see you,” he said. “I’ll always see you.”

She pulled him down. Kissed him. And this time, she wasn’t shaking.

They slept tangled together.

Berto in the middle. Sefa on his left, her head on his shoulder, her hand over the mark on his heart. Niamh on his right, her face pressed against his throat, her breath warm against the new mark.

He didn’t sleep at first. The marks were hot. The threads connecting him to both women hummed. Through Sefa, he felt contentment. Safety. Through Niamh, he felt wonder. Disbelief. The fragile hope that this was real.

He stared at the greenhouse ceiling. Glass panels reflected the stars. And written across them in scripts he could now read were more words.

The Queen watches. The Queen counts. The Queen knows.

His blood went cold.

“Berto?” Niamh’s voice was sleepy. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he lied. “Go back to sleep.”

She did. But Berto stayed awake. The words on the glass didn’t fade. And somewhere in the darkness, he felt something watching. Counting.

Two bonds. Two marks. Two women.

And five more cages to find.

Morning came red and cold.

Berto woke to Sefa’s hand on his chest and Niamh’s breath against his throat. They were both still asleep. He lay still, not wanting to wake them.

The marks were warm now. Not hot. The threads hummed quietly. Through Sefa, he felt peace. Through Niamh, he felt something like joy.

He looked at the ceiling. The words were still there. The Queen watches. The Queen counts. The Queen knows.

But beneath them, new words had appeared. Written in a different hand. Smaller. Precise.

Five more. Find them. Free them. Before she does.

Niamh stirred. Her eyes opened. She looked at him. “Good morning.”

“Morning.”

She smiled. Small and fragile. “I’m still here.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re still here too.”

“Yeah.”

Her hand found the mark on his throat. “I can feel you. It’s strange. Like you’re inside my head. But not in a bad way. In a… witnessing way.”

“I can feel you too.”

“What do you feel?”

“Relief. Joy. Fear that this won’t last.”

Her smile faded. “Will it?”

“I don’t know.”

Sefa woke. She stretched, yawned, looked at them both. “Morning.”

“Morning,” Niamh said.

Sefa’s hand moved from Berto’s chest to Niamh’s shoulder. “How do you feel?”

“Different.” Niamh sat up. Her gray robes were crumpled beside her. She pulled them on. “Real. Like I matter.”

“You do.”

Niamh looked at Berto. “What now?”

He sat up. The marks pulsed. The threads hummed. And on the ceiling, the words waited.

Five more. Find them. Free them.

“Now we keep going,” he said. “There are five more cages. Five more people who need help. And we’re going to find them.”

“All of them?” Niamh asked.

“All of them.”

Sefa stood. Offered her hand to Niamh. “Come on. Let’s get ready.”

Niamh took her hand. Let herself be pulled up. She looked at Berto. “You’re sure about this? About going forward? Not looking for a way back?”

Berto thought about the charter boat. The paperback novel. The empty apartment waiting for him in a world that didn’t have green skies or impossible geometry or women who needed to be seen.

“I’m sure,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because you’re here. Because Sefa’s here. Because there are five more people in cages who need help. And because…” He paused. “Because for the first time in a long time, I’m not furniture. I’m not passive. I’m doing something that matters.”

Niamh’s eyes were wet. “It matters to me.”

“I know.”

Sefa squeezed Niamh’s hand. “Come on. We have a long walk ahead.”

They gathered their things. Berto checked his sword. Sefa filled the waterskin. Niamh stood in the doorway, looking out at the ruins.

“The next cage is north,” she said. “Past the palace. There’s a garden. The Queen kept it for… for special plants. Dangerous ones.”

“How far?” Berto asked.

“Half a day. Maybe more.”

“Then we should move.”

They stepped out of the greenhouse together. The sun was rising. Red light turned the ruins pink. And somewhere in the distance, something was screaming.

Berto drew his sword. Sefa took his hand. Niamh took Sefa’s.

“Let’s go,” he said.

They walked north. Three people who’d been alone. Three people who’d been invisible. Three people who mattered now.

Behind them, written on the greenhouse glass in scripts only Berto could read, the words remained.

The Queen watches. The Queen counts. The Queen knows.

And beneath them, in smaller letters:

Two bonds. Five more to come. And then the reckoning.
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Chapter 6

The path west took them through ruins that had once been gardens.

Stone planters lined what might have been a courtyard. Most were empty. Some held plants—twisted things with leaves like razors, flowers that opened and closed like mouths. Berto gave them wide berth. The mark on his throat pulsed when he looked too long at the inscriptions carved into the planters.

Feed weekly. Do not touch bare-handed. Blooms only in moonlight.

“Can you read all of them?” Niamh asked. She walked close to his left side, her gray robes brushing his arm.

“Most of them. Some are too worn.” He pointed to a planter where the stone had cracked. “That one says something about blood. The rest is gone.”

“Cheerful.”

Sefa was ahead, moving between the planters with her hand outstretched. Not touching. Just hovering. “They’re angry,” she said. “The plants. I can feel it through the mark. Like they’re starving.”

“How long since anyone tended them?” Berto asked.

“Years, maybe.” Niamh crouched beside a planter. Inside, a vine had grown over the edges and down the side. Its leaves were purple-black, covered in fine hairs. “This is nightshade. The Queen used it for sleeping draughts. But this variety…” She leaned closer. “I’ve never seen one this large.”

“Don’t touch it,” Berto said.

“I’m not stupid.”

“I know. But humor me.”

She stood. Smiled at him. Small and quick. Through the mark on his throat, he caught the edge of her thoughts—not words, exactly, but the shape of them. Gratitude. Warmth. The fragile certainty that she mattered.

They kept walking.

The courtyard opened into a path. Flagstones, cracked and overgrown. The plants here were smaller. Creeping things with white flowers and red berries. Berto’s mark pulsed again. He stopped.

“What?” Sefa asked.

“There.” He pointed to a stone marker half-buried in the undergrowth. Words glowed faintly on its surface. “It says ‘The Queen’s Garden. Second House. Enter with care.’”

“Second house?” Niamh moved to the marker. “There were two greenhouses?”

“Apparently.”

“What’s the difference?”

Berto read the rest of the inscription. His mouth went dry. “The first house was for medicine. This one is for poison.”

Sefa’s hand found his. Through the thread, he caught her unease. “We’re going in anyway.”

“Yeah.”

“Because someone’s in there.”

“Yeah.”

She squeezed his hand. “Then let’s go.”

The second greenhouse was larger than the first.

It rose from the ruins like a spine. Glass panels intact, but filmed with something green and oily. The frame was iron, black with age. Vines covered the eastern wall—thick as Berto’s thigh, covered in thorns the length of his fingers.

“Those aren’t normal,” Niamh said.

“No.”

The vines moved. Slow. Deliberate. Like they were breathing.

Sefa stepped closer. Her hand was still in Berto’s. “I can feel them. They’re… aware. Not like animals. But not like regular plants either.”

“What are they like?”

“Hungry.”

Berto’s mark on his throat burned. He looked at the vines. Words appeared on their surface. Not carved. Growing. The thorns formed letters in a script he’d never seen but could suddenly read.

Do not force. Do not rush. Move with care or be consumed.

“We need to find the door,” he said.

They circled the greenhouse. The vines covered most of the structure. Where they didn’t, the glass was clear enough to see inside. Berto pressed his face to a panel.

The interior was a jungle.

Plants grew floor to ceiling. Vines hung from the rafters. Flowers the size of dinner plates opened and closed in rhythm. And in the center, suspended above the floor by a cage of living vines, was a woman.

She was singing.

Berto couldn’t hear the words through the glass. But he could see her mouth moving. See the way the vines around her swayed in time with the song.

“There,” Sefa said. She pointed to the western side. “A door.”

The frame was iron. The door itself was gone. In its place, vines had woven themselves into a barrier. Thorns pointed inward. The message was clear.

Berto touched the mark on his throat. Words appeared on the vines.

The garden keeps what it claims. Enter and be kept.

“We need to get through,” Niamh said.

“I know.”

“Can you cut them?”

Berto drew his sword. The blade was iron, plain and functional. He touched it to the nearest vine.

The entire wall shuddered.

Inside the greenhouse, the woman stopped singing. The vines around her tightened. She screamed—short and sharp—then started singing again. Faster this time. Desperate.

Berto pulled the sword back. “No cutting.”

“Then how?” Sefa asked.

He looked at the words on the vines. Do not force. Do not rush. Move with care or be consumed.

“We ask,” he said.

“Ask what?”

“The plants.” He sheathed his sword. Placed both hands on the vines. They were warm. Slick with something that smelled like rotting fruit. “We’re not here to hurt you. We’re here to help. Someone inside needs us. Let us through.”

Nothing happened.

Sefa moved beside him. Her hand joined his on the vines. “Please. We’re not your enemy. We just want to help.”

The vines shifted. Slow. The thorns retracted slightly.

Niamh stepped forward. Her voice was quiet. “The Queen left you. She’s not coming back. But we’re here. And we’re asking. Please.”

The vines moved again. Thorns pulled back further. A gap appeared. Narrow. Barely wide enough for a person.

“Go,” Berto said. “Before they change their mind.”

Sefa went first. Then Niamh. Berto followed. The vines brushed his shoulders as he passed. Thorns scraped his armor but didn’t pierce. And then he was inside.

The air was thick. Sweet and rotten at once. Like overripe fruit left in the sun. Berto’s eyes watered. The mark on his throat burned.

Words everywhere.

On the walls. On the floor. On every plant. Warnings and instructions and names he didn’t recognize. Widow’s Breath. Do not inhale. Causes paralysis. Bleeding Heart. Sap burns skin. Handle with gloves. Dreamer’s Vine. Induces sleep. Do not consume.

“Berto.” Sefa’s voice was tight. “Look.”

The woman in the center had stopped singing. She was staring at them. Her eyes were wide. Terrified.

“Don’t stop,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. Raw. “Please don’t make me stop.”

“Stop what?” Berto asked.

“Singing. If I stop, they’ll—” She cut off. Started singing again. The vines around her swayed. Loosened slightly.

Berto moved closer. The cage was made of the same vines that covered the walls. Thorns pointed inward. The woman sat in the center, her legs crossed, her hands in her lap. She wore a dress that might have been green once. Now it was brown with dirt and stained with something dark.

“How long have you been here?” Niamh asked.

The woman didn’t stop singing. But she held up her hands. Fingers spread. Then again. Then again.

“Fifteen days?” Sefa said.

The woman nodded. Kept singing.

Berto’s chest was tight. Fifteen days. Singing to keep the plants calm. No food. No water. Just her voice and the vines.

“We’re going to get you out,” he said.

The woman’s eyes filled. She shook her head. Kept singing.

“We are,” Berto said. “But we need to know how. Can you stop singing long enough to tell us?”

She shook her head again. Harder.

“Then we’ll figure it out.” He turned to Sefa and Niamh. “Ideas?”

Sefa moved around the cage. Her hand hovered over the vines. “They’re calm when she sings. Agitated when she stops. We need to keep them calm while we break the cage.”

“We can’t break it,” Berto said. “If we force it, they’ll attack.”

“Then what?”

Niamh was crouched beside the cage. Her fingers traced the air above the vines. “There’s a pattern. Look. The vines weave in and out. Like a basket. If we can find the start of the weave, we can unravel it.”

“Without forcing it?”

“Maybe.” She looked at the woman. “Can you keep singing?”

The woman nodded.

“Good. Don’t stop. No matter what.”

Niamh moved around the cage. Her eyes tracked the vines. Berto watched her. Through the mark on his throat, he caught fragments of her thoughts. Numbers. Sequences. The logic of the weave.

“Here,” she said finally. She pointed to a spot near the base. “This is where it starts. If we pull this vine, the rest should follow.”

“Should?” Sefa asked.

“Should.”

Berto crouched beside her. The vine was thicker than the others. Covered in thorns. The mark on his throat pulsed. Words appeared on the vine’s surface.

The first thread. Pull gently. Do not rush.

“I’ll do it,” he said.

“Are you sure?” Niamh asked.

“No. But I can read the warnings. You can’t.”

He reached for the vine. His fingers closed around it between the thorns. It was warm. Slick. It pulsed under his hand like a heartbeat.

The woman kept singing.

Berto pulled. Gently. The vine resisted. He pulled again. Slower. The vine shifted. Loosened. He pulled again.

The cage shuddered.

The woman’s song faltered. The vines tightened. Thorns pressed against her skin.

“Don’t stop,” Sefa said. “Please. Keep singing.”

The woman’s voice steadied. The vines loosened again.

Berto kept pulling. The vine came free. Inch by inch. The weave began to unravel. Other vines shifted. Pulled back. The cage opened.

The woman kept singing.

“Almost there,” Niamh said. “Just a little more.”

Berto pulled the last of the vine free. The cage collapsed. Vines fell away. The woman stopped singing.

Silence.

The plants around them shuddered. Vines on the walls tightened. Flowers closed. The air grew thicker.

“Run,” Berto said.

They didn’t run. The woman couldn’t. She tried to stand and collapsed. Berto caught her. She was light. Too light. Her skin was cold.

“I’ve got you,” he said.

“The plants—”

“I know. We’re leaving.”

Sefa and Niamh moved ahead. They reached the door. The vines had closed again. Thorns pointed inward.

“Please,” Sefa said. Her hand pressed against the vines. “We’re leaving. Let us go.”

The vines didn’t move.

Berto shifted the woman in his arms. She was shaking. Her eyes were closed. “Sing,” he said. “Like you did before. Sing to them.”

“I can’t. I’m too tired.”

“Try.”

She opened her mouth. The sound that came out was barely a whisper. But it was enough.

The vines shifted. Thorns retracted. The gap opened.

They went through. Berto last. The woman in his arms. The vines closed behind them.

Outside, the air was cold and clean. Berto set the woman down on the flagstones. She was breathing hard. Her hands were shaking.

“You’re safe,” Sefa said. She knelt beside her. “You’re out.”

The woman opened her eyes. They were green. The color of new leaves. “Who are you?”

“I’m Sefa. This is Niamh. And that’s Berto.”

“Berto.” The woman’s voice was hoarse. She looked at him. “You came for me.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because you needed help.”

She started crying. Silent tears down her dirty face. Sefa’s arms went around her. Niamh knelt on her other side.

“What’s your name?” Niamh asked.

“Cerise.” The woman’s voice broke. “My name is Cerise.”

They moved away from the greenhouse.

Cerise couldn’t walk far. Berto carried her to a clearing where the flagstones gave way to grass. Real grass. Green and soft. Sefa spread her cloak. They set Cerise down.

“Water,” Cerise said. “Please.”

Sefa handed her the waterskin. Cerise drank. Too fast. She choked. Sefa took the skin back. “Slowly. You’ll make yourself sick.”

Cerise nodded. Drank again. Slower this time.

Berto watched her. She was young. Maybe thirty. Her hair was brown, tangled and matted. Her dress was torn. Her hands were covered in small cuts. Thorn marks.

“How long were you in there?” he asked.

“Fifteen days. Maybe sixteen. I lost count.” She handed the waterskin back to Sefa. “The Queen put me there. Said I needed to learn patience. Said the plants would teach me.”

“Teach you what?”

“How to care for things that could kill me.” Cerise’s hands were shaking. “I was her gardener. I tended the poison house. But I made a mistake. I rushed. A plant died. She said I needed to learn.”

“Learn by being caged?”

“Learn by singing. By keeping them calm. By moving slowly.” Cerise looked at her hands. “I thought I’d die in there. I thought she’d leave me until I stopped singing. Until the plants took me.”

Sefa’s hand found Cerise’s. “She didn’t. You’re out now.”

“Because of you.” Cerise looked at Berto. “Because you came.”

“We came because we heard you,” Berto said. “Because you needed help.”

“I don’t understand. Why would you help me? You don’t know me.”

“We don’t need to.”

Cerise’s eyes filled again. “I don’t have anything to give you. No food. No supplies. Nothing.”

“We’re not asking for anything.”

“Then what do you want?”

Berto looked at Sefa. At Niamh. Through the marks, he caught their certainty. Their understanding.

“We want you to come with us,” he said. “If you want to. We’re looking for others. People in cages. People who need help. And we could use someone who knows plants.”

Cerise stared at him. “You want me to come with you?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re here. Because you’re Cerise. That’s enough.”

She made a sound. Not quite a laugh. Not quite a sob. “I don’t know how to do this.”

“Do what?”

“Be with people. I’ve been alone most of my life. I was an apprentice gardener in the capital. No family. No friends. Just plants. And then the Queen brought me here. And I’ve been alone ever since.”

Sefa squeezed her hand. “You’re not alone now.”

“I don’t know how to not be alone.”

“We’ll teach you.”

Cerise looked at her. Then at Niamh. Then at Berto. “You’re serious.”

“Yeah.”

“You want me. Even though I’m useless right now. Even though I can’t walk. Even though I have nothing to offer.”

“You’re not useless,” Berto said. “And you have plenty to offer. But even if you didn’t, we’d still want you to come.”

Cerise’s breath hitched. “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to. Not yet.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then: “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“I’ll come with you.” She wiped her eyes. “But I need to rest first. And eat. And—” She looked down at herself. “Clean up.”

“We can do that,” Sefa said. “We’ll camp here tonight. Rest. And tomorrow we’ll keep moving.”

Cerise nodded. Then she looked at Berto. “Thank you. For coming for me. For not leaving me there.”

“We wouldn’t leave you.”

“How do you know? You just met me.”

“I know.”

She studied his face. Her green eyes moved across his features like she was memorizing him. “You mean that.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because I know what it’s like to be left. And I’m not doing that to anyone else.”

Cerise’s eyes filled again. But this time, she smiled. Small and fragile. “Okay.”

They made camp in the clearing.

Cerise fell asleep almost immediately. Curled on Sefa’s cloak, her hands tucked under her cheek. Sefa sat beside her. Niamh sat on her other side.

Berto stood at the edge of the clearing. The marks on his chest and throat were warm. The threads hummed. Through Sefa, he caught her contentment. Through Niamh, he caught her curiosity.

“She’s going to need us,” Niamh said quietly. She’d moved to stand beside him. “More than I did. More than Sefa did.”

“I know.”

“She’s been alone her whole life. She doesn’t know how to be with people.”

“We’ll teach her.”

“Will we?” Niamh looked at him. “We’re barely figuring it out ourselves.”

“Then we’ll figure it out together.”

Niamh was quiet. Then: “You’re different than you were. When we met.”

“How?”

“More certain. Like you know what you’re doing.”

“I don’t.”

“But you act like you do. That’s what matters.”

Berto looked at Cerise. At Sefa sitting beside her. At Niamh standing next to him. Three women. Two marks. Two threads connecting him to people who mattered.

“We need to keep moving,” he said. “There are four more cages. Four more people.”

“I know.”

“And the Queen is watching.”

“I know that too.” Niamh’s hand found his. “But we’re not stopping. Are we?”

“No.”

“Good.” She squeezed his hand. “Because Cerise needs us. And I think we need her too.”

Berto looked at her. “Why?”

“Because she knows how to care for dangerous things. And I think we’re all a little dangerous right now.”

She was right. The marks burned. The threads hummed. And somewhere in the distance, the Queen was counting.

Two bonds. Five more to come.

Berto looked at Cerise. At the way she slept. Peaceful for the first time in fifteen days.

Tomorrow, they’d keep moving. Tomorrow, they’d find the next cage. But tonight, they’d rest.

And Cerise would learn what it meant to not be alone.
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Chapter 7

Berto woke to the smell of something cooking.

Not meat. Something green. Herbal. His stomach twisted with hunger before his eyes opened.

Cerise knelt beside a small fire. Her hair was still matted, her dress still torn, but her hands moved with purpose. She was crushing leaves between her palms, dropping them into a shallow stone she’d filled with water. Steam rose from the surface.

“You should be resting,” Berto said.

She didn’t look up. “I rested. Now I’m making breakfast.”

“You were singing for fifteen days. You need more than a few hours.”

“I need to be useful.” Her voice was quiet. Firm. “Let me do this.”

Sefa stirred on the cloak beside him. Niamh was already awake, sitting cross-legged and watching Cerise work.

“What is that?” Niamh asked.

“Mint. Nettle. Something else I found near the clearing edge.” Cerise lifted the stone, sniffed the steam. “It’ll help with hunger. And the nettle will give you energy.”

“Where did you find nettle?” Berto asked.

“Growing near the flagstones. Wild, but good quality.” She set the stone down, picked up another. This one held small white roots. “And these are from the garden we passed yesterday. Bitter-root. Edible if you boil them twice.”

“You went back to the garden?” Sefa sat up. “Alone?”

“The plants won’t hurt me. Not if I move carefully.” Cerise’s hands kept working. Peeling the roots. Dropping them into a second stone filled with water. “I know how to talk to them.”

“Talk to them,” Niamh repeated.

“Not with words. With patience. With respect.” Cerise looked up. Her green eyes were tired but focused. “Plants respond to how you treat them. Rush, and they close. Force, and they fight. But if you move slowly, if you show them you understand—they’ll let you pass.”

Berto watched her hands. They were covered in small cuts from the thorns. But they moved without hesitation. Like they knew exactly what to do.

“You’ve been doing this your whole life,” he said.

“Since I was six. My mother died. No father. The capital’s head gardener took me as an apprentice.” She lifted the first stone again, poured the liquid into four shallow cups she’d carved from bark. “I lived in the garden sheds. Slept with the tools. Ate what I could forage.”

“Alone,” Sefa said.

“Always alone.” Cerise handed her a cup. Then one to Niamh. Then Berto. “The other apprentices had families. They went home at night. I stayed. The plants were better company anyway.”

Berto sipped the tea. It was bitter. Earthy. But warm. His stomach settled.

“The Queen brought me here five years ago,” Cerise continued. She held her own cup but didn’t drink. “Said she needed someone who understood poison. Someone who could tend the garden without dying.” She smiled. Small and sad. “I thought it meant I mattered. That someone finally wanted me for something.”

“She used you,” Niamh said.

“She did. But I didn’t know that then. I just knew someone needed me. Someone asked me to stay.” Cerise’s hands tightened around the cup. “And then I made a mistake. Rushed when I should have been patient. A plant died. And she put me in the cage.”

“To teach you a lesson,” Berto said.

“To remind me I was replaceable.” Cerise finally drank. Her throat worked. “She said if I couldn’t keep the plants calm, I wasn’t worth keeping.”

Sefa’s hand found Cerise’s knee. “You’re worth keeping.”

“Am I?” Cerise looked at her. “I don’t know how to be with people. I only know plants. And you don’t need a gardener. You need—” She gestured vaguely. “Someone useful. Someone who can fight or solve puzzles or—”

“We need you,” Berto said.

Cerise’s eyes filled. “You don’t know me.”

“We know enough.”

“I’ll slow you down. I’m weak. I can barely walk. And I don’t have anything to—”

“You made us breakfast,” Sefa interrupted. “You foraged in a poisoned garden and made something safe to eat. That’s not nothing.”

“It’s just plants.”

“It’s care,” Niamh said. “You’re taking care of us. That matters.”

Cerise was quiet. She looked at the cups in their hands. At the fire. At the roots still boiling in the second stone.

“I don’t know how to stop,” she said finally. “Taking care of things. It’s all I know how to do.”

“Then don’t stop,” Berto said. “We’re not asking you to be someone else. We’re asking you to be you. And if that means you take care of us, then—” He shrugged. “Let us take care of you too.”

Cerise’s breath hitched. “I don’t know how to let people do that.”

“We’ll teach you.”

She looked at him. Her green eyes moved across his face. Searching. “You mean that.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re here. Because you matter. That’s enough.”

Cerise set her cup down. Her hands were shaking. “I want to believe you.”

“Then believe me.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then: “Okay.”

They ate the bitter-root after it boiled twice.

Cerise was right. It was edible. Barely. But it filled the hollow in Berto’s stomach. And the tea helped.

Afterward, Cerise insisted on cleaning up. She gathered the stones, rinsed them with water from the skin, set them aside to dry. Her movements were methodical. Precise.

“You don’t have to do all that,” Sefa said.

“I know.” Cerise didn’t stop. “But I want to.”

Sefa looked at Berto. Through the mark on his chest, he caught her understanding. Her recognition.

She needs this. Let her.

Berto nodded.

When Cerise finished, she sat back on her heels. Her hands rested in her lap. She looked at them—Berto, Sefa, Niamh—and something in her expression shifted.

“I want to stay,” she said. “With you. If you’ll have me.”

“We already said yes,” Niamh pointed out.

“I know. But I need to say it. I need to—” Cerise’s voice broke. “I need to choose this. Choose you. Because no one’s ever let me choose before.”

Berto’s chest was tight. “Then choose.”

“I choose you.” Cerise’s eyes were wet. “All of you. I choose to stay. I choose to be kept.”

The words hung in the air. Heavy. Deliberate.

Sefa moved first. She crossed the space between them and pulled Cerise into her arms. Cerise made a sound—half sob, half laugh—and held on.

Niamh joined them. Her arms went around both women. And then Berto was there too. All four of them tangled together. Holding on.

“You’re ours now,” Sefa whispered. “We’re keeping you.”

The sun was high when they pulled apart.

Cerise’s face was blotchy. Her eyes were red. But she was smiling.

“I need to clean up,” she said. “I smell like the greenhouse.”

“There’s a stream,” Niamh said. “East of here. We passed it yesterday.”

“Show me?”

They went together. All four of them. The stream was narrow, cold, fed by runoff from somewhere higher up the island. Cerise stripped without hesitation. Her body was thin. Ribs visible. Bruises on her arms and legs from the vines.

She waded into the water and gasped. “Cold.”

“You want help?” Sefa asked.

“Please.”

Sefa joined her. Then Niamh. They washed Cerise’s hair, scrubbed the dirt from her skin, rinsed the blood from the thorn cuts. Cerise stood still and let them. Her eyes were closed. Her face was peaceful.

Berto watched from the bank. Through the marks, he caught fragments of their emotions. Sefa’s protectiveness. Niamh’s curiosity. And Cerise—

Cerise was grateful. And terrified. And hopeful.

When they finished, Cerise climbed out. Her skin was pink from the cold. Sefa wrapped her in the cloak.

“Better?” Sefa asked.

“Better.” Cerise looked at Berto. “Thank you. For not leaving.”

“We’re not going to leave.”

“I know. But I needed to hear it again.”

They returned to the clearing.

The fire had burned down to embers. Cerise knelt beside it, added small sticks, coaxed it back to life. Her hands moved without thought. Automatic.

“You’re good at that,” Niamh said.

“I’ve had practice. Five years of tending fires in the poison house.” Cerise sat back. “The Queen didn’t allow servants inside. Said they’d steal her plants. So I did everything. Cooking. Cleaning. Keeping the fires going in winter.”

“Alone,” Berto said.

“Always alone.” Cerise looked at the fire. “I used to pretend the plants were people. I’d talk to them. Tell them about my day. They never answered, but—” She shrugged. “It was better than silence.”

Sefa sat beside her. “You don’t have to pretend anymore.”

“I know.” Cerise’s voice was small. “But I don’t know how to be with real people. What if I’m bad at it? What if I say the wrong thing or do the wrong thing or—”

“Then we’ll tell you,” Niamh said. “And you’ll learn. That’s how it works.”

“Is it?”

“Yeah.”

Cerise was quiet. Then: “I want to be good at this. At being with you. At being kept.”

“You already are,” Berto said.

She looked at him. “How do you know?”

“Because you’re here. Because you’re trying. That’s all we need.”

Cerise’s eyes filled again. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”

“You don’t have to deserve us. You just have to be you.”

She made a sound. Soft and broken. Then she stood. Crossed to where Berto sat. Knelt in front of him.

“I want to be yours,” she said. “Properly. The way Sefa is. The way Niamh is.”

Berto’s throat was tight. “Cerise—”

“Please.” Her hands found his. “I need to belong to someone. I need to be claimed. I’ve never—” Her voice broke. “I’ve never had that. And I want it. I want you.”

Through the marks, Berto caught Sefa’s encouragement. Niamh’s understanding. They knew what Cerise needed. What she was asking for.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“I’m sure.” Cerise’s green eyes were steady. “I’ve been alone my whole life. I don’t want to be alone anymore. I want to be kept. By you. By all of you.”

Berto looked at Sefa. At Niamh. They nodded.

“Okay,” he said.

Cerise’s breath shuddered. “Okay?”

“Yeah.”

She leaned forward. Her lips found his. Soft. Tentative. Like she was asking permission.

Berto kissed her back.

They moved to the cloak.

Cerise’s hands were shaking. Berto caught them, held them still.

“We can wait,” he said. “If you’re not ready.”

“I’m ready. I’m just—” She looked at Sefa and Niamh. “I’ve never done this with people watching.”

“We can leave,” Sefa offered.

“No.” Cerise’s voice was firm. “I want you here. I want—” She swallowed. “I want to belong to all of you. Not just him. All of you.”

Sefa moved to the cloak. Sat beside Cerise. Her hand found Cerise’s hair, stroked it gently. “We’re here.”

Niamh sat on Cerise’s other side. “We’re not going anywhere.”

Cerise’s eyes closed. “Thank you.”

Berto’s hands moved to the ties of her dress. The fabric was rough. Stained. It fell away easily. Underneath, her skin was pale. Marked with bruises and cuts.

“You’re beautiful,” he said.

Cerise’s eyes opened. “I’m not. I’m—”

“You are.” He traced a finger along her collarbone. “Every part of you.”

She shivered. “I don’t know what to do.”

“You don’t have to do anything. Just be here.”

“I can do that.”

Berto kissed her again. Slower this time. Cerise’s hands found his armor, fumbled with the straps. Sefa helped her. Between them, they got it off. Then his shirt. Then the rest.

Cerise’s breath was fast. Her hands moved across his chest. Tentative. Exploring.

“Is this okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I’m not—I don’t know if I’m doing this right.”

“There’s no right way. Just be you.”

She nodded. Her hands kept moving. Down his sides. Across his stomach. Lower.

Berto’s breath caught.

“Like that?” Cerise asked.

“Yeah. Like that.”

She smiled. Small and uncertain. But real.

Sefa’s hand was still in Cerise’s hair. Niamh’s hand rested on her shoulder. They were there. Present. Witnessing.

Cerise leaned back on the cloak. Berto followed. His hands moved across her skin. Gentle. Patient. The way she’d moved with the plants. Slow. Respectful.

Cerise’s breath hitched when he touched her. “Berto—”

“I’m here.”

“I know. I just—” Her voice broke. “I’ve never had this. Someone who wanted me. Someone who stayed.”

She pulled him down. Her lips found his. Desperate now. Needing.

Berto moved carefully. Cerise was thin. Fragile from fifteen days in the cage. But she held on tight. Her hands gripped his shoulders. Her legs wrapped around his waist.

He entered her slowly. Cerise gasped. Her back arched. Sefa’s hand tightened in her hair. Niamh’s hand moved to her cheek.

“We’re here,” Sefa whispered. “We’ve got you.”

Cerise’s eyes were wet. “Don’t let go.”

“We won’t.”

Berto moved. Slow and steady. Cerise moved with him. Her breath came fast. Her hands clutched at him.

“I’m yours,” she said. “I’m yours. Please—”

“You’re mine,” Berto said. “You’re ours. We’re keeping you.”

Cerise made a sound. Broken and relieved. Her body tightened around him.
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Chapter 8

They moved as a unit now.

Berto led with the sword. Sefa walked at his right shoulder, close enough that the mark on his chest pulsed warm with her presence. Niamh stayed left, her eyes scanning the ruins for inscriptions. Cerise brought up the rear, one hand trailing along the stone walls, reading the plants that grew in the cracks.

Four people. Three marks. One purpose.

The mark on Berto’s hip had settled overnight. The growing sensation had faded, leaving behind a constant awareness of living things. He could feel the grass beneath his boots. The moss on the stones. The twisted trees that lined the path north.

And he could feel when something was wrong.

“Stop,” he said.

The others halted. Sefa’s hand went to the knife at her belt—a rusted blade they’d found in the watchtower. Niamh’s fingers twitched. Cerise’s breathing went shallow.

“What is it?” Sefa asked.

Berto closed his eyes. Reached for the mark on his hip. The plants around them were agitated. Disturbed. Something had passed through recently. Something that didn’t belong.

“Something’s been here,” he said. “Moving through the ruins. The plants are—” He searched for the word. “Afraid.”

“Plants can be afraid?” Niamh asked.

“These ones can.”

Cerise moved forward. Her hand pressed against a section of wall where vines grew thick. She was quiet for a moment. Then: “She’s right. They’re scared. Something hunts here.”

“What kind of something?” Sefa’s grip tightened on the knife.

“I don’t know. But it’s big. And it’s been here more than once.”

Berto opened his eyes. The path ahead curved between two collapsed buildings. Beyond that, he could see the edge of what looked like a courtyard. And beyond that—

The mark on his chest pulled. North. Insistent.

“Someone’s there,” he said. “In the courtyard.”

“Trapped?” Niamh asked.

“Yeah.”

“Then we keep going.”

Berto looked at her. At Sefa. At Cerise. All three of them watching him. Waiting for his decision.

He’d been the one who ran before. Who walked away when things got hard. But that man had drowned in green water.

“Stay close,” he said. “And if I say run, you run.”

“We’re not leaving you,” Sefa said.

“I’m not asking you to leave me. I’m asking you to trust me.”

She held his gaze. Then nodded.

They moved forward.

The courtyard had been a textile workshop once.

Berto could see the remains of looms against the far wall. Wooden frames, half-rotted. Spools of thread scattered across the flagstones. Bolts of fabric that had decayed into colorless rags.

And in the center, suspended three feet off the ground, was a cage made of thread.

Not rope. Not cord. Individual threads. Thousands of them. Woven so tightly they looked solid. The cage was roughly spherical, maybe six feet across. And inside—

A woman.

She hung in the center, arms spread, legs bent. The threads wrapped around her wrists and ankles. Around her waist. Around her throat. Wherever they touched her skin, they’d cut through. Blood ran down her arms. Down her legs. It dripped onto the flagstones below.

She was still alive. Her chest moved. Shallow breaths.

“Berto,” Sefa whispered.

“I see her.”

The mark on his chest pulled hard. North. Toward the woman in the cage.

Berto stepped into the courtyard.

The woman’s eyes opened. They were gray. Pale. They fixed on him with an expression he couldn’t read.

“You’re real,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. Rough from screaming. “Or I’m hallucinating again.”

“I’m real.”

“Prove it.”

“How?”

“Hallucinations don’t ask questions. They just do what I expect.” She shifted slightly. The threads tightened. Fresh blood welled from the cuts on her wrists. She hissed but didn’t cry out. “So. Are you here to rescue me or watch me bleed?”

“Rescue.”

“Good luck with that.” She nodded toward the cage. “It regenerates. Cut one thread, ten more grow back. I’ve been here nine days. I’ve tried everything.”

Berto circled the cage. The threads were thin. Almost invisible in the afternoon light. But where they crossed, they formed patterns. Complex. Deliberate.

The mark on his throat burned.

Words appeared on the threads. Not written. Woven. Each thread carried part of a sentence. Together, they formed instructions.

The cage feeds on damage. Force strengthens it. Only unweaving will break the pattern.

“Niamh,” Berto said. “Come look at this.”

She moved to his side. Her eyes scanned the threads. “What am I looking for?”

“The pattern. Can you see it?”

She was quiet. Then: “Yes. It’s—it’s like a braid. But three-dimensional. Each thread loops through six others. If you cut one, the others compensate. The pattern stays intact.”

“So we can’t cut it.”

“Not without making it stronger.”

The woman in the cage laughed. Bitter. “Told you.”

“What’s your name?” Berto asked.

“Tess.”

“I’m Berto. This is Sefa, Niamh, and Cerise.”

“Wonderful. Now we all know each other. Doesn’t change the fact that I’m stuck.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“Will you?” Tess’s gray eyes were hard. “Because I’m a thread-worker. I’ve been weaving since I was six. And I can’t figure it out. So unless you’ve got some magic trick I don’t know about—”

“He has three marks,” Sefa said.

Tess went still. “Three?”

“Yeah.”

“Show me.”

Berto pulled his shirt aside. The mark over his heart glowed faintly. Red-gold. He touched his throat. The mark there was sharper. White-edged. And when he lifted his shirt, the mark on his hip was visible. Green. Living.

Tess stared. “You’re the one she’s been waiting for.”

“The Queen?”

“Who else?” Tess shifted again. More blood. “She said someone would come. Someone who could break the cages. She said when he had seven marks, she’d—” Tess stopped. “Never mind. Doesn’t matter.”

“What did she say?”

“I said it doesn’t matter.” Tess’s voice was sharp. “Just get me out of here before something comes back.”

“Before what comes back?”

“The things that patrol. They come through every few hours. Check the cages. Make sure we’re still—” She stopped. Her eyes went wide. “Run.”

“What?”

“RUN.”

Berto heard it then. A sound like metal scraping stone. Coming from the north end of the courtyard.

He turned.

Three creatures emerged from between the ruined buildings.

They were roughly human-shaped. Two arms. Two legs. A head. But wrong. Their skin was gray. Mottled. Like stone that had been carved and left unfinished. Their eyes were empty sockets. Their mouths were holes.

And they carried weapons.

Crude blades. Hammered from scrap metal. Rusted. Sharp.

The mark on Berto’s chest flared. Danger. Close. Immediate.

“Get back,” he said.

Sefa, Niamh, and Cerise moved behind him. Berto raised his sword.

The creatures didn’t slow. They moved in formation. Coordinated. One went left. One went right. One came straight at him.

Berto met the center one first.

It swung its blade in a wide arc. Berto ducked. The blade passed over his head. He came up inside its guard and drove his sword into its chest.

The blade sank in. No blood. No sound. The creature staggered back. The sword came free.

And the wound closed.

“Berto!” Sefa’s voice. “It’s healing!”

The creature on the left lunged at her. She dodged. Barely. Its blade scraped across the flagstones where she’d been standing.

Niamh grabbed a piece of broken wood from the ground. Swung it at the creature on the right. It connected with the thing’s head. The wood shattered. The creature didn’t even flinch.

“They’re not alive!” Niamh shouted. “They’re constructs!”

The center creature came at Berto again. Faster this time. Its blade caught his shoulder. Pain flared. Hot and immediate. Blood soaked into his shirt.

Berto swung back. His sword took the creature’s arm off at the elbow. The limb hit the ground. The creature paused. Looked at the stump. Then kept coming.

“Cerise!” Berto shouted. “Can you slow them down?”

“I’ll try!”

Cerise dropped to her knees. Her hands pressed against the flagstones. The mark on Berto’s hip burned. He could feel what she was doing. Calling to the plants. The vines growing in the cracks between stones. The roots beneath the courtyard.

They answered.

Vines erupted from the ground. They wrapped around the left creature’s legs. It stumbled. Fell. More vines covered it. Holding it down.

But the other two kept coming.

The right creature swung at Niamh. She threw herself backward. The blade missed her throat by inches.

Berto moved. He got between Niamh and the creature. Blocked the next swing with his sword. The impact jarred his arms. The creature was strong. Stronger than it should be.

“Sefa!” he shouted. “I need to know where to hit them!”

“I don’t know!”

“Feel for it! Use the mark!”

Sefa closed her eyes. The mark on Berto’s chest flared hot. He could feel her reaching. Searching. Looking for the creatures’ weak points.

“The head!” she shouted. “There’s something in the head! A stone or—I don’t know! But it’s the only part that’s different!”

Berto didn’t question it. He feinted left. The creature followed. He reversed. Brought his sword up in a rising cut. The blade caught the creature under the chin. Drove up through the jaw. Into the skull.

Something cracked.

The creature froze. Its arms dropped. Its blade clattered to the flagstones. Then it collapsed. Gray dust poured from the wound in its head.

One down.

The center creature came at him again. Berto was ready this time. He sidestepped. Let it pass. Spun. Drove his sword into the back of its skull.

Another crack. Another collapse.

Two down.

The third creature was still tangled in vines. It thrashed. Pulled. The vines were tearing. Cerise’s face was pale. Sweat ran down her temples.

“I can’t hold it much longer,” she said.

“You don’t have to.” Berto crossed the courtyard. Raised his sword. Brought it down on the creature’s head.

Crack.

It went still.

Three down.

Berto stood there. Breathing hard. His shoulder was on fire. Blood ran down his arm. Dripped from his fingers.

“Berto.” Sefa was at his side. Her hands found the wound. “You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re bleeding.”

“I said I’m fine.”

But he wasn’t. The courtyard tilted. His knees buckled. Sefa caught him.

“Sit down,” she said. “Now.”

He sat. The flagstones were cold beneath him.

Niamh knelt beside him. Her hands pulled his shirt aside. The wound was deep. Ragged. The creature’s blade had caught him at an angle. Cut through muscle.

“We need to stop the bleeding,” Niamh said.

“Use my cloak,” Cerise offered.

Niamh tore a strip from the fabric. Pressed it against Berto’s shoulder. He hissed.

“Sorry,” she said.

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay. You’re hurt because of us.”

“I’m hurt because I fought. That’s different.”

From the cage, Tess spoke. “You’re an idiot.”

Berto looked at her. “What?”

“You’re an idiot. You should have run. You had three women with you. You could have left. Come back later. But you stayed and fought and now you’re bleeding.”

“I wasn’t leaving you.”

“Why not? You don’t know me. I’m just another cage. Another puzzle.”

“You’re a person.”

“So?”

“So I don’t leave people behind.”

Tess was quiet. Her gray eyes moved across his face. Searching. “You mean that.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“The right thing.” Tess laughed. Bitter. “The right thing gets you killed.”

“Maybe. But I’m not dead yet.”

Tess looked at the three women around him. At Sefa pressing cloth to his wound. At Niamh checking his pulse. At Cerise watching with worried green eyes.

“You’re serious,” Tess said. “You actually care about them.”

“Yeah.”

“And they care about you.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s—” Tess stopped. Her voice went rough. “That’s not how this works. The Queen doesn’t make cages for people who matter. She makes them for people who are useful. And when you stop being useful, she throws you away.”

“I’m not the Queen.”

“No. You’re not.” Tess shifted. The threads cut deeper. She didn’t flinch. “So prove it. Get me out of here.”

Berto looked at Niamh. “Can you see the pattern?”

“Yes. But I don’t know how to unweave it without cutting.”

“What if we don’t unweave it? What if we just—” Berto stopped. The mark on his throat burned. Words appeared on the threads again.

The cage feeds on damage. But it starves without anchor.

“The anchor,” he said. “Where’s the cage anchored?”

Niamh’s eyes scanned the courtyard. “There. And there. And there.” She pointed to three spots. Each one had a metal spike driven into the flagstones. Threads ran from the spikes to the cage.

“If we pull the spikes—”

“The cage loses tension. The pattern collapses.”

“Will it hurt her?”

“I don’t know.”

Berto looked at Tess. “If we pull the anchors, the cage might collapse on you. It might cut you worse. Or it might just fall apart. I don’t know which.”

“Do it,” Tess said.

“You sure?”

“I’ve been hanging here for nine days. I’m sure.”

Berto nodded. He stood. His shoulder screamed. He ignored it.

“Sefa, Cerise—help me with the spikes.”

They moved to the first anchor. The spike was thick. Driven deep. Berto gripped it with both hands. Pulled. It didn’t move.

“Together,” Sefa said.

All three of them pulled. The spike shifted. Inch by inch, it came free.

The threads connected to it went slack. The cage sagged on one side.

Tess gasped. The threads around her waist tightened. Blood ran faster.

“Keep going,” she said through clenched teeth.

They moved to the second spike. This one came easier. The cage sagged further.

Tess’s arms dropped. The threads around her wrists loosened. She could move them now. Barely.

The third spike was the hardest. Berto’s shoulder was bleeding again. The cloth Niamh had pressed to it was soaked through. But he pulled anyway.

The spike came free.

The cage collapsed.

Threads fell like rain. They tangled around Tess. Wrapped around her legs. Her arms. Her throat. She thrashed. Tried to pull free.

“Hold still!” Niamh shouted. “You’re making it worse!”

But Tess couldn’t hold still. The threads were cutting her. Everywhere they touched, they drew blood.

Berto dropped the spike. Crossed to where Tess had fallen. He grabbed the threads. Started pulling them away. They cut his hands. His palms were slick with blood. But he kept pulling.

Sefa and Cerise joined him. Together, they unwound the threads. One by one. Slow and careful.

When the last thread came free, Tess collapsed onto the flagstones.

She was covered in blood. Her arms. Her legs. Her throat. Shallow cuts. Hundreds of them.

But she was breathing.

“Tess,” Berto said. “Can you hear me?”

Her gray eyes opened. “I hear you.”

“We need to stop the bleeding.”

“I know.” She tried to sit up. Failed. “I can’t—I can’t move.”

“Don’t move. Just stay still.”
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Chapter 9

The smithy was three streets north.

They found it by accident. Berto was looking for shelter before dark. Tess couldn’t walk more than a few steps without stumbling. His shoulder was still bleeding through the cloth Niamh had wrapped around it. They needed walls. A roof. Somewhere defensible.

The smithy had all three.

The forge was cold. Dead for years. But the building was intact. Stone walls. Heavy wooden door that still closed. Windows high enough that nothing could reach through.

Sefa and Cerise helped Tess inside. Niamh checked the corners. Made sure nothing was hiding in the shadows.

“Clear,” she said.

Berto closed the door. Dropped the bar across it. His hands left bloody prints on the wood.

“Sit,” Sefa said. “Both of you.”

Berto sat. Tess collapsed beside him. Her breathing was shallow. Fast.

“How bad?” he asked.

“Bad enough.” Tess looked at her arms. At the cuts covering her skin. “But I’ve had worse.”

“When?”

“When I was learning to weave. Thread cuts deep if you’re not careful. I wasn’t careful.” She touched one of the cuts on her forearm. “These will scar.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I earned them.” Her gray eyes moved to his shoulder. “You’re still bleeding.”

“I know.”

“Let me see.”

Berto pulled his shirt aside. The wound was worse than he’d thought. The creature’s blade had cut through muscle. Down to bone. The cloth Niamh had wrapped around it was soaked through.

Tess’s jaw tightened. “That needs stitches.”

“We don’t have thread.”

“I have thread.” She reached for the bundle Niamh had gathered from the courtyard. The threads from her cage. “I kept them for a reason.”

“You can’t use those. They’re—”

“They’re mine. And I’ll use them however I want.” She pulled a single thread free. Held it up to the light. “They cut me for nine days. Now they’ll fix you.”

Berto looked at Sefa. She nodded.

“Okay,” he said.

Tess’s hands were steady despite the blood loss. She threaded the strand through itself. Made a loop. A knot. Her fingers moved without hesitation.

“This is going to hurt,” she said.

“I know.”

“I’m not gentle.”

“I don’t need gentle.”

She looked at him. Her gray eyes were hard. Measuring. “No. I don’t think you do.”

The first stitch burned.

Tess drove the thread through his skin. Pulled it tight. Tied it off. Moved to the next spot. Her hands didn’t shake. Didn’t hesitate.

Berto’s vision blurred. He focused on breathing. In. Out. In. Out.

“You’re not screaming,” Tess said.

“Would it help?”

“No. But most people scream anyway.”

“I’m not most people.”

“No.” She pulled another stitch tight. “You’re not.”

Sefa knelt beside them. Her hand found Berto’s. He squeezed. Through the mark on his chest, he caught her worry. Her fear. But also her trust. She knew he could handle this.

Cerise sat on his other side. Her hand rested on his knee. The mark on his hip pulsed warm. He could feel her presence. Steady. Grounding.

Niamh watched from across the room. Her eyes tracked Tess’s hands. Learning. Always learning.

“Done,” Tess said finally.

Berto looked at his shoulder. Six stitches. Neat. Even. The bleeding had stopped.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Don’t thank me yet. You still have to heal.” She set the thread aside. “Now me.”

“What?”

“I can’t reach the cuts on my back. You’ll have to do them.”

Berto looked at the blood covering her skin. At the cuts on her shoulders. Her spine. Places she couldn’t see. Couldn’t reach.

“I don’t know how to stitch,” he said.

“I’ll talk you through it.”

“Tess—”

“I’m not asking. I’m telling you. Either you stitch me or I bleed out. Your choice.”

Berto took the thread.

Tess’s back was a mess.

The threads had wrapped around her when the cage collapsed. Cut deep. Some of the wounds were still bleeding.

“Start at the top,” Tess said. “Work your way down.”

Berto threaded the strand. His hands were shaking. He forced them still.

“I’ve never done this before,” he said.

“I know. Just do it anyway.”

He pressed the thread to her skin. Pushed it through. Tess hissed but didn’t pull away.

“Tighter,” she said. “It won’t hold if you’re gentle.”

Berto pulled. The thread cut into her skin. Drew the wound closed. He tied it off. Moved to the next cut.

“You fought for me,” Tess said.

“Yeah.”

“You bled.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because you needed help.”

“That’s not a reason. People need help all the time. Doesn’t mean anyone helps them.”

Berto was quiet. He focused on the stitches. On keeping his hands steady.

“My father left when I was eight,” he said finally. “Just walked out. Didn’t say goodbye. Didn’t leave a note. Just gone.”

Tess was quiet.

“I spent years wondering what I did wrong. What I could have done differently. If I’d been better, smarter, stronger—maybe he would have stayed.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“I know that now. But I didn’t know it then.” He pulled another stitch tight. “And then I got married. Thought I’d figured it out. Thought I knew how to make someone stay. But I was wrong. I led too little. Gave too little. And she left too.”

“So you’re trying to make up for it.”

“No. I’m trying to be different.” He tied off the stitch. Moved to the next cut. “I’m trying to be the person who stays. Who fights. Who bleeds if that’s what it takes.”

“That’s stupid.”

“Probably.”

“You’ll get yourself killed.”

“Maybe.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“I’m okay with trying.”

Tess was quiet for a long moment. Then: “I was a thread-worker in the capital. Best in the city. I could weave anything. Tapestries. Clothing. Armor. People paid gold for my work.”

Berto kept stitching.

“The Queen came to me five years ago. Said she needed someone who understood thread. Someone who could weave cages that wouldn’t break. I thought it was an honor. Thought it meant I mattered.”

“She used you.”

“She did. And when I figured it out, when I tried to leave—she put me in a cage made from my own thread. Said if I was so good at weaving, I should be able to escape.” Tess’s voice went flat. “I couldn’t. Nine days I hung there. Nine days I tried every pattern I knew. Nothing worked.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Just don’t lie to me. Don’t tell me I matter and then leave when things get hard. Don’t tell me you’ll stay and then walk away when someone better comes along.”

“I won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

“How?”

“Because I already chose. I chose you when I fought those creatures. I chose you when I pulled those spikes. I chose you when I started stitching your back.” He tied off the last stitch. “And I’m choosing you now.”

Tess turned. Her gray eyes were wet. “You mean that.”

“Yeah.”

“Prove it.”

“How?”

She kissed him.

Not gentle. Not tentative. Hard. Demanding. Her hands found his face. Pulled him closer.

Berto kissed her back.

Through the marks, he caught Sefa’s understanding. Niamh’s recognition. Cerise’s acceptance. They knew what Tess needed. What she was asking for.

Tess pulled back. “I’m not like them. I’m not soft. I’m not going to cry and thank you and fall into your arms.”

“I know.”

“I’m angry. I’m hard. I don’t trust easily.”

“I know.”

“And I need to know you can handle that. That you won’t break when I push back.”

“I won’t break.”

“Prove it.”

She kissed him again. Harder this time. Her teeth caught his lip. Drew blood.

Berto didn’t pull away.

Tess’s hands moved to his chest. Pushed him back. He let her. Let her take control. Let her test him.

She straddled him. Her hands found the stitches on his shoulder. Pressed. Not hard enough to tear them. But hard enough to hurt.

“Tell me to stop,” she said.

“No.”

“Tell me it’s too much.”

“It’s not.”

“Liar.” But she smiled. Small and fierce. “You’re bleeding again.”

“I know.”

“And you’re not stopping me.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because you need this. You need to know I won’t break. That I won’t leave when things get hard.” He met her eyes. “So push. Test me. I’m not going anywhere.”

Tess’s breath hitched. “You’re serious.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re really serious.”

“Yeah.”

She leaned down. Her forehead pressed against his. “I don’t know how to be soft.”

“Then don’t be soft. Be you.”

“What if that’s not enough?”

“It’s enough.”

Tess kissed him again. Slower this time. Still fierce. Still demanding. But something else underneath. Something that looked like trust.

Her hands moved to his belt. Fumbled with the buckle. Berto helped her. Between them, they got it undone. Got his pants open.

Tess didn’t wait. Didn’t ask. She just took what she needed.

Berto’s hands found her hips. Held on. Let her set the pace. Let her take control.

She moved hard. Fast. Like she was trying to prove something. To herself. To him. To the world.

Berto held on. His shoulder screamed. The stitches pulled. Fresh blood soaked into his shirt.

But he didn’t stop her.

Through the marks, he caught fragments of the others. Sefa’s hand in Cerise’s. Niamh watching with quiet understanding. They were there. Present. Witnessing.

Tess’s breath came faster. Her hands dug into his chest. Her nails drew blood.

“Don’t leave,” she said. “Don’t you dare leave.”

She came apart above him. Her body tightened. Her breath caught. And then—

The mark burned.

Not his chest. Not his throat. Not his hip. His wrists. Both of them. The sensation was sharp. Precise. Like thread being woven through his skin.

Berto gasped. His vision blurred.

Lines appeared.

Everywhere.

Connecting everything.

He could see the thread between himself and Sefa. Red-gold. Pulsing. Strong. The thread between himself and Niamh. White. Sharp. Clear. The thread between himself and Cerise. Green. Growing. Alive.

And now—

A new thread. Gray. Thin. Fragile. But there. Connecting him to Tess.

He could see other threads too. Between Sefa and Niamh. Between Cerise and Sefa. Between all of them. A web. Complex. Beautiful.

And beyond that—

Threads leading north. Toward the palace. Toward the Queen. Thick. Dark. Tangled.

And three other threads. Faint. Distant. Leading to people he hadn’t met yet. People still trapped. Still waiting.

Thread-sight, something whispered. You see the connections now. The bonds. The web.

Tess collapsed against him. Her breath was hot against his neck. “What was that?”

“The mark. The fourth one.”

“Where?”

Berto lifted his hands. The marks were visible on his wrists. Gray lines. Intricate. Like thread woven through his skin.

“I can see them,” he said. “The connections. Between us. Between everyone.”

“What do you see?”

“You. Me. Sefa. Niamh. Cerise. All of us connected.” He looked at her. “And three more. Still out there. Still trapped.”

Tess’s gray eyes were wide. “You can see that?”

“Yeah.”

“Show me.”

Berto focused on the thread between them. Made it visible. It glowed faint gray in the dim light of the smithy.

Tess reached out. Her fingers passed through it. “I can’t touch it.”

“But it’s there.”

“Yeah.” She looked at him. At the marks on his wrists. At the blood on his shoulder. “You really did it. You really bonded with me.”

“Yeah.”

“Even though I’m not soft. Even though I’m hard and angry and—”

“Even though.”

Tess’s breath shuddered. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

She was quiet. Then: “Thank you. For not breaking.”

“Thank you for testing me.”

She smiled. Small and real. “You passed.”

“Good.”

“Don’t let it go to your head.”

“I won’t.”

She climbed off him. Sat beside him. Her hand found his. Their fingers laced together.

Through the thread, Berto caught her emotions. Relief. Fear. Hope. And underneath it all—trust. Fragile. New. But there.

Sefa moved closer. Sat on Berto’s other side. Cerise and Niamh joined them. All five of them together. Connected.

“Four marks,” Niamh said.

“Yeah.”

“Three more to go.”

“Yeah.”

“And then what?”

“Then we face the Queen.”

Tess’s hand tightened around his. “She’s strong. Stronger than you know. She’s been collecting bonds for centuries. She has hundreds of threads. Maybe thousands.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“Will we?”

“We have to.”

Tess was quiet. Then: “Okay. But we need weapons. Real weapons. Not just a sword and a rusty knife.”

“Where do we get weapons?”

“From a blacksmith.”

“Do you know one?”

“I know where one is. Or was.” Tess looked north. “There’s a forge. Active. I could hear it from the cage. Hammering. Every few hours. Someone’s there. Someone’s making something.”

“Another cage?”

“Probably.”

“Then we go there. Tomorrow. After we rest.”

“No.” Tess stood. Swayed. Caught herself. “We go now.”

“You can barely stand.”

“I can stand well enough. And whoever’s in that forge has been trapped longer than I was. If they’re still making weapons, they’re still fighting. That means they’re worth saving.”

Berto looked at the others. Sefa nodded. Niamh stood. Cerise offered her hand.

“Okay,” Berto said. “We go now.”

The hammering was louder as they got closer.

Rhythmic. Steady. Metal on metal. The sound echoed through the ruins.

The forge was built into the side of a collapsed tower. Stone walls. A chimney that still stood. Smoke rose from it. Gray. Thick.

The door was open.

Inside, the forge was active. Coals glowed red. An anvil sat in the center. And beside it—

A woman.

She was tall. Broad-shouldered. Her arms were thick with muscle. Her hair was short. Dark. Her face was covered in soot and sweat.

And she was trapped.

The cage wasn’t made of light or thread or vines. It was made of metal. Living metal. Chains that moved on their own. That wrapped around her wrists. Her ankles. Her waist. Whenever she moved, they tightened. Pulled her back to the anvil.

She was making a sword.

Her hammer came down. Sparks flew. The blade on the anvil glowed orange. She flipped it. Hammered again. Her movements were precise. Practiced.

She didn’t look up when they entered.

“You’re late,” she said.

Berto stopped. “What?”

“I said you’re late. I’ve been waiting for weeks. Figured someone would come eventually. Took you long enough.”

“We didn’t know you were here.”

“Well, now you do.” She set the hammer down. Looked at them. Her eyes were dark. Hard. “So. Are you here to rescue me or just watch?”

“Rescue.”

“Good. Then get to work.” She nodded toward the chains. “Those need to come off. But they’re enchanted. Cut one, two more grow back. You’ll need to figure out the pattern.”

Berto circled the forge. The chains moved with him. Tracking. The mark on his throat burned. Words appeared on the metal.

The cage feeds on force. Strength makes it stronger. Only yielding will break the pattern.

“We can’t force it,” he said.

“I know that. I’ve been trying for three weeks. Doesn’t work.” The woman picked up her hammer again. Brought it down on the blade. “So figure out something else.”

“What’s your name?”

“Douven.”

“I’m Berto. This is—”
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Chapter 10

Douven walked ten paces behind them.

Always ten paces. Never closer. Never farther. Like she’d measured the distance and decided that was the right amount of space to keep between herself and people she didn’t trust yet.

Berto could feel her through Thread-sight. The connection was there—faint, potential, not yet formed. But her presence was solid. Watchful. Judging every step they took.

“She’s still back there,” Sefa said quietly.

“I know.”

“It’s been two hours.”

“I know.”

“Should we—”

“Leave her alone. She’ll come closer when she’s ready.”

Sefa looked back. Douven met her gaze. Didn’t smile. Didn’t nod. Just looked.

Sefa turned forward again. “She doesn’t like us.”

“She doesn’t know us yet.”

“Will she?”

“I don’t know.”

Through the marks, Berto caught Sefa’s worry. Niamh’s curiosity. Cerise’s uncertainty. Tess’s understanding—she knew what Douven was doing. Testing. Measuring. Waiting to see if they’d break.

They walked north. The ruins grew denser. More intact. Buildings that still had roofs. Walls that still stood. The palace was visible now. A dark shape against the green sky. Maybe a day’s walk. Maybe less.

“Stop,” Douven said.

Berto stopped. The others did too.

Douven walked forward. Past them. She knelt beside a section of collapsed wall. Her hand pressed against the stone.

“What is it?” Berto asked.

“This wall didn’t fall. It was pushed.” She stood. Looked north. “Something big came through here. Recently.”

“How recently?”

“Hours. Maybe less.” She turned. Met his eyes. “You’re leading us into danger.”

“I know.”

“And you’re still going?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because there are two more people trapped. And we’re not leaving without them.”

Douven’s jaw tightened. “That’s stupid.”

“Probably.”

“You’ll get everyone killed.”

“Maybe.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“I’m okay with trying.”

She stared at him. Then at the others. At Sefa standing close. At Niamh watching with quiet eyes. At Cerise with her hand on a vine growing through the rubble. At Tess with her bundle of threads.

“They follow you,” Douven said.

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“You’d have to ask them.”

“I’m asking you.”

Berto was quiet. Then: “Because I don’t leave people behind. Because I fight when I need to. Because I bleed if that’s what it takes.”

“That’s not a reason. That’s just words.”

“Then watch. See if the words match the actions.”

Douven’s eyes narrowed. “I will.”

She walked past him. Took the lead. Moved north without looking back.

Sefa looked at Berto. “Is she with us or not?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Should we trust her?”

“I don’t know that either.”

But he followed anyway. And the others followed him.

They found shelter in a building that had been a barracks once.

Stone bunks lined the walls. A fireplace at one end. Windows high enough to see out but too high for anything to climb through.

Douven checked every corner. Every shadow. Her hand never left the sword Berto had given back to her.

“Clear,” she said finally.

Cerise started a fire. Sefa and Niamh gathered water from a cistern outside. Tess sat in a corner and worked on her threads. Weaving them into something. Berto couldn’t tell what.

Douven stood by the door. Watching the ruins outside.

“You should rest,” Berto said.

“I’ll rest when I’m dead.”

“You were in that cage for three weeks. You need—”

“I need to make sure nothing kills us in our sleep.” She didn’t look at him. “You rest. I’ll watch.”

“We can take turns.”

“Can you?” She turned. Her dark eyes were hard. “You’re bleeding through your stitches. Your shoulder’s infected. You can barely lift that sword. And you want to take watch?”

Berto looked at his shoulder. She was right. The cloth was soaked through. Again.

“I can manage.”

“You can’t. But you’ll try anyway. Because you’re stubborn. Or stupid. I haven’t decided which yet.”

“Both, probably.”

She almost smiled. Almost. “Sit down. Let someone look at that wound before it kills you.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You’re bleeding. Now sit down before I make you sit down.”

Berto sat.

Douven crossed to where Tess was working. “You. Thread-worker. You know how to stitch?”

Tess looked up. “I know how to stitch.”

“Then stitch him. Those stitches are coming apart.”

“I can see that.”

“So fix it.”

Tess stood. Crossed to where Berto sat. Her hands pulled his shirt aside. The stitches had torn. Two of them. The wound was bleeding again.

“This is going to hurt,” Tess said.

“I know.”

She pulled the broken stitches free. Berto’s vision blurred. He focused on breathing.

Douven watched from the door. Her expression was unreadable.

Tess threaded a new strand. Started stitching. Her hands were steady. Practiced.

“You let him bleed,” Douven said.

“What?” Tess didn’t look up.

“You let him bleed. You saw the stitches tearing and you didn’t say anything.”

“He didn’t ask.”

“He shouldn’t have to ask. You should see it and fix it.”

Tess’s hands paused. She looked at Douven. “Are you questioning how I take care of him?”

“I’m questioning if you take care of him at all.”

“I stitched him the first time. I’m stitching him now. What more do you want?”

“I want you to pay attention. I want you to see when he’s hurting and do something about it before it gets worse.”

Tess’s jaw tightened. “I do pay attention.”

“Do you? Because from where I’m standing, you’re all so busy following him that you’re not watching him. And that’s how people die.”

Sefa stood. “We watch him.”

“Do you?” Douven turned. “Because he’s been bleeding for hours. And none of you said anything. None of you made him stop. You just kept walking.”

“He wouldn’t have stopped,” Niamh said quietly.

“Then you make him stop. You’re bonded to him. You’re connected. That means you take care of him. Even when he won’t take care of himself.”

The room was quiet.

Douven looked at each of them. “You want to follow him? Fine. But if you’re going to follow him, you protect him. You watch his back. You make sure he doesn’t bleed out because he’s too stubborn to admit he’s hurt.” She turned back to the door. “Otherwise, you’re just dead weight.”

Berto’s chest was tight. “Douven—”

“Don’t. I’m not interested in excuses. I’m interested in whether you’re worth following. And right now, I’m not convinced.”

She walked out. Into the ruins. Into the dark.

Sefa moved to follow. Berto caught her hand.

“Let her go,” he said.

“She’s alone out there.”

“She wants to be alone.”

“What if something attacks her?”

“Then she’ll fight. And we’ll hear it. And we’ll help.” He looked at Sefa. At the worry in her eyes. “She’s testing us. Let her test.”

Sefa sat back down. But her hand stayed in his.

Tess finished the stitches. Tied them off. “She’s right, you know.”

“About what?”

“About us not watching you. About letting you bleed.” She looked at the wound. At the fresh stitches. “We should have made you stop.”

“I wouldn’t have stopped.”

“That’s not the point. The point is we should have tried.” She set the thread aside. “She’s a protector. She sees things we don’t. And she’s right. If we’re going to keep you, we need to protect you. Even from yourself.”

Berto didn’t answer. Through the marks, he caught their emotions. Sefa’s guilt. Niamh’s understanding. Cerise’s worry.

They were learning. All of them. How to be together. How to take care of each other.

But Douven was still outside. Still alone. Still testing.

She came back an hour later.

Walked through the door like she’d never left. Sat against the wall opposite Berto. Her sword rested across her knees.

“Nothing out there,” she said. “For now.”

“Good.”

“But there will be. Whatever pushed that wall is still close. I can feel it.”

“How?”

“I’m a blacksmith. I know metal. I know weapons. I know when something’s hunting.” She looked at him. “And something’s hunting.”

“Then we’ll be ready.”

“Will you?” She nodded at his shoulder. “You can barely lift your sword. Half your group has never fought. And you’re walking into the palace where the Queen is waiting. You’re not ready. You’re just stubborn.”

“Maybe.”

“Definitely.” She was quiet for a moment. “Why are you doing this?”

“Doing what?”

“This. All of it. Rescuing people. Collecting bonds. Walking toward certain death.”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“It’s the only reason I have.”

Douven’s eyes narrowed. “You really believe that.”

“Yeah.”

“You really think doing the right thing matters.”

“Yeah.”

“Even if it gets you killed.”

“Even then.”

She was quiet. Then: “You’re an idiot.”

“Probably.”

“But you’re a committed idiot. I’ll give you that.”

She closed her eyes. Leaned her head back against the wall. Within minutes, she was asleep.

Berto watched her. Through Thread-sight, he could see the potential connection. Faint. Fragile. But there.

She was testing. But she was also watching. Learning. Deciding.

He just had to prove he was worth the decision.

The attack came at midnight.

Berto woke to the sound of metal scraping stone. Louder than before. Closer.

He was on his feet before his eyes opened. Sword in hand. Shoulder screaming.

“Everyone up,” he said.

The others woke. Sefa grabbed her knife. Niamh picked up a piece of wood. Cerise’s hands pressed to the floor. Tess wrapped threads around her fists.

Douven was already at the door. Sword raised.

“How many?” Berto asked.

“Six. Maybe more.” She looked back at him. “Can you fight?”

“I can fight.”

“Can you win?”

“I can try.”

She almost smiled. “Good enough.”

The door exploded inward.

Not opened. Not pushed. Exploded. Wood and metal flew across the room.

Six creatures poured through. Bigger than the ones in the courtyard. Taller. Broader. Their weapons were better. Sharper. Newer.

And they moved faster.

The first one came at Berto. He blocked. The impact jarred his arms. His shoulder tore. Fresh blood soaked through the stitches.

He swung back. His blade caught the creature’s arm. Barely scratched it.

The second creature came at Sefa. She dodged. Its blade missed her by inches. She stabbed with her knife. The blade sank into its chest. The creature didn’t slow.

Niamh swung her wood at the third creature. It shattered. The creature backhanded her. She flew across the room. Hit the wall. Didn’t get up.

“Niamh!” Cerise screamed.

Vines erupted from the floor. They wrapped around the creature’s legs. Pulled it down. But two more took its place.

Tess threw her threads. They wrapped around one creature’s throat. Pulled tight. The creature clawed at them. Kept coming.

Douven fought two at once. Her sword moved in precise arcs. Blocking. Striking. Driving them back. But they were strong. Stronger than her.

One of them got past her guard. Its blade came down.

Berto moved.

He didn’t think. Didn’t plan. Just moved.

He threw himself between Douven and the creature. His sword came up. Blocked the strike.

The impact drove him to his knees.

The creature raised its blade again.

Berto couldn’t block. Couldn’t move. His shoulder was gone. His arms were numb.

The blade came down.

Douven’s sword took the creature’s head off.

It collapsed. Gray dust poured from the wound.

Berto fell forward. Caught himself on his hands. Blood dripped onto the stone floor.

“Berto!” Sefa’s voice. Distant. Scared.

He tried to stand. Couldn’t. His legs wouldn’t work.

Douven stood over him. Her sword moved in a blur. Blocking. Striking. Keeping the creatures back.

“Stay down,” she said.

“I can—”

“You can’t. Stay down.”

She fought three creatures at once. Her sword was everywhere. Precise. Deadly. But she was tiring. Slowing.

One creature got through. Its blade caught her side. She gasped. Stumbled.

Berto forced himself up. His sword was heavy. Too heavy. But he lifted it anyway.

He drove it into the creature’s back. Through the spine. Into the skull.

It collapsed.

Douven turned. Looked at him. Blood ran from the wound in her side.

“I told you to stay down,” she said.

“I don’t take orders well.”

She laughed. Harsh. Pained. “No. You don’t.”

The last three creatures circled them. Berto and Douven stood back to back. Both bleeding. Both barely standing.

“Can you fight?” Douven asked.

“I can try.”

“That’s all I need.”

They moved together.

Berto took the left creature. Douven took the right. Sefa and Tess took the center one.

Berto’s sword was slow. Clumsy. But he kept swinging. Kept blocking. Kept moving.

The creature’s blade caught his leg. He fell. Rolled. Came up swinging.

His blade took the creature’s arm off. Then its head.

It collapsed.

Douven finished the right creature. Sefa and Tess brought down the center one.

Silence.

Berto knelt on the floor. Breathing hard. Blood everywhere. His shoulder. His leg. His hands.

Douven knelt beside him. Her hand found his face. Turned it toward her.

“You threw yourself in front of me,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“You took a hit meant for me.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because you matter.”
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Chapter 11

The tower held.

Berto sat against the wall while Cerise cleaned his wounds. The leg wasn’t as bad as it looked—shallow, already clotting. His shoulder was worse. The stitches had torn again. Tess re-did them without speaking. Her hands were steady.

Douven stood by the window. Watching the palace. Her side was bandaged. The wound there would scar, but it wasn’t deep.

“We should rest,” Sefa said. “All of us. Before we keep moving.”

“We’ve been resting,” Douven said. “For three hours. That’s enough.”

“Berto can barely stand.”

“He’ll stand when he needs to.” Douven turned from the window. “And he needs to. Because we’re running out of time.”

“What do you mean?” Niamh asked. She was sitting up now. Her ribs were wrapped. Breathing hurt, but she could move.

“The creatures are getting stronger. More coordinated. The Queen knows we’re coming. She’s preparing.” Douven crossed to where Berto sat. “We need to move. Now. Before she’s ready.”

Berto looked at the five women around him. Sefa with her knife. Niamh with her wrapped ribs. Cerise with dirt under her nails from calling vines. Tess with threads wrapped around her wrists. Douven with her sword and her fierce eyes.

Five bonds. Five marks burning on his skin. Five threads connecting him to people who mattered.

They were ready. Or as ready as they’d ever be.

“Okay,” he said. “We go now.”

The palace was closer than it looked.

They moved through ruins that grew more intact as they went north. Buildings with roofs. Walls that stood straight. Streets that were almost level.

And no creatures.

“Where are they?” Sefa asked.

“Waiting,” Douven said. “Inside.”

The palace gates were open.

Not broken. Not forced. Just open. Like an invitation.

Berto stopped at the threshold. Through Iron-sense, he could feel the structure. Massive. Complex. The metal framework went deep. Deeper than it should. The building was older than the island. Older than the ruins.

“It’s a trap,” Tess said.

“I know.”

“We’re walking into it anyway.”

“Yeah.”

She looked at him. Her gray eyes were hard. “You’re sure about this?”

“No. But we’re doing it anyway.”

Tess almost smiled. “Good enough.”

They crossed the threshold together.

The entrance hall was empty.

Marble floors. Stone columns. A ceiling so high it disappeared into shadow. And at the far end, a staircase. Wide. Sweeping. Leading up.

“The throne room’s at the top,” Douven said. “I can feel it.”

“How?”

“The metal. It’s all pointing up. Like everything in this place was built to support what’s above.”

Berto nodded. Through Thread-sight, he could see the connections. Threads leading up the stairs. Thick. Dark. Tangled. The Queen was there. Waiting.

They climbed.

The stairs went on forever. Up and up. Past empty halls. Past locked doors. Past windows that showed the green sky outside.

And still no creatures.

“This is wrong,” Sefa said. “Where are they?”

“She doesn’t need them,” Niamh said quietly. “She knows we’re coming. She’s letting us come.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

They reached the top.

The throne room doors were open. Massive. Metal-bound. The hinges were polished. Recently used.

Beyond them, light.

Berto stepped through.

The throne room was beautiful.

That was the first thing he noticed. Not dangerous. Not threatening. Beautiful.

The floor was white marble. Veined with gold. The walls were covered in tapestries. Scenes of islands. Of ships. Of people kneeling. The ceiling was glass. Green light poured through.

And at the far end, on a throne of black stone, sat the Witch Queen.

She was younger than Berto expected. Maybe thirty. Maybe younger. Her hair was dark. Long. Her skin was pale. Perfect. Her dress was simple. Black. No jewelry. No crown.

But her eyes.

Her eyes were old. Ancient. They looked at Berto and saw everything. Every choice. Every failure. Every moment of weakness.

“Right on schedule,” she said.

Her voice was soft. Pleasant. Like she was greeting guests.

Berto’s hand tightened on his sword. The five women spread out beside him. Ready.

The Queen smiled. “You brought them all. How wonderful.”

“Let them go,” Berto said.

“Let who go?”

“The others. The ones still trapped. The sixth and seventh.”

“Oh, them.” The Queen waved a hand. “They’re not trapped. They’re waiting. There’s a difference.”

“Waiting for what?”

“For you, of course. For all seven bonds to form. For the web to complete.” She stood. Moved down the steps from her throne. Her feet were bare. They made no sound on the marble. “You’ve done so well. Better than I expected, honestly. Five bonds in less than a week. That’s impressive.”

“We’re not here to impress you.”

“No? Then why are you here?”

“To stop you.”

The Queen laughed. It was a beautiful sound. Musical. “Stop me from what? I haven’t done anything. I’ve just been watching. Waiting. Letting you collect what’s mine.”

“They’re not yours.”

“Aren’t they?” She moved closer. Berto’s marks burned. All five of them. Hot. Urgent. “Let me show you something.”

She spoke one word.

“MINE.”

The world inverted.

Berto gasped. The marks on his skin went cold. Ice-cold. The threads connecting him to the five women—red-gold, white, green, gray, silver—reversed.

Power drained out of him.

Not slowly. Not gently. Like water through a broken dam. Everything he’d gained—Hearth-sense, Word-sight, Green-tongue, Thread-sight, Iron-sense—flowed backward. Through the threads. Into the Queen.

She inhaled. Her eyes closed. “Oh, that’s lovely. That’s exactly what I needed.”

Berto fell to his knees. The marks were still there. Still visible. But empty. Hollow. Dead things burned into his skin.

“What—” His voice was rough. “What did you do?”

“I took what’s mine. What was always mine.” The Queen opened her eyes. They glowed faintly. Red-gold and white and green and gray and silver all mixed together. “Did you really think the bonds only worked one way? That you could collect power without consequence?”

Berto looked at the women.

Sefa stood frozen. Her eyes were glazed. Empty. Her hand still held the knife, but she wasn’t moving.

Niamh’s mouth was open. Mid-breath. Stopped.

Cerise’s hands were raised. Reaching for something that wasn’t there.

Tess’s threads hung limp from her wrists.

Douven’s sword was half-raised. Her face was locked in an expression of rage.

“What did you do to them?” Berto’s voice broke.

“Nothing permanent. Yet.” The Queen walked to Sefa. Ran a finger down her cheek. “They’re mine now. The bonds connect them to you, and you to me. Which means they’re mine to command. Mine to use. Mine to break.”

“No.”

“Yes.” She moved to Niamh. Touched her hair. “I’ve been pulling the threads since the beginning. Since you freed the first one. Every bond you formed fed me. Every mark you earned gave me more power. You’ve been collecting for me. Building my web.”

“That’s not—”

“It is. The cages were never meant to hold them forever. Just long enough. Long enough for someone like you to come along. Someone desperate. Someone who needed to be needed. Someone who would form bonds without thinking about the cost.”

Berto tried to stand. His legs wouldn’t work. The marks were cold. Dead weight on his skin.

“You’re wondering why,” the Queen said. She moved to Cerise. Pressed a hand to her chest. “Why go through all this trouble? Why not just take them myself?” She smiled. “Because bonds formed through desperation are stronger. Bonds formed through need are deeper. And bonds formed through—” She looked at Berto. “—through love? Those are the strongest of all.”

“I don’t—”

“You do. You love them. All five of them. In different ways, perhaps. But you love them. And that makes the bonds unbreakable. Which makes them perfect.” She moved to Tess. Wrapped a thread around her finger. “Perfect anchors. Perfect sources. Perfect fuel.”

“Let them go.”

“Why would I do that? I’ve been waiting centuries for this. Collecting bonds one at a time. Weak bonds. Shallow bonds. Bonds formed through fear or obligation or simple transaction. But these?” She gestured at the five women. “These are real. These will last. These will feed me for years.”

Berto’s hands pressed against the marble. He tried to reach for the marks. For the threads. For anything.

Nothing.

The connections were still there. He could see them through Thread-sight—the only power that hadn’t completely drained. But they were reversed. Flowing away from him. Into the Queen.

“I’ll give you a choice,” the Queen said. She moved back to her throne. Sat. “You can surrender willingly. Let me keep the bonds. Let me use them. And I’ll let you live. I’ll even let you stay with them. You can watch them serve me. Watch them obey. Watch them forget they ever chose you.”

“Or?”

“Or you can resist. And I’ll break them. One by one. Right in front of you.” She leaned forward. “Would you like to see?”

“Don’t—”

The Queen’s hand moved. A gesture. Casual.

Sefa screamed.

Not a normal scream. This was agony. Pure. Unfiltered. Her body convulsed. The knife fell from her hand. She collapsed.

“Stop!” Berto shouted. “Stop it!”

The Queen’s hand moved again. Sefa went silent. Still. Her chest moved. Breathing. But her eyes were empty.

“That was mild,” the Queen said. “I can do worse. Would you like to see?”

“Please—”

Another gesture.

Niamh’s hands went to her face. Her nails dug in. Drew blood. She clawed at her own skin. Tearing. Ripping.

“Stop! Please!”

The Queen stopped. Niamh’s hands dropped. Blood ran down her face. But she didn’t move. Didn’t react.

“You see?” the Queen said. “They’re mine. Completely. And I can make them do anything. Feel anything. Be anything.” She stood. Walked down the steps. “So. What’s your choice? Surrender? Or watch me break them?”

Berto’s vision blurred. The marks on his skin were ice. The threads were reversed. The power was gone.

He had nothing. No strength. No abilities. No way to fight.

“I—” His voice broke. “I can’t—”

“You can’t what? Save them? You’re right. You can’t.” The Queen knelt in front of him. Her face was inches from his. “You never could. This was always how it ended. You were always going to kneel. You were always going to break. I’ve seen it a hundred times. A thousand times. Men like you. Women like you. People who think love is enough. People who think bonds make them strong.”

“They do—”

“They don’t. Bonds make you weak. Bonds make you vulnerable. Bonds give me leverage.” She touched his face. Her fingers were cold. “And now I have all the leverage I need.”

Berto’s hands were shaking. His whole body was shaking.

“Please,” he said. “Please don’t hurt them.”

“Then surrender.”

“I—”

A sound.

Quiet. Choked. From across the room.

Sefa.

Her mouth moved. Her eyes were still glazed. But her mouth moved.

“The—” Her voice was barely there. “The seventh—”

The Queen’s head snapped toward her. “Quiet.”

“—cage—” Sefa’s whole body was shaking. Fighting. “In the—palace’s—core—”

“I said quiet.”

“—free her—”

The Queen’s hand moved. Sefa’s mouth snapped shut. Her eyes rolled back. She collapsed completely.

But the words hung in the air.

The seventh cage. In the palace’s core. Free her.

The Queen turned back to Berto. Her expression was different now. Not amused. Not pleasant.

Angry.

“Clever,” she said. “She’s stronger than I thought. But it doesn’t matter. You can’t reach the core. You can’t even stand.”

She was right.

Berto knelt on the marble. The marks were cold. The threads were reversed. The women were controlled. Puppets. Empty.

He had nothing.

The Queen stood. Walked back to her throne. Sat.

“I’ll give you time to think,” she said. “Time to understand what you’ve lost. What you’ll never get back.” She gestured. The five women moved. Not walking. Dragged by invisible threads. They arranged themselves around the throne. Kneeling. Heads bowed. “And when you’re ready to surrender, when you’re ready to accept that you’ve failed—come find me. I’ll be waiting.”

She smiled.

“I’m always waiting.”

The throne room doors slammed shut.

Berto knelt alone on the white marble. Blood from his wounds pooled beneath him. The marks on his skin were cold. Dead. The threads were reversed. The power was gone.

And five women knelt around a throne. Controlled. Broken. Lost.

Everything he’d built. Everyone he’d saved. Everyone he’d bonded with.

Gone.

The Queen had taken it all.

And he had nothing left to fight with.

Her breath hitched. “You don’t know me.”

“I know enough.”

“You could have died.”
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Chapter 12

Time passed. Berto didn’t know how much.

He knelt on the marble. Blood pooled beneath him. The marks on his skin were ice. Dead weight. Scars that meant nothing.

The throne room was empty. The Queen had taken the five women somewhere. Deeper into the palace. Somewhere he couldn’t follow.

He should stand. Should move. Should do something.

But what?

The power was gone. The threads were reversed. The women were controlled.

He had nothing.

His father’s voice in his head: You never finish anything. You start strong and then you quit.

His ex-wife’s voice: You never fought for us. You just let me go.

They were right. They’d always been right.

He was the man who walked away. Who gave up. Who knelt on marble floors and bled and did nothing.

Except.

Sefa’s voice. Broken. Fighting. One moment of clarity before the Queen silenced her.

The seventh cage. In the palace’s core. Free her.

Berto’s hands pressed against the marble. Cold. Smooth. Real.

Sefa had fought. Even controlled. Even broken. She’d fought to give him those words.

The seventh cage.

He didn’t know what that meant. Didn’t know who was in it. Didn’t know if it mattered.

But Sefa had fought to tell him.

That had to mean something.

Berto stood.

His legs shook. His shoulder screamed. The wound in his leg opened again. Fresh blood ran down to his boot.

But he stood.

The throne room doors were closed. Locked. He could see the mechanism—complex, metal, enchanted. Without Iron-sense, he couldn’t open it.

He turned. Looked for another way out.

There. A door behind the throne. Small. Easy to miss. Servants’ entrance, probably.

He walked. Each step was agony. The marks on his skin were dead weight. Cold. Wrong.

But he walked anyway.

The door opened.

Beyond it, a corridor. Narrow. Dark. The walls were stone. Undecorated. This was the palace’s skeleton. The parts guests never saw.

Berto moved forward. The corridor twisted. Turned. Branched. He took the left path. Then right. Then left again.

The palace was changing.

Not obviously. Not dramatically. But the walls were closer than they’d been. The ceiling was lower. The floor sloped down when it should have been level.

Reality was bending. Warping. This was the Queen’s domain. Her power saturated everything.

Berto’s marks were cold. But Thread-sight—the last fragments of it—still worked. Barely. He could see faint lines. Connections. Most led back up. Toward the throne room. Toward the Queen.

But one led down.

Thin. Fragile. Almost invisible. But there.

He followed it.

The corridor ended at stairs.

Stone. Steep. Leading down into darkness.

Berto descended.

The air grew colder. Damper. The walls were wet. Water ran down them in thin streams. The green light from above didn’t reach here. He moved by touch. One hand on the wall. One foot in front of the other.

Down.

Down.

Down.

The stairs went on forever. Or maybe time was broken here too. Maybe he’d been walking for minutes. Maybe hours.

His shoulder was numb. His leg was worse. He could feel blood in his boot. Sloshing with each step.

But he kept moving.

The thread led down. So he went down.

The stairs ended at a door.

Metal. Old. The hinges were rusted. The handle was cold.

Berto pushed. The door opened.

Beyond it, a room.

Circular. Maybe thirty feet across. The walls were stone. Carved with symbols he couldn’t read. Not without Word-sight. The ceiling was high. Lost in shadow.

And in the center, suspended in the air, was a cage.

Not made of light. Not made of thread or vines or metal. This cage was made of geometry.

Impossible geometry.

Lines that shouldn’t connect. Angles that didn’t exist. Planes that intersected in ways that hurt to look at. The cage folded in on itself. Unfolded. Refolded. Constantly shifting. Never the same shape twice.

And inside—

A woman.

She flickered.

Like Niamh had. Visible one moment. Invisible the next. But worse. When she was visible, she was fragmented. An arm here. A leg there. Her face split across three different planes of existence.

When she was invisible, Berto could hear her.

Humming.

A melody. Soft. Sad. Familiar. He’d heard it before. Years ago. His ex-wife used to hum it while she cooked.

The woman flickered visible again. Her eyes found him.

They were brown. Warm. Tired.

“You’re real,” she said. Her voice came from three directions at once. “Or I’m hallucinating again. I do that now. Hallucinate. It’s been so long I can’t remember what’s real anymore.”

“I’m real,” Berto said.

“Prove it.”

“How?”

“Tell me something true. Something that hurts. Hallucinations don’t hurt. They just show me what I want to see.”

Berto’s throat was tight. “I failed my wife. I didn’t fight for her. I let her leave. And I’ve been running from that ever since.”

The woman flickered. Solidified slightly. Her eyes were wet.

“That’s true,” she said. “That hurts. You’re real.”

“What’s your name?”

“Marisol.” She flickered again. An arm disappeared. Reappeared on the other side of the cage. “I was a musician. Court musician. I played for the Queen. For her guests. For anyone who’d listen.”

“How long have you been here?”

“I don’t know. Years. Maybe longer. Time doesn’t work right in this cage. Sometimes I’m here for days. Sometimes for seconds. Sometimes I’m not here at all. I’m somewhere else. Somewhen else.” She looked at him. Her face was whole for a moment. She looked like his ex-wife. Not exactly. But close enough. “You’re the one she’s been waiting for.”

“The Queen?”

“Who else? She said someone would come. Someone who’d collect the bonds. Someone who’d build the web for her.” Marisol’s voice was gentle. Not accusing. Just stating fact. “You did it. You collected five. You built the web. And she took it.”

“Yeah.”

“And now you’re here. Looking for the seventh. Looking for me.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because someone told me to. Because—” Berto stopped. “Because I don’t know what else to do.”

Marisol smiled. Sad. Understanding. “You’re afraid.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re afraid you failed them. The five women. The ones you bonded with. You’re afraid you led them into a trap. You’re afraid you’re not strong enough to save them.”

“I’m not strong enough. The Queen took everything. The power. The bonds. All of it.”

“Did she?”

“You saw it. You must have. The threads reversed. The marks went cold. She took it all.”

“She took the power. But did she take the bonds?”

Berto was quiet. Through Thread-sight—the fragments that remained—he could still see the connections. Thin. Reversed. But there.

“The threads are still there,” he said slowly.

“Yes.”

“But they’re flowing the wrong way.”

“Are they?” Marisol flickered. Her hand reached toward him. Passed through the geometry. Disappeared. Reappeared. “Or are they flowing the way she forced them to flow?”

“I don’t understand.”

“The Queen doesn’t understand bonds. Not real ones. She understands control. Ownership. Force. She takes what she wants and holds it tight and never lets go.” Marisol’s voice was soft. Patient. Like she was teaching. “But bonds don’t work that way. Real bonds require two people. Two choices. Two needs.”

“I needed them.”

“Did you? Or did you need to be needed?”

Berto’s chest was tight. “What’s the difference?”

“Everything.” Marisol flickered. Her face was whole again. Brown eyes looking at him with something like pity. “You’re afraid of being needed. Because someone needed you once. Your wife. And you failed her. You didn’t give her what she needed. And she left. And you’ve been running from that ever since.”

“I’m not running. I’m here. I fought. I bled. I—”

“You collected bonds. You saved women. You let them need you. But did you need them back?”

Berto opened his mouth. Closed it.

“You let Sefa need you,” Marisol said. “But did you need her? Or did you just need to feel like you weren’t failing someone again?”

“I—”

“You let Niamh need you. But did you need her? Or did you just need to prove you could see someone?”

“That’s not—”

“You let Cerise need you. Tess. Douven. All of them. You let them need you. You gave them what they asked for. But did you ask for anything back?” Marisol’s voice was gentle. Not cruel. Just honest. “Did you let yourself need them? Or were you too afraid?”

Berto’s hands were shaking. “I don’t know how to need people. Every time I’ve needed someone, they’ve left.”

“So you stopped needing. You stopped asking. You just gave and gave and gave. And you thought that would be enough.” Marisol flickered. “But bonds don’t work that way. Bonds require both people to need. Both people to give. Both people to choose.”

“The Queen—”

“The Queen took the power by force. She reversed the threads. She made them flow toward her. But she can’t make you stop needing them. She can’t make them stop needing you. Not unless you let her.”

Berto looked at the threads. Thin. Reversed. Flowing away from him.

“How do I stop her?”

“You don’t stop her. You choose.” Marisol’s hand reached toward him again. This time it stayed solid. “You choose to need them. You choose to pull the threads back. You choose to let yourself be vulnerable. To let yourself ask for help. To let yourself admit you can’t do this alone.”

“I can’t do this alone.”

“Then don’t.”

“But they’re controlled. They’re—”

“They’re bonded to you. The Queen can control their bodies. She can make them kneel. She can make them obey. But she can’t control what they feel. She can’t control what they choose. Not deep down. Not where it matters.” Marisol’s eyes were steady. “You gave the bonds through love. She took them through force. Love is stronger. But only if you choose it. Only if you’re willing to need them as much as they need you.”

Berto’s throat was tight. “I don’t know if I can.”

“You can. You’re just afraid.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s okay. Fear doesn’t mean you can’t. It just means it matters.”

Berto looked at the cage. At the impossible geometry. At Marisol flickering inside.

“How do I get you out?”

“You don’t. Not with power. Not with strength. The cage feeds on those.” She flickered. “You get me out by remembering.”

“Remembering what?”

“Why you’re here. Why you came. Why you didn’t stay on that marble floor and give up.” Her voice was soft. “You came because someone told you to. Because Sefa fought to give you those words. Because even controlled, even broken, she chose to help you. That’s a bond. That’s what matters.”

Berto closed his eyes. Remembered Sefa’s voice. Broken. Fighting.

The seventh cage. In the palace’s core. Free her.

She’d fought for him. Even when the Queen controlled her. Even when she had nothing left. She’d fought.

Because she needed him.

And he needed her.

He opened his eyes. Looked at the cage. At the geometry.

It wasn’t impossible. It was just complicated. It was just—

A puzzle.

Like the light-cage. Like the book-cage. Like all the others.

But this one didn’t require power. It required understanding.

He walked around the cage. Watched how it shifted. How it folded. How the planes intersected.

There. A pattern. Subtle. Easy to miss. But there.

The cage wasn’t random. It was a sequence. A melody.

Marisol’s melody.

The one she’d been humming. The one his ex-wife used to hum.

Berto hummed it back.

Quiet. Uncertain. He’d never been good at music.

But he tried.

The cage shifted. The geometry changed. Aligned.

He kept humming. Followed the melody. Let it guide him.

The cage unfolded. Plane by plane. Angle by angle. Until it was just lines. Just threads. Just connections.

Marisol fell.

Berto caught her.

She was solid. Whole. Real. Her weight was in his arms. Her breath was warm against his neck.

“You did it,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“You remembered.”

“Yeah.”

She pulled back. Looked at him. Her brown eyes were wet. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. We still have to get out of here. We still have to—”

“We will.” Her hand found his face. “But first, you need to understand something.”

“What?”

“The bonds work both ways. The Queen took the power. But you can take it back. You can pull the threads. You can reverse the flow. But only if you’re willing to need them. Only if you’re willing to ask.”

“How?”

“You bond with me. You form the sixth mark. And then you use it. You use all six. You pull the threads back. One by one. You choose to need them. And they’ll choose to need you back. Even controlled. Even broken. The bonds will answer. Because love is stronger than force. Always.”

Berto’s chest was tight. “What if it doesn’t work?”

“Then we fail. But at least we’ll fail trying. At least we’ll fail together.” She smiled. Small. Sad. “That’s what bonds are. Choosing to try. Choosing to need. Choosing to be vulnerable. Even when it’s scary. Even when it might not work.”

Berto looked at her. At her brown eyes. At her face that looked like his ex-wife’s but wasn’t.

“I’m afraid,” he said.

“I know.”

“I’m afraid I’ll fail again.”

“You might. But you might not. You won’t know unless you try.”

“What if I hurt you? What if I—”

“Then you hurt me. And we’ll deal with it. Together.” Her hand was still on his face. “But you won’t know unless you let yourself need me. Unless you let yourself be vulnerable. Unless you choose.”

Berto’s hands were shaking. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yeah. I choose. I choose to need you. I choose to try. I choose—” His voice broke. “I choose to stop running.”

Marisol’s eyes filled. “Then let’s begin.”

She kissed him.

Not desperate like Sefa. Not testing like Tess. Not fierce like Douven. This was gentle. Patient. Understanding.

This was someone who saw his fear and didn’t turn away.

Berto kissed her back.

And for the first time since the throne room, the marks on his skin weren’t cold.

They were warm.

Faint. Fragile. But warm.

The threads were still reversed. The power was still gone. The five women were still controlled.

But hope—

Hope was returning.

“But I didn’t.”

“You almost did.”

“Almost doesn’t count.”

She stared at him. Her dark eyes were wet. “You really did it. You really bled for me.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it’s true.” She pulled him closer. “But you’re my idiot now.”

She kissed him.

Not gentle. Not tentative. Hard. Fierce. Claiming.

Berto kissed her back.

Through the marks, he caught the others’ understanding. Sefa’s acceptance. Niamh’s relief—she was awake, hurt but alive. Cerise’s recognition. Tess’s approval.

Douven pulled back. “I’m keeping you.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t let go of what’s mine.”

“Okay.”

“And if you ever throw yourself in front of a blade for me again, I’ll kill you myself.”

“Noted.”

She kissed him again. Her hands found his armor. Started pulling it off. Berto helped. Between them, they got it free.

“Here?” he asked.

“Here. Now. Before you bleed out and I lose my chance.”

“I’m not going to bleed out.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know enough.”

She pushed him down. Onto his back. Straddled him. Her hands moved to her belt. Got it undone. Got her pants open.

“This is going to hurt,” she said.

“I know.”

“And you’re still doing it.”

“Yeah.”

“Good.” She lowered herself onto him. Berto gasped. His shoulder screamed. His leg was on fire.

But he didn’t stop her.

Douven moved. Hard. Fast. Fierce. Like she was claiming him. Marking him. Making sure he knew who he belonged to.

Berto’s hands found her hips. Held on.

Through the marks, he caught fragments of the others. Sefa helping Niamh sit up. Cerise tending wounds. Tess watching with quiet approval.

They were there. Present. Witnessing.

Douven’s breath came faster. Her hands pressed against his chest. Her nails drew blood.

“You’re mine,” she said. “Say it.”

“I’m yours.”

“Say it again.”

“I’m yours.”

“Good.” She moved harder. Faster. “And I’m keeping you. No matter what. No matter who comes. You’re mine and I don’t let go.”

“I know.”

She made a sound. Broken and fierce. Her body tightened around him.

And then the mark burned.

Not his chest. Not his throat. Not his hip. Not his wrists. His spine. Base of his skull. The sensation was hard. Solid. Unyielding.

Like metal being forged.

Berto gasped. His vision went white.

Metal.

Everywhere.

He could sense it. The sword beside him. The nails in the walls. The hinges on the broken door. The weapons the creatures had carried.

And deeper. The structure of the building. The iron rods holding the stone together. The metal framework beneath the palace in the distance.

He could feel the integrity of it all. What was strong. What was weak. What would hold. What would break.

Iron-sense, something whispered. You know metal now. You know what’s forged. What’s made. What endures.

Douven collapsed against him. Her breath was hot against his neck. “What was that?”

“The mark. The fifth one.”

“Where?”

Berto reached back. Touched the base of his skull. The mark was there. Hard. Raised. Like metal embedded in his skin.

“I can feel it,” he said. “Metal. Everywhere. I can sense the structure of things. What’s strong. What’s weak.”

“Show me.”

Berto focused on the sword beside them. Made it visible through Thread-sight. The metal glowed faint silver.

Douven reached out. Her fingers passed through the glow. “I can’t touch it.”

“But it’s there.”

“Yeah.” She looked at him. At the mark on his spine. At the blood on his shoulder and leg. “You really did it. You really bonded with me.”

“Yeah.”

“Even though I tested you. Even though I pushed back. Even though I—”

“Even though.”

Her breath shuddered. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

She was quiet. Then: “Thank you. For bleeding for me.”

“Thank you for keeping me.”

She smiled. Small and fierce. “I’m not letting you go. Ever.”

“Good.”

She climbed off him. Sat beside him. Her hand found his. Their fingers laced together.

Through the thread, Berto caught her emotions. Hard-won. Earned. Real.

Sefa moved closer. Knelt beside them. “Niamh’s hurt. Broken ribs. Maybe worse.”

“Can she walk?”

“I don’t know.”

Berto forced himself to sit up. His shoulder screamed. His leg was worse. But he moved anyway.

Niamh sat against the wall. Her face was pale. Her breathing was shallow.

“How bad?” he asked.

“Bad enough.” She tried to smile. Failed. “But I’m alive.”

“We need to rest. All of us. Before we keep moving.”

“We can’t rest here,” Douven said. “Those creatures came from somewhere. More will come.”

“Then we find somewhere else.”

“Where?”

Berto closed his eyes. Reached for the marks. Five of them now. Five threads connecting him to five women. Five powers flowing through him.

Through Iron-sense, he could feel the structure of the ruins. The buildings that would hold. The ones that would collapse.

“There,” he said. He pointed north. “That tower. Three streets over. The structure’s sound. It’ll hold.”

“You can sense that?”

“Yeah.”

Douven looked at him. At the marks visible on his skin. At the blood covering him. At the five women watching him with trust in their eyes.

“You’re really doing this,” she said. “You’re really collecting all seven bonds.”

“Yeah.”

“And then what?”

“Then we face the Queen.”

“She’s strong. Stronger than you know.”

“I know.”

“She has hundreds of bonds. Maybe thousands. She’s been collecting them for centuries.”

“I know.”

“And you think you can beat her with seven?”

“I think I can try.”

Douven was quiet. Then: “You’re an idiot.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it keeps being true.” But she smiled. Fierce and real. “But you’re my idiot. And I protect what’s mine.”

She stood. Offered her hand. Berto took it. She pulled him up.

Together, they gathered the others. Sefa helped Niamh walk. Cerise supported Tess. Douven walked beside Berto. Her sword was ready. Her eyes scanned the ruins.

They moved north. Toward the tower. Toward shelter. Toward rest.

Behind them, the barracks was destroyed. The creatures were dust. The door was gone.

But they were alive. All six of them. Connected. Bonded.

Five marks. Two more to come.

And then the reckoning.

The palace loomed closer. Dark against the green sky. Waiting.

Berto could feel the Queen’s attention. Stronger now. Focused. She knew he was coming. Knew he had five bonds. Knew he was halfway to seven.

And she was counting.

Let her count. Let her watch.

He had five women now. Five marks. Five threads connecting him to people who mattered.

And he wasn’t stopping until he had all seven.

The Queen could wait.

His family needed him first.

“I don’t care who they are. I care if you can get me out of here.” She hammered again. “So can you?”

Berto looked at the chains. At the way they moved. At the pattern they formed.

Through Thread-sight, he could see the connections. The way each chain linked to the others. The way they fed off each other.

“What if we don’t break them?” he said. “What if we just—unlock them?”

“There’s no lock.”

“There’s always a lock. We just have to find it.”

Douven stopped hammering. Looked at him. “You’re serious.”

“Yeah.”

“You think you can unlock enchanted chains.”

“I think I can try.”

She laughed. Harsh. “All right. Try. But if you fail, I’m keeping this sword. And you’re leaving. I don’t need people who can’t finish what they start.”

“Fair.”

Berto moved closer. The chains shifted. Wrapped tighter around Douven’s wrists. She didn’t flinch.

“They hurt,” he said.

“Everything hurts. Doesn’t mean you stop.”

He reached for the first chain. It was hot. The metal burned his palm. But he held on.

Through Thread-sight, he could see the connection. The way the chain linked to the forge. To the coals. To the magic that kept it alive.

“Niamh,” he said. “I need you to read something.”

She moved to his side. “What?”

“The pattern. The way the chains connect. Can you see it?”

She was quiet. Then: “Yes. It’s—it’s like a knot. But three-dimensional. Each chain loops through four others. If you pull one, the others compensate.”

“So we need to loosen them all at once.”

“How?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Douven hammered again. “You’re wasting time.”

“I’m thinking.”

“Think faster.”

Berto closed his eyes. Reached for the marks. The thread on his chest pulsed warm. The one on his throat hummed sharp. The one on his hip grew steady. The ones on his wrists showed him the connections.

And then he saw it.

The chains weren’t locked to Douven. They were locked to the forge. To the heat. To the fire.

“Cerise,” he said. “Can you cool the coals?”

“What?”

“The chains feed off the heat. If we cool the forge, they’ll weaken.”

“I don’t know how to cool fire.”

“But you know plants. And plants need water.” He looked at her. “Can you call water? The way you called vines?”

Cerise was quiet. Then: “I can try.”

She knelt beside the forge. Her hands pressed against the stone floor. The mark on Berto’s hip burned. He could feel what she was doing. Calling to the roots beneath the forge. To the water in the soil. To the moisture in the air.

It answered.

Water seeped up through the cracks in the floor. Slow at first. Then faster. It pooled around the forge. Touched the coals.

Steam hissed. The coals dimmed. The chains around Douven’s wrists loosened.

“Now,” Berto said.

He pulled. Sefa and Niamh joined him. Together, they unwound the chains. One by one. Slow and careful.

When the last chain came free, Douven stepped away from the anvil.

She rolled her shoulders. Flexed her hands. Looked at the sword she’d been making.

Then she looked at Berto.

“You did it,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Took you long enough.”

“We got here as fast as we could.”

“Not fast enough.” But she smiled. Small and sharp. “Still. You figured it out. That’s something.”

“So you’ll come with us?”

“Didn’t say that.”

“What?”

“I said you figured it out. Doesn’t mean I’m following you.” She picked up the sword. Tested its weight. “You want me to come with you, you have to earn it.”

“How?”

“Prove you’re worth my time. Prove you’re strong enough to keep me. Prove you won’t break when things get hard.” She pointed the sword at him. “Prove you’re worth following.”

Berto met her eyes. Dark. Hard. Challenging.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay?” Douven laughed. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

She lowered the sword. Looked at him. At the blood on his shoulder. At the stitches. At the marks on his wrists.

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

“I know.”

“And you’re still standing.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s good. But it’s not enough.” She turned back to the forge. “Come back tomorrow. We’ll see if you’re still standing then.”

“We’re not leaving.”

“What?”

“We’re not leaving. You’re coming with us. Now.”

Douven turned. Her eyes were hard. “You don’t give me orders.”

“I’m not giving you orders. I’m telling you the truth. We’re not leaving without you. So either you come with us, or we stay here. Your choice.”

She stared at him. Then at the others. At Sefa standing with her knife. At Niamh watching with quiet eyes. At Cerise with her hands still pressed to the floor. At Tess with her gray eyes and her bundle of threads.

“You’re serious,” Douven said.

“Yeah.”

“You’re all serious.”

“Yeah.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then: “You’ll do. Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“I said maybe. Don’t push it.” She picked up the sword. Held it out to him. “Here. You’ll need this more than I do.”

Berto took the sword. It was heavier than his. Better balanced. The blade was sharp. Clean.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Don’t thank me yet. You still have to prove you’re worth keeping.” She looked north. Toward the palace. “And that’s going to be harder than you think.”

Cerise was already tearing more strips from her cloak. Niamh pressed them to the worst cuts. Sefa held Tess’s hand.

“You’re okay,” Sefa said. “We’ve got you.”

Tess looked at her. At Niamh. At Cerise. At Berto kneeling beside her with blood running from his shoulder and his hands.

“You’re all idiots,” she said.

“Probably,” Berto agreed.

“You should have left me.”

“We didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because you matter.”

Tess’s breath hitched. “You don’t know me.”

“We know enough.”

She was quiet. Then: “I don’t trust you.”

“That’s okay.”

“I don’t trust anyone.”

“That’s okay too.”

“I’m not—I’m not like them.” She nodded toward Sefa, Niamh, and Cerise. “I’m not going to fall into your arms and say thank you and—”

“I’m not asking you to.”

“Then what are you asking?”

“Nothing. Just come with us. Stay alive. That’s enough.”

Tess stared at him. Her gray eyes were wet. “You’re serious.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re really serious.”

“Yeah.”

She looked away. “I need time.”

“You’ve got it.”

“And I need to see if you’re worth following.”

“Fair.”

“And if you’re not—if you turn out to be like everyone else—I’m gone.”

“Okay.”

Tess looked back at him. “Okay?”

“Yeah. Okay.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then: “Help me up.”

Berto offered his hand. She took it. Her grip was weak. But she held on.

Together, they stood.

Tess swayed. Berto caught her. She didn’t pull away.

“I’m keeping the threads,” she said.

“What?”

“The threads from the cage. I’m keeping them.” She looked at the tangled mass on the flagstones. “They’re mine. I earned them.”

“Okay.”

“And I’m not bonding with you.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“Good. Because I won’t. Not until I know you’re worth it.”

“That’s fair.”

Tess looked at him. At his bleeding shoulder. At his cut hands. At the three women watching them both.

“You really did fight for me,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“You really bled.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s—” Her voice broke. “That’s new.”

Berto didn’t answer. He just held her steady while Niamh and Cerise gathered the threads. While Sefa wrapped his shoulder with fresh cloth.

The sun was setting. The green sky was darkening. And somewhere in the distance, something howled.

“We need to move,” Sefa said. “Find shelter before dark.”

“Can you walk?” Berto asked Tess.

“I can walk.”

“You sure?”

“I said I can walk.”

She took a step. Stumbled. Berto caught her again.

“Maybe I need help,” she admitted.

“That’s okay.”

“I don’t like needing help.”

“Nobody does.”

Tess looked at him. Her gray eyes were hard. Guarded. But underneath, something else. Something that looked like hope.

“Don’t make me regret this,” she said.

“I’ll try not to.”

They moved together. Four women and one man. Four marks waiting to burn. One more cage broken.

Behind them, the thread-cage lay in ruins. The creatures were dust. The courtyard was empty.

But Berto could feel the Queen’s attention. Closer now. Watching. Counting.

Four bonds. Three more to come.

And then the reckoning.

And then the mark burned.

Not his chest. Not his throat. Lower. Just above his hip. Left side.

The sensation was different from the others. Not warm like Sefa’s mark. Not sharp like Niamh’s. This was—

Growing.

Like roots pushing through soil. Like vines reaching for sunlight. The mark spread across his skin. Slow. Deliberate. Living.

Cerise cried out. Her hands dug into his shoulders. “Berto—what—”

“It’s okay. It’s the mark. It’s—”

The world shifted.

Green flooded his vision. Not the sickly green of the split sky. This was vibrant. Alive. He could see the grass beneath the cloak. See the individual blades. See the roots beneath the soil. See the way they connected. The way they communicated.

And he could feel them.

The plants around the clearing. The trees at the edge. The vines on the greenhouse in the distance. All of them aware. All of them watching.

You are claimed, they whispered. You are rooted. You are kept.

Cerise’s voice pulled him back. “Berto. Berto, look at me.”

He looked. Her green eyes were wide. Glowing faintly in the afternoon light.

“I can feel you,” she said. “Through the plants. Through the earth. I can feel you.”

“I can feel you too.”

She smiled. Tears streaked her face. “We’re connected.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re keeping me.”

“I’m keeping you.”

She pulled him down. Kissed him hard. And then she was shaking. Coming apart in his arms. Berto followed. The mark on his hip burned bright. The thread between them snapped into place.

And Cerise was his.

They lay tangled together afterward.

Cerise was crying. Quiet tears that soaked into Berto’s chest. Sefa’s arms were around her from behind. Niamh’s hand rested on her hip.

“I’ve never—” Cerise’s voice broke. “I’ve never belonged to anyone before.”

“You belong to us now,” Sefa said.

“All of us,” Niamh added.

Cerise nodded. Her hand found Berto’s. “Thank you. For keeping me.”

“Thank you for letting us.”

She laughed. Soft and wet. “I don’t think I had a choice. I think I was always supposed to be yours.”

Through the mark on his hip, Berto caught her certainty. Her relief. The bone-deep knowledge that she was finally home.

“Sleep,” he said. “We’ll be here when you wake up.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Cerise’s eyes closed. Her breathing evened out. Within minutes, she was asleep.

Sefa looked at Berto over Cerise’s head. “Three marks.”

“Yeah.”

“How do you feel?”

Berto closed his eyes. Reached for the marks. The thread on his chest pulsed warm. The one on his throat hummed sharp. The new one on his hip—

It grew. Slow and steady. Roots spreading through his body. Connecting him to the earth. To the plants. To Cerise.

“Different,” he said. “Stronger. But different.”

“Good different?”

“I think so.”

Niamh shifted closer. Her head rested on Berto’s shoulder. “We should rest. All of us. Before we keep moving.”

“Yeah.”

But Berto didn’t sleep. Not yet.

He lay there with three women pressed against him. Cerise in his arms. Sefa at her back. Niamh at his side. All of them breathing in sync. All of them warm.

This was what family felt like.

Not the family he’d grown up with. Not the marriage that had failed. This was something new. Something he’d never had before.

People who stayed. People who chose him. People who let him choose them back.

Through the marks, he felt their dreams. Sefa’s contentment. Niamh’s curiosity. Cerise’s peace.

And beneath it all, something else.

A presence. Distant but watching.

Berto opened his eyes. Looked north. Toward the palace.

The Witch Queen was there. He couldn’t see her. But he could feel her attention. Cold and calculating.

She was counting.

Three bonds. Four more to come.

And then the reckoning.

Berto’s hand tightened around Cerise. Sefa shifted in her sleep. Niamh’s breathing stayed steady.

Let the Queen watch. Let her count.

He had three women now. Three marks. Three threads connecting him to people who mattered.

And he wasn’t stopping until he had all seven.

The Queen could wait.

His family needed him first.
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Chapter 13

Marisol pulled back from the kiss. Her brown eyes searched his face.

“You felt it,” she said.

“Yeah.” The marks on Berto’s skin were warm now. Faint. But alive. “They’re still there. The connections.”

“They never left. The Queen just forced them backward. Made you think they were gone.” Marisol’s hand rested on his chest. Over the first mark. “But bonds don’t break that easily. Not real ones.”

“How do I pull them back?”

“You need the sixth mark first. Sound-sense. Without it, you’re trying to grab threads you can’t hear. You’ll miss. You’ll fail.” She stood. Offered her hand. “And we don’t have time for failure.”

Berto took her hand. Let her pull him up. His shoulder screamed. His leg was worse. But he stood anyway.

“What does Sound-sense do?”

“It lets you hear what others can’t. Frequencies. Vibrations. The resonance of living things.” Marisol walked to the edge of the circular chamber. Touched the carved symbols on the wall. “Every bond has a frequency. A note. Right now, yours are playing backward. Discordant. Wrong. But if you can hear them—really hear them—you can change the direction. Pull them back.”

“And you can teach me that?”

“I can give you the power. What you do with it is your choice.” She turned. “But first, you need to bond with me. Properly. The way you did with the others.”

Berto’s throat was tight. “I don’t know if I can. I’m—” He gestured at himself. Blood-soaked. Exhausted. “I’m barely standing.”

“I know. But that’s not what I need from you.” Marisol crossed back to him. Her hands found his face. “I don’t need you strong. I don’t need you whole. I just need you honest.”

“About what?”

“About why you’re really here. About what you’re really afraid of.” Her thumbs traced his cheekbones. “You’re afraid of being needed because someone needed you and you failed them. Your wife. She needed you to lead. To fight. To choose her. And you didn’t. You let her go. And you’ve been carrying that ever since.”

Berto’s hands were shaking. “Yeah.”

“I’m the same. I was court musician for twelve years. The Queen’s favorite. She needed me to play. To perform. To make her guests feel welcome. And I did. I played every night. I smiled. I bowed. I never said no.” Marisol’s voice was quiet. “And then one night, she asked me to play for an execution. A man who’d tried to escape the island. She wanted music while she killed him. Something beautiful to cover the screaming.”

“What did you do?”

“I played. Because she needed me to. Because I was afraid of what would happen if I refused.” Marisol’s eyes were wet. “And afterward, she thanked me. Said I’d done well. Said I was valuable. And I hated myself. Because I’d chosen safety over doing what was right. I’d chosen being needed over being good.”

“That’s why she put you in the cage.”

“No. She put me in the cage because I finally said no. Three months later, she asked me to play for another execution. And I refused. I told her I wouldn’t do it again. I told her she could kill me if she wanted, but I wouldn’t play.” Marisol smiled. Small and sad. “She didn’t kill me. She just put me somewhere I couldn’t refuse. Somewhere I couldn’t choose. Somewhere I’d learn that being needed was a privilege, not a burden.”

“How long were you there?”

“I don’t know. Years. The cage breaks time. I’d be there for days, then seconds, then weeks. I lost count. Lost myself.” She looked at him. “But I never forgot why I was there. I never forgot that I’d chosen to say no. That I’d chosen to stop letting someone else’s need control me.”

Berto’s chest was tight. “You’re stronger than I am.”

“I’m not. I’m just further along. You’re still learning. Still figuring out how to need people without losing yourself. How to let them need you without making it the only thing that matters.” Her hands moved to his armor. Started unbuckling. “That’s what the sixth bond is. Learning to hear what’s real. Learning to distinguish between need and control. Between love and obligation.”

“I don’t know if I can tell the difference.”

“Then let me show you.”

She pulled his armor free. Then his shirt. Her hands moved across his chest. Over the first mark. The second. Down to the third on his hip.

“These are real,” she said. “You feel them?”

“Yeah.”

“They’re warm. Alive. That’s because the women on the other end chose you. They needed you, yes. But they also wanted you. They also gave back. That’s the difference.” Her fingers traced the fourth mark on his wrists. The fifth at the base of his skull. “The Queen’s bonds are cold. One-directional. She takes and never gives. She needs and never wants. That’s control. That’s not love.”

“How do I know which is which?”

“You listen. You hear the frequency. And you trust what you hear.” Marisol’s hands moved to her own clothing. A simple dress. Worn. Stained from years in the cage. She pulled it over her head. Let it fall.

Her body was thin. Scarred. Marks from the cage’s geometry. Places where reality had cut through her skin.

“I’m not whole,” she said. “I’m not perfect. I’m just what’s left after years of breaking.”

“You’re beautiful.”

“You don’t have to say that.”

“I’m not saying it because I have to. I’m saying it because it’s true.” Berto’s hands found her waist. Pulled her closer. “You survived. You said no. You chose yourself even when it cost you everything. That’s not broken. That’s strong.”

Marisol’s breath hitched. “I need you to understand something.”

“What?”

“I’m not asking you to save me. I’m not asking you to fix me. I’m asking you to see me. To hear me. To let me be part of this without making me your responsibility.” Her hands found his face again. “Can you do that?”

“I don’t know. I’m used to—”

“Being responsible. Being the one who carries everything. I know.” She kissed him. Soft. Patient. “But that’s not what I need. I need you to let me carry some of it too. I need you to trust that I’m strong enough to stand beside you, not behind you.”

“I can try.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

She pulled him down. Onto the stone floor. It was cold. Hard. But her body was warm.

Berto’s hands moved across her skin. Careful. Gentle. Like he was afraid she’d break.

“I won’t break,” she said. “Not anymore. I already did that. This is what’s left. And what’s left is strong.”

“I know.”

“Then stop being careful. Stop treating me like I’m fragile. I’m not. I’m here. I’m whole. I’m choosing this.” Her legs wrapped around his waist. “I’m choosing you.”

Berto kissed her. Harder this time. His hands found her hips. Held on.

Marisol’s breath came faster. Her hands moved to his belt. Got it undone. Got his pants open.

“I need to hear you,” she said. “Not just feel you. Hear you. Your voice. Your breath. Your—” She gasped as he entered her. “—everything.”

Berto moved. Slow at first. Then faster. Marisol moved with him. Her hands gripped his shoulders. Her nails dug in.

“Tell me,” she said. “Tell me what you’re afraid of.”

“I’m afraid I’ll fail you. Like I failed her. Like I failed everyone.”

“Tell me more.”

“I’m afraid I’m not strong enough. That I’ll break when it matters. That I’ll let you down.”

“More.”

“I’m afraid I need you too much. That I’ll lose myself in needing you. That I’ll forget who I am.”

“Good.” Her body tightened around him. “That’s real. That’s honest. That’s what I need to hear.”

Berto’s vision blurred. The marks on his skin were burning now. All five of them. Hot. Urgent.

And then a sixth mark ignited.

Not his chest. Not his throat. Not his hip or wrists or spine. His collarbone. Left side. Spreading across his shoulder blade.

The sensation was different from the others. Not warmth or sharpness or growth or precision or solidity. This was—

Vibration.

Like a tuning fork pressed against bone. Like sound made physical. The mark hummed. Resonated. Spread across his skin in waves.

Marisol cried out. Her back arched. Her hands clutched at him.

“I can hear it,” she said. “The mark. It’s—it’s singing.”

Berto could hear it too.

Not with his ears. Deeper. In his bones. In his blood. A frequency. A note. Pure and clear.

And beneath it, five other notes.

Faint. Distant. Playing backward. Discordant.

But there.

“The bonds,” he said. “I can hear them.”

“Yes.” Marisol’s eyes were wide. Glowing faintly. “Now pull them back. One by one. Find their frequency. Match it. And pull.”

Berto closed his eyes. Reached for the first note.

Red-gold. Warm. Steady. Like a hearth fire. Like home.

Sefa.

He found her frequency. Matched it. And pulled.

The thread reversed.

Not easily. Not smoothly. The Queen’s control was strong. She’d forced the bond backward. Held it tight. But Berto pulled harder. Matched Sefa’s note. Let it resonate through him.

The thread snapped back.

Power flooded through the mark on his chest. Hearth-sense returned. He could feel Sefa’s presence. Distant. In the throne room above. But there. Aware. Conscious.

And angry.

Through the bond, he caught her fury.

Even controlled. Even kneeling. She was fighting.

“One down,” Marisol said. “Five more.”

Berto reached for the second note.

White. Sharp. Clear. Like words written in fire. Like truth.

Niamh.

He matched her frequency. Pulled.

The thread reversed. The Queen’s control resisted. But Berto pulled harder. Let Niamh’s note sing through him.

The thread snapped back.

Word-sight returned. He could see the symbols carved on the chamber walls. Could read them now. They said: The sixth bond breaks the pattern. The seventh completes it. Together, they are stronger than force.

Through the bond, he caught Niamh’s presence. Sharp. Focused. She was analyzing. Even controlled. Even broken. She was looking for weaknesses. For patterns. For ways to fight back.

“Two down,” Marisol said. Her voice was strained. “Keep going.”

The third note was green. Patient. Growing. Like roots through soil. Like life.

Cerise.

Berto matched her frequency. Pulled.

The thread reversed. Slower this time. The Queen’s control was adapting. Learning. But Berto pulled anyway. Let Cerise’s note grow through him.

The thread snapped back.

Green-tongue returned. He could feel the plants in the palace. The vines growing through cracks. The roots beneath the foundation. All of them aware. All of them waiting.

Through the bond, he caught Cerise’s presence. Steady. Nurturing. She was holding on. Even controlled. Even kneeling. She was holding on for him.

“Three down,” Marisol said. “Three more.”

The fourth note was gray. Thin. Precise. Like threads woven through reality. Like connections made visible.

Tess.

Berto matched her frequency. Pulled.

The thread reversed. The Queen’s control tightened. Fought back. But Berto pulled harder. Let Tess’s note weave through him.

The thread snapped back.

Thread-sight returned. He could see the connections again. The web. The bonds between all six women. The threads leading up to the throne room. The Queen’s bonds—thick, dark, tangled—and his own—thin, bright, strong.

Through the bond, he caught Tess’s presence. Sharp. Suspicious. She was testing. Even controlled. Even broken. She was looking for ways to break free.

“Four down,” Marisol said. Her body was shaking. “Two more.”

The fifth note was silver. Hard. Unyielding. Like metal forged in fire. Like strength.

Douven.

Berto matched her frequency. Pulled.

The thread reversed. The Queen’s control was strongest here. Douven was the last bond formed. The newest. The most vulnerable. But Berto pulled anyway. Let Douven’s note ring through him.

The thread snapped back.

Iron-sense returned. He could feel the metal in the palace. The framework. The structure. The weapons. All of it solid. Real. Strong.

Through the bond, he caught Douven’s presence. Fierce. Protective. She was planning. Even controlled. Even kneeling. She was planning how to kill the Queen.

“Five down,” Marisol said. “One more.”

The sixth note was his own. Brown. Warm. Resonant. Like music. Like truth. Like sound made real.

Marisol.

He didn’t need to match this frequency. It was already his. Already part of him. The mark on his collarbone hummed. Vibrated. Sang.

The thread formed. Not reversed. Not forced. Just there. Connecting him to Marisol. Connecting her to him.

Sound-sense completed.

Berto gasped. The chamber was full of noise. Not sound. Noise. Frequencies. Vibrations. Everything had a note. The stone walls. The carved symbols. The air itself.

And above, in the throne room, six women.

All of them conscious now. All of them aware. All of them connected to him.

The bonds were restored.

Marisol collapsed against him. Her breath was hot against his neck. “You did it.”

“Yeah.”

“All six bonds. All six powers. You pulled them back.”

“Yeah.”

“The Queen’s going to know. She’s going to feel it. She’s going to—”

“Let her feel it.” Berto’s hands tightened around Marisol. “Let her know we’re coming.”

Six women. Six marks. Six threads connecting him to people who mattered.

And six powers flowing through him. Hearth-sense. Word-sight. Green-tongue. Thread-sight. Iron-sense. Sound-sense.

The Queen had taken them by force. He’d reclaimed them through choice. Through need. Through love.

And love was stronger.

“Can you stand?” Marisol asked.

“Yeah.”

“Can you fight?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you win?”

Berto looked at the marks on his skin. All six glowing now. Red-gold and white and green and gray and silver and brown. All of them warm. Alive. Real.

“I don’t know. But I’m going to try.”

Marisol smiled. Fierce and real. “Then let’s go get your family back.”

They stood together. Berto’s shoulder still hurt. His leg was worse. But the power flowing through him made it bearable. Made it possible.

He could feel the others above. Waiting. Fighting. Holding on.

He could hear their frequencies. Six notes playing in harmony. Six voices singing together.

The Queen’s bonds were louder. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. All playing at once. Discordant. Chaotic. Wrong.

But his six were stronger. Because they were chosen. Because they were real. Because they were love.

Berto took Marisol’s hand. Together, they walked to the chamber door. Beyond it, stairs leading up. Back to the throne room. Back to the Queen. Back to the reckoning.

“She’s waiting,” Marisol said.

“I know.”

“She’s strong.”

“I know.”

“She might win.”

“She might. But she might not.” Berto looked at her. At her brown eyes. At her scarred skin. At her fierce expression. “And we won’t know unless we try.”

Marisol squeezed his hand. “Then let’s try.”

They climbed.

The stairs were long. Steep. But Berto didn’t stop. Didn’t slow. The marks on his skin burned bright. The threads pulled him forward. Up. Toward the throne room. Toward the Queen. Toward his family.

Behind them, the seventh cage lay broken. The geometry was gone. The chamber was empty.

Ahead, six women waited. Controlled. Kneeling. But conscious. Aware. Fighting.

And above them all, the Witch Queen sat on her throne. Counting bonds. Measuring power. Waiting for the man who’d dared to take back what she’d stolen.

Let her wait.

Let her count.

Berto had six marks now. Six bonds. Six threads connecting him to people who mattered.

And he was done kneeling.

The throne room doors were ahead. Closed. Locked. But through Iron-sense, Berto could feel the mechanism. Through Thread-sight, he could see the connections. Through Sound-sense, he could hear the frequency of the lock itself.

He reached out. Matched the note. And pulled.

The doors opened.

Light poured through. Green and gold and bright.

Beyond them, the Witch Queen waited.

And Berto walked through to face her.
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Chapter 14

The throne room was exactly as Berto had left it.

Six women kneeling in a circle. Heads bowed. Bodies rigid. The Witch Queen sat on her throne above them, one leg crossed over the other. She wore green silk. Her hair was black and long. Her face was beautiful in the way old things sometimes are—preserved, perfect, wrong.

She smiled when Berto and Marisol entered.

“There you are,” she said. “I was wondering how long it would take.”

Berto’s hand tightened on his sword. The marks on his skin burned. All six of them. Red-gold and white and green and gray and silver and brown. The threads connecting him to the women were visible through Thread-sight. Bright. Strong. Pulling.

“Let them go,” he said.

“But I did. You pulled them back yourself. Very clever.” The Queen stood. Descended the steps. Her bare feet made no sound on the stone. “They’re yours again. Fully conscious. Fully aware. They can hear everything we’re saying.”

All of them trapped. All of them waiting.

“Then why are they still kneeling?”

“Because I’m holding them. Not through your bonds. Through mine.” The Queen gestured. The air behind her shimmered. Threads appeared. Hundreds of them. Thousands. All leading back to her. All different colors. All pulsing with stolen power. “You have six bonds. I have six hundred. Maybe more. I stopped counting decades ago.”

Berto’s throat was tight. “You can’t use them all at once.”

“Can’t I?” The Queen’s smile widened. “Watch.”

She raised her hand.

The threads flared. Power poured through them. Into her. The air around her body warped. Bent. Reality itself struggled to contain what she was pulling.

Berto moved.

He didn’t think. Didn’t plan. Just ran. Sword up. Aiming for her throat.

The Queen flicked her wrist.

Berto flew backward. Hit the wall. His armor cracked. His ribs screamed. The sword clattered from his hand.

“You’re brave,” the Queen said. “I’ll give you that. But bravery doesn’t win wars. Power does. And I have more power than you can imagine.”

Berto pushed himself up. His vision swam. Through the marks, he felt the others. Sefa was screaming inside her own head. Niamh was analyzing. Cerise was reaching for the plants outside. Tess was pulling at threads. Douven was testing the metal framework. Marisol was listening for frequencies.

All of them fighting. All of them trapped.

“You’re right,” Berto said. Blood ran from his mouth. “You have more power. But you’re using it wrong.”

“Am I?”

“Yeah. You’re pulling from hundreds of people who hate you. Who want you dead. Who’d break free the second they could.” He stood. Picked up his sword. “I’m pulling from six people who chose me. Who want to fight beside me. Who’d die for me if I asked.”

“And you think that makes you stronger?”

“I know it does.”

The Queen laughed. “Then prove it.”

She raised both hands.

The threads behind her exploded with light. Power flooded the room. The stone floor cracked. The walls shook. The throne itself split down the middle.

Berto reached through the bonds. All six of them. Pulled.

Now.

The women moved.

Not smoothly. Not easily. The Queen’s hold was strong. But they moved anyway. Sefa’s head came up first. Then Niamh’s. Then Cerise’s. Then Tess’s. Then Douven’s. Then Marisol’s.

Six women. Six powers. Six threads connecting them to Berto.

And through him, to each other.

“Sefa,” Berto said. “Where?”

Through Hearth-sense, he felt her awareness spread. She was reading the room. Reading the Queen. Reading the weak points in her defenses.

Left side. Third rib. She’s protecting it.

“Niamh. Bind her.”

Niamh’s mouth opened. Words came out. Not loud. Not shouted. Just clear.

“You are alone. You have always been alone. You will always be alone.”

The Queen flinched. The threads behind her flickered.

“Cerise. Hold her.”

Cerise’s hands pressed against the stone floor. Green light spread from her palms. Vines erupted through cracks. They wrapped around the Queen’s ankles. Her calves. Pulled tight.

The Queen snarled. Ripped free. But it cost her. The threads dimmed.

“Tess. Unravel.”

Tess’s fingers moved. Gray light traced patterns in the air. She was pulling at the Queen’s threads. Not all of them. Just one. Then another. Then another. Unraveling the web strand by strand.

The Queen’s eyes widened. “Stop that.”

“Douven. Bring it down.”

Douven’s hands clenched. Silver light pulsed from the mark at the base of Berto’s skull. Through Iron-sense, he felt the metal framework beneath the throne room. The supports. The beams. The structure holding everything up.

Douven pulled.

The ceiling groaned. Beams shifted. Stone cracked.

“Marisol. Confuse her.”

Marisol opened her mouth. Sang a single note. High. Pure. Wrong.

The frequency cut through the room. Through the threads. Through the Queen’s concentration.

The Queen screamed. Clapped her hands over her ears.

Berto ran.

His sword came up. Aimed for the third rib on her left side. The weak point Sefa had found.

The Queen’s hand shot out. Caught the blade. Her palm bled. But she held on.

“You think you can kill me with six bonds?” Her voice was strained. Angry. “I’ve survived centuries. I’ve killed hundreds. I’ve—”

“You’ve never fought someone who had a family,” Berto said.

He pulled the sword free. Spun. Drove the blade toward her throat.

The Queen blocked. Her other hand came up. Threads wrapped around Berto’s wrist. Pulled him off balance.

He fell. Hit the stone. The sword skittered away.

The Queen stood over him. Blood dripped from her cut palm. “You’re done.”

“Not yet.”

Through the bonds, Berto reached out. All six women. All six powers. He pulled them together. Wove them into a single thread. A single purpose.

Together.

Sefa found the opening. Niamh spoke the words. Cerise grew the vines. Tess unraveled the threads. Douven collapsed the structure. Marisol sang the note.

All at once.

The Queen’s defenses shattered.

Her threads snapped. Her power faltered. Her body staggered.

Berto grabbed his sword. Stood. Drove the blade through the opening Sefa had found.

The Queen’s eyes went wide.

The blade punched through her third rib. Through her lung. Through her heart. Out her back.

She looked down at it. Then up at Berto.

“You—” she started.

Berto twisted the blade. Pulled it free. Swung again.

The Queen’s head left her shoulders.

Her body collapsed. Her head rolled. Blood spread across the stone floor.

And the threads—all six hundred of them, all the stolen bonds, all the accumulated power—exploded.

Light filled the room. White and blinding. Berto threw his arm over his eyes. The women screamed. The palace shook.

And then it stopped.

The light faded. The shaking ceased. The threads were gone.

Berto lowered his arm.

The throne room was quiet. The Queen’s body lay on the floor. Her head was three feet away. Her eyes were open. Empty.

The six women were standing now. Free. Conscious. Whole.

Sefa was bleeding from her nose. Niamh’s hands were shaking. Cerise was on her knees. Tess was holding her side. Douven’s face was pale. Marisol was leaning against the wall.

But they were alive.

Berto’s legs gave out. He sat hard on the stone. His sword clattered beside him.

“Is she dead?” Sefa asked. Her voice was hoarse.

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure?”

Berto looked at the Queen’s body. At her severed head. At the blood pooling around both.

“Yeah. I’m sure.”

Niamh walked to the body. Knelt. Touched the Queen’s wrist. Checked for a pulse.

“She’s gone,” Niamh said. “No heartbeat. No breath. No—” She stopped. Looked up. “The palace. It’s not shifting anymore.”

Berto listened. She was right. The walls were still. The floor was solid. The air wasn’t bending.

“The Queen was holding it together,” Tess said. She was looking at the threads. Or where the threads had been. “Her power was the only thing keeping this place stable. Now that she’s dead—”

The floor shook.

Not violently. Just a tremor. A warning.

“We need to leave,” Douven said. “Now.”

Berto tried to stand. His legs wouldn’t cooperate. Sefa was beside him in seconds. Her hands found his arms. Pulled him up.

“I’ve got you,” she said.

Cerise took his other side. Niamh grabbed his sword. Tess led the way to the doors. Douven brought up the rear. Marisol walked beside Berto, her hand on his shoulder.

They moved as a unit. Six women and one man. All of them wounded. All of them exhausted.

But alive.

The throne room doors were open. Beyond them, stairs leading down. Leading out. Leading away from the palace and the Queen and the death.

They descended.

The palace shook again. Harder this time. Stone cracked. Beams groaned. Somewhere above, something collapsed.

“Faster,” Tess said.

They ran.

Down the stairs. Through the corridors. Past the rooms where Berto had found each of them. Past the cages. Past the traps. Past the creatures that had guarded this place.

The creatures were gone now. Dissolved. Without the Queen’s power to sustain them, they’d simply stopped existing.

The palace shook a third time. The walls split. The ceiling sagged.

“Almost there,” Douven said.

The main doors were ahead. Massive. Iron-bound. Closed.

Douven raised her hand. Silver light pulsed. The doors groaned. The locks snapped. The hinges bent.

The doors opened.

Sunlight poured through.

They ran into it. Out of the palace. Onto the black sand beach. Away from the collapsing structure behind them.

The palace fell.

Not all at once. Piece by piece. The towers crumbled. The walls collapsed. The throne room caved in. Stone and metal and magic all coming down in a cloud of dust and debris.

Berto and the women kept running. Across the beach. Into the ruins beyond. Away from the destruction.

They didn’t stop until the palace was a distant pile of rubble behind them.

Berto collapsed. His back hit a broken wall. His legs gave out completely this time.

The women collapsed around him. Sefa on his left. Niamh on his right. Cerise in front. Tess beside her. Douven at his back. Marisol at his side.

All of them breathing hard. All of them bleeding. All of them alive.

“We did it,” Sefa said. “We actually did it.”

“Yeah,” Berto said. “We did.”

Niamh laughed. It was a broken sound. Relieved and exhausted and real. “She’s dead. The Queen is dead.”

“And the palace is gone,” Cerise added. “All of it. Just—gone.”

“Good,” Douven said. “Fuck that place.”

Tess was looking at the ruins. At the collapsed palace. At the dust still settling. “What happens now?”

Berto didn’t answer. He didn’t know.

Through the marks, he felt the others. Their exhaustion. Their relief. Their uncertainty.

They’d won. They’d killed the Queen. They’d freed themselves.

But the island was still here. The fog was still thick. And somewhere beyond it—

Marisol’s hand tightened on his shoulder. “Do you hear that?”

Berto listened.

At first, nothing. Just wind. Just waves. Just the sound of settling rubble.

Then something else.

A horn. Low and distant. Coming from the water.

Berto stood. His legs protested. But he stood anyway. Walked to the edge of the ruins. Looked out at the ocean.

The fog was lifting.

Not quickly. Not dramatically. Just slowly. Steadily. Like a curtain being pulled back.

And beyond it—

Islands.

Six of them. Larger than this one. Spread across the horizon in a rough circle.

And from each island, ships were launching.

Dozens of them. Maybe hundreds. All heading toward Berto’s island. All marked with sigils. All flying flags.

“What is that?” Sefa asked. She was beside him now. All six women were.

Berto’s throat was tight. Through Thread-sight, he could see the connections. Threads leading from each ship. From each island. All converging here.

“I think,” he said slowly, “we just killed the wrong Queen.”

Niamh’s hand found his. “What do you mean?”

“I mean she wasn’t the only one. There are six more. One on each island. And they just felt her die.”

The ships were closer now. Close enough to see the figures on deck. Close enough to see the weapons. Close enough to see the intent.

“They’re coming for us,” Tess said.

“Yeah.”

“What do we do?”

Berto looked at the women around him.

Six women. Six bonds. Six threads connecting them all.

They’d killed one Queen. They could kill six more.

Maybe.

“We fight,” he said. “We find the others. We get stronger. And we fight.”

Douven’s hand found the hilt of her hammer. “How many others?”

“One more. The seventh bond. Somewhere on this island.”

“And then?”

“And then we face whatever’s coming.”

The ships were close enough now to see details. Armor. Weapons. Faces.

And at the prow of the lead ship, a figure. Tall. Robed. Crowned.

Another Queen.

She raised her hand. The other ships stopped. Held position. Waiting.

The Queen’s voice carried across the water. Not shouted. Not amplified. Just there. In Berto’s head. In the women’s heads. In the air itself.

“The Smallest Island has a new Lord,” she said. “How interesting. I am the Weigher of Brides. I have come to collect what is mine.”

Berto’s hand found his sword. Drew it. The blade was notched. Stained with the dead Queen’s blood. But it was still sharp.

“Let her come,” he said.

The women moved closer. Formed a line beside him. Six women and one man. All of them wounded. All of them exhausted.

But standing.

The Weigher of Brides smiled. Even from this distance, Berto could see it.

“Soon,” she said. “But not today. Today, you rest. You recover. You find your seventh. And then—” Her smile widened. “—then we will see if you are worthy of keeping what you have claimed.”

The ships turned. Began rowing back toward their islands. Back into the fog.

The Weigher’s voice lingered. “I will return in seven days. Be ready.”

Then she was gone. The ships were gone. The fog closed in again.

Berto lowered his sword. His hands were shaking.

“Seven days,” Sefa said.

“Yeah.”

“To find the seventh bond.”

“Yeah.”

“And then fight six Queens.”

“Yeah.”

Niamh laughed again. That same broken, relieved sound. “We’re going to die.”

“Probably,” Berto said. “But not today.”

Cerise’s hand found his. “What do we do now?”

Berto looked at the ruins around them. At the collapsed palace. At the island stretching out in all directions.

Somewhere out there, the seventh bond was waiting. The last woman. The last power. The last piece of the puzzle.

“We find her,” he said. “We rest. We prepare. And in seven days—”

“We fight,” Douven finished.

“Yeah. We fight.”

The women stood with him. Six bonds. Six threads. Six people who’d chosen him. Who’d fought beside him. Who’d killed a Queen with him.

And somewhere out there, one more.

Seven bonds. Seven powers. Seven women.

Against six Queens and their armies.

The odds were bad. The chances were worse.

But Berto had learned something in the cages and the ruins and the throne room.

Love was stronger than force. Choice was stronger than control. Family was stronger than power.

And he had a family now.

Six women who mattered. Who stayed. Who fought.

And soon, seven.

Let the Queens come. Let them bring their armies. Let them bring their power.

Berto had something they didn’t.

He had people who chose him back.

And that was enough.

It had to be.

The sun was setting. The sky was turning green again. The island was quiet.

Tomorrow, they’d search. Tomorrow, they’d find the seventh. Tomorrow, they’d prepare.

But tonight, they rested.

Together.

As a family.

And whatever came next—whatever the Weigher of Brides brought, whatever the other Queens planned—they’d face it the same way.

Together.

Berto sheathed his sword. Turned to the women. “Let’s go home.”

“Where’s home?” Marisol asked.

Berto looked at them. At all six of them. At the threads connecting them. At the marks on his skin.

“Wherever we are,” he said. “That’s home.”

Sefa smiled. Took his hand. “Then let’s go.”

They walked into the ruins. Away from the collapsed palace. Away from the beach. Away from the ocean and the ships and the Queens waiting beyond the fog.

Six women and one man. All of them wounded. All of them exhausted. All of them alive.

And somewhere ahead, in the ruins and the cages and the traps, the seventh bond was waiting.

They’d find her.

They’d rest.

They’d prepare.

And in seven days, they’d fight.

Together.

As a family.

As equals.

As the Smallest Island’s only defense against what was coming.

The green sky darkened. The stars came out. The island settled into night.

And Berto walked forward with his family beside him.

Into whatever came next.
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Chapter 15

They searched for three days.

The island was larger than Berto had thought. Ruins stretched for miles. Towers. Temples. Structures that had no names. All of them empty. All of them waiting.

On the first day, they found nothing. Just more cages. More traps. More evidence of the Queen’s cruelty.

On the second day, Tess found tracks. Boot prints in the dust. Leading east. Toward the cliffs.

On the third day, they found the entrance.

A hole in the ground. Stone steps leading down. Carved symbols on the walls. Through Word-sight, Berto read them: The last cage holds the first truth. Find her and see.

“Down there,” Niamh said. “She’s down there.”

They descended.

The stairs were steep. The air grew colder. Berto’s marks burned. All six of them. Guiding him. Pulling him forward.

At the bottom, a chamber.

Circular. Carved from bedrock. And in the center, a woman.

She wasn’t in a cage.

She sat on the floor. Cross-legged. Eyes closed. Hands resting on her knees. Her hair was white. Not gray. White. Like snow. Like bone. Her skin was dark. Her face was young. Maybe thirty. Maybe three hundred.

She wore simple clothes. A tunic. Pants. Bare feet.

Around her, symbols glowed. Not carved. Not painted. Just there. Floating in the air. Rotating slowly.

“Is she alive?” Sefa whispered.

The woman’s eyes opened.

They were silver. No pupils. No iris. Just silver.

“You’re late,” she said. Her voice was calm. “I’ve been waiting six years.”

Berto stepped forward. “Who are you?”

“Kael. I was the Queen’s seer. Before she decided she didn’t need one anymore.” The woman stood. The symbols around her moved with her. “She put me here because I told her the truth. That a man would come. That he’d free her brides. That he’d kill her.”

“You saw all that?”

“I see everything. Past. Present. Future. All of it at once. All of it true.” Kael walked toward him. The symbols followed. “You’re Berto Reyes. Forty-three. Cuban-Irish. Forensic accountant. Divorced. No children. You drowned in a bathtub reading a paperback fantasy novel.”

Berto’s throat was tight. “Yeah.”

“And now you’re here. Six bonds formed. Six marks burning. Six women waiting to see if you’ll complete the pattern.” Kael stopped in front of him. Looked up. “The seventh bond is different from the others. It doesn’t give you a single power. It gives you unity. Coordination. The ability to see how all six powers work together. To use them as one.”

“Why would the Queen trap you if you’re that valuable?”

“Because I told her she’d lose. Because I told her love was stronger than force. Because I told her you were coming.” Kael smiled. Small and sad. “She didn’t like that. So she put me somewhere I couldn’t see. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t warn anyone.”

“But you’re still seeing.”

“I never stopped. The cage just made it harder. Made it slower. But I saw you free Sefa. I saw you bond with Niamh. I saw you claim Cerise. I saw you earn Tess. I saw you win Douven. I saw you reclaim Marisol.” Her silver eyes searched his face. “And I saw you come here. Looking for me.”

“Will you come with us?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether you understand what the seventh bond means.” Kael’s hand reached out. Touched his chest. Over the first mark. “The others gave you their powers. Their abilities. Their strengths. But the seventh bond gives you something else. It gives you sight. The ability to see the pattern. To understand how everything connects. To know what comes next.”

“That sounds useful.”

“It’s a burden. You’ll see things you don’t want to see. Know things you wish you didn’t. Understand outcomes before they happen.” Her hand moved to his throat. His hip. His wrists. His skull. His collarbone. Touching each mark. “The other six bonds let you act. The seventh bond lets you choose. Wisely. Carefully. With full knowledge of the cost.”

“I’ll take it.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“I know enough. I know six women are counting on me. I know six Queens are coming. I know I need every advantage I can get.” Berto’s hand found hers. “And I know you’ve been waiting six years for someone to find you. To free you. To choose you.”

Kael’s breath hitched. “You’re right.”

“Then come with us. Be part of this. Help us fight.”

“You’ll lose people. You’ll make choices that cost lives. You’ll see futures where everyone dies.” Her silver eyes were wet. “And you’ll have to choose anyway. Knowing the cost. Knowing the pain. Can you do that?”

“I don’t know. But I’ll try.”

“That’s all anyone can do.” Kael’s hand tightened around his. “The seventh bond forms differently from the others. It doesn’t burn in during intimacy. It burns in during truth. During acceptance. During the moment you understand what you’re becoming.”

“What am I becoming?”

“A Lord. A leader. A man who carries the weight of seven lives and doesn’t break.” She pulled him closer. “Are you ready for that?”

Berto looked back at the others.

And now a seventh.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m ready.”

Kael’s other hand found his face. “Then look at me. Really look. See what I see.”

Berto looked.

The symbols around Kael flared. Silver light poured into his eyes. His vision went white.

And then he saw.

Everything.

The island. The ruins. The palace. The Queen’s death. The ships approaching. The six larger islands beyond. The Queens waiting. The armies gathering. The war coming.

He saw futures. Dozens of them. Hundreds. All branching. All possible.

In one, they won. In another, they died. In another, they fled. In another, they surrendered.

All of it real. All of it true. All of it waiting to be chosen.

And in the center of it all, seven threads. Seven bonds. Seven women connected to him. Connected to each other.

The pattern was clear now.

Hearth-sense gave him direction. Word-sight gave him understanding. Green-tongue gave him growth. Thread-sight gave him connection. Iron-sense gave him structure. Sound-sense gave him resonance.

And the seventh—

Vision-sense.

The ability to see how it all fit together. How each power supported the others. How each woman’s strength covered another’s weakness. How seven bonds working together were stronger than six hundred bonds taken by force.

The mark burned in.

Not on his skin. Deeper. In his right palm. The hand he used to hold his sword. The hand he used to reach out. The hand he used to choose.

Silver light spread across his palm. Formed a symbol. A circle with seven points. Each point glowing a different color. Red-gold. White. Green. Gray. Silver. Brown. And in the center, silver.

The mark pulsed. Warm. Alive. Complete.

Berto gasped. The vision faded. He was back in the chamber. Kael was still holding his face.

“You saw,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“All of it.”

“Yeah.”

“And you’re still here.”

“Yeah.”

Kael smiled. Real this time. “Then I’m yours. And you’re mine. And we’re all in this together.”

She kissed him. Brief. Chaste.

The mark on his palm flared. Through it, Berto felt the other six marks activate. All of them connecting. All of them flowing together.

Seven bonds. Seven marks. Seven threads.

Complete.

Kael pulled back. “They’re here.”

“Who?”

“The Queens. The ships. The Weigher of Brides.” Her silver eyes looked up. Through stone. Through earth. “They’re landing now.”

Berto turned to the others. “We need to go.”

They ran.

Up the stairs. Out of the chamber. Across the ruins. Toward the beach.

The ships were there. Six of them. Massive. Each flying a different flag. Each marked with a different sigil.

And on the beach, figures. Hundreds of them. Soldiers. Warriors. All armed. All waiting.

At their head, the Weigher of Brides.

She was taller than Berto remembered. Her robes were black. Her crown was silver. Her face was hidden behind a veil.

She raised her hand. The soldiers stopped. Held position.

Berto and the seven women walked forward. Formed a line. Facing the army.

The Weigher’s voice carried across the sand. “The Smallest Island has a new Lord. How unexpected. I am the Weigher of Brides. I have come to collect what is mine.”

“They’re not yours,” Berto said. “They’re free.”

“Free?” The Weigher laughed. “There is no freedom here. Only service. Only bonds. Only power.” She gestured at the women. “These seven belong to the islands. They were meant to serve. To strengthen. To fuel the Queens’ power. You have stolen them.”

“I freed them.”

“You claimed them. There’s a difference.” The Weigher stepped forward. Her soldiers moved with her. “I offer you a choice. Surrender the bonds. Return the women. And I will let you leave this island alive.”

“No.”

“No?”

“They chose me. I chose them. We’re staying together.” Berto’s hand found his sword. “And if you want them, you’ll have to go through me.”

The Weigher was quiet for a moment. Then: “Very well. Let me show you what you’re refusing.”

She raised both hands.

Power poured from her. Not like the dead Queen’s power. Different. Heavier. Older. The air bent. The sand shifted. Reality itself struggled to contain what she was pulling.

The soldiers charged.

Berto reached through the marks. All seven of them. Pulled.

Now.

The women moved.

Sefa’s Hearth-sense spread across the beach. She found the weak points in the soldiers’ formation. The gaps. The vulnerabilities.

Niamh’s Word-sight activated. She spoke. Her voice carried across the sand. “You are tired. You are afraid. You are questioning.”

The soldiers slowed. Hesitated.

Cerise’s Green-tongue reached into the earth. Vines erupted through the sand. Wrapped around ankles. Pulled soldiers down.

Tess’s Thread-sight showed the connections. The bonds between soldiers. The threads holding the formation together. She pulled. The threads snapped. The formation collapsed.

Douven’s Iron-sense found the weapons. The armor. The metal framework holding everything together. She twisted. Metal bent. Armor cracked. Weapons shattered.

Marisol’s Sound-sense sang. A single note. High and pure and wrong. The frequency cut through the soldiers’ concentration. Through their coordination. Through their will.

And Kael’s Vision-sense tied it all together.

She saw the pattern. Saw how each power supported the others. Saw the exact moment to strike. The exact place to hit. The exact way to win.

Through the mark on his palm, Berto saw it too.

He moved.

Not thinking. Not planning. Just acting. The sword came up. Drove through the opening Sefa had found. The soldier fell.

Another soldier charged. Berto spun. Used the momentum Tess had shown him. The blade cut clean.

A third soldier raised a spear. Berto heard the frequency through Marisol’s power. Matched it. The spear shattered.

The soldiers fell back. Regrouped. Charged again.

The seven women moved with Berto. Not behind him. Beside him. Each using her power. Each supporting the others. Each part of the whole.

They fought as one.

The soldiers couldn’t match it. Couldn’t counter it. Couldn’t break it.

Within minutes, half the soldiers were down. The rest were retreating.

The Weigher raised her hand. The soldiers stopped. Pulled back.

She walked forward. Alone. Stopped ten paces from Berto.

“Impressive,” she said. “Seven bonds working in perfect coordination. I haven’t seen that in centuries.”

“Then you know we’re not surrendering.”

“I know you’re dangerous. I know you’re strong. I know you’re a threat.” The Weigher’s veil shifted. Like she was smiling beneath it. “But you’re also alone. One island. Seven bonds. Against six Queens. Six islands. Six hundred bonds. Maybe more.”

“We’ll manage.”

“Will you?” She gestured at the ocean. At the six larger islands visible beyond the fog. “Each of those islands has a Queen. Each Queen has bonds. Each bond has power. And all of them want what you have. All of them will come for you.”

“Let them come.”

“They will. In time. When they’re ready. When they’ve gathered their strength.” The Weigher turned. Walked back toward her ship. “You have seven days. Maybe less. Use them wisely.”

“Wait,” Berto said. “Why are you telling me this?”

The Weigher stopped. Looked back. “Because I want to see what you’ll do. Because I want to see if seven bonds chosen freely are truly stronger than six hundred bonds taken by force. Because—” She paused. “—because I’m curious.”

Then she was gone. Walking across the sand. Back to her ship. Her soldiers followed.

The ships launched. Rowed back toward the larger islands. Back into the fog.

Berto lowered his sword. His hands were shaking.

The seven women gathered around him. All of them breathing hard. All of them bleeding. All of them alive.

“Is it over?” Sefa asked.

“No,” Kael said. Her silver eyes were distant. Seeing. “It’s just beginning.”

Berto looked at the ocean. At the six larger islands. At the ships disappearing into the fog.

War was coming. Six Queens. Six armies. Six islands full of power and rage and hunger.

Against seven people. Seven bonds. Seven threads connecting them.

The odds were impossible. The chances were worse.

But Berto had learned something in the cages and the ruins and the throne room and the chamber beneath the earth.

Love was stronger than force. Choice was stronger than control. Family was stronger than power.

And he had a family now.

Seven women who’d chosen him. Seven women who’d stayed. Seven women who mattered.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go home.”

They walked inland. Away from the beach. Away from the ocean. Toward the ruins.

Toward the highest point on the island. A tower. Half-collapsed. But still standing.

They climbed.

At the top, a platform. Open to the sky. The green sun was setting. The stars were coming out.

Berto sat. His back against the broken wall. The seven women sat around him. Sefa on his left. Niamh on his right. Cerise in front. Tess beside her. Douven at his back. Marisol at his side. Kael across from him.

Seven people. Seven bonds. Seven threads connecting them all.

From here, Berto could see the entire island. The ruins. The collapsed palace. The black sand beaches. The fog beyond.

And through the fog, six larger islands. Each one visible now. Each one waiting.

“What do we do?” Sefa asked.

Berto looked at the mark on his palm. At the seven-pointed circle. At the colors glowing there.

Through Vision-sense, he saw the futures. The possibilities. The choices.

In some, they died. In others, they fled. In others, they surrendered.

But in one—in one future—they won.

It was a thin thread. A narrow path. A possibility so small it was almost invisible.

But it was there.

“We prepare,” Berto said. “We train. We learn to use these powers together. We find others who want to be free. We build something here. Something real. Something worth fighting for.”

“And then?” Douven asked.

Kael’s silver eyes were glowing. “You know what you’re choosing. You’ve seen the cost.”

“Yeah.”

“And you’re choosing it anyway.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Berto looked out at the ocean. At the six islands. At the war coming.

“Because someone has to. Because these women deserve to be free. Because—” He stopped. Looked at them. At all seven of them. “—because I’m not the man who drowned anymore. I’m not the accountant who avoided responsibility. I’m not the husband who let his wife go.”

“Then who are you?” Marisol asked.

Berto stood. The seven women stood with him.

“I’m the Lord of the Smallest Island,” he said. “I’m the man who freed seven brides. I’m the man who killed a Queen. And I’m the man who’s going to stand here and fight when six more Queens come calling.”

The women moved closer. Formed a circle around him. All of them touching. All of them connected.

Through the marks, Berto felt their certainty. Their commitment. Their love.

Seven bonds. Seven threads. Seven people who mattered.

The green sun set. The stars came out. The fog thickened.

And on the Smallest Island, seven people stood together.

Waiting for war.

Ready for whatever came next.

Berto’s hand tightened on his sword. The mark on his palm glowed. Through Vision-sense, he saw the thin thread. The narrow path. The future where they won.

It was possible.

Barely. But possible.

And that was enough.

The six larger islands waited in the darkness. The Queens were gathering. The armies were preparing. The war was coming.

But tonight, the Smallest Island was free.

Tonight, seven people were together.

Tonight, they were home.

And tomorrow—

Tomorrow, they’d start building something worth defending.

Berto looked at the women around him. At Sefa’s warmth. At Niamh’s clarity. At Cerise’s strength. At Tess’s precision. At Douven’s fury. At Marisol’s resonance. At Kael’s sight.

Seven women. Seven powers. Seven threads.

His family.

“Let them come,” he said quietly. “Let the Queens bring their armies. Let them bring their power. Let them bring everything they have.”

Kael’s hand found his. “And we’ll be ready.”

“Yeah. We’ll be ready.”

The stars turned overhead. The fog rolled in. The ocean whispered against the shore.

And on the highest point of the Smallest Island, seven people stood together.

Looking out at the darkness.

Waiting for the dawn.

Ready for war.
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